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Chapter 1

Cazaril heard the mountedhorsemen on the road before he saw them. He glanced over his shoulder.
The well-worn track behind him curled up around arolling rise, what passed for ahill on these high
windy plains, before dipping again into the late-winter muck of Baocia' sbony soil. At hisfeet alittlerill,
too small and intermittent to rate aculvert or abridge, trickled greenly across the track from the
sheep-cropped pastures above. The thump of hooves, jangle of harness, clink of bells, cresk of gear and
careless echo of voices came on at too quick arhythm to be some careful farmer with ateam, or
parsmonious pack-men driving their mules.

The cava cade trotted around the side of the rise riding two by two, in full panoply of their order,
some dozen men. Not bandits—Cazaril let out his breath, and swallowed his unsettled stomach back
down. Not that he had anything to offer bandits but sport. He trudged alittle way off the track and
turned to watch them pass.

The horsemen’ schain shirtswere slvered, glinting in the watery morning sunlight, for show, not for
use. Their tabards of blue, dyes dmaost matching one with another, were worked with whitein the sigil of
the Lady of Spring. Their gray cloaks were thrown back like bannersin the breeze of their passing,
pinned at their shoulders with silver badgesthat had dl the tarnish polished off today. Soldier-brothers of
ceremony, not of war; they would have no desire to get Cazaril’ s stubborn bloodstains onthose clothes.

To Cazail’ ssurprise, their captain held up ahand as they came near. The column crashed raggedly
to ahalt, the squelch and suck of the hoovestrailing off in away that would have had Cazaril’ sfather’s
old horse-magter bellowing grievous and entertaining insults a such aband of boys asthis. Well, no
métter.

“You there, old fdllow,” the leader called across the saddlebow of his banner-carrier at Cazaril.

Cazaxil, done on the road, barely kept his head from swiveling around to see who was being so
addressed. They took him for some loca farm lout, trundling to market or on some errand, and he
supposed he looked the part: worn boots mud-weighted, a thick jumble of mismatched charity clothes
keeping the chill southeast wind from freezing his bones. He was grateful to al the gods of theyear’s
turning for every grubby stitch of that fabric, eh. Two weeks of beard itching his chin. Fellow indeed.
The captain might with justice have chosen more scornful gppellations. But . . . old?

The captain pointed down the road to where another track crossed it. “Isthat the road to Vaenda?’

It had been . . . Cazaril had to stop and count it in his head, and the sum dismayed him. Seventeen
years since he had ridden last down this road, going off not to ceremony but to real war in the provincar
of Baocia' strain. Although bitter to be riding ageding and not afiner warhorse, he’ d been just as
glossy-haired and young and arrogant and vain of his dress as the fine young animals up there staring
down at him.Today, | should be happy for a donkey, though | had to bend my knees to keep from
trailing my toes in the mud. Cazaril smiled back up at the soldier-brothers, fully aware of what
hollowed-out purses lay gaping and disemboweled behind most of those rich facades.

They stared down their noses at him as though they could smell him from there. He was not a
person they wished to impress, no lord or lady who might hand down largesse to them as they might to
him; still, hewould do for them to practice their aristocratic airs upon. They mistook hisreturning stare
for admiration, perhaps, or maybe just for half-wittedness.



He bit back the temptation to steer them wrong, up into some sheep byre or wherever that
deceptively broad-looking crossroad petered out. No trick to pull on the Daughter’ s own guardsmen on
the eve of the Daughter’ s Day. And besides, the men who joined the holy military orders were not
especidly noted for their senses of humor, and he might pass them again, being bound for the same town
himsdlf. Cazaril cleared histhroat, which hadn’t spoken to aman since yesterday. “No, Captain. The
road to Vaendahasaroya’ smilestone.” Or it had, once. “A mile or three farther on. Y ou can’t mistake
it.” He pulled ahand out of the warmth of the folds of his coat, and waved onward. Hisfingersdidn’t
redly straighten right, and he found himsdf waving aclaw. The chill ar bit hisswallenjoints, and he
tucked his hand hagtily back into its burrow of cloth.

The captain nodded at his banner-carrier, athick-shouldered . . . fellow, who cradled his banner
pole in the crook of hisebow and fumbled out his purse. Hefished in it, looking no doubt for acoin of
aufficiently smal denomination. He had a couple brought up to the light, between hisfingers, when his
horsejinked. A coin—agold royal, not acopper vaida—spurted out of hisgrip and spun down into the
mud. He stared after it, aghast, but then controlled hisfeatures. He would not dismount in front of his
fellowsto grub in the muck and retrieveit. Not like the peasant he expected Cazaril to be: for
consolation, he raised his chin and smiled sourly, waiting for Cazaril to dive franticaly and amusingly
after this unexpected windfal.

Instead, Cazaril bowed and intoned, “May the blessings of the Lady of Spring fall upon your head,
young S, in the same spirit as your bounty to aroadside vagabond, and as little begrudged.”

If the young soldier-brother had had more wits about him, he might well have unraveled this
mockery, and Cazaril the seeming-peasant drawn awell-earned horsewhip across hisface. Little enough
chance of that, judging by the brother’ sbull-like stare, though the captain’ slips twisted in exasperation.
But the captain just shook his head and gestured his column onward.

If the banner-bearer was too proud to scramble in the mud, Cazaril was much tootired to. He
waited till the baggage train, agaggle of servants and mules bringing up the rear, had passed before
crouching painfully down and retrieving the little spark from the cold water seeping into ahorse’ s print.
The adhesionsin hisback pulled crudly.Gods. | do move like an old man . He caught his breath and
heaved to hisfest, feding a century old, feding like road dung stuck to the boot hedl of the Father of
Winter as he made hisway out of the world.

He polished the mud off the coin—little enough even if gold—and pulled out his own purse. Now
there was an empty bladder. He dropped the thin disk of metd into the leather mouth and stared down
at itslonely glint. He sighed and tucked the pouch away. Now he had ahope for banditsto stedl again.
Now he had areason to fear. He reflected on his new burden, so gresat for its weight, as he ssumped up
the road in the wake of the soldier-brothers. Almost not worth it. Almost. Gold. Temptation to the
weak, wearinessto thewise. . . what wasit to adull-eyed bull of asoldier, embarrassed by his
accidental |largesse?

Cazaril gazed around the barren landscape. Not much in the way of trees or coverts, except in that
distant watercourse over there, the bare branches and brambleslining it charcod-gray in the hazy light.
The only shdlter anywherein sght was an abandoned windmill on the height to hisleft, itsroof falenin
and its vanes broken down and rotting. Still . . . justincase. ..

Cazaril swung off the road and began trudging up the hill. Hillock, compared to the mountain passes
he’ d traversed aweek ago. The climb till stole hiswind; dmost, he turned back. The gusts up here
were stronger, flowing over the ground, riffling the silver-gold tufts of winter’ s dry grasses. He nipped
out of theraw air into the mill’ s shadowed darkness and mounted a dubious and shaking staircase
winding partway up theinner wall. He peered out the shutterless window.

On the road below, a man belabored a brown horse back aong the track. No soldier-brother: one
of the servants, with hisreinsin one hand and a stout cudgd in the other. Sent back by his master to



secretly shake the accidental coin back out of the hide of the roadside vagabond? He rode up around
the curve, then, in afew minutes, back again. He paused at the muddy rill, turned back and forthin his
saddle to peer around the empty dopes, shook his head in disgust, and spurred on to join hisfellows

again.

Cazaril redized hewas laughing. It felt odd, unfamiliar, a shudder through his shouldersthat wasn't
cold or shock or gut-wringing fear. And the strange hollow absence of . . . what? Corrosive envy?
Ardent desire? He didn’t want to follow the soldier-brothers, didn’t even want to lead them anymore.
Didn’t want to be them. He’ d watched their parade asidly as aman watching a dumb-show in the
marketplace.Gods. | must be tired. Hungry, too. It was still aquarter-day’ swalk to Vaenda, where he
might find amoneylender who could change hisroya for more useful copper vaidas. Tonight, by the
blessing of the Lady, he might deep in aninn and not acow byre. He could buy a hot med. He could
buy ashave, abath . . .

He turned, his eyes adjusted now to the half shadowsin the mill. Then he saw the body splayed out
on the rubble-strewn floor.

Hefrozein panic, but then bresthed again when he saw the body didn’t. No live man could lie
unmoving in that strange back-bent position. Cazaril felt no fear of dead men. Whatever had made them
dead, now . ..

Despite the corpse’ s ftillness, Cazaril scooped up aloose cobble from the floor before approaching
it. A man, plump, middle-aged, judging from the gray in his neatly trimmed beard. The face under the
beard was swollen and empurpled. Strangled? There were no marks showing on histhroat. His clothing
was sober but very fine, yet ill fitting, tight and pulled about. The brown wool gown and black deeveless
vest-cloak edged with slver-embroidered cord might be the garb of arich merchant or minor lord with
austere tastes, or of ascholar with ambition. Not afarmer or artisan, in any case. Nor soldier. The
hands, mottled purple-yellow and swollen aso, lacked calluses, lacked—Cazaril glanced at hisown |eft
hand, where the two missing finger endstestified to the ill-advisedness of arguing with agrappling rope—
lacked damage. The man bore no ornamentsat al, no chains or rings or sealsto match hisrich dress.
Had some scavenger been here before Cazaril?

Cazaril gritted histeeth, bending for acloser look, amation punished by the pullsand achesin his
own body. Not ill fitted, and not fat—the body was unnaturally swollen, too, like the face and hands.
But anyonethat far gone in decay ought to havefilled this dreary shelter with his stench, enough to have
choked Cazaril when he’ d first ducked through the broken door. No scents here but some musky
perfume or incense, tallow smoke, and clay-cold swest.

Cazaril discarded hisfirst thought, that the poor fellow had been robbed and murdered on the road
and dragged up here out of sight, as helooked over the cleared patch of hard-packed dirt floor around
the man. Five candle stumps, burned to puddles, blue, red, green, black, white. Little piles of herbsand
ash, al kicked about now. A dark and broken pile of feathersthat resolved itself in the shadowsasa
dead crow, its neck twisted. A moment’ sfurther search turned up the dead rat that went withiit, itslittle
throat cut. Rat and Crow, sacred to the Bastard, god of all disasters out of season: tornadoes,
earthquakes, droughts, floods, miscarriages, and murders . . .Wanted to compel the gods, did you?
The fool had tried to work death magic, by thelook of it, and paid desth magic’s customary price.
Alone?

Touching nothing, Cazaril levered himself to hisfeet and took aturn around both theinside and the
outside of the sagging mill. No packs, no cloaks or possessions dumped in acorner. A horse or horses
had been tied up on the side opposite the road, recently by dampness of their droppings, but they were
gone now.

Cazaril 9ghed. Thiswas no business of his, but it was impious to leave aman dead and abandoned,
to rot without ceremony. The gods aone knew how long it would be till someone else found him. He



was clearly awdl-to-do man, though—someone would be looking. Not the sort to disappear tracelesdy
and unmissed like aragged vagabond. Cazaril set aside the temptation to dide back down to the road
and go off pretending he’ d never seen the man.

Cazaril st off down the track leading from the back side of the mill. There ought to be afarmhouse
at the end of it, people, something. But he’d not walked more than afew minutes before he met aman
leading a donkey, loaded high with brush and wood, climbing up around the curve. The man stopped
and eyed him suspicioudy.

“The Lady of Spring give you good morning, Sr,” said Cazaril politely. What haom wasinit, for
Cazaril toSr afarmer? He' d kissed the scaly feet of lesser men by far, in the abject terrified davery of
thegdleys

The man, after an appraising look, gave him ahaf sdute and amumbled, “B’yer’ Lady.”
“Do you live heresbouts?’

“Aye,” the man said. He was middle-aged, well fed, hishooded coat, like Cazaril’ s shabbier one,
plain but serviceable. He waked as though he owned the land he stood on, though probably not much
more.

“I, ah,” Cazaril pointed back up thetrack. “1’ d stepped off the road amoment, to take shelter in
that mill up there’ —no need to go into details of what he’ d been shdtering from—"and | found a dead

“Aye” theman said.
Cazaril hesitated, wishing he hadn’t dropped his cobble. “Y ou know about him?”
“Saw his horsetied up there, thismorning.”

“Oh.” He might have gone on down the road after al, with no harm done. “Have you any ideawho
the poor fellow was?’

The farmer shrugged, and spat. “He’ s not from around here, isall | can say. | had our divine of the
Temple up, soon as| redlized what sort of bad doings had been going on there last night. She took away
al thefdlow’ s goods that would come loose, to hold till called for. Hishorseisin my barn. A fair trade,
aye, for thewood and oil to speed him out. The divine said he daren’t beleft till nightfal.” He gestured
to the high-piled load of burnables hitched to the donkey’ s back, gave the halter rope atug, and started
up thetrack again. Cazaril fdl into step beside him.

“Do you have any ideawhat the fellow was doing?’ asked Cazaril.
“Pain enough what he was doing.” The farmer snorted. “And got what he deserved for it.”
“Um. .. or who hewasdoing it to?’

“Noidea. I'll leaveit to the Temple. | do wish he hadn’t doneit on my land. Dropping his bad luck
al over . .. liketo haunt the place heregfter. I’ Il purge him with fire and burn down that cursed wreck of
amill at the sametime, aye. No good to leave it standing, it’ stoo close to the road. Attracts’—he eyed
Cazaril—"trouble”

Cazaril paced dong for another moment. Finaly, he asked, “Y ou plan to burn him with his clothes

on?

The farmer studied him sdeways, summing up the poverty of hisgarb. * I’ mnot touching anything of
his. | wouldn’t have taken the horse, except it’ s no charity to turn the poor beast loose to sarve.”

Cazaril said more hesitantly, “Would you mind if | took the clothes, then?’
“I’m not the one as you need to ask, aye? Ded withhim . If you dare. | won’t stop you.”



“I'll ... helpyou lay him out.”
Thefarmer blinked. “Now, that would be welcome.”

Cazaril judged the farmer was secretly more than pleased to leave the corpse handling to him.
Perforce, Cazaril had to leave the farmer to pile up the bigger logs for the pyre, built insde the mill,
though he offered afew mild suggestions how to place them to gain the best draft and be most sure of
taking down what remained of the building. He helped carry in the lighter brush.

The farmer watched from a safe distance as Cazaril undressed the corpse, tugging the layered
garments off over the stiffened limbs. The man was swollen further even than he’ d appeared at first, his
abdomen puffing out obscenely when Cazaril findly pulled hisfine embroidered cotton undershirt from
him. It wasrather frightening. But it couldn’t be contagion after al, not with this uncanny lack of smell.
Cazaril wondered, if the body weren’t burned by nightfdl, if it waslikely to explode or rupture, and if it
did, what would come out of it . . . or enter into it. He bundled up the clothing, only alittle stained, as
quickly as he could. The shoes were too small, and he left them. He and the farmer together heaved the
corpse onto the pyre.

When al was readied, Cazaril fell to hisknees, shut his eyes, and chanted out the prayer for the
dead. Not knowing which god had taken up the man’ s soul, though he could make a shrewd guess, he
addressed dll five of the Holy Family inturn, spesking clearly and plainly. All offerings must beone’s
best, even if al one had to offer waswords. “Mercy from the Father and the Mother, mercy from the
Sigter and the Brother, Mercy from the Bastard, five times mercy, High Ones, we beseech you.”
Whatever sinsthe stranger had committed, he had surely paid. Mercy, High Ones.Not justice, please,
not justice. We would all be foolsto pray for justice.

When he’ d finished, he climbed siffly back to hisfeet and looked around. Thoughtfully, he
collected the rat and the crow, and added their little corpsesto theman’s, at his head and feet.

It was Cazaril’ s day for the gods’ own luck, it seemed. He wondered which kind it would prove to
bethistime.

ACOLUMN OF OILY SMOKE ROSE FROM THE BURNING mill as Cazaril started up the
road to Valenda once more, the dead man’s clothestied into atight bundle on his back. Though they
werelessfilthy than the clothes he wore, he would, he thought, find alaundress and have them
thoroughly cleaned before donning them. His copper vaidas were dwindling sadly inhismind’s
accounting, but the services of alaundress would be worth them.

He'd dept last night in abarn, shivering in the straw, hismeal ahaf aloaf of sale bread. The
remaining haf had been his breskfast. It was nearly three hundred miles from the port city of Zagosur, on
Ibra’ s mild coast, to the middle of Baocia, centramost province of Chalion. He hadn’t been able to walk
the distance nearly as quickly as he’d calculated. In Zagosur, the Temple Hospitd of the Mother’s
Mercy was dedicated to the succor of men cast up, in al the various ways they could be cast up, by the
sea. The charity purse the acolytes there had given him had run thin, then out altogether, before he'd
reached hisgoal. But only just before. One more day, he’d figured, lessthan aday. If he could just put
onefoot in front of the other for one more day, he might reach hisrefuge and crawl into it.

When he’ d started from Ibra, his head had been full of plansfor how to ask the Dowager
Provincarafor aplace, for old times’ sake, in her household. At the foot of her table. Something,
anything at al solong asit was not too hard. His ambition had dwindled as he’ d dogged east over the
mountain passes into the cooler heights of the centra plateau. Maybe her castle warder or her
horse-master would grant him aplacein her stables, or aplace in her kitchen, and he need not intrude
upon the great lady at dl. If he could beg a place asascullion, he wouldn’t even haveto give hisred
name. He doubted anyone was |eft in her household by now who’d know him from the charmed days
when he' d served the late Provincar dy Baocia as a page.



The dream of aslent, abashed place by the kitchen fire, nameless, not bellowed at by any creature
more aarming than a cook, for any task more dreadful than drawing water or carrying firewood, had
drawn him onward into the last of the winter winds. The vision of rest drove him as an obsession, that
and the knowledge that every stride put another yard between himsdlf and the nightmare of the sea. He'd
bemused himsdlf for hours on the lonely road, revolving suitable new servile namesfor hisnew,
anonymous self. But now, it seemed, he need not appear before the shocked eyes of her court dressed
in poor men’ s castoffs after al.Instead, Cazaril begs a peasant for the clothes off a corpse, and is
grateful for both their favors. Is. Is. Most humbly grateful. Most humbly.

* % %

THE TOWN OFVALENDA TUMBLED DOWN OVER ITSow hill likearich quilt worked in
red and gold, red for thetile roofs, gold for the native stone, both glowing in the sun. Cazaril blinked at
the dazzle of color in hisblurring eyes, the familiar hues of hishomeland. The houses of Ibraweredl
whitewashed, too bright in their hot northern noons, bleached and blinding. This ochre sandstone was
the perfect shade for ahouse, atown, a country—a caress upon the eyes. At thetop of thehill, likea
golden crown in truth, the Provincara’ s castle sprawled, its curtain walls seeming to waver in hisvision.
He stared at it, daunted, for alittle, then dogged onward, his steps somehow going faster than he’d been
ableto push them dl thislong journey, despite the shaking, aching weariness of hislegs.

It was past the hour for the markets, so the streets were quiet and serene as he threaded through
them to the main square. At the temple gate, he approached an e derly woman who looked unlikely to
try to follow and rob him, and asked hisway to amoneylender. The moneylender filled hishand with a
satisfying weight of copper vaidasin exchange for histiny royd, and directed him to the laundress and
the public bath. He paused on the way only long enough to buy an oil cake from alone street vendor,
and devour it.

He poured out vaidas on the laundress’ s counter and negotiated the loan of apair of linen
drawstring trousers and atunic, together with apair of straw sandalsin which he might trot down the
dtreet through the now-mild afternoon to the baths. In competently red hands she carried off dl hisvile
clothing and hisfilthy boots. The bath’ s barber trimmed his hair and beard while he sat, till, inared
chair, oh wonderful. The bath boy served him tea. And then it was back to the bath courtyard itsdlf, to
stand on the flagstones and scrub himself dl over with scented sogp and wait for the bath boy to duice
him down with abucket of warm water. In joyous anticipation, Cazaril eyed the huge copper-bottomed
wooden tank that was sized for Sx men, or women every other day, but which by the happy chance of
the hour helooked to have dl to himsdf. The brazier undernesth kept the water steaming. He could
soak there dl afternoon, while the laundress boiled his clothing.

The bath boy climbed the stool and poured the water over his head, while Cazaril turned and
sputtered under the stream. He opened his eyesto find the boy staring at him, mouth agape.

“Wereyou. . . wereyou adeserter?’ the boy choked out.

Oh. His back, the ropy red mess of scars piled one across another so thickly asto leave no
untouched skin between, legacy of the last flogging the Roknari gdley-masters had given him. Herein the
royacy of Chalion, army deserters were among the few criminas punished so savagely by that particular
means. “No,” said Cazaril firmly. “I’m not adeserter.” Cast-off, certainly; betrayed, perhaps. But he’d
never deserted apost, not even his most disastrous ones.

The boy snapped his mouth shut, dropped his wooden bucket with a clunk, and scampered out.
Cazaril sghed, and made for the tank.

He' d just lowered his aching body to the chin in the heavenly heat when the bath owner ssomped
into thetiny tiled courtyard.

“Out!” the owner roared. “Out of there, you—!”



Cazail recoiled in terror asthe bath man seized him by the hair and dragged him bodily up out of
the water. “ What?” The man shoved histunic and trousers and sandals at him, al in awad, and dragged
him fiercely by the arm out of the courtyard and into the front of the shop. “Here, wait, what are you
doing?1 can’t go naked into the street!”

The bath man wheeled him around, and released him momentarily. “ Get dressed, and get out. | run
arespectable place here! Not for the likes of you! Go down to the whorehouse. Or better still, drown
yoursdf intheriver!”

Dazed and dripping, Cazaril fumbled the tunic over his head, yanked up the trousers, and tried to
cram hisfeet back into the straw sandas while holding up the pants’ drawstring and being shoved again
toward the door. It dammed in hisface as he turned, redlization dawning upon him. The other crime
punished by flogging near to death in the royacy of Chalion wasthe rape of avirgin or aboy. Hisface
flushed hot. “But it wasn’t—but | didn’t—I was sold to the corsairs of Roknar—"

He stood trembling. He considered beating on the door, and ingsting those within listen to his
explanations.Oh, my poor honor. The bath man wasthe bath boy’ sfather, Cazaril rather guessed.

Hewaslaughing. And crying. Teetering on the ragged edge of . . . something that frightened him
more than the outraged bath man. He gulped for breath. He had not the stamina for an argument, and
evenif he could get them to listen, why should they believe him? He rubbed his eyes with the soft linen of
hisdeeve. It had that sharp, pleasant scent |eft only by the track of agood hot iron. It tumbled him back
to memories of lifein houses, not in ditches. It seemed athousand years ago.

Defested, he turned and shuffled back up the street to the laundress’ s green-painted door again. Its
bell rang as he pushed timidly back insde.

“Have you acorner where | might sit, ma’am?’ he asked her, when she popped back out at the bell
'ssummons. “1 . . . finished earlier than . . .” hisvoice died in muffled shame.

She shrugged sturdy shoulders. “ Ah, aye. Come back with me. Wait.” She dived below her counter
and came up with asmall book, the span of Cazaril’ s hand and bound in plain undyed legther. “Here's
your book. You’relucky | checked your pockets, or it would be a mucky mess by now, believe you
rTe”

Startled, Cazaril picked it up. It must have lain concealed in the thick cloth of the dead man’ s outer
cloak; he hadn’t fdt it when he’ d bundled the garment up so hastily back in the mill. Thisought to go to
that divine of the Temple, with the rest of the dead man’ s possessions.Well, I’ m not walking it back
there tonight, that’s certain. He would return it as soon as he was able.

For now, he merely said, “ Thank you, ma’am,” to the laundress, and followed her into acentra
court with adeep well, smilar to her neighbor’ s of the bathhouse, where afire kept a cauldron on the
boil, and a quartet of young women scrubbed and splashed at the laundry tubs. She gestured himto a
bench by thewall and he sat down out of range of the splashes, staring awhilein akind of disembodied
bliss at the peaceful, busy scene. Time was he would have scorned to eye atroupe of red-faced peasant
girls, saving hisglancesfor the fine ladies. How had he never redlized how beautiful laundresses were?
Strong and laughing, moving like adance, and kind, so kind, sokind. . .

Findly, hishand moved in reawakened curiosity to look in the book. It might bear the dead man’s
name, solving amystery. He flipped it open to discover its pages covered in athicket of handwriting,
with occasiond little scratchy diagrams. Entirely in acipher.

He blinked, and bent more closely, his eye beginning to take the cipher gpart amost despite his
own valition. It was mirror-writing. And with a substitution-of -l etters system—those could be tedious to
break down. But the chance of a short word, three times repested on the page, handed him hiskey. The
merchant had chosen the mogt childish of ciphers, merdly shifting each letter one position and not
troubling to shuffle his pattern thereafter. Except thet . . . thiswasn’t in the lbran language spoken, inits



various didects, in theroyacies of lbra, Chaion, and Brgar. It wasin Darthacan, spokeninthe
southernmost provinces of 1braand great Darthaca beyond the mountains. And the man’ s handwriting
was dreadful, his spelling worse, and his command of Darthacan grammar apparently almost nonexistent.
Thiswas going to be harder than Cazaril had thought. He would need paper and pen, aquiet place,
time, and agood light, if he wasto make head or tail of this mess. Wdll, it might have been worse. It
might have been ciphered in bad Roknari.

It was amogt certainly the man’ s notes on his magic experiments, however. That much Cazaril
could tell. Enough to convict and hang him, if he hadn’t been dead aready. The punishmentsfor
practicing—no, forattempting —death magic were ferocious. Punishment for succeeding was generdly
consdered redundant, as there was no case Cazaril knew of amagica assassination that had not cost
thelife of its caster. Whatever the link was by which the practitioner forced the Bastard to let one of his
demonsinto theworld, it ways returned with two souls or none.

That being so, there should have been another corpse made somewherein Baocialast night. . . . By
its nature, desth magic wasn't very popular. It did not allow subgtitutions or proxiesin its double-edged
scything. To kill wasto bekilled. Knife, siword, poison, cudgel, dmost any other means was a better
choiceif one wanted to survive one’ s own murderous effort. But, in delusion or desperation, men il
attempted it from time to time. Thisbook must definitely be taken back to that rura divine, for her to
pass aong to whatever superior of the gods’ Temple ended up investigating the case for the royacy.
Cazaxil’ sbrow wrinkled, and he sat up, closing the frustrating volume.

Thewarm steam, the rhythm of the women’ swork and voices, and Cazaril’ s exhaustion tempted
him to lie on hisside, curled up on the bench with the book pillowed under his cheek. He would just
closehiseyesfor amoment . . .

He woke with astart and acrick in his neck, hisfingers closing around an unexpected weight of
wooal . . . one of the laundresses had thrown ablanket over him. An involuntary sigh of gratitude escaped
histhroat at this cardless grace. He scrambled upright, checking the lay of the light. The courtyard was
nearly dl in shadow now. He must have dept for most of the afternoon. The sound waking him had been
the thump of his cleaned and, to the limit they would take it, polished boots, dropped from the laundress’
shand. She st the pile of Cazaril’ sfolded clothing, fine and disreputable both, on the bench next to him.

Remembering the bath boy’ s reaction, Cazaril asked timoroudy, “Have you aroom where | might
dress, ma’ an?’ Privately.

She nodded cordially and led him to amodest bedroom at the back of the house, and left him.
Western light poured through the little window. Cazaril sorted his clean laundry, and eyed with aversion
the shabby clothes he’ d been wearing for weeks. An oval mirror on astand in the corner, theroom’s
richest ornament, decided him.

Tentatively, with another prayer of thanksto the spirit of the departed man whaose unexpected heir
he had become, he donned clean cotton trews, the fine embroidered shirt, the brown wool robe—warm
from theiron, though the seamswere dill atrifle damp—and findly the black vest-cloak that fell inarich
profusion of cloth and glint of slver to hisankles. The dead man’s clotheswerelong enough, if loose on
Cazail’ s gaunt frame. He sat on the bed and pulled on his boots, their heels lopsided and their soles
worn to scarcely more than the thickness of parchment. He had not seen himself in any mirror larger or
better than apiece of polished sted for . . . three years? This one was glass, and tilted to show himself
quite half at atime, from head to foot.

A dranger stared back at him.Five gods, when did my beard go part-gray? Hetouched its
short-trimmed negtness with atrembling hand. At least his newly scissored hair had not begun to retrest
from hisforehead, much. If Cazaril had to guess himself merchant, lord, or scholar in thisdress, he
would have to say scholar; one of the more fanatic sort, hollow-eyed and alittle crazed. The garments
wanted chains of gold or silver, seds, afine belt with studs or jewels, thick rings with gleaming stones, to



proclam him any rank higher. And yet the flowing lines suited him, hefancied. He stood alittle straighter.

In any case, the roadside vagabond had vanished. Inany case. . . herewasnot amanto beg a
scullion’ s place from a castle cook.

He' d planned to buy anight’sbed in an inn with the last of hisvaidas and present himself to the
Provincarain the morning. Uneasily, he wondered if gossip from the bath man had gotten round town
very far yet. And if hewould be denied entry to any safe and respectable house. . . .

Now, tonight. Go. Hewould climb to the castle and find out if he might claim refuge or not. |
cannot bear another night of not knowing . Before the light failed. Before my heart fails.

He tucked the notebook back into the inside pocket of the black vest-cloak that had apparently
conceded it before. Leaving the vagabond’ s clothing in a pile on the bed, he turned and strode from the
room.

Chapter2

As he climbed the last dope tothe main castle gate, Cazaril regretted he’ d had no way to provision
himself with asword. The two guardsin the green-and-black livery of the provincar of Baociawatched
his unarmed approach without alarm, but aso without any of the dert interest that might presage respect.
Cazaril sdluted the one wearing the sergeant’ s badge in his hat with only an austere, caculated nod. The
savility he’ d practiced in hismind was for some back gate, not thisone, not if he expected to get any
farther. At leadt, by the courtesy of hislaundress, he’d been ableto provison himsdf with theright
names.

“Good evening, Sergeant. | am here to see the castle warder, the Ser dy Ferrg. | am Lupe dy
Cazaril.” Leaving the sergeant to guess, preferably wrongly, if he’ d been summoned.

“On what business, Sr?’ the sergeant asked, polite but unimpressed.

Cazail’ s shoulders straightened; he didn’ t know from what unused lumber room in the back of his
soul the voice came, but it came out clipped and commanding nonetheless. “On his business, Sergeant.”

Automaticaly, the sergeant sdluted. “Yes, sr.” Hisnod told off hisfellow to stay sharp, and he
gestured Cazaril to follow him through the open gate. “Thisway, gr. I'll ask if the warder will seeyou.”

Cazail’ s heart wrung as he stared around the broad cobbled courtyard inside the castle gates. He'd
worn out how much shoe legther, scampering across these stones on errands for the high household?
The master of the pages had complained of bankruptcy in buskins, till the Provincara, laughing, had
inquired if hewould truly prefer alazy page who would wear out the seet of histrousersinstead, for if
30, she could find afew to plague him with.

She il ran her household with akeen eye and afirm hand, it appeared. The liveries of the guards
werein excellent condition, the cobbles of thisyard were swept clean, and the small bare treesin tubs,
flanking the mgjor doorways, had flowersforced from bulbs gracing their feet, blooming bright and fair
and perfectly timed for the Daughter’ s Day celebration tomorrow.

The guard gestured Cazaril to wait upon abench against awall till blessedly warm from theday’s
sun, while he went to the side door leading to the office quarters, and spoke to a house servant there
who might, or might not, turn out the warder for this stranger. He’ d not paced hafway back to his post
before his comrade stuck his head around the gate to call, “ The royse returng!”

The sergeant turned his head toward the servants’ quartersto take up the bellow, “ The royse
returns! Look sharp, there!” and quickened his march.

Grooms and servants tumbled from various doors around the courtyard as a clatter of hooves and
halloing voi ces sounded from outside the gates. Firgt through the stone arches, with a self-supplied
fanfare of unladylike but triumphant whoops, rode apair of young women on blowing horses



belly-splashed with mud.

“Wewin, Teidez!” thefirst called over her shoulder. She was dressed in ariding jacket of blue
velvet, with amatching blue wool split skirt. Her hair escaped from under agirl’ s lace cap, somewhat
askew, inringlets neither blond nor red but a sort of glowing amber in the shaft of setting sunlight. She
had a generous mouth, pale skin, and curioudy heavy-lidded eyes, squeezed now with laughter. Her
taller companion, apanting brunette in red, grinned and twisted in her saddle asthe rest of the cavacade
followed.

An even younger gentleman, in ashort scarlet jacket worked with beastsin silver threed, followed
on an even moreimpressive horse, glossy black with silken tail bannering. He was flanked by two
wooden-faced grooms, and followed by afrowning gentleman. He shared his—sger’ s?yes, surely—
curly hair, a shade redder, and wide mouth, more pouting. “ The race was over a the bottom of the hill,
Isdlle. Y ou chesated.”

She made anOh, pooh face a her royal brother. Before the scrambling servant could position the
ladies’ mounting bench he wastrying to bring to her, she did from her saddle, bouncing on her booted
toes.

Her dark-haired companion also preceded her groom to the dismount and handed off her reinsto
him, saying, “ Give these poor beasts an extrawalk, till they are quite cool, Deni. We have misused them
terribly.” Somewhat belying her words, she gave her horse akiss on the middle of itswhite blaze, and,
asit nudged her with practiced assurance, dipped it sometreat from her pocket.

Last through the gate, a couple of minutes behind, came ared-faced older woman. “Isdlle, Betriz,
dow down! Mother and Daughter, you girls cannot gallop over haf the hinterland of Vaendalike apair
of lunaticd”

“We are dowed down. Indeed, we’re stopped,” the dark-haired girl pointed out logicaly. “We
cannot outrun your tongue, good heart, no matter how wetry. It istoo fast for the speediest horsein
Baocia”

The older woman made amoue of exasperation and waited for her groom to position her mounting

bench. “Y our grandmother bought you that lovely white mule, Royesse, why don’t you ever ride him? It
would be so much more suitable”

“And so much more doooow,” the amber-haired girl, laughing, shot back. “ And anyway, poor
Snowflakeisdl washed and braided for the process on tomorrow. The grooms would have been
heartbroken if 1’ d taken him out and run him through the mud. They plan to keep him wrapped in sheets
dl night.”

Wheezing, the older woman allowed her groom to help her dismount. Afoot again, she shook out
her skirted legs and stretched her apparently aching back. The boy departed in a cluster of anxious
servants, and the two young women, uncrushed by their waiting woman’ s continuing murmur of
complaint, raced each other to the door to the main keep. She followed, shaking her head.

Asthey approached the door, a stoutish middle-aged man in severe black wool exited, and
remarked to them in passing, in avoice without rancor but perfectly firm, “Betriz, if ever you gdlop your
horse home uphill likethat again, | will take him from you. And you can use up yourexcessive energy
running after the royesse on foot.”

She dropped him a swift curtsey, and adaunted murmur of, “Y es, Pgpa.”

The amber-haired girl cameingtantly to attention. “ Please excuse Betriz, Ser dy Ferrg). The fault
was mine. Where | led, she had no choice but to follow.”

His brow twitched, and he gave her alittle bow. “ Then you might meditate, Royesse, on what
honor a captain can claim, who drags hisfollowersinto an error when he knows he will himself escape



the punishment.”

The amber-haired girl’ swide lipstwisted at this. After along glance up under her lashes, she, too,
dropped him afraction of acurtsey, before both girls escaped further chastisement by dodging indoors.
Themanin black heaved asigh. The waiting woman, laboring after them, cast him anod of thanks.

Even without these cues, Cazaril could have identified the man asthe castle warder by the clink of
keysat his slver-studded bdt, and the chain of office around his neck. He rose at once asthe man
approached him, and essayed a cursedly awkward bow, pulled short by hisadhesions. * Ser dy Ferrg?
My nameis Lupedy Cazaril. | beg an audience of the Dowager Provincara, if . . . if itisher pleasure.”
His voice faltered under the warder’ sfrown.

“I do not know you, sir,” said the warder.

“By thegods' grace, the Provincaramay remember me. | was once a page, here’ —he gestured
around rather blindly—"in this household. When the old provincar was dive.” The closest thing to a
home he had |eft, he supposed. Cazaril was unutterably weary of being a stranger everywhere.

The gray browsrose. “1 will inquireif the Provincarawill seeyou.”

“That’sal | ask.” All hedared ask. He sank back to his bench, and wound hisfingers together, as
the warder ssumped back into the main keep.

After severad miserable minutes of suspense, stared at Sdelong by passing servants, Cazaril looked
up at the warder’ sreturn. Dy Ferrg eyed him with bemusement.

“Her Grace the Provincaragrants you an interview. Follow me.”

His body had stiffened, Sitting in the gathering chill; Cazaril sumbled alittle, and cursed his sstumble,
as hefollowed the warder indoors. He scarcely needed aguide. The plan of the place came back to
him, tumbling through his memory with every turning. Through thishdl, acrossthose
blue-and-ydllow-patterned tiles, up this stair and that one, through awhitewashed inner chamber, and
then the room on the western wal she’ d dwaysfavored for dtting in thistime of day, with the best light
for her seamstresses, or for reading. He had to duck his head alittle through itslow door, ashe’d never
had to before; it seemed the only change.But not a change in the door.

“Hereisthe man asyou bade, your grace,” the warder announced Cazaril neutrally, declining to
ether endorse or deny his claimed identity.

The Dowager Provincara was seated in awide wooden chair, made soft for her aging bones with
cushions. She wore a sober dark green gown suitable to her high-ranked widowhood, but declined a
widow’ s cap, choosing instead to have her graying hair braided up around her head in two knots and
twined with green ribbons, locked with jeweled clasps. She had alady companion dmost asold as
herself seated by her side, awidow aso, judging by the garb of alay dedicat of the Temple that she
wore. The companion clutched her needlework and regarded Cazaril with an untrusting frown.

Praying his body would not betray him now with some twitch or sumble, Cazaril levered himself
down onto one knee before her chair and bowed his head in respectful greeting. Her clothes were
scented with lavender, and adry old-woman smell. He looked up, searching her face for some sign of
recognition. If shedid not know him now, then no one he would become in truth, and swiftly.

She gazed back, and bit her lip in wonder. “Five gods,” she murmured softly. “It redly isyou. My
lord dy Cazaril. | bid you welcometo my house.” She held out her hand for him to kiss.

He swallowed, almost gasping, and bent his head over it. Once, it had been fine and white, the nails
perfect and pearl-rubbed. Now the knuckles stood out, and the thin skin was brown-spotted, though the
nailswere gill aswell kept as when she’ d been amatron in her prime. She did not, by the smallest jerk,
react to the couple of tears he dropped helplessy upon its back, but her lips curved up alittle. Her hand



drifted from hislight grasp to touch his beard and trace one of the gray streeks. “Dear me, Cazaril, have
| grown that old?’

He blinked rapidly up a her. He would not, he wouldnot break down weeping like an overwrought
child. .. “It hasbeen along time, Y our Grace.”

“Tsk.” Her hand turned, and the dry fingers tapped him on the cheek. “ That was your cueto say |
haven’t changed a bit. Didn’t | teach you how to lieto alady better than that? | had no ideal was so
remiss.” With perfect composure, she retrieved her hand and nodded to her companion.

“May | make you known to my cousin, the Lady dy Hudltar. Tessa, may | present my lord the
Cadtillar dy Cazaxil.”

From the corner of his eye Cazaril saw the warder, with abregth of relief, relax hisguard, folding
hisarms and leaning againg the doorframe. Still on hisknee, Cazaril made aclumsy bow inthededicat’s
direction.

“You aredl kindness, Y our Grace, but as| no longer hold Cazaril, nor its keep, nor any of my
father’ slands, | do not claim histitle either.”

“Don’t befoolish, Cadtillar.” Beneath her bantering tone, her voice sharpened. “My dear Provincar
isdead these ten years, but 1’1l seethe Bastard’ s demons et the first man who daresto call me anything
lessthan Provincara. We have what we can hold, dear boy, and never let them see you flinch or fater.”

Beside her, the dedicat stiffened in disgpprova of these blunt words, if not, perhaps, of the
sentiment behind them. Cazaril judged it imprudent to point out that the title by right now belonged to the
Provincara’ s daughter-in-law. Her son the present provincar and hiswife likely judged it imprudent, too.

“Y ou will dways be the great lady to me, Y our Grace, whom we worshipped from afar,” Cazaril
offered.

“Better,” she gpproved judicioudy. “Much better. | do like aman who can pull hiswits about him.”
She waved at her warder. “ Dy Ferrgj, fetch the cadtillar achair. Onefor yoursdlf, too; you loom likea
crow there”

The warder, apparently accustomed to such addresses, smiled and murmured, “ Certainly, Y our
Grace” He pulled up acarved chair for Cazaril, with agratifying murmur of Will my lord be seated? ,
and retrieved another for himsdf from the next chamber, placing it alittle gpart from hislady and her
guest.

Cazaril scrambled up and sank down again in blessed comfort. He ventured tentatively, “Was that
the royse and royesse | saw comein fromriding as| arrived, Y our Grace? | should not have troubled
you with my intrusion, had | known you had such vistors.” He would not have dared.

“Not vigting, Cadtillar. They are living here with me for now. Vaendaisaquiet, clean town, and
... my daughter isnot entirely well. It suits her to retire here, after the too-hectic court.” A weary ook
flickered in her eyes.

Five gods, the Lady Istawas here aswell? The Dowager Royinalsta, Cazaril hagtily corrected this
thought. When he had first come to serve Baocia, as unformed alarvaas any boy of like degree, the
Provincara’ s youngest daughter 1sta had seemed aready a grown woman, though only afew years older
than himsdlf. Fortunately, even at that foolish age, he’ d not been so foolish asto confide his hopeless
infatuation of her to anyone else. Her high marriage soon after to Roya las himsalf—nher firgt, his second
—-had seemed her beauty’ s proper destiny, despite the royd couple’ s disparity of age. Cazaril
supposed Ista’ s early widowhood might have been expected, though not as early asit had proved.

The Provincara brushed aside her fatigue with an impatient flash of her fingers, and followed with a,
“And what of yoursdlf? Thelast | heard of you, you were riding courier for the provincar of Guarida.”



“That was. . . someyearsago, Your Grace.”

“How did you come here?’ Shelooked him over, her brows drawing down. “Whereisyour
sword?’

“Oh, that.” His hand vaguely touched his side, where neither belt nor sword hung. “1 logtitat . . .
When the March dy Jironal led Roya Orico’ sforces up to the north coast for the winter campaign these
... three? yes, three years ago, he made me castle warder of the fortress at Gotorget. Then dy Jirona
had that unfortunate reversd . . . we held the keep nine months against the Roknari forces. The usud,
you know. | swear there was not arat left unroasted in Gotorget when the word came through that dy
Jrond had made treaty again, and we were ordered to lay down our arms and march out, and turn the
fortressover to our foes.” He offered up abrief, unfelt smile; hisleft hand curled in hislap. “ For my
consolation, | wasinformed our fortress cost the Roknari prince an extra three hundred thousand royals,
in thetreaty tent. Plus considerably morein thefield that nine-month, | calculate.” Poor consolation, for
the lives we spent. “The Roknari general claimed my father’ s sword; he said he was going to hang it in
his tent, to remember me by. So that wasthe last | saw of my blade. After that . . .” Cazaril’svoice,
growing stronger through this reminiscence, faltered. He cleared histhroat, and began again. “ There was
an error, some mix-up. When thelist of men to be ransomed arrived, together with the chests of royals,
my name had been |eft off it somehow. The Roknari quartermaster swore there was no mistake, because
the amounts counted out evenly with the names, but . . . there was some mistake. All my officerswere
rescued . . . | was put in with the unransomed men, and we were al marched to Visping, to be sold to
the Roknari corsair mastersas galley daves”

The Provincaradrew in her breath. The warder, who had been leaning farther and farther forward
in hisseat during thisrecital, burst out, “Y ou protested, surely!”

“Oh, five gods, yes. | protested al theway to Visping. | was still protesting as they dragged me up
the gangplank and chained meto my oar. | kept protesting till we put to sea, and then | . . . learned not
to.” Heamiled again. It felt likeaclown’s mask. Happily, no one seized on that weakerror .

“| was on one ship or another for . . . for along time.” Nineteen months, eight days, he had counted
it out later. At thetime, he could not have told one day from the next. “And then | had the greatest piece
of good fortune, for my corsair ran afoul of afleet of the royaof Ibra, out on maneuvers. | assure you
Ibra’ s volunteers rowed better than we did, and they soon ran us down.”

Two men had been beheaded in their chains by the increasingly desperate Roknari, for ddliberately
—or accidentally—fouling their oars. One of them had been sitting near Cazaril, his benchmate for
months. Some of the spurting blood had got in his mouth; he could gtill half taste it, when he made the
mistake of thinking of it. He could taste it now. When the corsair was taken, the Ibrans had trailed the
Roknari, some till haf-alive, behind the ship on ropes made of their own guits, till the grest fishes had
eaten them. Some of the freed gdley daves had helped row, with awill. Cazaril could not. That last
flaying had brought him within hours of being cast overboard by the Roknari galey master as broken and
useless. He' d sat on the deck, muscles twitching uncontrollably, and wept.

“The good Ibrans put me ashorein Zagosur, where | fdl ill for afew months. Y ou know how it is
with men when along strain isremoved of a sudden. They can grow . . . rather childish.” He smiled
gpologeticaly around the room. For him, it had been collgpse and fever, till hisback half heded; then
dysentery; then an ague. And, throughout it dl, the bouts of inconsolable weeping. He’ d wept when an
acolyte offered him dinner. When the sun came out. When the sun wentin . When acat startled him.
When hewas led to bed. Or at any time, for no cause. “The Temple Hospital of the Mother’s Mercy
took mein. When | fdt alittle better” —when the weeping had tailed mostly off, and the acolytes had
decided he was not mad, merely nervous—"they gave me alittle money, and | walked here. | wasthree
weeks on theroad.”

The room was dead slent.



He looked up, to see that the Provincara’ slips had gonetight with anger. Terror wrenched his
empty ssomach. “1t wasthe only place | could think of!” he excused himsdf hadtily. “I’'m sorry. I’'m
g)rry.”

The warder blew out his bresth and sat back, staring at Cazaril. The lady companion’s eyes were
wide.

In avibrating voice, the Provincaradeclared, “ Y ou are the Cadtillar dy Cazaril. They should have
given you ahorse. They should have given you anescort .”

Cazail’ s hands flapped in frightened denid. “No, no, my lady! It was. . . it was enough.” Well,
amost. Heredlized, after an unsteady blink, that her anger wasn’t athim .Oh . Histhroat tightened, and
the room blurred.No, not again, not here. . . He hurried on. 1 wished to place mysdlf in your service,
lady, if you canfind any usefor me. | admit | .. . can’t do much. Just now.”

The Provincarasat back, her chin resting lightly on her hand, and studied him. After amoment, she
said, “You used to play the Iute very pleasantly, when you were apage.”

“Uh...” Cazail’ s crooked, callused handstried to hide themsalvesin each other for a spasmodic
ingtant. He smiled in renewed gpology, and displayed them briefly on hisknees. “I think not now, my

lady.”

She leaned forward; her gaze rested for amoment on his half-mangled left. “1 see” She sat back
again, purang her lips. “1 remember you read al the booksin my husband’ slibrary. The master of the
pages was dways complaining of you for that. | told him to leave you aone. Y ou aspired to be a pot,
asl recdl.”

Cazaril was not sure hisright hand could close around apen, a present. 1 believe Chalion was
saved from adeal of bad poetry, when | went off to war.”

She shrugged her shoulders. “Come, come, Cadtillar, you quite daunt me with your offer of service.
I”’m not sure poor Vaenda has posts enough to occupy you. Y ou’ ve been a courtier—a captain—a
castle warder—a courier—"

“I haven’t been a courtier since before Royalasdied, my lady. Asacaptain . . . | helped losethe
battle of Daus.” And rotted for nearly ayear in the dungeons of the royacy of Brgar, theresfter. “Asa
castle warder, well, we lost the siege. Asacourier, | was nearly hanged asa spy. Twice.” He brooded.
And three times put to the torture in violation of parley. “Now . . . now, well, | know how to row
boats. And five ways of preparing adish of rats.”

| could relish a mighty dish of rat right now, in fact.

He did not know what she read in hisface, for dl that her sharp old eyes probed him. Perhapsit
was exhaustion, but he hoped it was hunger. He wasfairly sureit was hunger, for she at last smiled
crookedly.

“Then come to supper with us, Cadtillar, though I’ m afraid my cook cannot offer you rat. They are
not in season, in peaceful Vaenda. | shdl think on your petition.”

He nodded mute thanks, not trusting his voice to not bresk.

IT BEING STILL WINTER, THE MAIN MEAL OF THEhousehold’s day had been taken at
noon, formally, in the great hall. The evening supper was alighter repadt, featuring, by the Provincara’s
economy, the leftover breads and meats from noon, but by her pride, the very best of them,
supplemented by agenerous libation of her excellent wines. In the shimmering heet of the high plains
summer, the procedure would be reversed; nuncheon would be light fare, and the main meal taken after
nightfall, when Baocians of al degreestook to their cooler courtyardsto eat by lantern light.

They sat down only eight, in an intimate chamber in anew building quite near the kitchens. The



Provincaratook the center of the table, and placed Cazaril on her honored right. Cazaril was daunted to
find the Royesse Isdlle on his other Side, and the Royse Teidez across from her. He took heart again
when the royse chose to while away the wait for al to be seated by flicking bread-balls at his older
gster, amaneuver sternly suppressed by his grandmother. A retdiatory gleam in the royesse’ seye was
only sidetracked, Cazaril judged, by sometimely distraction from her companion Betriz, seated across
and alittledown from him.

Lady Betriz smiled acrossthe board at Cazaxil in friendly curiosty, reveding an dusve dimple, and
seemed about to speak, but then the servant passed among them with abasin for hand-washing. The
warm water was scented with verbena. Cazaril’ s hands shook as he dipped and wiped them on the fine
linen towel, aweakness he concealed as soon as he might by hiding them in hislap. The chair directly
across from him remained empty.

Cazaril nodded to it, and asked the Provincara diffidently, “Will the dowager royinabejoining us,
Y our Grace?”’

Her lips pressed closed. “Istais not well enough tonight, unfortunately. She. . . takes most of her
mealsin her chamber.”

Cazaril quelled amoment of unease, and resolved to ask someone e e, later, exactly what troubled
the royse and royesse’ smother. That brief compression suggested something chronic, or lingering, or
too painful to be discussed. Her long widowhood had spared I stathe further dangers of childbirth that
were the bane of young women, but then there were dl those frightening femal e disorders that overtook
matrons. . . As Royalas’s second wife, Ista had been wed in his middle age when his son and heir
Orico was dready full-grown. In thelittle time Cazaril had been at the court of Chalion, years ago, he
had watched her only from adiscreet distance; she’ d seemed happy, the light of the roya’ s eye when the
marriage was new. las had doted upon toddler Iselle and upon Teidez, ababein the nurse’sarms.

Their happiness had been darkened during the unfortunate tragedy of Lord dy Lutez’ s treason,
which, most observers agreed, had hastened the aging roya’ s degth by grief. Cazaril couldn’t help
wondering if theillnessthat had evidently driven Royinalstafrom her sepson’s court had any
unfortunate political elements. But the new roya Orico had been respectful of his ssepmother, and kind to
hishaf sblings, by dl reports.

Cazaril cleared histhroat to cover the growling of his ssomach and gave attention to theroyse’s
superior gentleman-tutor, on the far end of the table beyond Lady Betriz. The Provincara, with aregd
nod of her head, desired him to |lead the prayer to the Holy Family blessing the approaching medl.
Cazaril hoped it was approaching rapidly. The mystery of the empty chair was solved when the castle
warder Ser dy Ferrg hurried in late, and made brief gpologies al round before seating himself.

“| was caught by the divine of the Order of the Bastard,” he explained as bread, meet, and dried
fruit were passed.

Cazaril, hard-pressed not to fal on hisfood like a starving dog, made a politely inquiring noise, and
took hisfirs bite.

“The most earnestly long-winded young man,” dy Ferrgj expanded.

“What does he want now?’ asked the Provincara. “More donations for the foundling hospital? We
sent down aload last week. The cagtle servants are refusing to give up any more of their old clothes.”

“Wet nurses” said dy Ferrg, chewing.
The Provincarasnorted. “Not frommy household!”

“No, but he wanted me to pass the word that the Temple was looking. He was hoping someone
might have afemale reative who would be moved to pious charity. They had another babe | eft at the
postern last week, and he’s expecting more. It’sthetime of year, apparently.”



The Order of the Bastard, by the logic of itstheology, classified unwanted births among the
things-out-of-season that were the god’ s mandate: including bastards—naturaly—and children bereft of
parents untimely young. The Temple’ s foundling hospitals and orphanages were one of the order’ smain
concerns. Indl, Cazaril thought that a god who was supposed to command alegion of demons ought to
have an easier time shaking out donationsfor his good works.

Cautioudy, Cazaril watered hiswine; acrimeto treat this vintage so, but on hisempty somach it
was sure to go straight to his head. The Provincara nodded approvingly at him, but then entered into an
argument with her lady cousin on the same subject, emerging partidly triumphant with half aglass of wine
undiluted.

Ser dy Ferrg continued, “ The divine had agood story, though; guesswho died last night?”
“Who, Papa?’ said Lady Betriz helpfully.
“Ser dy Naoza, the celebrated dudist.”

It was not aname Cazaril recognized, but the Provincara sniffed. “ About time. Ghastly man.| did
not receive him, though | suppose there were fools enough who did. Did hefindly underestimate avictim
—I mean, opponent?’

“That’ swhere the story gets interesting. He was apparently assassinated by death magic.” No bad
raconteur, dy Ferrg) quaffed wine while the shocked murmur ran around the table. Cazaril frozein
mid-chew.

“Isthe Temple going to try to solve the mystery?’ asked Royesse Isdlle.

“No mystery to it, though | gather it was rather atragedy. About ayear ago, dy Naozawasjostled
in the street by the only son of aprovincia wool merchant, with the usua result. Well, dy Naoza claimed
it for adud, of course, but there were those on the scene who said it was bloody murder. Somehow,
none of them could be found to testify when the boy’ sfather tried to take dy Naozato justice. There
was some question about the probity of the judge, too, it was rumored.”

The Provincaratsked . Cazaril dared to swallow, and say, “Do go on.”

Encouraged, the castle warder continued, “ The merchant was awidower, and the boy not just an
only son, but an only child. Just about to be married, too, to turn the knife. Death magic isan ugly
business, true, but | can’t help having a spot of sympathy for the poor merchant. Well, rich merchant, |
suppose, but in any case, far too old to train up to the degree of swordsmanship required to remove
someone like dy Naoza. So hefell back on what he thought was his only recourse. Spent the next year
studying the black arts—where he found dl hisloreisagood puzzle for the Temple, mind you—Ietting
his business go, | was told—and then, last night, took himsdlf off to an abandoned mill about seven miles
from Vdenda, and tried to call up ademon. And, by the Bastard, succeeded! His body was found there
thismorning.”

The Father of Winter wasthe god of al deathsin good season, and of justice; but in addition to
the other disastersin his gift the Bastard was the god of executioners. And, indeed, god of awhole
purseful of other dirty jobs.It seems the merchant went to the right store for his miracle. The
notebook in Cazaril’ s vest suddenly seemed to weigh ten pounds; but it was only in hisimagination thet it
felt asthough it might scorch through the cloth and burst into flame.

“Wdl,l don’t have any sympathy for him,” said Royse Teidez. “ That was cowardly!”

“Y es, but what can you expect of amerchant?’ observed histutor, from down the table. “Men of
that class are not trained up in the kind of code of honor atrue gentleman learns.”

“Butit’sso sad,” protested Isdlle. “1 mean, about the son about to be wed.”
Teidez snorted. “ Girls. All you can think about is getting married. But which isthe greater lossto the



royacy? Some moneygrubbing wool-man, or aswordsman? Any dudist that skilled must be agood
soldier for theroyal”

“Not in my experience,” Cazaril said dryly.

“What do you mean?’ Teidez promptly challenged him.
Abashed, Cazaril mumbled, “Excuse me. | spoke out of turn.”
“What'’ sthe difference?’ Teidez pressed.

The Provincaratapped afinger on the tablecloth and shot him an indecipherable look. “Do expand,
Cadtillar.”

Cazaril shrugged, and offered adight, gpologetic bow in the boy’ sdirection. “ The difference,
Royse, isthat a skilled soldier killsyour enemies, but askilled dudlist killsyour dlies. | leaveyouto
guess which awise commander prefersto havein hiscamp.”

“Oh,” said Teidez. Hefell silent, looking thoughtful.

There was, apparently, no rush to return the merchant’ s notebook to the proper authorities, and
aso no difficulty. Cazaril might search out the divine at the Temple of the Holy Family herein Vdenda
tomorrow at hisleisure, and turn it over to be passed aong. It would have to be decoded; some men
found that sort of puzzle difficult or tedious, but Cazaril had aways found it restful. He wondered if he
ought, as a courtesy, to offer to decipher it. He touched his soft wool robe, and was glad he’ d prayed
for theman at his hurried burning.

Betriz, her dark brows crimping, asked, “Who was the judge, Papa?’
Dy Ferrg hesitated a moment, then shrugged. “ The Honorable Vrese.”
“Ah,” said the Provincara. “Him.” Her nose twitched, as though she’ d sniffed abad smell.

“Did the duelist thresten him, then?’ asked Royesse Isdlle. “ Shouldn’t he—couldn’t he have cdlled
for help, or had dy Naoza arrested?’

“| doubt that even dy Naoza was foolish enough to threaten ajudticiar of the province,” said dy
Ferrg. “Though it was probable he intimidated the witnesses. Vrese was, hm, likely handled by more
peaceful means.” He popped afragment of bread into his mouth and rubbed his thumb and forefinger
together, miming aman warming acoin.

“If the judge had done hisjob honestly and bravely, the merchant would never have been driven to
use deasth magic,” said Isdle dowly. “Two men are dead and damned, where it might have only been
one. ..and evenif he' d been executed, dy Naoza might have had timeto clean his soul before facing
the gods. If thisisknown, why isthe man still ajudge? Grandmama, can’t you do something about it?’

The Provincara pressed her lipstogether. “The gppointment of provincid judticiarsis not within my
gift, dear one. Nor their removal. Or their department would be rather more orderly run, | assure you.”
Shetook asip of her wine and added to her granddaughter’ sfrowning look, “1 have grest privilegein
Baocia, child. I do not have great powers.”

Iselle glanced a Teidez, and at Cazaril, before echoing her brother’ s question, in avoice gone
serious. “What’ sthe difference?’

“Oneistheright to rule—and the duty to protect! T’ other istheright to receive protection,” replied
the Provincara. “ There is das more difference between a provincar and a provincara than just the one
letter.”

Teidez smirked. “Oh, like the difference between aroyse and aroyesse?’
Iselle turned on him and raised her brows. “Oh? And how do you propose to remove the corrupt



judge—privileged boy?’
“That’ senough, you two,” said the Provincarasternly, in avoice that was pure grandmother.

Cazail hid asmile Within these walls, she ruled, right enough, by an older code than Chalion’s. Hers
wasasufficient little Sate.

The conversation turned to less [urid matters as the servants brought cakes, cheese, and awine
from Brgar. Cazaril had, surreptitioudy he hoped, stuffed himsdlf. If he didn’t stop soon, he would make
himsalf sick. But the golden dessert wine amost sent him into tears at the table; that one, he drank
unwatered, though he managed to limit himself to one glass.

At the end of the med prayers were offered again, and Royse Teidez was dragged off by his tutor
for studies. Isdlle and Betriz were sent to do needlework. They departed at agalop, followed at amore
sedate pace by dy Ferreg.

“Will they actudly sit ill for needlework?’ Cazaril asked the Provincara, watching the departing
flurry of kirts.

“They gossp and giggletill | can’t bear it, but yes, they’re very handy,” said the Provincara, the
disapproving purse of her lips belied by the warmth of her eyes.

“Y our granddaughter isadelightful young lady.”

“Toaman of acertain age, Cazaril, dl young ladies start to ook ddightful. It’ sthe first symptom of
senility.”

“True, my lady.” Hislipstwitched up.

“She’ sworn out two governesses and |ooks to be bent on destroying athird, by the way the
woman complainsof her. Andyet . . .” the Provincara’ start voice grew sower, “she needsto be strong.
Someday, inevitably, she will be sent far from me. And | will no longer be ableto help her . . . protect
her...”

An attractive, fresh young royesse was a pawn, not aplayer, in the politics of Chaion. Her
bride-price would come high, but apoliticaly and financidly favorable marriage might not necessarily
prove agood one in more intimate senses. The Dowager Provincara had been fortunate in her personal
life, but in her long years had doubtless had opportunity to observe the whole range of marita fates
awaiting highborn women. Would Iselle be sent to far Darthaca? Married off to some cousinin the
too-close-related royacy of Brajar? Gods forbid she should be bartered away to the Roknari to sedl
some temporary peace, exiled to the Archipeago.

She studied him sdelong, in the light from the lavish branches of candles she had dways favored.
“How old are you now, Cadtillar? | thought you were about thirteen when your father sent you to serve
my dear Provincar.”

“About that, yes, Y our Grace. I’ mthirty-five”

“Ha. Y ou should shave off that nasty mess growing out of your face, then. It makesyou look fifteen
years older than you are.”

Cazaril consdered some quip about aturn in the Roknari galleys being very aging to aman, but he
wasn't quiteup toit. Ingtead he said, “1 hope | did not annoy the royse with my maunderings, my lady.”

“I believe you actualy made young Teidez stop and think. A rare event. | wish histutor could
manage it more often.” She drummed her thin fingers briefly on the cloth and drained the last of her tiny
glass of wine. She st it down, and added, “I don’t know whét flea-ridden inn you’ ve put up at downin
town, Cadtillar, but I’ Il dispatch apage for your things. Y ou’ll lodge here tonight.”

“Thank you, Y our Grace. | accept with gratitude.” And alacrity. Thank the gods, oh, fivetimesfive,



he was gathered in, at least temporarily. He hesitated, embarrassed. “But, ah . . . it won’t be necessary
to trouble your page.”

Sheraised abrow a him. “That’ swhat they exist for. Asyou may recall.”
“Y es, but” —he smiled briefly, and gestured down himsdf—*"these are my things”

At her pained look, he added weekly, “I had less, when | fell off the lbran gdlley in Zagosur.” He'd
been dressed in abreechclout of surpassing filthiness, and scabs. The acolytes had burned the rag at
their first opportunity.

“Then my page,” said the Provincarain aprecise voice, still regarding him levely, “will escort you to
your chamber. My lord Cadtillar.”

She added, as she made to rise, and her cousin-companion hastened to assist her, “We'll spesk
again tomorrow.”

THE CHAMBER WAS ONE IN THE OLD KEEP RESERVEDfor honored guests, more on
account of having been dept in by severd historica royas than for its aosolute comfort; Cazaril had
served its guests himsalf ahundred times. The bed had three mattresses, straw, feather, and down, and
was dressed in the softest washed linen and a coverlet worked by ladies of the household. Before the
page had left him, two maids arrived, bearing wash water, drinking water, towels, soap, atooth-stick,
and an embroidered nightgown, cap, and dippers. Cazaril had been planning to deep in the dead man’s
shirt.

It was abruptly al too much. Cazaril sat down on the edge of the bed with the nightgown in his
hands and burst into wracking sobs. Gulping, he gestured the unnerved-looking servitorsto leave him.

“What’ sthe matter withhim 7" he heard the maid’ s voice, astheir footstepstrailed off down the
corridor, and the tearstrailed down the insde of his nose.

The page answered disgustedly, “ A madman, | suppose.”
After ashort pause, the maid’ s voice floated back faintly, “Well, he'll fit right in here, then, won't he

Chapter 3

The sounds of the householdstirring—calls from the courtyard, the distant clank of pots—woke
Cazaril in the predawn gray. He opened his eyesto amoment of panicked disorientation, but the
reassuring embrace of the feather bed drew him down again into drowsy repose. Not a hard bench. Not
moving up and down. Not moving at dl, oh five gods, that was very heaven. So warm, on his knotted
back.

The Daughter’ s Day celebrations would run from dawn till dark. Perhagps he would lie dugabed till
the household had departed for the procession, then get up late. Creep around unobtrusively, lieinthe
sun with the castle cats. When he grew hungry, dredge up old memories from his days as apage—he'd
used to know how to charm the cook for an extratidbit . . .

A crigp knock on the door interrupted these pleasant meditations. Cazaril jerked, then relaxed again
asLady Betriz’ svoicefollowed: “My lord dy Cazaril? Are you awvake? Cadtillar?’

“A moment, my lady,” Cazaril caled back. He wallowed to the bed’ s edge and tore himself from
theloving clutch of the mattress. A woven rush mat on the floor kept the morning cold of the sone from
nipping his bare feet. He shook the generous linen of the nightgown down over hislegs, shuffled to the
door, and opened it acrack. “Yes?’



She stood in the corridor with acandle shielded by a blown-glass lantern in one hand and a pile of
cloth, leather straps, and something that clanked wedged awkwardly under her other arm. She wasfully
dressed for the day in ablue gown with awhite vest-cloak that fell from shoulder to ankle. Her dark hair
was braided up on her head with flowers and leaves. Her velvet brown eyeswere merry, glinting in the
candle’ sglow. Cazaril could not help but smile back.

“Her Grace the Provincara bids you a blessed Daughter’s Day,” she announced, and startled
Cazaril into jumping backward by firmly kicking the door open. She rocked her loaded hips through,
handed off the candle holder to him with aHere, take this , and dumped her burden on the edge of the
bed: piles of blue and white cloth, and a sword with abelt. Cazaril set the candle down on the chest at
thefoot of the bed. “ She sends you these to wear, and if it please you bids you join the household in the
ancestors’ hall for the dawn prayers. After which we will break our fast, which, she says, you know well
wheretofind.”

“Indeed, my lady.”

“Actudly, | asked Papafor the sword. It’s his second-best one. He said it would be an honor to
loanittoyou.” Sheturned ahighly interested gaze upon him. “Isit true you were in the late war?’

“Uh...whichone?
“You’' ve beenin morethan one?’ Her eyes widened, then narrowed.

All of themfor the last seventeen years, | think.Wéell, no. He'd sat out the most recent abortive
campaign againg |brain the dungeons of Brgjar, and missed that foolish expedition the royahad sent in
support of Darthaca because he’ d been busy being inventively tormented by the Roknari genera with
whom the provincar of Guaridawas bargaining so ineptly. Besides those two, he didn’t think there had
been adefedt in the last decade he’ d missed. “Here and there, over the years,” he answered vaguedly. He
was suddenly horridly conscious that there was nothing between his nakedness and her maiden eyes but
athin layer of linen. Hetwitched inward, clutching hisarms across hisbelly, and smiled weskly.

“Oh,” shesad, following hisgesture. “Have | embarrassed you? But Papa says soldiers have no
modesty, on account of having to live al together in thefield.”

She returned her eyesto hisface, which was heating. Cazaril got out, “| was thinking of your
modesty, my lady.”

“That’sdl right,” she said cheerfully.

Shedidn’t go away.

He nodded toward the pile of clothes. “1 didn’t wish to intrude upon the family during celebration.
Areyousure...?

She clasped her hands together earnestly and intensified her gaze. “ But you must cometo the
procession, and you must, you must, youmust come to the Daughter’ s Day quarter-gifting at the temple.
The Royesse Isdlleis going to play the part of the Lady of Spring thisyear.” She bounced on her toesin
her importunity.

Cazaril smiled sheepishly. “Very well, if it please you.” How could heresis dl thisurgent ddlight?
Royesse |sdlle must be rising sixteen; he wondered how old Lady Betriz was. Too young for you, old
fellow . But surely he might watch her with a purely aesthetic appreciation, and thank the goddesses for
her gifts of youth, beauty, and verve howsoever they were scattered. Brightening the world like flowers.

“And besides,” Lady Betriz cinched it, “the Provincara bids you.”

Cazaril seized the opportunity to light his candle from hers and, by way of ahint that it wastime for
her to go away and let him dress, handed the glass-globed flame back to her. The doubled light that
made her more lovely doubtless made him less s0. She'd just turned to go when he bethought him of his



prudent question, unanswered last night.
“Wait, lady—"
She turned back with alook of bright inquiry.

“| didn’t want to trouble the Provincara, or ask in front of the royse or royesse, but what grievesthe
Royinalsta? | don’t want to say or do something wrong, out of ignorance. . .”

Thelight in her eyesdied alittle. She shrugged. “She’s.. . . weary. And nervous. Nothing more. We
hope she will fed better, with the coming of the sun. She aways seemsto do better, in the summertime.”

“How long has she been living here with her mother?’

“Thesesx years, dr.” Shegave him alittle haf curtsey. “Now | haveto go to Royesselsdle. Don't
belate, Cadtillar!” Her smile dimpled at him again, and she darted ouit.

He could not imagine that young lady being late anywhere. Her energy was appdling. Shaking his
head, though the smile she’ d left him till lingered on hislips, he turned to examine the new largesse.

He was certainly moving up to abetter grade of castoffs. The tunic was blue silk brocade, the
trousers heavy dark blue linen, and the knee-length vest-cloak whitewoal, dl clean, thelittle mends and
gtains quite unobtrusive; dy Ferrg’ sfestival gear outgrown, perhaps, or possibly even something packed
away from the late provincar. The loosefit wasforgiving of this change in ownership. With the sword
hung a hisleft hip, familiar/unfamiliar weight, Cazaril hurried down out of the keep and acrossthe gray
courtyard to the household’ s ancestors’ hall.

Theair of the courtyard was chill and damp, the cobbles dippery under histhin boot soles.
Overhead, afew stars il lingered. Cazaril eased open the big plank door to the hall and peered insde.
Candles, figures, was helate? He dipped within, his eyes adjusting.

Not late but early. Thetiersof little family memori boards a the front of the room had half adozen
old candle stubs burning before them. Two women, huddled into shawls, sat on the front bench watching
over athird.

The Dowager Royinalstalay before the dtar in the attitude of deegpest supplication, prone upon the
floor, her arms outflung. Her fingers curled and uncurled; the nailswere bitten down to thered. A
muddle of nightgowns and shawls puddied around her. Her masses of crinkly hair, once gold, now
darkened by age to adull dun, spread out around her head like afan. For amoment, Cazaril wondered
if she had falen adeep, so ill did shelie. But in her paeface, turned sideways with her soft cheek
resting directly on the floor, her eyes were open, gray and unblinking, filled with unshed tears.

It was aface of the most profound grief; Cazaril was put in mind of men’slooks that he had seen,
broken in not just body but soul by the dungeon or the horrors of the galleys. Or of hisown, seen dimly
inapolished sted mirror in the Mother’ s house in Ibra, when the acolytes had shaved his nervelessface
and encouraged him to look, see, wasn't that better? Y et he was quite certain the royina had never been
within sméling distance of adungeon in her life, never fdt the bite of the lash, never, perhaps, evenfdt a
man’ s hand raised againgt her in anger.What, then? He stood till, lips parted, afraid to speak.

At acreak and abustle behind him, he glanced round to see the Dowager Provincara, attended by
her cousin, dip indde. Sheflicked an eyebrow a him in passng; he jerked alittle bow. The waiting
women attending upon the royinastarted, and rose, offering ghostly curtseys.

The Provincarastrode up the ai 9 e between the benches and studied her daughter expressionlesdy.
“Oh, dear. How long has she been here?’

One of thewaiting women half curtseyed again. “ Sherosein the night, Y our Grace. We thought it
better to let her come down than to fight her. Asyou ingtructed . . .”



“Yes, yes.” The Provincarawaved away this nervous excuse. “Did sheget any deep at dl?’
“One or two hours, | think, my lady.”

The Provincarasighed, and kndlt by her daughter. Her voice went gentle, al the tartness drained
out; for thefirst time, Cazaril heard theageinit.

“Ista, heart. Rise and go back to bed. Otherswill take over the praying today.”

The prone woman’s lips moved, twice, before words whispered out. “If the gods hear. If they hear,
they do not speak. Their faces are turned from me, Mother.”

Almost awkwardly, the old woman stroked her hair. “ Otherswill pray today. We'll light dl the
candles new, and try again. Let your ladies put you back to bed. Up, now.”

The royinasniffed, blinked, and, reluctantly, rose. At ajerk of the Provincara’ s heed, the waiting
ladies hurried forward to guide the royinaout of the hdl, gathering up her dropping shawls behind her.
Cazaril searched her face anxioudy as she passed, but found no signs of wasting illness, no yellow tinge
to her skin or eyes, no emaciation. She scarcely seemed to see Cazaril; no recognition flickered in her
eyesfor the bearded stranger. Well, there was no reason she should remember him, merely one of
dozens of pagesin and out of dy Baocia's household over the years.

The Provincara’ s head turned back as the door closed behind her daughter. Cazaril was close
enough to see her quiet Sgh.

He made her a deeper bow. “I thank you for these festival garments, Y our Grace. If .. .” he
hesitated. “If there’ sanything | can do to ease your burdens, lady, or those of theroyina, just ask.”

She smiled, and took his hand and patted it rather absently, but didn’t answer. She went to open
the window shutters on the room’ s east Side, to let in the peach-colored dawn glow.

Around the dtar, Lady dy Hueltar blew out the candles and gathered up dl the subby endsina
basket brought for that purpose. The Provincaraand Cazaril went to help her replace the sad lumpsin
each holder with afresh, new beeswax candle. When the dozens of candles were standing up like young
soldiers each in front of their respective tablets, the Provincara stepped back and gave a satisfied nod.

The rest of the household began arriving then, and Cazaril took a seat out of the way on aback
bench. Cooks, servants, stableboys, pages, the huntsman and the falconer, the upper housekeeper, the
castlewarder, dl intheir best clothes, with as much blue and white as could be managed, filed in and sat.
Then Lady Betrizled in Royesse Isdle, fully dressed and atrifle stiff in the eaborate, multilayered and
brilliantly embroidered robes of the Lady of Spring, whose part she was selected to play today. They
took an attentive seat on afront bench and managed not to giggle together. They were followed by a
divine of the Holy Family from the templein town, his vestments too changed from yesterday’ s
black-and-gray robes of the Father to the blue-and-white of the Daughter. The divine led the assembly
inashort service for the succession of the season and the peace of the dead here represented, and, as
thefirgt rays of sun fingered through the east window, ceremonidly extinguished the last candle | eft
burning, the last flame anywhere in the household.

All then adjourned for a cold breakfast set up on trestlesin the courtyard. Cold, but not sparing;
Cazaril reminded himsdf that he needn’t try to make up for three years of privation in aday, and that he
had some up- and downhill walking coming up soon. Still, he was happily replete when the royesse’s
whitemulewasled in.

It, too, was decorated with ribbons of blue and fresh early flowers braided into its mane and tall. Its
hangings were glorioudy eaborated with al the symbols of the Lady of Spring. Isdlein her Temple
garments, her hair arranged to ripple down like an amber waterfall over her shoulders from under her
crown of leaves and flowers, was |oaded carefully into her saddle, and her drapes and panels arranged.
Thistime, she used amounting block and the ass stance of a couple of hefty young pages. The divine



took themule’ s blue silk rope to lead her out the gate. The Provincarawas hoisted aboard a sedate
chestnut mare with showy white socks, also braided with ribbons and flowers, led by her castle warder.
Cazaril muffled abelch, and at dy Ferrg’ s beckoning hastened to position himself after the mounted
ladies, courteoudy offering hisarm to the Lady dy Hudtar. The rest of the household, those who were
going, dso fel in behind on foot.

The whole merry mob wound down through the streets of town to the old east gate, where the
procession was to formally begin. Some couple of hundred people waited there, including fifty or so
mounted horsemen from the Daughter’ s guardsmen’ s associations drawn from al around the hinterlands
of Vadenda. Cazaril waked right under the nose of the burly soldier who'’ d dropped him that mistaken
coin in the mud yesterday, but the man gazed back a him without recognition, merely a courteous nod
for hissilksand hissword. And histrim and his bath, Cazaril supposed.How strangely we are blinded
by the surfaces of things . The gods, presumably, saw straight through. He wondered if the gods found
this as uncomfortable as he sometimes did, these days.

He put his odd thoughts aside as the procession formed up. The divineturned Isdle’slead line over
to the elderly gentleman who’ d been selected to play the part of the Father of Winter. In the winter
procession ayoung new father would have taken the god’ s place, his dark garb neat asajudge’s, and he
'd have ridden afine black horse that the outgoing and ragged Son of Autumn led. Today’ s grandfather
wore acollection of gray rags that made Cazaril’ slate wear ook positively like aburgher’s, his beard
and hair and bare calves streaked with ashes. He smiled and made somejoke up at Isdle; she laughed.
The guardsmen formed up behind the pair, and the whole parade began its circuit of the old town walls,
or asnearly asit could come to them with the new building al around. Some Temple acolytes followed
between the guardsmen and the rest, to lead the singing, and encourage everyone to use the proper
words and not the rude versions.

Any townspeople not in the procession played the audience, and threw, mostly, flowers and herbs.
In the van, Cazaril could see the usud few young unmarried women dart in to touch the Daughter’s
garmentsfor luck in finding ahusband this season, and flurry off again, giggling. After agoodly morning
wak—thank heavensfor the mild lovely weether, one memorable spring they’ d donethisin adeet sorm
—thewhole straggling train snaked round to the east gate once more, and filed through to the templein
thetown’ s heart.

The temple stood on the one side of the town square, surrounded by abit of garden and alow
sonewall. It was built in the usua four-lobed pattern, like afour-leafed clover around its centra court.
Its walls were the golden native stone that so eased Cazaril’ s heart, capped with the loca red tile. One
domed lobe held the dtar for the god of each season; the Bastard’ s separate round tower directly back
of hisMother’ sgate held his.

The Lady dy Hudtar ruthlessy dragged Cazaril to the front as the royesse was unloaded from her
mule and led benegath the portico. He found Lady Betriz had taken up station on his other side. She
craned her neck to follow Isdle. Beneath Cazaril’ s nose the fresh odor from the flowers and foliage
twined around her head mingled with the warm scent of her hair, surely spring’ sown exhdation. The
crowd pressed them onward through the wide-flung doors.

Inside, with the danted shadows of morning gtill dimming the paved main courtyard, the Father of
Winter cleaned the last of the ash from the raised hearth of the central holy fire and sprinkled it about his
person. The acolytes hurried forward to lay the new tinder and wood, which the divine blessed. The
ashy graybeard was then driven from the chamber with hoots, catcals, little sicks with bells, and missles
of soft wool representing snowballs. It was considered an unlucky yeer, at least by the god’ s avatar,
when the crowd could use red snowballs.

The Lady of Spring in the person of 1sdle was then led forward to light the new fire from flint and
ged. She kndt on the cushions provided, and bit her lip charmingly in her concentration as she mounded



up the dry shavings and sacred herbs. All held their breaths; a dozen supertitions surrounded the matter
of how many triesit took the ascending god’ s avatar to light the new fire each season.

Three quick gtrikes, ashower of sparks, apuff of young breeth; the tiny flame caught. Quickly, the
divine bent to light the new taper before any unfortunate failure could occur. None did. A murmur of
relieved approva rose dl round. The little flame was transferred to the holy hearth, and Isdlle, looking
smug and atrifle relieved, was helped to her feet. Her gray eyes seemed to burn as brightly and
cheerfully asthe new flame.

She was then led to the throne of the reigning god, and the real business of the morning began:
collecting the quarterly giftsto the temple that would keep it running for the next three months. Each
head of a household stepped forward to lay their little purse of coinsor other offeringinthe Lady’s
hands, be blessed, and have the amount recorded by the temple’s secretary at the table to Isdlle’ sright.
They were then led off to receivein return their taper with the new fire, to return to their house. The
Provincara’ s household was thefirgt, by order of rank; the purse that the castle warder laid in Isdlle’s
hands was heavy with gold. Other men of worth stepped forward. Iselle smiled and received and
blessed; the chief divine smiled and transferred and thanked; the secretary smiled and recorded and
piled.

Besde Cazail, Betriz siffened with . . . excitement? She gripped Cazaril’ sleft arm briefly. “The
next oneisthat vilejudge, Vrese” she hissed in hisear. “Watch!”

A dour-looking fellow of middle years, richly dressed in dark blue velvets and gold chains, stepped
up to the Lady’ sthrone with his pursein his hand. With atight smile, he held it out. “The House of Vrese
presentsits offering to the goddess,” he intoned nasdly. “Bless usin the coming season, my lady.”

Isellefolded her handsin her Iap. Sheraised her chin, looked across a Vrese with an absolutely
level, unsmiling stare, and said in aclear, carrying voice, “ The Daughter of Spring receives honest hearts’
offerings. She does not accept bribes.Honorable Vrese. Y our gold means more to you than anything.

Y ou may keepit.”

Vrese stepped back a haf pace; his mouth opened in shock, and hung there. The stunned silence
spread out in wavesto the back of the crowd, to return in arising mutter of What? What did she say? |
didn’t hear . . . What? The chief divine’ sface drained. The recording secretary looked up with an
expression of jolted horror.

A wdll-attired man waiting toward the front of the line vented a sharp crack of gleeful laughter; his
lips drew back in an expression that had little to do with humor, but much with appreciation of cosmic
justice. Beside Cazaril, Lady Betriz bounced on her toes and hissed through her teeth. A trail of choked
snickersfollowed the whispers of explanation trickling back through the mob of townspeoplelike asmall
Spring freshet.

Thejudge switched his glare to the chief divine, and made an odd little abortive jerk of his hand, the
bagged offering iniit, toward him instead. The divine’ s hands opened and clenched again, at hissides. He
stared across beseechingly at the enthroned avatar of the goddess. “Lady Isdlle,” he whispered out of
the corner of hismouth, not quite lowly enough, “youcan’t .. .. wecan't . . . doesthegoddess speak to
you, inthis?’

Iselle returned, not nearly so lowly, “ She speaksin my heart. Doesn’t shein yours? And besides, |
asked her to sgn me approva by giving methefirst flame, and she did.” Perfectly composed, she leaned
around the frozen judge, smiled brightly at the next townsmanin line, and invited, “ Y ou, Sr?’

Perforce, the judge stepped aside, especialy asthe next man in line, grinning, had no hesitation at al
in stepping up and shouldering past.

An acolyte, jerked into motion by aglare from his superior, hurried forward to invite thejudge to
step out somewhere and discussthis contretemps. His dight reach toward the offering purse was knifed



right through by anicy frown tossed a him by the royesse; he clapped his hands behind his back and
bowed the fuming judge away. Across the courtyard, the Provincara, seated, pinched the bridge of her
nose between thumb and forefinger, wiped her hand over her mouth, and stared in exasperation at her
granddaughter. 1selle merdly raised her chin and continued blandly exchanging the goddess' sblessngs
for the gifts of the quarter-day with aline of suddenly no longer bored nor perfunctory townsmen.

As sheworked her way down through the town’ s households, such giftsin kind as chickens, eggs,
and a bull-calf were collected outside, their bearers a one entering the sacred precincts to collect their
blessing and their new fire. Lady dy Hueltar and Betriz went to join the Provincara on her courtesy
bench, and Cazaril took up station behind it with the castle warder, who favored his demure daughter
with asuspicious parental frown. Most of the crowd drifted away; the royesse continued cheerfully in
her sacred duty down to the last and |east, thanking awood-gatherer, a charcoal burner, and abeggar—
who for hisgift sang ahymn—in the same even tones as she’ d blessed the first men of Vaenda

THE STORM IN THE PROVINCARA’S FACE DIDN’T BREAKTIill the whole family party had
returned to the castle for the afternoon feast.

Cazaril found himsdlf leading her horse, as her castle warder dy Ferrgl had taken afirm and prudent
grip onthelead line of Isdle’ swhite mule. Cazaril’ s plan to quietly absent himself was thwarted when,
helped down off her chestnut mare by her servants, the Provincara demanded shortly, “ Cadtillar, give me
your arm.” Her grip around it was tight and trembling. Through thinned lips, she added, “Isdlle, Betriz, dy
Ferrg, in here.” She jerked her head toward the plank doors of the ancestors’ hdl, just off the castle
courtyard.

Iselle had |eft her festa garments at the temple when the ceremonies had concluded, and was
merely ayoung woman in pretty blue and white once more. No, Cazaril decided, watching her decided
chin come up again; merely aroyesse once more. Beneeth that apprehensive surface glowed an darming
determination. Cazaril held the door asthey dl filed past, including Lady dy Huetar. When he’d been a
young page, Cazaril thought ruefully, hisingtinct for danger spilling down from on high would have sped
him off at this point. But dy Ferrg stopped and waited for him, and he followed.

The hall was quiet, empty now, though warmly lit by the ranks of candles on the dtar that would be
alowed to burn dl day today until entirely consumed. The wooden benches were polished to a subdued
gleamin the candldight by many pious—or restive—prior occupants. The Provincara stepped to the
front of the room, and turned on the two girls, who drew together under her stern eye.

“All right. Which of you hadthat idea?”

Iselletook ahdf step forward, and gave atiny curtsey. “1t was mine, Grandmama,” shesaid in
amost, but not quite, as clear avoice asin the temple courtyard. She offered after another moment
under that dour gaze, “ Though Betriz thought of asking thefirst flame for confirmation.”

Dy Ferrgl whedled on his daughter. “Y ou knew this was coming up? And you didn’t tell me?’

Betriz gave him acurtsey that was an echo of Isdlle’s, right down to the unbent backbone. “I had
understood | was assigned to be the royesse’ s handmaiden, Papa. Not anybody’ s spy. If my first loyaty
was to be to anyone but Isdlle, no one ever told me. Guard her honor with your life,you said.” After a
moment she added more cautioudly, undercutting this fine speech atrifle, “Besides, | couldn’ tknow it
was going to happen till after she had struck thefirst flame.”

Dy Ferrg abandoned the young sophist and made a hel pless gesture to the Provincara.

“You are older, Betriz,” said the Provincarato her. “We thought you’ d be acaming influence.
Teach Isdlethe duties of apious maiden.” Her lipstwisted. “ Aswhen Beetim the huntsman couplesthe
young hounds to the older ones. Alasthat | did not give your upbringing over to him, instead of to these
useless governesses.”



Betriz blinked, and offered another curtsey. “Yes, my lady.”
The Provincaraeyed her, suspicious of concealed humor. Cazaril bit hislip.

Iselletook adeep breath. “If tolerating injustice and turning a blind eye to men’ stragic and
unnecessary damnations are among the first duties of apious maiden, then the divines never taught it to
mll

“No, of course not,” the Provincara snapped. For thefirst time, her harsh voice softened with a
shade of persuasion. “But justiceis not yourtask , heart.”

“The men whose task it was appear to have neglected it. | am not amilkmaid. If | have agreater
privilegein Chdion, surely | have agreater duty to Chalion aswell. The divine and the good dedicat
have both told me so!” She shot adefying look at the hovering Lady dy Hueltar.

“| was taking about you attending to your sudies, I1sdlle,” Lady dy Hudtar protested.

“When the divines talked of your pious duties, Isdlle,” dy Ferrg added, “they didn’t mean . . . they
didn'tmean...”

“They didn’t mean meto take them serioudy?’ sheinquired swestly.

Dy Ferrg sputtered. Cazaril sympathized. An innocent with the moral advantage, and asfeckless
and ignorant of her dangers as the new pup the Provincara had compared her to—Cazaril was
profoundly thankful that he had no part in this.

The Provincara’ s nogtrilsflared. “For now, you may both go to your chambers and stay there. 1'd
st you both to read scriptures for apenance, but . . . ! | will decide later if you will be permitted to
come to the feast. Good Dedicat, follow after and make surethey arrive. Go!” She gestured
imperioudy. As Cazaril madeto follow, her sweeping arm stopped in midair, and she pointed firmly
downward. “ Cadtillar, dy Ferrg), attend amoment.” Lady Betriz shot a curious glance over her shoulder
as she was ushered out. |selle marched head high, and didn’t look back.

“Wdl,” said dy Ferrg) wearily after amoment, “we did hope they would become friends.”
Her young audience removed, the Provincara permitted herself arueful smile. “Alas, yes”
“How oldis the Lady Betriz?’ Cazaril asked curioudy, staring after the closing door.
“Nineteen,” answered her father with asigh.

Wi, her age was not quite so disparate from his as Cazaril had thought, though her experience
surely was.

“I redly did think Betriz would be agood influence,” dy Ferrg) added. “1t seemsto have worked
the other way around.”

“Areyou accusing my granddaughter of corrupting your daughter?” the Provincarainquired wryly.

“Say,inspiring , rather,” dy Ferrg said, with aglum shrug. “ Terrifying, that. | wonder . . . | wonder
if we should part them?’

“There would follow much howling.” Wesrily, the Provincara seeted hersalf on abench, gesturing
the men to do likewise: “Don’t want acrick in my neck.” Cazaril clasped his hands between hisknees
and waited her pleasure, whatever it was to be. She must have dragged him aong in here forsomething
. She gtared thoughtfully a him for along moment.

“You have afresh eye, Cazaril,” shesaid at last. “Do you have any suggestions?’

Cazail’ sbrows climbed. “I’ ve had the training of young soldiers, lady. Never of young maidens. I’m
quite out of my depth, here.” He heditated, then spoke almost despite himself. “1t looksto meto bea
trifletoo late to teach Iselle to be a coward. But you might draw her atention to how little firsthand



evidence she jJumped from. How could she be so sure the judge was as guilty as rumor would have him?
Hearsay, gossip? Even some gpparent evidence can lie.” Cazaril thought ruefully of the bath man’s
assumptions about the witness of hisback. “It won't help for today’ sincident, but it might dow her
downin future” He added in adrier voice, “ And you might look to be more careful what gossip you
discussin front of her.”

Dy Ferrg winced.

“Infront of either one of them,” said the Provincara. * Four ears, one mind—or one conspiracy.”
She pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes at him. “Cazaril . . . you speak and write Darthacan, do you
not?’

Cazaril blinked &t thissdewisejink in the conversation. “Yes my lady . .. 7’

“And Roknari?’

“My, ah, court Roknari isalittle rusty at present. Granted, myvile Roknari is quite fluent.”

“And geography? Y ou know the geography of Chalion, of Ibra, of the Roknari princedoms?’

“Five gods, that | do, my lady. What | haven’t ridden over, I’ ve waked, what | haven’t walked, I’
ve been dragged across. Or through. |’ ve had geography ground into my skin. And I’ ve rowed round
haf the Archipeago a least.”

“And you write, you cipher, you keep books—you’ ve done | etters, reports, tregties, logistical
orders...”

“My hand may be atrifle shaky at present, but yes, I’vedonedl that,” he admitted with belatedly
risng wariness. Where was she going with thisinterrogation?

“Yes, yes!” She clapped her hands together; Cazaril flinched at the sharp noise. “ The gods have
surely landed you upon my wrist. Bastard’ s demonstake meif | haven'’t the wit to jessyou.”

Cazaril smiled bewildered inquiry.

“Cazaril, you said you sought a post. | have onefor you.” She sat back triumphantly.
“ Secretary-tutor to the Royesse Isdlle!”

Cazail fet hisjaw unhinge. He blinked stupidly at her. “What?’

“Teidez aready has his own secretary, who keeps the books of his chambers, writes his|etters,
such asthey are. . . it’stime | salle possessed her own warder, at the gate between her women’sworld
and the greater one she’ll have to deal with. And besides, none of those stupid governesses have ever
been able to handle her. She needs a man’ sauthority, that’ swhat. Y ou have the rank, you have the
experience. ..” TheProvincara. . . grinned, was dl one could cdll that horrifying glesful expression.
“What do you think, my lord Cadtillar?’

Cazaril swallowed. “1 think . . . | think if you lent me arazor now, for meto cut my throat with, it
would save ever so many steps. Please Y our Grace.”

The Provincara snorted. “ Good, Cazaril, good. | do so like aman who doesn’t underestimate his
gtuation.”
Dy Ferrg, who'd at first looked startled and darmed, eyed Cazaril with new interest.

“I’1l wageryou could direct her mind to her Darthacan declensions. Y ou’ ve been there, after all,
which none of these fool women have,” the Provincarawent on, gaining enthusiasm. “Roknari, too,
though wedl pray she’ll never need that. Read Brgjaran poetry to her, you used to like that, |
remember. Deportment—you’ ve served at the roya’s court, the gods know. Come, come, Cazaril, don’t
look at melikealost calf. It would be easy work for you, in your convaescence. Eh, don’timaginel can
"t see how sick you’ ve been,” she added at hislittle negating gesture. “Y ou wouldn’t have to answer but



two lettersaweek at most. Less. And you’ ve ridden courier—whenyou rode out with the girls, | wouldn
't haveto ligento alot of wheezing and whining afterward about saddle galls from those women with
thighslike dough. Asfor keeping the books of her chamber—why, after running afortress, it should be
child’ splay for you. What say you, dear Cazaril?’

Thevison was a once enticing and gppaling. “Couldn’t you give me afortress under siege,
ingtead?’

The humor faded in her face. She leaned forward, and tapped him on the knee; her voice dropped,
and she breathed, “ She will be, soon enough.” She paused, and studied him. “Y ou asked if therewas
anything you could do to ease my burdens. For the most part, the answer isno. Y ou can’t make me
young, you can’t make . . . many things better.” Cazaril wondered anew how the strange fragile hedlth of
her daughter weighed upon her. “But can’t you give methisonelittle yes?’

She begged him.She beggedhim . That was all wrong. “I am yoursto command, of course, lady, of
course. It’sjust . . . it'sjust that . . . are you sure?’

“You are not astranger here, Cazaril. And | am in the most desperate need of aman | can trust.”
His heart melted. Or maybe it was hiswits. He bowed his head. “ Then | am yours.”

“Idle's”
Cazaril, hiselbows on hisknees, glanced up and across &t her, at the thoughtfully frowning dy
Ferrg, and back at the old woman’sintent face. “I . . . see.”

“I believe you do. And that, Cazaril, iswhy | shal haveyou for her.”

So it was Cazaril found himsdlf,the next morning, introduced into the young ladies’ schoolroom by
the Provincara hersdlf. This sunny little chamber was on the east side of the keep, on the top floor
occupied by Royesse Isdlle, Lady Betriz, their waiting woman, and amaid. Royse Teidez had chambers
for hissamilar subhousehold in the new building across the courtyard, rather more generously
proportioned, Cazaril suspected, and with better fireplaces. 1selle’ s schoolroom was smply furnished
with apair of small tables, chairs, asingle bookcase haf-empty, and a couple of chests. With the
addition of Cazaril, feding overtal and awkward under the low-beamed ceiling, and the two young
women, it was asfull asit would hold. The perpetud waiting woman had to take her sewing into the next
chamber, though the doors were |eft propped open between them.

It seemed Cazaril was to have aclass, not just apupil. A maiden of Iselle’srank would dmost
never be left done, and certainly not with aman, even a prematurely aged and convalescent one of her
own household. Cazaril didn’t know how the two ladies felt about thistacit arrangement, but he was
secretly relieved. Never had he felt more repulsively mae—uncouth, clumsy, and degraded. Indl, this
cheerful, peaceful feminine atmosphere was about asfar from aRoknari galley rower’ s bench asit was
possible for Cazaril to imagine, and he had to swallow alump of deliriousjoy &t the contrast ashe
ducked his head under the lintel and stepped inside.

The Provincaraannounced him briskly aslsdlle’ s new secretary-tutor, “ Just as your brother has” a
clearly unexpected gift that I1sdlle, after ablink of surprise, accepted without the least demur. By her
caculating look, the novelty and increased status of being instructed by aman was quite pleasing to her.
Lady Betriz, too, Cazaril was heartened to note, looked aert and interested rather than wary or hostile.

Cazaril trusted he appeared scholarly enough to fool the young ladies, the wool merchant’ s neat
brown gown secured today by the castle warder’ s slver-studded belt without the sword. He' d had the
forethought to supply himsdf with al the books in Darthacan that afast rummage through the remains of
the late provincar’ slibrary could supply, some haf dozen random volumes. He dropped them with an
impressive thump upon one of the little tables and favored both new pupilswith adeliberately sinister
amile. If thiswasto be anything like training young soldiers, young horses, or young hawks, the key was



to take the initiative from the first moment, and keep it thereafter. He could be as hollow asadrum, so
long as hewas asloud.

The Provincara departed as briskly as she’d arrived. In theinterest of pretending he had aplan
while devising one, Cazaril started right in by testing the royesse’ s command of Darthacan. He had her
read arandom page from one of the volumes, asit chanced on atopic that Cazaril knew well: mining
and sgpping fortified lines during sieges. With much help and prompting, I1sdle sumbled through three
laborious paragraphs. Two or three questions Cazaril put to her in Darthacan challenging her to explicate
the contents of what she’ d just read left her sputtering and floundering.

“Your accent isterrible” hetold her frankly. “A Darthacan would find you nearly unintelligible.”

Her head came up, and she glared at him. “Mygoverness said | was quite good. She said that | had
avery melodic intonation.”

“Y es; you spesk like a South I bran fishwoman hawking her wares. They are very melodic, too. But
any Darthacan lordling, and they are al arrogant as wasps about their dreadful tongue, would laughin
your face.” At least, they had in Cazaril’ s, once. “Y our governess flattered you, Royesse.”

Shefrowned across at him. “I take it you do not fancy yoursdlf aflatterer, Cadtillar?”

Her tone and terms were a bit more double-leveled than he’ d expected. Hisironic return bow, from
his seat on a chest drawn up to her table’ s other sde, was pulled shorter and alittle less gpologetic than
he' d intended by the yank of hisadhesions. “1 trust | am not acomplete lout. But if you desreaman to
tell you comfortable lies about your prowess, and so fetter any hope of true excellence, I’ m sureyou
may find one anywhere. Not al prisons are made of iron bars. Some are made of feather beds.
Royesse”

Her nodtrilsflared; her lipsthinned. Belatedly, it occurred to Cazaril that perhaps this was the wrong
gpproach. She was atender young thing, barely more than a girl—perhaps he ought to soften—and if
she complained of him to the Provincara, he might lose—

Sheturned the page. “Let us,” shesaidinanicy voice, “goon.”

Five gods, he’ d seenexactly that samelook of frustrated fury in the eyes of the young men who’ d
picked themsalves up, spat the dirt from their mouths, and gone on to become his best lieutenants.
Maybe thiswasn’t going to be so difficult after al. With great effort, he cranked abroad grin downward
into agrave frown and nodded august tutorly permission. “Continue.”

An hour flew by in this pleasant, easy employment. Well, easy for him. When he noticed the
royesse rubbing her temples, and lines degpening between her brows that had nothing to do with mere
offense, he desisted and took the book back from her.

Lady Betriz had followed dong at Isdle’ sside, her lips moving slently. Cazaril had her repest the
exercise. With Isdle’ s example before her, she was quicker, but aas she suffered from the same broad
South Ibran accent, probably from the same South Ibran prior ingtructress, asIsdle. 1sdlelistened
intently asthey waded through corrections.

They had dl earned their noon dinner by that time, Cazaril fdlt; but he had one more displeasing
task to accomplish, strictly charged to him by the Provincara. He leaned back, asthe girls stirred and
madeto rise, and cleared histhroat.

“That was quite a spectacular gesture you brought off yesterday at the temple, Royesse.”
Her wide mouth curved up; her curioudy thick eyelids narrowed in pleasure. “ Thank you, Cadtillar.”

Helet hisown smile grow astringent. “ A most showy insult, to put upon aman constrained to stand
and not answer back. At least the idlers were vastly amused, judging by their laughter.”



Her lips condtricted into an uneasy purse. “Thereismuchill donein Chdion that | can do nothing
about. It waslittle enough.”

“If itwaswdll, it waswell-done,” he conceded with a deceptively cordid nod. “Tell me, Royesse,
what steps did you take beforehand, to assure yourself of the man’ sguilt?”

Her chin stopped in mid-rise. “ Ser dy Ferrg . . . said it of him. And | know him to be honest.”

“Ser dy Ferrg said, and | recall hiswords precisely, for he uses hiswords so, that he’d heard itsaid
the judge had taken the duelist’ s bribe. He did not claim firsthand knowledge of the deed. Did you
check with him, after dinner, to find out how he came by hisbelief?’

“No...If I’dtold anyone what | was planning, they would have forbidden me.”
“You, ah, told Lady Betriz, though.” Cazaril favored the dark-eyed woman with anod.
Stiffening, Betriz replied warily, “1t’ swhy | suggested asking thefirst flame.”

Cazaril shrugged. “ Thefirgt flame, ah. But your hand isyoung and strong and steady, Lady Isdle.
Areyou surethat first flamewasn't dl your doing?’

Her frown deepened. “ The townsmen applauded . . .”

“Indeed. On average, one-half of al supplicantsto come before ajudge’ s bench must depart angry
and disappointed. But not, by that, necessarily wronged.”

Thatone hit the target, by the change in her face. The shift from defiant to stricken was not
especialy pleasurabletowatch. “But . . . but . . .”

Cazail sghed. “1’m not saying you were wrong, Royesse. Thistime. |’ m saying you were running
blindfolded. And if it wasn’t headlong into atree, it was only by the mercy of the gods, and not by any
care of yours.”

113 Oh.”

“Y ou may have dandered an honest man. Or you may have struck ablow for justice. | don’t know.
Thepointis. . .neither doyou .

Heroh thistime was so repressed as to be unvoiced.

Thehorribly practical part of Cazaril’s mind that had eased him through so many scrapes couldn’t
help adding, “And rightor wrong, what | aso saw was that you made an enemy, and left him alive behind
you. Grest charity. Bad tactics.” Damn, but that was no remark to make to agentlemaiden . . . with an
effort, he kept from clapping his hands over his mouth, agesture that would do nothing to prop up his
pose as a high-minded and earnest corrector.

Isdle’ sbrows went up and stayed up, for amoment, thistime. So did Lady Betriz's.

After an unnervingly long and thoughtful sllence, Isdlle said quietly, “I thank you for your good
counsd, Cedtillar.”

He returned her an approving nod. Good. If he’d got through that sticky onedl right, hewas
halfway homewith her. And now, thank the gods, on to the Provincara’ s generoustable.. . .

Iselle sat back and folded her handsin her lap. “Y ou are to be my secretary, aswell as my tutor,
Cazail, yes?”’

Cazaril sank back. “Yes, my lady?Y ou wish some assistance with aletter”” He dmost added
uggedtively, After dinner?

“Assgtance. Yes. But not with aletter. Ser dy Ferrg) said you were once a courier, isthat right?’

“I once rode for the provincar of Guarida, my lady. When | was younger.”



“A courier isaspy.” Her regard had grown disquietingly calculating.

“Not necessarily, though it was sometimes hard to . . . convince people otherwise. We were trusted
messengers, first and foremost. Not that we weren’t supposed to keep our eyes open and report our
observations.”

“Good enough.” The chin came up. “Then my firgt task for you, as my secretary, is one of
observation. | want you to find out if | made amistake or not. | can’t very well go down into town, or
ask around—I haveto stay up on top of thishill in my” —she grimaced—"feather bed. But you—you
candoit.” Shegazed acrossat him with an expression of the most disturbing faith.

His stomach felt suddenly as hollow as adrum, and it had nothing to do with the lack of food.
Apparently, he had just put on dightly too good ashow. “1 ... 1 ...immediately?’

She shifted uncomfortably. “ Discreetly. As opportunity presents.”
Cazaril swallowed. “I’ll try what | can do, my lady.”

ON HISWAY DOWN THE STAIRS TO HISOWN CHAMBER, onefloor below, avision
surfaced in Cazaril’ s thoughts from his days as apagein thisvery castle. He' d fancied himsdlf abit of a
swordsman, on account of being a shade better than the half dozen other young highborn loutswho’d
shared hisduties and histraining in the provincar’ s household. One day anew young page had arrived, a
short, surly fellow; the provincar’ s swordmaster had invited Cazaril to step up againgt him at the next
training sesson. Cazaril had developed himsalf a pretty thrust or two, including aflourish that, with ared
blade, would have negtly nipped the ears off most of his comrades. He'd tried his specia passon the
new fellow, coming to ahappy hat with the dulled edge flat against the newcomer’ s head—only to look
down and see his opponent’ slight practice blade bent nearly double againgt his gut padding.

That page had gone on, Cazaril had heard, to become the swordmeaster for the roya of Brgar. In
time, Cazaril had to own himsdf an indifferent swordsman—his interests had aways been too
broad-scattered for him to maintain the necessary obsession. But he’ d never forgotten that moment,
looking down in surprise a his mock-degth.

It bemused him that hisfirst lesson with the ddlicate Isdlle had churned up that old memory. Odd
little flickers of intendity, to burn in such disparate eyes . . . what had that short page’snamebeen.. . . ?

Cazaril found that a couple more tunics and trousers had arrived on his bed while hewas out, relics
of the castle warder’ s younger and thinner days, unless he missed his guess. He went to put them away
in the chest at thefoot of his bed and was reminded of the dead wool merchant’ s book, folded inside the
black vest-cloak there. He picked it up, thinking to walk it down to the temple this afternoon, but then
st it back. Possibly, within its ciphered pages, might lurk some of that mora certainty the royesse
sought of him—that he had pricked her to seek of him—some clearer evidence for or againgt the
shamed judge. He would examine it himself, first. Perhapsit would provide some guidance to the secrets
of Vdenda'slocal scene.

AFTER DINNER, CAZARIL LAY DOWN FOR A MARVELOUSlittle ngp. Hewasjust
coming to luxuriant wakefulness again when Ser dy Ferrg knocked on his door, and ddlivered to him the
books and records of the royesse’ s chambers. Betriz followed shortly with abox of |ettersfor him to put
inorder. Cazaril spent the remainder of the afternoon starting to organize the randomly piled lot, and
familiarize himsdf with the metterstherein.

Thefinancid records werefairly ample—the purchase of thisor that trivia toy or bit of trumpery
jewdry; lists of presents given and received; a somewhat more meticulous listing of jewels of genuine
vaue, inheritances, or gifts. Clothing. Isdle’ sriding horse, the mule Snowflake, and their assorted
trappings. Items such aslinens or furniture were subsumed, presumably, in the Provincara’ s accounts,
but would in future be Cazaril’ s charge. A lady of rank was normally sent off to marriage with cartloads
—Cazaril hoped not boatloads—of fine goods, and Isdlle was surdly due to begin the years of



accumulation againg that future journey. Should helist himsdf asltem Onein that bridd inventory?

He pictured the entry: Sec’t’ y-tutor, One ea. Gift from Grandmama. Aged thirty-five. Badly
damaged in shipping. Value. . . ?

Thebrida processon was aone-way journey, normally, athough Iselle’ s mother the dowager
royinahad returned . . .broken , Cazaril tried not to think. The Lady Ista puzzled and disturbed him. It
was sad that madnessran in some noble families. Not Cazaril’ s—hisfamily had runto financid
fecklessness and unlucky politica aliancesingtead, just as devadtating in the long run. Was Isdle at risk
... ?Surely not .

Isdle’ s correspondence was scant but interesting. Some early, kindly little letters from her
grandmother, from before the widowed royinahad moved her family back home from court, full of
advice on the general order of be good, obey your mother, say your prayers, help take care of your
little brother . One or two notes from uncles or aunts, the Provincara’ s other children—Isdle had no
other relatives on her father the late Royalas’ sSde, 1as having been the only surviving child of hisown
ill-fated father. A regular series of birthday and holy day |etters from her much older haf brother, the
present roya, Orico.

Those werein theroya’s own hand, Cazaril noted with approval, or at least, he trusted the royadid
not employ any secretary with such acrabbed and difficult fist. They were for the most part stiff little
missives, the effort of aman full-grown attempting to be kindly to a child, except when they broke into
descriptions of Orico’ s beloved menagerie. Then they became spontaneous and flowing for the space of
aparagraph or two, in enthusiasm and, perhaps, trust that here at least was an interest the two half
shblingsmight share on the samelevel.

This pleasant task was interrupted in turn late in the afternoon with the word, brought by a page,
that Cazaril’ s presence was now required to ride out with the royesse and Lady Betriz. He hagtily
donned the borrowed sword and found the horses saddled and waiting in the courtyard. Cazaril hadn’t
had aleg acrossahorse for nearly three years; the page eyed him with surprise and disfavor when
Cazaril asked for amounting block, to ease himsalf gingerly aboard. They gave him anice
mild-mannered beadt, the same bay gelding he’ d seen the royesse’ swaiting woman riding thet first
afternoon. Asthey formed up, the waiting woman leaned from awindow in the keep and waved them
out with apiece of linen and evident goodwill. But the ride proved much milder and more placid than he’
d anticipated, a mere jaunt down to the river and back. Since he declared at the outset of the excurson
that all conversation by the party must be conducted in Darthacan, it was dso largdly slent, adding to the
generd restfulness.

And then supper, and then to his chamber, where he pottered about trying on his new old clothing,
and folding it away, and attempting the first few pages of deciphering the poor dead fool of awool
merchant’s book. But Cazaril’ s eyes grew heavy over thistask, and he dept like ablock till morning.

ASIT HAD BEGUN, SO IT WENT ON. IN THE MORNING, lessons with the two lovely
young ladiesin Darthacan or Roknari or geography or arithmetic or geometry. For geography, he filched
away the good maps from Teidez’ stutor and entertained the royesse with suitably edited accounts of
some of hismore excotic past journeys around Chalion, lbra, Brgjar, great Darthaca, or the five
perpetudly quarreling Roknari princedoms a ong the north coast.

His more recent dave’ s-eye views of the Roknar Archipelago, he edited much more severdly. Isdle’
sand Betriz’ s open boredom with court Roknari, he discovered, was susceptible to exactly the same
cure as he’ d used on the couple of young pages from the provincar of Guarida’ s household he’ d once
been detailed to teach the language. He traded the ladies one word of rude Roknari (albeit not themost
rude) for every twenty of court Roknari they demonstrated themsel ves to have memorized. Not that they
would ever get to use that vocabulary, but it might be well for them to be able to recognize thingssaid in
their hearing. And they giggled charmingly.



Cazaril gpproached hisfirst assgned duty, quietly investigating the probity of the provincid justiciar,
with trepidation. Oblique inquiries of the Provincaraand dy Ferrg filled in background without supplying
certainty, as neither had crossed the man in his professiona capacity, merely in unexceptionable socid
contacts. A few excursions down into town to try to find anyone who’ d known Cazaril seventeen years
ago and would spesk to him frankly proved alittle disheartening. The only man who recognized him with
certainty at sght was an dderly baker who’ d maintained along and lucrative career selling sweetsto dl
the cagtle’ s parade of pages, but he was an amiable fellow not inclined to lawsuits,

Cazaril garted working through the wool merchant’ s notebook |eaf by leaf, as quickly as his other
duties permitted him. Sometruly disgusting early experimentsin caling down the Bastard’ s demons had
been entirely ineffective, Cazaril was relieved to observe. The dead duelist’ s name never appeared but
with some excoriating adjectives atached, or sometimes just the adjectives aone; the live judge’ sname
did not turn up explicitly. But before Cazaril had the tangle even half-unraveled, the question was taken
out of hisinexpert hands.

An Officer of Inquiry from the Provincar of Baocia' s court arrived, from the busy town of Taryoon,
to which the Dowager’ s son had moved his capital upon inheriting hisfather’ s gift. It had taken, Cazaril
counted off in his head later, just about as many days as one could expect for aletter from the
Provincarato her son to be written, dispatched, and read, for orders to be passed down to Baocia's
Chancellery of Judtice, and for the Inquirer to ready himself and his staff for travel. Privilege indeed.
Cazaril was unsure of the Provincara’ s alegiance to the processes of law, but he wagered the business
of leaving loose enemies untidily about had plucked some, ah, housewifely nerve of hers.

The next day the judge Vrese was discovered to have ridden off in the night with two servants and
some hastily packed bags and chests, leaving a disrupted household and afireplace full of ashesfrom
burned papers.

Cazaril tried to discourage | sdlle from taking this as proof either, but that was a bit of a stretch even
for hisdow judgment. The dternative—that |sdlehad been touched by the goddess that day—disturbed
him to contemplate. The gods, the learned theologians of the Holy Family assured men, worked in ways
subtle, secret, and above dl, parsmonious: through the world, not init. Even for the bright, exceptiona
miracles of heding—or dark miracles of disaster or death—men’ sfreewill must open achannd for
good or evil to enter waking life. Cazaril had met, in histime, some two or three personswho he
suspected might be truly god-touched, and afew more who’d plainly thought they were. They had not
any of them beencomfortable to be around. Cazaril trusted devouitly that the Daughter of Spring had
gone away satisfied with her avatar’ s action.Or just gone away . . .

Iselle had little contact with her brother’ s household across the courtyard, except to meet a medls,
or when they made up aparty for aride out into the countryside. Cazaril gathered the two children had
been closer, before the onset of puberty had begun to drive them into the separate worlds of men and
women.

Theroyse's stern secretary-tutor, Ser dy Sanda, seemed unnecessarily unnerved by Cazaril’s
empty rank of cadtillar. Helaid claim to ahigher place at table or in processon above the mereladies’
tutor with an ingncerely apologetic smile that served—every med —to draw more atention than it
purported to soothe. Cazaril considered trying to explain to the man just how much he didn’t care, but
doubted he’ d get through, so contented himself with merely smiling back, aresponse which confused dy
Sandaterribly as he kept trying to placeit as some sort of subtle tactic. When dy Sanda showed up in
Isdle’ s schoolroom one day to demand his maps be returned, he seemed to expect Cazaril to defend
them as though they were secret state papers. Cazaril produced them promptly, with gentle thanks. Dy
Sandawas forced to depart with his huff barely half-vented.

Lady Betriz' steeth were set. “That fellow! He actslike, like. . .”
“Like one of the castle cats,” 1sdlle supplied, “when astrange cat comes around. What have you



doneto make him hiss at you so, Cazaril?”’

“I promiseyou, | haven't pissed outside hiswindow,” Cazaril offered earnestly, aremark that made
Betriz choke on agiggle—ah, that was better—and look around guiiltily to be sure the waiting woman
was too far off to hear. Had that been too crude? He was sure he didn’t quite have the hang of young
ladies yet, but they had not complained of him, despite the Darthacan. *1 suppose heimagines | would
prefer hisjob. He can’t have thought it through.”

Or perhaps he had, Cazaril redlized abruptly. When Teldez had been born, hisheirship to his
new-wed haf brother Orico had been much less apparent. But as year had followed year, and Orico’s
royinadill failled to conceive a child, interest—possibly unhedthy interes—in Teidez must surdly have
begun to grow in the court of Chalion. Perhaps that was why Ista had |eft the capita, taking her children
out of that fervid atmaosphere to this quiet, clean country town. A wise move, withal.

“Oh, no, Cazaril,” said Isdle. “ Stay up herewith us. It’ smuch nicer.”
“Indeed, yes,” he assured her.

“It’snot just. You’ ve twice Ser dy Sanda’ swits, and ten times histravelst Why do you endure him
S0, 0. . ."” Betriz seemed at alossfor words. “Quietly,” shefinaly finished. She stared away for a
moment, asif afraid he would construe she’ d sadlowed aterm lessflattering.

Cazaril smiled crookedly at his unexpected partisan. “Do you think it would make him happier if |
presented mysdlf asatarget for hisfoolishness?’

“Clearly, yed”
“Wadll, then. Y our question answersitsdlf.”
She opened her mouth, and closed it. Iselle nearly choked on ashort laugh.

Cazail’ s sympathy for dy Sandaincreased, however, one morning when he turned up, hisface so
drained of blood asto be almost green, with the darming newsthat hisroya charge had vanished away,
not to be found in house or kitchen, kennel or stable. Cazaril buckled on his sword and readied himsdlf
to ride out with the searchers, his mind aready quartering the countryside and the town, weighing the
options of injuries, bandits, theriver . . . taverns? Was Teidez old enough yet to attempt awhore?
Reason enough to scrape off his clinging attendants.

Before Cazaril was moved to point out the range of possibilitiesto dy Sanda, whose mind was
utterly fixated on bandits, Teidez himsdlf rode in to the courtyard, muddy and damp, a crossbow dung
over his shoulder, aboy groom following behind, and adead fox hung over his saddiebow. Teidez
dtared at the half-assembled caval cade with surly horror.

Cazaril abandoned his attempt to climb on his horse without pulling something that hurt, lowered
himsalf to aseat on hismounting block with the bay gelding’ sreinsin his hand, and watched in
fascination as four grown men began to belabor the boy and the obvious.

Where have you been?scarcely needed asked, Why did you do that? likewise, Why didn’t you
tell anyone? grew more apparent by the minute. Teidez endured it with histeeth closed, for the most
part.

When dy Sanda paused for breeth, Teidez thrust hislimp and ruddy prey at Beetim the huntsman.
“Here. Skin thisfor me. | want the pelt.”

“Pdt’sno good at this season, young lord,” said Beetim severely. “The hair’ sdl thin, and falsout.”
He shook hisfinger a the vixen’ sdark dugs, heavy with milk. “And it’ s bad luck to take amother anima
inthe Daughter’ s season. I’ Il haveto burn itswhiskers, or itsghost’ |l be back, stirring up my dogsall
night long. And where are the cubs, eh?'Y ou should’ ve dain them aswdl, while you were at it, it’ sright
crue to leave them to starve. Or have you two gone and hidden them somewhere, eh?’ His glower took



in the shrinking boy groom.

Teidez threw his crossbow to the cobbles, and snarled in exasperation, “Welooked for the den.
Wecouldn’t findit.”

“Yes, and you—!" dy Sandaturned on the unlucky groom. “'Y ou know you should have cometo
me—!" He abused the groom in much blunter terms than he’ d dared to vent upon the royse, ending with
the command, “Beetim, go best the boy for his stupidity and insolence!”

“Withawill, m’lord,” said Beetim grimly, and stalked away toward the stables, the fox’ sscruff in
one hand and the cowering groom’sin the other.

The two senior grooms led the horses back to their stdls. Cazaril gave up his mount gladly and
considered his breakfast—now, it gppeared, not to be indefinitely delayed. Dy Sanda, anger succeeding
histerror, confiscated the crossbow and drove the sullen Teidez indoors. Teidez’ s voice floated back in
alast counterargument before the door banged closed upon the pair, “But I’m sobored . . .!”

Cazaril puffed alaugh. Five gods, but what a horrible age that wasto be for any boy. All full of
impulses and energy, plagued with incomprehensible arbitrary adults with stupid ideas that did not
involve skipping morning prayersto go fox hunting on afair soring morning—he glanced up at the sky
overhead, brightening to awashed cerulean as the dawn mists burned away. The quietude of the
Provincara’ s household, bam to Cazaril’ s soul, was doubtless acid to poor constricted Teidez.

Any word of advice from the newly employed Cazaril was not likely to bewell received by dy
Sanda, as matters stood between them at present. But it seemed to Cazaril that if dy Sandawas looking
to guard hisfuture influence over the royse when he came to aman’ s estate with itsfull power and
privilege of ahighlord—at the very least—of Chaion, he was going about it exactly backward. Teidez
was morelikely to shed him at the first opportunity.

Still, dy Sandawas a conscientious man, Cazaril had to grant. A viler man of like ambition might
well be pandering to Teidez’ s appetitesinstead of attempting to control them, winning not loyaty but
addiction. Cazaril had met anoble scion or two so corrupted by his attendants.. . . but not in dy Baocia's
household. While the Provincarawasin charge, Teidez was unlikely to encounter such parasites. On that
comforting reflection, Cazaril pushed off the block and climbed to hisfeet.

The Royesse Isdlle’ s Sixteenthbirthday fell at the midpoint of oring, some six weeks after Cazaril
had come to Vaenda. The birthday present sent down thisyear from the capita at Cardegoss by her
brother Orico was afine dappled gray mare, an inspiration either well calculated or very lucky, for Isdle
flew into transports over the shimmering beast. Cazaril had to concede it was aroya gift. And he was
ableto avoid the problem of his damaged handwriting alittle longer, asit wasno trouble a al to
persuade | selle to make her thank-you in her own hand, to send with theroya courier’ sreturn.

But Cazaril found himself subjected in the days following to the most minute and careful, not to say
embarrassing, inquiriesfrom Isdlle and Betriz after hishedth. Little gifts of the best fruit or viandswere
sent down the table to tempt his appetite; he was encouraged to go early to bed, and drink alittle wine,
but not too much; both ladies persuaded him out to frequent short walksin the garden. It wasn’ttill dy
Ferrg let fal acasud joketo the Provincarain his hearing that Cazaril caught on that 1selle and her
handmai den had been constrained to temper their gallops out of consideration for the new secretary’s
supposedly frail hedth. Cazaril’ swits overtook hisindignation just bardly in time to confirm this canard
with agraight face and aconvincingly siff gait. Their feminine atentions, however blatantly
self-interested, were too lovely to scorn. And . . . it wasn't that much of an act.

Both theimproving weether and, truth to tell, hisimproving condition baited him into relenting. After
al, soon enough the summer hest would be upon them, and dow life down again. After watching both
girlsstick to their horses over logs and down the twisting trails by theriver, flashing dong in ripples of
gold and green from the half shade of the new leaves overhead, his concern for their safety eased. It was



his horse, shying sdeways after startling adoe out of athicket, that dumped him violently into amess of
rocks and tree roots, knocking hiswind out and popping an adhesion in his back. He lay wheezing, the
woods blurred with tears of pain, till two frightened femal e faceswavered into his view againg the lace

of leavesand sky.

It took the pair of them and the help of afalen tree to get him loaded back up on his recaptured
horse. The return trip up the hill to the castle was as demure and ladylike, not to mention guilty, awak
as ever the governesses could have wished. The world had stopped twisting around hishead in odd little
jerks by the time they rode through the arched gate, but the torn adhes on was a burning agony marked
by alump the size of an egg beneath histunic. It would likely darken to black and take weeksto
subside. Arriving safe é lagt in the courtyard, he had no attention for anything but the mounting block,
the groom, and again getting off the damned horse dive. Secure on the ground he stood for amoment,
head bent againgt the saddlebow, grimacing with pain.

“Caz!”

The familiar voice smote his ears out of nowhere. His head came up; he blinked around. Striding
toward him, hisarms held out, was atal, athletic man with dark hair, dressed in an elegant red brocade
tunic and high riding boots. “ Five gods,” whispered Cazaril, and then, “ Palli?”

“Caz, Caz! | kissyour handdl | kissyour feet!” Thetal man seized him, nearly knocking him over,
made thefirst half of hisgreeting litera, but traded the second for an embrace instead. “ Caz, man! 1’d
thought you were dead!”

“No, no...Pdli..." Hispain three-fourths forgotten, he grabbed the dark-haired man’ shandsin
turn, and turned to I selle and Betriz, who' d abandoned their horses to the grooms and drifted up in open
curiogty. “Royesse Isdle, Lady Betriz, permit meto introduce the Ser dy Pdlliar—he was my good right
arm at Gotorget—five gods, Pdli, what are you doinghere 7’

“I could ask you the same, with more reason!” Palli replied, and made his bow to the ladies, who
eyed him with increasing gpprova. Thetwo years and more since Gotorget had done much to improve
his aready-pleasant looks, not that they hadn’t al looked like depraved scarecrows at the end of the
sege. “Royesse, my lady, an honor—but it’ s the March dy Paliar now, Caz.”

“Oh,” said Cazaril, and gave him an immediate, apologetic nod. “My condolences. Isit arecent
loss?

Pdli returned an understanding duck of his chin. “ Almost two years gone, now. The old man had
suffered an gpoplectic stroke while we were il closed up in Gotorget, but he hung on till just after |
made it home, thanks be to the Father of Winter. He knew me, | was ableto see him at the lagt, tell him
of the campaign—he offered up ablessing for you, you know, on hislast day, though we both thought
we were praying for the lost dead. Caz, man, where did yougo 7’

“I'...wasn't ransomed.”

“Not ransomed? How, not ransomed? How couldyou not be ransomed?’
“It was an error. My name was | eft off thelist.”

“Dy Jirond said the Roknari reported you died of asudden fever.”
Cazail’ ssmilegrew tight. “No. | was sold to the galleys.”

Pdli’ s head jerked back. “ Some error! No, wait, that makes no sense—"

Cazail’ s grimace, and his hand pressed palm down before his chest, stopped Pali’ s protest on his
lips, though it didn’t quench the startled ook in hiseyes. Pdli dways could take ahint, if you clouted him
with it hard enough. Thetwist of hismouth said,Very well, but | will have this out of you later—! By
the time he turned to Ser dy Ferrg), coming up to observe this reunion with an interested expression, his



cheerful smilewas back in place.

“My lord dy Pdliar istaking wine with the Provincarain the garden,” the castle warder explained.
“Dojoin us, Cazaril.”

“Thank you.”

Pdli took hisarm, and they turned to follow dy Ferrg out of the courtyard and half-around the
keep, to thelittle plot where the Provincara’ s gardener grew flowers. In good weether she made it her
favorite bower for Stting outdoors. Three strides, and Cazaril wastrailing; Pali shortened his step
abruptly at Cazaril’ s tumble, and eyed him sidelong. The Provincarawaited their return with a patient
amile, enthroned under an arching trellis of climbing roses not yet in bloom. She waved them to the chairs
the servants had brought out. Cazaril lowered himsdlf onto a cushion with awince and an awkward grunt.

“Bagtard’ sdemons,” said Palli under his breath, “ did the Roknari cripple you?’

“Only half. Lady |sdlle—oof! —seems bent on completing thetask.” Gingerly, he eased himsdlf
back. “ And that fool horse.”

The Provincarafrowned at the two young ladies, who had tagged aong uninvited. “Iselle, wereyou
gdloping?’ sheinquired dangeroudy.

Cazaril waved adiverting hand. “It was al the fault of my noble steed, my lady—attacked, it
thought, by ahorse-eating deer. It went sdewise, | didn’t. Thank you.” He accepted aglass of wine
from the servant with deep appreciation and sipped quickly, trying not to let it dosh. The unpleasant
shaky feding in hisgut was passing off, now.

Isdlle cast him agrateful glance, which her grandmother did not miss. The Provincara sniffed faint
disbelief. By way of punishment, she said, “Isdlle, Betriz, go and change out of those riding clothes and
into something suitable for supper. We may be country folk here; we need not be savages.” They
dragged off, with a couple of backward glances at the fascinating visitor.

“But how came you here, Palli?’ Cazaril asked, when the double distraction had passed around the
corner of the keep. Pdlli, too, stared after them, and seemed to have to shake himsalf back awake.Close
your mouth, man , Cazaril thought in amusement.l have to.

“Oh! I’m riding up to Cardegoss, to dance attendance at court. M’ father dways used to bresk his
journeys here, being thick with the old Provincar—when we passed near Vaenda, | made to presume,
and sent a messenger. And m’lady” —he nodded to the Provincara—"was kind enough to bid me bide.”

“I’d have cuffed you if you’ d failed to make your duty to me,” said the Provincaraamiably, with
admirableillogic. “I’ d not seen your father nor you for far too many years. | was sorry to hear of his
passing.”

Pdli nodded. He continued to Cazaril, “We plan to rest the horses overnight and go on tomorrow
a aleisurely pace—the weather’ stoo fine to bein arush. There are pilgrims on the roads to every
shrine and temple—and those who prey on ' em, alas—there were bandits reported in the hill passes, but
wedidn’tfind'em.”

“Y ou looked?’ said Cazaril, bemused.Not finding bandits had been al his desire, on the road.

“Hey! | anthelord dedicat of the Daughter’ s Order at Pdliar now, Il have you know—inmy
fether’ sshoes. | have duties.”

“Y ou ride with the soldier-brothers?’

“Morelike with the baggagetrain. It’ sal keeping the books, and collecting rents, and chasing the
damned equipment, andlogistics . Thejoys of command—well, you know. Y ou taught them to me. One
part glory to ten parts shoveling manure.”



Cazail grinned. “ That good aratio? You' re blessed.”

Palli grinned back and accepted cheese and cakes from the servant. “I lodged my troop down in
town. But you, Caz! Assoon as| said,Gotorget , they asked meif we’ d met—you could have
knocked me over with astraw when m'’ lady said you’ d turned up here, having walked—walked! —from
Ibra, and looking like something the cat hawked up.”

The Provincaragave asmdl, unrepentant shrug at Cazaril’ sfaintly reproachful glance her way.
“I” ve been telling them war storiesfor the past half hour,” Pali went on. “How’ syour hand?’

Cazaril curleditin hislap. “Much recovered.” He hastened to change the subject. “What’ s forward
at court, for you?’

“Wadl, I’ d not had the chance to make formal oath to Orico since m’father died, and dso, I'mto
represent the Daughter’ s Order of Pdliar at the invegtiture.”

“Invedtiture?’ said Cazaril blankly.

“Ah, has Orico findly given out the generdship of the Daughter’s Order?” asked dy Ferrgj. “Since
the old generd died, | hear every high family in Chdion has been badgering him for the gift.”

“I should imagine,” said the Provincara. “Lucrative and powerful enough, evenif itissmdler than
the Son’s”

“Oh, aye,” said Pdli. “It’ s not been announced yet, but it’ sknown—it’ s to be Dondo dy Jironal,
the younger brother of the Chancellor.”

Cazaril gtiffened, and Spped wineto hide hisdismay.

After arather long pause, the Provincara said, “What an odd choice. One usually expectsthe
genera of aholy military order to be more. . . persondly austere.”

“But, but,” said dy Ferrg), “ ChancellorMartou dy Jrond holds the generalship of the Order of the
Son! Two, in onefamily?It’ s adangerous concentration of power.”

The Provincaramurmured, “Martou is aso to become the Provincar dy Jirond, if rumor istrue. As
soon asold dy Ildar stopslingering.”

“I hadn’t heardthat ,” said Pdlli, sounding startled.

“Yes” said the Provincaradryly. “ The lldar family isnot too happy. | believe they’ d been counting
on the provincarship for one of the nephews.”

Pdli shrugged. “ The brothers Jrond certainly ride highin Chaion, by Orico’sfavor. | supposeif |
were clever, | would find someway of grabbing on to their cloak-hems, and riding along.”

Cazaxil frowned into hiswine and groped for away to divert the topic. “What other news do you
hear?’

“Well, these two weeks gone, the Heir of Ibra has raised his banner in South |bra—agan—agang
the old fox, hisfather. Everyone had thought last summer’ streaty would hold, but it seemsthey had
some secret fdling-out, last autumn, and the royarepudiated it. Again.”

“The Helr,” said the Provincara, “presumes. | bra does have another son, after dl.”
“Orico supported the Heir the last time,” observed Pdlli.
“To Chdion’scogt,” murmured Cazaril.

“It seemed to me Orico wastaking the long view. Intheend,” said Pdlli, “ surely the Heir must win.
One way or another.”

“It will beajoylessvictory for the old man if hisson loses,” said dy Ferrg in atone of dow



congderation. “No, | wager they’ll spend more men’ slives, and then make it up again between them
over the bodies.”

“A sad business,” said the Provincara, tightening her lips. “No good can come of it. Eh, dy Pdliar.
Tdl me some good news. Tell me Orico’ sroyinaiswith child.”

Pdli shook his head ruefully. “Not as |’ ve heard, lady.”
“Well, then, let us go to our supper and talk no more politics. It makes my old head ache.”

His muscles had seized up while he was sitting, despite the wine; Cazaril dmost fdll over, trying to
rise from hischair. Pali caught him by the elbow and steadied him, and frowned deeply. Cazaril gave
him atiny shake of his head and went off to wash and change. And examine hisbruisesin private.

SUPPER WASA CHEERFUL MEAL, ATTENDED BY MOSTof the household. Dy Pdliar, no
douch at table when it cameto ether food or talk, held the attention of everyone, from the Lord Teidez
and Lady Isdlle down to the youngest page, with histaes. Despite the wine he kept hishead in the high
company, and told only the merry stories, with himself more as butt than hero. The account of how he'd
followed Cazaril on anight sortie against the Roknari sappers, and so discouraged them for amonth
thereafter, drew wide-eyed stares upon Cazaril aswell ashimself. They clearly had ahard time picturing
the royesse’ stimid, soft-gpoken secretary grinning in the dirt and the soot, scrambling through the
burning rubble with adirk in hishand. Cazaril redlized he didiked the stares. Hewanted to be. . .
invishle, here. Twice Pdli tried to toss the conversationa bl to him, to take aturn a the entertaining,
and twice hefielded it back to Palli or to dy Ferrg. After the second attempt fell flat, Palli desisted from
trying to draw him out.

The med ran very late, but at last came the hour Cazaril had been both longing for and dreading,
when al parted for the night, and Pdlli knocked on his chamber door. Cazaril bade him enter, pushed the
trunk to thewall, tossed a cushion upon it for his guest, and settled himsalf upon his bed; both he and it
cresked audibly. Palli sat and tared across at him in the dim double candldight, and began with a
directnessthat reveded the trend of hismind al too clearly.

“Error, Caz? Have you thought about that?’

Cazaril Sghed. “I had nineteen monthsto think of it, Pli. | rubbed every possibility asthinasan old
coininmy brain. | thought of it till I was sick to death of the thinking, and called it done. It’sdone.”

Thistime, Pali brushed the hint firmly aside. “ Do you think it was the Roknari taking revenge upon
you, by hiding you from us and saying you died?’

“That’sone.” Except that | saw the list.
“Or did someone leave you off thelist on purpose?’ Pali persisted.
Thelist was in Martou dy Jironal’s own hand. “That wasmy find concluson.”

Pdli’ sbreath blew out. “Vile! Avile betraya, after what we suffered—dammit, Caz! When | get up
to court, | am going to tell March dy Jrond of this. He'sthe most powerful lord in Chdion, the gods
know. Together, | wager we can get to the bottom of —”

“No!” Cazaril lurched upright from his cushions, terrified. “Don’t, Pdli! Don’t eventell dy Jrond |
exig! Don't discussit, don’t mention me—if the world thinks 1’ m dead, so much the better. If 1'd
redlized that was so, | would have stayed in Ibra. Just . . . drop it.”

Pdli gared. “But . . . Vaendais hardly the end of the world. Of course people will learn you're
dive”

“It’ saquiet, peaceful place. I’ m not bothering anyone here.”
Other men were as brave, some were stronger; it was Palli’ switsthat had made him Cazaril’ s



favorite lieutenant at Gotorget. It only needed the one thread to start him unraveling . . . hiseyes
narrowed, glinting in the soft candldight. “ Dy Jironal ?Himself? Five gods, what did you ever do tohim

?7
Cazaril shifted uncomfortably. “I think it was not persond. | think it wasjust alittle. . . favor, for
someone. A little, easy favor.”

“Then two men must know the truth. Gods, Caz, which two?’

Pdli would go nosing in—Cazaril mugt ether tell him nothing—too late already—or else enough to
stop him. Nothing hafway, Pdli’ s brain would keep plucking at the puzzle—it was doing SO even now.

“Who would hate you s0? Y ou were dways the most agreeable man—you were downright famous
for refusing duels, and leaving the bullroarers to look like the fool s they were—for making peace, for
wheedling out the most amazing treaty terms, for avoiding faction—Bagtard’ shell, you didn’t even make
bets on gamedl! Little, easy favor! What could possibly drive such an implacable cruel hatred of you ?’

Cazaril rubbed his brow, which was beginning to ache, and not from tonight’ swine. “Fear. | think.”
Pdli’ slips screwed up in astonishment.

“And if it becomes known you know, they’ 1l fear you too. It’ s not something | wish to seefdl on
you, Pdli. | want you to steer clear.”

“If it’ sthat degree of fear, the fact that we’ ve even talked together will make me suspect. Their fear,
plus my ignorance—gods, Caz! Don’t send me blindfolded into battle!”

“| want never to send any man into battle again!” The fiercenessin his own voice took even Cazaril
by surprise. Palli’ s eyes widened. But the solution, the way to use Palli’ s own ravenous curiodity against
him, cameto Cazaril in that moment. “If | tell you what | know, and how | know it, will you give me your
word—your word!—to drop it? Don’t pursueit, don’t mention it, don’t mention me—no dark hints, no
dancing about the issue—"

“What, asyou aredoing now?’ said Palli dryly.
Cazail grunted, hdf in amusement, haf in pain. “ Just 0.”

Pdli sat back againgt thewall, and rubbed hislips. “Merchant,” he said amiably. “To make me buy
apiginabag, without ever seeing the anima.”

“Oink,” murmured Cazail.

“I only want to buy the squed, y’ know—damn, al right. | never knew you to lead us over wet
ground unknowing, nor into ambush. I’ [l trust your judgment—to the exact extent you trust my
discretion. My word onthat .”

A neat counterthrust. Cazaril could not but admireit. Hesighed. “Very well.” He sat sllent for a
moment after this—welcome—dua surrender, marshaling his thoughts. Where to begin? Wdll, it wasn’t
asthough he hadn’t gone over it, and over it, and over it in hismind. A most polished tale, for dl it had
never crossed hislips before.

“It' squickly enough told. | first met Dondo dy Jironal to spesk to four, no, it’ sfive now, fiveyears
ago. | wasin Guarida’ strainin that little border war againgt the mad Roknari prince Olus—you know,
the felow who made a habit of burying his enemies up to thewaist in excrement and burning them dive?
—the one who was murdered about ayear later by his own bodyguards?’

“Oh, yes. I’ d heard of him. Ended head down in the excrement, they say.”

“There are savera versons. But hewas il in control atthat time. Lord dy Guarida had cornered
Olus' sarmy—wel, rabble—up in the hills at the edge of his princedom. Lord Dondo and | were sent as
the envoys, under theflag of parley, to deliver an ultimatum to Olus and arrange the terms and ransoms.



Thingswent . . . badly, in the conference, and Olus decided he only required one messenger to return his
defiance to the assembled lords of Chalion. So he stood us up, Dondo and me, in histent surrounded by
four of his monster guards with swords and gave us achoice. Whichever of uswould cut off the other’s
head would be permitted to ride with it back to our lines. If we both refused, we both would die, and he’
d return both our heads by catapult.”

Pdli opened his mouth, but the only comment he managed was, “Ah.”

Cazaril took a bregth. “I was given thefirst chance. | refused the sword. Olus whispered to me, in
thisweird oily voice, * Y ou cannot win thisgame, Lord Cazaril.’ | said, ‘| know, m”hendi. But | can
makeyou loseit.” Hewas quiet for alittle, but then he just laughed. Then he turned round and gave the
chance to Dondo, who was green asa corpse by then . . .”

Pdli stirred, but didn’t interrupt; he signaed Cazaril mutely to go on.

“One of the guards knocked me to my knees and stretched my head, by the hair, over afootstool.
Dondo—took hiscut.”

“Ontheguard’ sarm?’ said Palli eagerly.

Cazaril hegtated. “No,” he said at last. “But Olus, at the last moment, thrust his sword between us,
and Dondo’ s sword came down on itsflat, and did—" Cazaril could still hear the sharp scrapingskree
of metd on metd, in hismemory’sear. “I ended up with a bruise across the back of my neck that was
black for amonth. Two of the other guards wrestled the sword back from Dondo. And then we were
both mounted up on our horses and sent back to dy Guarida’s camp. As my hands were being tied to
my saddle, Olus came up to me again, and whispered, ‘Now we shal seewho loses.’

“It was avery slent ride back. Until we werein sight of camp. And Dondo turned and looked at
mefor thefirst time, and said, *If you ever tell thistde, | will kill you.” And | said, “Don’t worry, Lord
Dondo. I only tdlamusing tales at table.” | should have just sworn silence. | know better now, and yet
... maybe even that would not have been enough.”

“Heowesyou hislifel”

Cazaril shook his head, and looked away. “1’ ve seen his soul stripped naked. | doubt he can ever
forgive mefor that. Well, | didn’t speak of it, of course, and helet it lie. | thought that wasthe end of it.
But then came Gotorget, and then came. . . well. What came after Gotorget. And now | am doubly
damned. If Dondo ever learns, if he ever redizesthat | know exactly how | cameto be sold to the
gdleys, what do you think my lifewill beworth then? But if | say nothing, do nothing, nothing to remind
him . . . perhaps he has forgotten, by now. | just want to be |eft alone, in this quiet place. He surely has
more pressing enemies these days.” He turned hisface back to Pdli, and said tensely, “Don’t you ever
mention meto ether of the Jronds. Ever. Y ou never heard thisstory. Y ou scarcely know me. If you
ever loved me, Pdli,leaveit be ”

Pdli’ slips were pressed together; his oath would hold him, Cazaril thought. But he made alittle
unhappy gesture nonetheless. “Asyou will, but, but . . . damn. Damn.” He stared for long acrossthe dim
chamber at Cazaril, asif searching for who-knew-what in hisface. “1t’ snot just that dreadful excusefor
abeard. Y ou are much changed.”

“AmI1?Wdl, 0.”

“How ...” Pdli looked away, looked back. “How bad wasit? Realy? In the galeys.”
Cazaril shrugged. “I wasfortunate in my misfortunes. | survived. Some did not.”

“One hearsal sorts of horrific stories, how the davesareterrorized, or . .. misused . . .”

Cazaril scratched his dandered beard. It wastoo filling in, abit, hefancied. “ The soriesare not so
much untrue as twisted, exaggerated—exceptiond events mistaken asdaily bread. The best captains



treated us as agood farmer treats hisanimas, with asort of impersona kindness. Food, water—heh—

exercise—enough cleanliness to keep us free of disease and in good condition. Beating aman senseless
makes him unfit to pull his oar, you know. Anyway, that sort of physica . . . disciplinewas only required
in port. Once a sea, the sea supplied al.”

“] don’t understand.”

Cazail’ s browsflicked up. “Why bresk aman’sskin, or his head, when you can break his heart
amply by putting him overboard, in the water with hislegs dangling down like wormsfor the grest
fishes? The Roknari only had to wait avery little to have us swim after and beg and plead and weep for

our davery again.”

“Y ou were always a strong swimmer. Surely that helped you beer it better than most?’ Pdlli’ svoice
was hopeful.

“The opposite, I’ m afraid. The men who sank like stones went mercifully quickly. Think about it,
Pdli. | did.” Hedtill did, Stting up bolt upright in the dark in this bed from some nightmare of the water,
closing over hishead. Or worse. . . not. Once, the wind had come up unexpectedly whilethe
oar-master had been playing thislittle game with a certain recacitrant Ibran, and the captain, anxious for
port before the storm, had refused to circle back. The Ibran’ s fading screams had echoed over the
water asthe ship drew away, growing fainter and fainter. . . . The captain had docked the oar-master
the cost of the dave’ sreplacement, as punishment for his migudgment, which had made him surly for
weeks.

After amoment Pdli said, “Oh.”

Ohindeed. “ Grant you, my pride—and my mouth—did win me one beating when | first went
aboard, but | ill fancied myself alord of Chdion then. | wasbroken of that . . . later.”

“But...youweren't...they didn’t make you an object of . . . | mean, use you after adegrading
..um.”

Thelight wastoo dimto tell if Palli reddened, but it finally dawned on Cazaril that he wastrying to
inquirein thisworried and tongue-tumbled fashion if Cazaril had been raped. Cazaril’ slipstwisted in
sympathy. “Y ou are confusing the Roknari fleets with those of Darthaca, | think. I’ m afraid those legends
represent wishful thinking on someone’ s part. The Roknari heresy of the four gods makes a crime of the
sort of odd lovesthe Bastard rules, here. The Roknari theologians say the Bastard isa demon, like his
father, and not agod, after his holy mother, and so call usal devil worshippers—which isadeep offense
to the Lady of Summer, | think, aswell asto the poor Bastard himself, for did he ask to be born? They
torture and hang men caught in sodomy, and the better Roknari shipmasters do not tolerate it aboard in
ether men or daves”

“Ah.” Pdli sttled in relief. But then, being Pdlli, thought to ask, “ And the worse Roknari
shipmagters?’

“Thelr discretion could become deedly. It didn’t happen to me—I fancy | was too bony—but afew
of the young men, the softer boys. . . We daves knew they were our sacrifice, and wetried to be kind
to them when they were returned to the benches. Some cried. Some learned to use the mischance for
favors. . . few of usbegrudged them the extrarations or trivial treats so dearly bought. It was a
dangerous game, for the Roknari inclined to them in secret were like to turn on them at any moment, and
day them asif they could so day their own an.”

“Y ou make my hair stland on end. | thought | knew my way around theworld, but . . . eh. But at
least you were spared the worst.”

“I don’t know what istheworst,” said Cazaril thoughtfully. “1 was once used after avile humor for
the space of one hellish afternoon that made what happened to some of the boyslook like afriendly



gesture, but no Roknari risked hanging for it.” Cazaril redized he’ d never told anyone of the incident, not
the kind acolytes of the temple hospital, not, certainly, anyonein the Provincara’ s household. He' d had
no one hecould talk to, till now. He continued amost eagerly. “My corsair made the mistake of tackling
alumbering Brgjaran merchanter, and spotted its escorting galleystoo late. Aswe were being chased
off, | falled at my oar, fainted in the heat. To make some use of me despite dl, the oar-master hauled me
out of my chains, stripped me, and hung me over the stern rail with my handstied to my ankles, to mock
our pursuers. | couldn’t tell if the crossbow bolts that thumped into therail or the stern around me were
good or bad aim on the Brgjaran archers’ parts, nor by what god’smercy | didn’t end my lifewith afew
in my ass. Maybe they thought | was Roknari. Maybe they were trying to end my misery.” For the sake
of Pdli’ swidening eyes, Cazaril skipped certain of the more grotesque details. “Y ou know, we lived
with fear for months on end a Gotorget, till we were used to it, asort of nagging achein the gut that we
learned to ignore, but that never quite went away.”

Pdlli nodded.

“But | found out that . . . thisisodd. | don’t quite know how to say it.” He'd never had achanceto
try to put it into words, out where he could seeit, till now. “I found thereis a place beyond fear. When
the body and the mind just can’t sustain it anymore. Theworld, time. . .reorder themsdves. My
heartbeat dowed down, | stopped sweeting and sdivating . . . it was amost like some holy trance.
When the Roknari hung me up, 1" d been weeping in fear and shame, in agony for the disgust of it dl.
When the Brgaransfinaly veered off, and the oar-master took me down, al blistered fromthesun. . . |
was laughing. The Roknari thought | had gone mad, and so withal did my poor benchmeates, but | didn’t
think so. Thewholeworldwasal . . . new.

“Of course, the whole world was only afew dozen paces long, and made of wood, and rocked on
thewater . . . dl timewastheturning of aglass. | planned my life by the hour as closely asone plansa
year, and no further than an hour. All men were kind and beautiful, each in hisway, Roknari and dave
aike, lordly or vileblood, and | wasafriend to dl, and smiled. | wasn’t afraid anymore. | did take care
never to faint & my oar again, though.”

Hisvoice dowed, thoughtfully. “ So whenever fear comes back into my heart, | am more pleased
than anything, for | takeit asasign that | am not mad after al. Or maybe, at |east, getting better. Fear is
my friend.” Helooked up, with aquick, gpologetic smile.

Palli was sitting plastered back against thewall, hislegstense, his dark eyesround as saucers,
amiling fixedly. Cazaril laughed out loud.

“Five gods, Pdli, forgive me. | did not mean to make you a donkey for my confidences, to carry
them safely away.” Or perhaps he had, for Pali would be going away tomorrow, after dl. “They makea
motley menagerie to burden you with. I’'m sorry.”

Pdlli waved away his gpology asif batting agtinging fly. Hislips moved; he swalowed, and
managed, “ Areyou sureit wasn't just sunstroke?’

Cazaril chuckled. “Oh, | had the sunstroke, too, of course. But if it doesn’t kill you, sunstiroke

passes off inaday or two. Thislasted . . . months.” Until the last incident with that terrified defiant Ibran
boy, and Cazaril’ sresultant find flogging. “We daves—"

“Stop that!” cried Palli, running his handsthrough hishair.
“Stop what?” asked Cazaxil in puzzlement.
“Stopsaying that.We slaves . You arealord of Chalion!”

Cazail’ s smiletwisted. He said gently, “We lords, at our oars, then? We swesting, pissing,
swearing, grunting gentlemen? 1 think not, Palli. On the galleys we were not lords or men. We were men
or animals, and which proved which had no relation | ever saw to birth or blood. The greatest soul |



ever met there had been atanner, and | would kiss hisfeet right now with joy to learn he yet lived. We
daves, we lords, we fools, we men and women, we mortals, we toys of the gods—all the samething,
Pdli. They aredl the sameto me now.”

After along, indrawn bresth, Palli changed the subject abruptly to the little maiters of managing his
escort from the Daughter’ smilitary order. Cazaril found himself comparing useful tricksfor tresting
leather rot and thrush infectionsin horses' hooves. Soon theregfter Pdlli retired—or fled—for the night.
An orderly retregt, but Cazaril recognized its nature dl the same.

Cazaril lay down with his pains and his memories. Despite the feast and the wine, degp wasalong
time coming. Fear might be hisfriend, if that wasn’t just bluff and bluster for Palli’ s sake, but it was clear
the dy Jirona brothers were not. The Roknari reported you'd died of a fever wasalie outright, and,
cleverly, quite uncheckable by now. Well, he was surely sheltered herein quiet Vaenda

He hoped he’d cautioned Pdlli sufficiently to walk warily at the court in Cardegoss and not put a
foot in apile of old manure unawares. Cazaril rolled over in the darkness and sent up awhispered
prayer to the Lady of Spring for Palli’ s safety. And to dl the gods and the Bastard, too, for the
deliverance of dl upon the seatonight.

At the Temple pageant cel ebratingthe advent of summer, Isalle was not invited to reprise her role of
the Lady of Spring because that part was traditionally taken by awoman new-wed. A very shy and
demure young bride handed off the throne of the reigning god’ s avatar to an equaly well-behaved
matron heavy with child. Cazaril saw out of the corner of his eyethe divine of the Holy Family heavea
sgh of relief asthe ceremony concluded, thistime, without any spiritual surprises.

Lifedowed. Cazaril’ s pupils sighed and yawned in the stuffy schoolroom as the afternoon sun
baked the stones of the keep, and so did their teacher; one sweaty hour he abruptly surrendered and
canceled for the season dl classes after the noon nuncheon. As Betriz had said, the Royinalstadid seem
to do better as the days lengthened and softened. She came more often to the family’ s meals and sat
amost every afternoon with her lady attendantsin the shade of the gnarled fruit trees at the end of the
Provincara’ sflower garden. She was not, however, permitted by her guardiansto climb to the dizzy,
breezy perches upon the battlements favored by Iselle and Betriz to escape both the heat and the
disgpprova of various aging persons disinclined to mount sairs.

Driven from his own bedchamber by its dog-breath closeness on ahazy hot day following an
unusudly heavy night’ srain, Cazaril ventured into the garden seeking amore comfortable perch himself.
The book under his arm was one of the few in the castle’ s meager library he had not previoudy read, not
that Ordol’ sThe Fivefold Pathway of the Soul: On the True Methods of Quintarian Theology was
exactly one of hispassions. Perhapsits leaves, fluttering loosdly in his Iap, would make his probable nap
look more scholarly to passersby. He rounded the rose arbor and halted as he discovered the royina,
accompanied by one of her ladies with an embroidery frame, occupying hisintended bench. Asthe
women looked up he dodged a couple of delirious bees and made an apol ogetic bow to them for his
unintended intrusion.

“Stay, Cadlillar dy . . . Cazaril, isit?” murmured s, as he turned to withdraw. “How does my
daughter go onin her new studies?’

“Very well, my lady,” said Cazaril, turning back and ducking hishead. “ Sheisvery quick at her
arithmetic and geometry, and very, um, perastent in her Darthacan.”

“Good,” said Ista. “That’ sgood.” She stared away briefly across the sun-bleached garden.

The companion bent over her frameto tie off athread. Lady Istadid not embroider. Cazaril had
heard it whispered by amaidservant that she and her |adies had worked for half ayear upon an
elaborate dtar cloth for the Temple. Just asthe last stitches were s, the royina had suddenly seized it
and burned it in the fireplace of her chamber when her women had left her done for amoment. Truetde



or not, her hands held no needle today, but only arose.

Cazaril searched her face for degper recognition. “I wondered . . . | have meant to ask you, my
lady, if you remembered me from the days | served your noble father as a page here. A score of years
ago, now, so0 it would be no wonder if you had forgotten me.” He ventured asmile. “I had no beard
then.” Helpfully, he pressed his hand over the lower hdf of hisface.

Istasmiled back, but her brows drew down in an effort of recognition that was clearly futile. “I’'m
sorry. My late father had many pages, over the years.”

“Indeed, hewas agreat lord. Well, no matter.” Cazaril shifted hisbook from hand to hand to hide
his disappointment, and smiled more gpologeticaly. He feared her nonrecal had nothing to do with her
nervous state. He had morelikely smply never registered upon her in thefirst place, an eager young
woman looking forward and upward, not down or back.

Theroyina's companion, hunting in her color box, murmured, “Drat,” and glanced up in appraisa at
Cazail. “My lord dy Cazaxil,” she said, smiling invitingly. “If it would be no trouble to you, might you
stay and keep my lady good company while| run up to my room and find my dark green s1k?’

“Notroubleat dl, lady,” said Cazaril automaticaly. “That is,um...” Heglanced a Ista, who
gazed back a him levelly, with an unsattling tinge of irony. Well, it wasn’t asthough Istawere given to
shrieking and raving. Even the tears he had sometimes seen in her eyeswelled slently. He gave the
companion alittle haf bow as she rose; she seized him by the arm and took him alittle way around the
arbor.

She stood on tiptoe to whisper in hisear. “All will bewell. Just don’t mention Lord dy Lutez. And
stay by her, till | return. If she Starts going on again about old dy Lutez, just . . . don’t leave her.” She
darted off.

Cazaril condgdered this hazard.

Thebrilliant Lord dy Lutez had been for thirty yearsthe late Royalas’'s closest advisor: boyhood
friend, brother in arms, boon companion. Over time las had |oaded him with every honor that was histo
command, making him provincar of two districts, chancellor of Chalion, marsha of his household troops,
and magter of therich military order of the Son—all the better to control and compd the rest, men
murmured. It had been whispered by enemies and admirers dike that dy Lutez wasroyain Chaionindl
but name. And lashisroyina. . .

Cazaril sometimes wondered if it had been weakness or clevernesson las’ s part, to let dy Lutez do
the dirty work and take the hegt of the high lords” grumbling, leaving his master with the name only of las
the Good . Though not, Cazaril conceded, las the Srong , norlasthe Wise , nor, the gods knew, ever
las the Lucky . It was dy Lutez who had arranged las’ s second marriage to the Lady Ista, surely giving
lieto the pergstent rumor among the highborn of Cardegoss of an unnatural love between the royaand
hislifdong friend. Andyet . . .

Five years after the marriage, dy Lutez had fallen from the roya’ sgrace, and dl his honors, aboruptly
and lethaly. Accused of treason, he’ d died under torture in the dungeons of the Zangre, the great roya
keep at Cardegoss. Outside of the court of Chalion, it was whispered that hisrea treason had been to
love the young Royinalsta. In more intimate circles, a considerably more hushed whisper had it that Ista
had at last persuaded her husband to destroy her hated rivd for hislove.

However the triangle was arranged, in the shrinking geometry of degath it had collgpsed from three
pointsto two, and then, as las turned hisface to thewall and died not ayear after dy Lutez, one done.
And Ista had taken her children and fled the Zangre, or was exiled therefrom.

Dy Lutez.Don’t mention dy Lutez . Don’t mention, therefore, most of the history of Chalion for the
past generation and ahdf. Right.



Cazaril returned to Istaand, somewhat warily, sat in the departed companion’ s chair. Istahad
taken to shredding her rose, not wildly, but very gently and systematicaly, plucking the petas and laying
them upon the bench beside her in apattern mimicking their origina form, circlewithin circdlein aninward
soirdl.

“The lost dead visted mein my dreamslast night,” Ista continued conversationaly. “ Though they
were only fase dreams. Do yours ever visit you so, Cazaril?’

Cazaril blinked, and decided she wastoo aware for thisto be dementia, even if shewasatrifle
dliptica. And besides, he had no trouble catching her meaning, which would surely not be the caseif she
were mad. “ Sometimes | dream of my father and mother. For alittletime, they wak and talk asinlife
... 01 regret to wake again, and lose them anew.”

| sta nodded. “ False dreams are sad that way. But true dreams are cruel. The gods spare you from
ever dreaming their true dreams, Cazaril.”

Cazaril frowned, and cocked his head. “All my dreams are but confused throngs, and disperse like
smoke and vapors upon my waking.”

Ista bent her head to her denuded rose; she now was spreading the golden powdery stamens, fine
assnipsof slk thread, in atiny fan within the circle of petds. “ True dreams sit like lead upon the heart
and stomach. Weight enough to . . .drown our soulsin sorrow. True dreamswalk in the waking day.
And yet betray us iill, as certainly as any man of flesh might swallow back hisvomited promises, likea
dog its cast-up dinner. Don’t put your trust in dreams, Cadtillar. Or in the promises of men.” Sheraised
her face from her array of petals, her eyes suddenly intent.

Cazaril cleared histhroat uncomfortably. “Nay, lady, that would be foolish. But it’ s pleasant to see
my father, from timeto time. For | shal not meet him any other way again.”

Shegave him an odd, tilted smile. “ Y ou don’t fear your dead?’
“No, my lady. Not in dreams.”

“Perhaps your dead are not very fearsomefolk.”

“For the most part, no, ma’am,” he agreed.

Highinthewall of the keep, a casement window swung wide, and Ista’ s companion leaned out and
stared down into the garden. Apparently reassured by the sight of her lady in gentle conversation with
her shabby courtier, she waved and disappeared again.

Cazaril wondered how Ista passed the time. She did not sew, apparently, nor did she seem much of
areader, nor did she keep musicians of her own. Cazaril had seen her sporadically at prayers, some
weeks spending hoursin the ancestors’ hdl, or at thelittle portable dtar kept in her chambers, or, far
more rarely, escorted by her ladies and dy Ferrgj down to the temple in town, though never at its
crowded moments. Other times weeks would pass when she seemed to keep no observancesto the
godsat dl. “Have you much consolation in prayers, lady?’ he asked curioudly.

She glanced up, and her amileflattened atrifle. “1?1 have not much consolation anywhere. The
gods have surely made amock of me. | would return the favor, but they hold my heart and my breath
hostage to their whims. My children are prisoners of fortune. And fortune is gone mad, in Chdion.”

He offered hestantly, “I think there are worse prisons than this sunny keep, lady.”

Her brows rose, and she sat back. “ Oh, aye. Were you ever to the Zangre, in Cardegoss?’

“Yes, when | wasayounger man. Not lately. It wasavast warren. | spent haf my timelostinit.”
“Strange. | waslogtinit, too . . . it is haunted, you know.”

Cazaril conddered this matter-of-fact comment. “1 shouldn’t be surprised. It isthe nature of agreat



fortressthat asmany dieinit asbuildit, winit, loseit . . . men of Chdion, the renowned Roknari masons
before us, the first kings, and men before them I’ m sure who crept into its caves, on back into the mists
of time. It isthat sort of prominence.” High home of royas and nobles for generations—rank on rank of
men and women had ended their livesin the Zangre, some quite spectacularly . . . some quite secretly.
“The Zangreisolder than Chaionitsef. It surely . . . accumulates.”

Istabegan gently pressing the thorns from her rose slem, and lining them up inarow like the teeth
of asaw. “Yes. [taccumulates . That’stheword, precisdly. It collects calamity like acistern, asits
dates and gutters collect rainwater. Y ou will do well to avoid the Zangre, Cazaril.”

“I’ve no desire to attend court, my lady.”

“| desired to, once. With al my heart. The gods’ most savage curses come upon us as answers to
our own prayers, you know. Prayer isadangerous business. | think it should be outlawed.” She began
to ped her rose stem, thin green strips pulling away to reved fine white lines of pith.

Cazaril had no ideawhat to say to this, so merely smiled hesitantly.

Istabegan to pull the whip of pith gpart lengthwise. “A prophecy wastold of the Lord dy Lutez,
that he should not drown except upon amountaintop. And that he never feared to swim theresfter, no
matter how violent the waves, for everyone knows there is no water upon amountaintop; it dl runs awvay
tothevdleys”

Cazaril swalowed panic, and looked around surreptitioudy for the returning attendant. She was not
yet in sight. Lord dy Lutez, it was said, had died under the water torture in the dungeons of the Zangre.
Benesth the castle stones, but till high enough above the town of Cardegoss. He licked dightly numb
lips, and tried, “ Y ou know, | never heard that while the man was dive. It is my opinion that some
tale-spinner made it up later, to sound shivery. Judtifications. . . tend to accrue posthumoudly to so
Spectacular afdl ashiswas”

Her lips parted in the strangest smile yet. She drew the last threads of the stem pith apart, aligned
them upon her knee, and stroked them flat. “ Poor Cazaril! How did you grow so wise?’

Cazaril was saved from trying to think of an answer for thisby Isa’ s attendant, who emerged again
from the door of the keep with ahank of colored silk in her hands. Cazaril legpt to hisfeet and nodded
to theroyina “Your good lady returns.. . .”

He gave alittle bow in passing to the attendant, who whispered urgently to him, “Was she sensible,
my lord?’

“Yes, perfectly.” In her way . . .
“Nothing of dy Lutez?’
“Nothing . . . remarkable.” Nothinghe cared to remark upon, certainly.

The attendant breathed relief and passed on, fixing asmile on her face. Istaregarded her with bored
tolerance as she began chattering about al the itemsthat she’ d had to overturn and hunt through to find
her strayed thread. It crossed Cazaril’ s mind that no daughter of the Provincara’ s, nor mother of Isdle’s,
could possibly be short of wit.

If Ista gpoketo very many of her duller company with the cryptic legps of thought she’ d sprung on
him, it waslittle wonder rumors circulated of madness, and yet . . . her occasiona opacity of discourse
felt more like cipher than babble to him. Of an dusiveinterna consstency, if only one held thekey to it.
Which, granted, he did not. Not that that wasn’t aso true of some sorts of madnesshe had seen. . .

Cazaril clutched his book and went off to seek some less disturbing shade.
SUMMER ADVANCED AT A LAZY PACE THAT EASEDCazaril’ s mind and body both. Only



poor Teidez chafed at the inactivity, hunting being curtailed by the heet, the season, and histutor. He did
pot rabbits with a crossbow in the dawn mists around the castle, to the earnest applause and approval of
al the cagtle’ s gardeners. The boy was so out-of -season—hot and restless and plump—if ever there
was a born dedicat to the Son of Autumn, god of the hunt, war, and cooler weather, Cazaril judged it
wassurely Teidez.

Cazaril was alittle surprised to be accosted on the way to nuncheon one warm noon by Teidez and
histutor. Judging by both their reddened faces, they were in the middle of another of their tearing
arguments,

“Lord Caz!” Teidez hailed him bregthlesdy. “Didn’t the old provincar’ s swordmastertoo take the
pages to the abattoir, to day the young bulls—to teach them courage, in ared fight, not this, this,
dancing about inthe duding ring!”

“Well, yes. ..
“See, what did | tell you!” Teidez cried to dy Sanda.

“We practiced in thering, too,” Cazaril added immediatdly, for the sake of solidarity, should dy
Sandaneed it.

Thetutor grimaced. “Bull-baiting isan old country practice, Royse. Not befitting training for the
highborn. Y ou are destined to be a gentleman—at the least! —not a butcher’ s gpprentice.”

The Provincara kept no swordmaster in her household these days, so she’d made suretheroyse’s
tutor was atrained man. Cazaril, who had occasionaly watched his practice sessonswith Teidez,
respected dy Sanda’ s precision. Dy Sanda’ s swordsmanship was pretty enough, if not quite brilliant.
Sporting. Honorable. But if dy Sanda aso knew the desperate bruta tricks that kept men dive onthe
field, he had not shown them to Teidez.

Cazaril grinned wryly. “The swordmaster wasn't training us to be gentlemen. He wastraining usto
be soldiers. I'll give hisold method this credit—any battlefield | was ever onwasalot morelikea
butcher’ syard than it waslike aduding ring. It was ugly, but it taught us our business. And there was no
wagtetoit. | can’t think it mattered at the end of the day to the bulls whether they died after being
chased around for an hour by afool with asword, or were smply staled and thwacked on the head
withamalet.” Though Cazaril had not cared to stretch the business out, as some of the young men had,
making macabre and dangerous play with the maddened animas. With alittle practice he had learned to
dispatch his beast with asword thrust nearly as quickly asthe butcher might. “ Grant you, on the
battlefield we didn’t eat what we killed, except sometimes the horses.”

Dy Sanda sniffed disgpprova at hiswit. He offered placatingly to Teidez, “We might teke the
hawks out tomorrow morning, my lord, if the weether holdsfine. And if you finish your cartography
problems.”

“Aladies’ sport—with hawks and pigeons—pigeons! What do | care for pigeons!” In avoice of
longing Teidez added, “ At theroya’ s court at Cardegoss, they hunt wild boar in the oak forestsin the
fdl. That’sarea sport, aman’s sport. They say those pigs are dangerous!”

“Very true,” said Cazaril. “ The big tuskers can dissmbowel adog—or ahorse. Or aman. They’'re
much faster than you expect.”

“Did you ever hunt at Cardegoss?’ Teidez asked him eagerly.
“I followed my lord dy Guaridaafew timesthere.”

“Vaendahasno boars.” Teidez sighed. “But we do have bulls! At least it’ ssomething. Better than
pigeons—or rabbitsl”

“Oh, potting rabbitsisauseful soldier’ straining, too,” Cazaril offered consolingly. “In case you ever



haveto hunt rats for table. It s much the same kill.”

Dy Sandaglared a him. Cazaril smiled and bowed out of the argument, leaving Teidez to his
badgering.

Over nuncheon, Iselletook up adescant version of asimilar song, though the authority she assailed
was her grandmother and not her tutor.

“Grandmama, it’ s sohot . Can’t we go swimming in theriver as Teldez does?”’

Asthe summer smmered on, the royse’ s afternoon rides with his gentleman-tutor and his grooms
and the pages had been exchanged for afternoon swims at a sheltered pool in the river upstream of
Vdenda—the same spot overheated denizens of the castle had frequented when Cazaril had been a
page. The ladieswere, of course, excluded from these excursions. Cazaril had politely declined
invitationsto join the party, pleading his dutiesto Iselle. The true reason was that stripping naked to
swim would display dl the old disasters written in hisflesh, ahistory he did not care to expound upon.
The misunderstanding with the bath man ill mortified him, in memory.

“Certainly not!” said the Provincara. “ That would be entirely immodest.”

“Notwith him,” said Isdle. “Make up our own party, aladies’ party.” Sheturned to Cazaril. “You
said the ladies of the castle swam when you were apage!”

“Sarvants, Isdle” said her grandmother wesarily. “ Lesser folk. It’ s not a pastime for you.”

Iselle dumped, hot and red and pouting. Betriz, spared the unbecoming flush, drooped at her place,
looking pale and wilted instead. Soup was served. Everyone sat eyeing their seaming bowlswith
revulson. Maintaining the stlandards—as always—the Provincara picked up her spoon and took a
determined sip.

Cazaril said suddenly, “But the Lady Isdllecan swim, can she not, your grace? | mean, she
presumably was taught, when she was younger?’

“Certainly not,” said the Provincara

“Oh,” said Cazaril. “Oh, dear.” He glanced around the table. Royinalstawas not with them, this
mesl; relieved of concern for a certain obsessve subject, he decided that he dared. “ That putsmein
mind of amost horrible tragedy.”

The Provincara’ s eyes narrowed; she did not take the bait. Betriz, however, did. “Oh, what?’

“It waswhen | was riding for the provincar of Guarida, during a skirmish with the Roknari prince
Olus. Olus’stroops came raiding over the border under the cover of night, and astorm. | wastold off to
evacuate the ladies of dy Guarida’ s household before the town was encircled. Near dawn, after riding
half the night, we crossed a high freshet. One of his provincara’ s ladies-in-waiting was swept off when
her horse fell, and was carried away by the force of the waters, together with the page who went after
her. By thetimel’d got my horse turned around, they were out of sight . . . We found the bodies
downstream next morning. The river was not that deep, but she panicked, not having any idea how to
swvim. A little training might have turned afata accident into merdly afrightening one, and threelives
saved.”

“Threelives?’ said Isdlle. “Thelady, thepage. . .

* She had been with child.”

“On”

A very daunted slencefel.

The Provincararubbed her chin, and eyed Cazaril. “A true sory, Cedtillar?’



“Yes,” Cazaril 9ghed. Her flesh had been bruised and battered, cold, blue-tinged, inert asclay
beneath his clutching fingers, her sodden clothes heavy, but not as heavy as hisheart. “1 had to tell her
husband.”

“Huh,” grunted dy Ferrg. Thetable’s most reliable raconteur, he did not try to top thistale.
“It’ snot an experience | ever wish to repesat,” added Cazaril.

The Provincara snorted and looked away. After amoment, she said, “My granddaughter cannot go
gporting about naked in theriver likean ed.”

Iselle sat up. “ But suppose we wore, oh, linen shifts.”

“It’ strue, if one needed to swim in an emergency, one would most likely have clothes ill on,”
Cazaxil sad hdpfully.

Betriz added wistfully under her breath, “ And we could cool off twice. Once when we swam, and
once when we sat about drying out.”

“Cannot some lady of the household ingtruct her?” Cazaril coaxed.
“They do not swim either,” said the Provincarafirmly.

Betriz nodded confirmation. “ They just wade.” She glanced up. “ Couldyou teach us how to swim,
Lord Caz?

Iselle clapped her hands. “Oh, yes!”

“I...uh...” Cazaril sammered. On the other hand . . . inthat company, he might keep his shirt
on without comment. “1 suppose 0. . . if your ladieswent dong.” He glanced across at the Provincara.
“Andif your grandmother would permit me.”

After along slence, the Provincaragrowled grudgingly, “Mind you don’t dl catch chills”

Iselle and Betriz, prudently, suppressed hoots of triumph, but they cast Cazaril sparkling glances of
gratitude. He wondered if they thought he had made up the story of the night-ride drowning.

THE LESSONS BEGAN THAT AFTERNOON, WITH CAZARILsanding in the middle of the
river trying to persuade two rather stiff young women that they would not drown ingtantly if they got their
hair wet. Hisfear that he had overdone the dire safety warnings gradually passed as the women at length
relaxed and learned to let the waters buoy them up. They were naturally more buoyant than Cazaril,
though his months at the Provincara’ s table had driven aded of the wolf-gauntness from his bearded
face.

His patience proved justified. By the end of the summer, they were splashing and diving like otters
in the drought-shrunken stream. Cazaril had merely to st in the shalowsin water up to hiswaist and call
occasiond suggestions.

His choice of vantage had only partly to do with staying cool. The Provincarawas right, he had to
alow—snvimmingwas lewd. And loose linen shifts, thoroughly wetted down and clinging to lithe young
bodies, made fair mockery of the modesty they attempted to preserve, astunning effect he carefully did
not point out to histwo blithe charges. Worse, the effect cut two ways. Wet linen trews clinging tohis
loinsrevealed a state of mind—um, body—um,recovering health —that he earnestly prayed they
would not notice. Isdledidn’t seem to, anyway. He was not entirely sure about Betriz. Their
middle-aged lady-in-waiting Nan dy V'rit, who declined the lessons but waded about in the shallows fully
dressed with her skirts hoisted to her calves, missed nothing in the play, and was clearly hard-pressed to
control her snickers. Charitably, she seemed to grant him his good faith, and did not laugh at him out
loud, nor tattle on him to the Provincara. At least . . . hedidn’t think shedid.

Cazaril was uncomfortably consciousthat his awareness of Betriz wasincreasing day by day. Not



yet to the point of dipping anonymous bad poetry under her door, thank the gods for the shreds of his
sanity. Playing the lute under her window was, perhapsfortunately, no longer within hisgift. And yet . . .
inthe long summer quiet of Vaenda, he had begun to dare to think of alife beyond the turning of an
hourglass

Betriz did smileat him—that wastrue, he did not delude himself. And she was kind. But she smiled
a and was kind to her horse, too. Her honest friendly courtesy was hardly ground enough to build a
dream mansion upon, let alone bring bed and linens and try to movein. Still . . . shedid smileat him.

He stifled the idea repeatedly, but it kept popping up—aong with other things, das, especidly
during swimming lessons. But he’ d sworn off ambition—he didn’t have to make afool of himsdlf
anymore, dammit. His embarrassing arousa might be asign of returning strength, but what good did it do
him? He was as landless and penniless asin his days here as a page, and with far fewer hopes. Hewas
mad to entertain fantasies of either lust or love, and yet . . . Betriz’ sfather was alandless man of good
blood, living alife of service. Surely he could not despise alike sojourner.

Not despise Cazaril, no—dy Ferrg wastoo wise for that. But he was aso wise enough to know
his daughter’ s beauty and connection with the royesse was a dowry that could bring her something
rather better in the way of a husband than fortuneless Cazaril, or even the locdl petty gentry’ s sonswho
served the Provincara’ s household as pages now. Betriz clearly considered the boys to be annoying
puppies anyway. But some of them had elder brothers, heirs of their modest estates. . .

Today he sank down in the water to his chin and pretended not to watch through his eyelashes as
Betriz scrambled up onto arock, tranducent linen dripping, black hair streaming down over her
trembling curves. She stretched her armsto the sun before belly-flopping forward to splash Isdlle, who
ducked and shrieked and splashed her back. The days were shortening now, the nights were cooling,
and likewise the afternoons. The festival of the ascent of the Son of Autumn was at hand. It had been
too cool to swim al last week—only afew dayswerelikdly left warm enough to make these private wet
river excursonstolerable. Fast gallops, and the hunt, would soon entice hisladiesto drier delights. And
his good sense would return to him like astrayed dog. Wouldn't it?

THE SLANTING LIGHT AND CHILLING AIR DROVE THElingering swimming party from the
water to dry awhile on the stony banks. Cazaril was so drenched in mellow ease that he didn’t even
make them conduct their idle chitchat in Darthacan or Roknari. At last he pulled on his heavy riding
trousers and boots—good new boots, a gift from the Provincara—and his sword belt. He tightened the
browsing horses’ girths and removed their hobbles, and hel ped the ladies mount. Reluctantly, with many
backward glances at the sylvan river glade fdling behind, the little caval cade wound up the hill to the
cadle.

In aspurt of recklessness, Cazaril pressed his horse forward to match pace with Betriz’'s. She
glanced across at him, quick fugitive dimple winking. Wasit want of courage, or want of witsthat turned
his tongue to wood in his mouth? Both, he decided. He and the Lady Betriz attended Iselle together
daily. If some ponderous attempt of his at daliance should prove unwelcome, might it damage the
precious ease that had grown between them in the royesse’ s service? No—he must, he would say
something—but her horse broke into atrot at the sight of the castle gate, and the moment was lost.

Asthey entered the courtyard, the scrape of their horses’ hooves echoing hollowly on the cobbles,
Teldez burst from asde door, crying “1sdlel Isdlel”

Cazail’ s hand legpt to his sword hilt in shock—the boy’ s tunic and trousers were bespattered with
blood—then fdll away again at the sight of the dusty and grimy dy Sandatrudging adong behind his
charge. Teidez’ sgory appearance was merely the result of an afternoon training sesson at Vaenda's
butcher’ syard. It wasn’t horror that drove his excited cries, but rapture. The round face he turned up to
hissger was shining with joy.



“Isdlle, the most wonderful thing has happened! Guess, guess!”
“How am | to guess—" she began, laughing.

Impatiently he waved this away; his news tumbled from hislips. “A courier from Roya Orico just
arrived. You and | are ordered to attend upon him thisfal at court in Cardegoss! And Mother and
Grandmamaarenot invited! 1selle, we' re going to escape from Vaendal”

“We'regoing to theZangre ?’ Isalle whooped, and did from her saddle to grab her brother’s
reeking hands and whirl with him around the courtyard. Betriz |eaned on her saddlebow and watched,
her lips parted in thrilled ddlight.

Their lady-in-waiting pursed her lipsin much less delight. Cazaril caught Ser dy Sanda’seye. The
royse’ stutor’ s mouth was set in agrim frown.

Cazail’ s stomach lurched, as the coins of conclusion dropped. The Royesse | selle was ordered to
court; therefore her little household would accompany her to Cardegoss. Including her handmaiden Lady
Betriz.

And her secretary.

The royse and royesse’ s caravanapproached Cardegoss from the south road. They struggled up a
riseto find the whole of the plain between the cradling mountainsrolling out below their feet.

Cazail’ snogtrilsflared as he drew in the sharp wind. Cold rain last night had scoured the air clean.
Tumbling banks of date-blue clouds shredded away to the east, echoing the lines of the wrinkled
blue-gray ranges hugging the horizon. Light from the west thrust acrossthe plainslike asword stroke.
Risng up onitsgrest rock jutting out above the angle where two sireams met, dominating the rivers, the
plains, the mountain passes, and the eyes of al beholders, the Zangre caught the light and blazed like
molten gold against the dark retreating cloud banks. Its ochre stone towers were crowned and capped
with date roofs the color of the scudding clouds, like an array of iron helmets upon avaliant band of
soldiers. Favored seet of the royas of Chalion for generations, the Zangre appeared from this vantage all
fortress, no palace, as dedicated to the business of war as any soldier-brother sworn to the holy orders
of the gods.

Royse Teidez urged his black horse forward next to Cazaril’ s bay and stared eagerly at their god,
hisfacelit with akind of awed avarice. Hunger for the promise of alarger life, free of the careful
congraints of mothers and grandmothers, Cazaril supposed, certainly. But Teidez would haveto be
much duller than he appeared not to be wondering right now if this luminous miracle of stone could be
his, someday. Why, indeed, had the boy been called to court, if Orico, despairing at last of ever getting
heirs of his own body, was not meaning to groom him as his successor?

Iselle halted her dappled gray and stared nearly as eagerly as Teidez. “ Strange. | remembered it as
larger, somehow.”

“Wait till we get closer,” Cazaril advised dryly.

Ser dy Sanda, in the van, motioned them forward, and the whole train of riders and pack mules
started down the muddy road once more: the two roya youths, their secretary-guardians, Lady Betriz,
servants, grooms, armed outridersin the green-and-black livery of Baocia, extra horses, Snowflake—
who might at this point more aptly be named Mudpot—and all their very considerable baggage. Cazaril,
veteran of anumber of hair-tearingly aggravating noble ladies’ processions, regarded the progress of the
convoy asawonder of digpatch. It had taken only five daysto ride from Vaenda, four and ahdf, redly.
Royesse Islle, ably backed by Betriz, had driven her subhousehold with verve and efficiency. Not one
of thejourney’ sinevitable delays could be laid to her feminine caprice.

In fact both Teidez and Iselle had pushed their entourage to its best speed from the moment they’ d
ridden out of Vaenda and galloped ahead to outdistance Ista’ s heart-wrenching wails, audible even over



the battlements. Iselle had clapped her hands over her ears and steered her horse with her kneestill she’d
escaped the echo of her mother’ s extravagant grief.

The newsthat her children were ordered from her had thrown the dowager royina, if not into
madness outright, into deep distraction and despair. She had wept, and prayed, and argued, and, at
length, gone silent, ardief of sorts. Dy Sanda had confided to Cazaril how she’d cornered him and tried
to bribe him into flying with Teidez, where and how being unclear. He described her as gibbering,
clutching, barely short of foam-flecked.

She had cornered Cazaril, too, in his chamber packing his saddlebags the night before the
departure. Their conversation went rather differently; or at least, whatever it had been, it wasn’t
gibbering.

She had regarded him for along, silent, and unnerving moment before saying abruptly, “Areyou
afrad, Cazaril?’

Cazaril consdered hisreply, and finaly answered smply and truthfully, “ Y es, my lady.”

“Dy Sandaisafool. You, at least, are not.”

Not knowing what to say to this, Cazaril inclined his head politely.

Sheinhaled, her eyes gone huge, and said, “Protect Isdlle. If ever you loved me, or your honor,
protect Iselle. Swear it, Cazaril!”

“l swvear.”

Her eyes searched him, but rather to his surprise she did not demand more elaborate protestations,
Or reassuring repetitions.

“From what shall | protect her?” Cazaril asked cautioudy. “What do you fear, Lady |sta?’

She stood slent in the candielight.

Cazaril recadled Pdli’ s effective entreaty. “ Lady, please do not send me blindfolded into battle!”

Her lips puffed, asfrom ablow to the stomach; but then she shook her head in despair, whirled
away, and rushed from the room. Her attendant, obvioudy worried to the point of exasperation, had
blown out her breath and followed her.

Despite the memory of Ita’ sinfectious agitation, Cazaril found his spiritslifted from their mire of
dread by the young people’s excitement as their goa neared. The road met theriver that flowed out of
Cardegoss, and ran dongside it as they descended into awooded area. At length, Cardegoss’s second
stream joined the main. A chill draft coursed through the shaded valley. On the Sde of theriver opposite
the road, three hundred feet of cliff face erupted from the ground and soared aoft. Here and there, little
trees clung desperately to crevices, and ferns spilled down over the rocks.

Iselle paused to stare up, and up. Cazaril reined his horse in beside hers. From here, one could not
even see the beginnings of the human masons’ puny defensive additions decorating the top of this natura
fortresswall.

“Oh,” sadlsdle

“My,” added Betriz, joining them craning in their necks.

“TheZangre,” said Cazaril, “has never inits history been taken by assault.”
“1 seg,” breathed Betriz.

A few floating yellow leaves, promise of autumn to come, whirled away down the dark stream. The
party pressed their horses forward, climbing up out of the valey to where agreat stone arch, leading to
one of the seven gates of the city, spanned the stream. Cardegoss shared the stream-carved plateau with



the fortress. The town ramparts flared back aong the tops of the ravineslike the shape of aboat with
the Zangre a its prow, then turned inward in along wall forming the stern.

Inthe clear light of this crisp afternoon, the city failed Sgndly to look sinister. Markets, glimpsed
down side Streets, were bright with food and flowers, thronged with men and women. Bakers and
bankers, weavers and tailors and jewelers and saddlers, together with such trades and crafts that were
not required by their need for running water to be down by the riversides, offered their wares. Theroyad
company rode through the misnamed Temple Square, which had five sdes, one for each of the big
regional mother-houses of the gods’ holy orders. Divines, acolytes, and dedicats strode along, looking
more harried and bureaucratic than ascetic. In the square’ s vast paved center, the familiar
cloverleaf-and-tower shape of Cardegoss’'s Temple of the Holy Family bulked, impressvely more
extensve than the homey little versonin Vdenda.

To Teidez’ sill-conceded impatience, 1selle demanded a stop here, and sent Cazaril scurrying into
the temple’ sechoing inner courtyard to lay an offering of coins upon the dtar of the Lady of Spring in
gratitude for their safe journey. An acolyte took charge of it with thanks and stared curioudy at Cazaril,
Cazaril mumbled a brief distracted prayer and hurried back out to mount again.

Climbing the long shallow dope toward the Zangre, they passed through streets where houses of
the nobility, built of dressed stone and with el@borate iron grilles protecting windows and gates, loomed
shoulder to shoulder, high and square. The dowager royinahad lived in one such, for atimein her early
widowhood. Isdlle excitedly identified three possible candidates for her childhood home, until, overcome
with confusion, she made Cazaril promise to determine later which had been hers.

At last they rode up to the great gate of the Zangreitsdlf. A natura cleft across the plateau opened
just before it into a sharp shadowed crevice, more daunting than any moat. On the far side, huge
boulders formed the lowest course of stonesin thewalls; irregular, but fitting so tightly aknife blade
could not have did between them. Atop them, fine Roknari work, its delicate traceries of geometric
decoration seeming sugar rather than stone. Atop that, yet more crisp-cut stone, towering higher and
higher asif men competed with the gods who had thrown up the great rock the whole edifice stood
upon. The Zangre was the only castle Cazaril had ever been in where he suffered whirling vertigo
ganding at the bottom lookingup .

A horn sounded from above, and soldiersin the livery of Roya Orico saluted as they rode across
the drawbridge and through the narrow archway into the courtyard. Lady Betriz clutched her reins and
stared around with her lips parted. The courtyard was dominated by a huge high rectangular tower,
newest and crispest, the addition of the reign of Royalasand Lord dy Lutez. Cazaril had dways
wondered if itsgreat Sze was ameasure of themen’sstrength . . . or their fears. A little beyond it,
amost as high, around tower loomed at one corner of the main block. Its date roof wastumbledin, and
itstal top ragged and broken.

“Dear gods,” sad Betriz, staring at the haf ruin, “what happened there? Why don’t they repair it?’

“Ah,” said Cazaril, thrown into tutoria mode, considerably more for his own reassurance than Betriz
s “That’ sthe tower of Roya Fonsathe Wise.” Known more commonly, after his death, as Fonsathe
Fairly-Wise. “They say he used to walk upon it dl night, trying to read the will of the gods and the fate of
Chalion in the gtars. On the night he worked his miracle of desth magic upon the Golden Generd, agreat
storm and gouts of lightning threw down the roof, and set afire that didn’t burn out until morning despite
thetorrents of rain.”

When the Roknari had first invaded from the sea, they had overrun most of Chdion, Ibra, and
Brgar inther first violent burst, even past Cardegoss, to the very feet of the southern mountain ranges.
Darthacaitself had been threatened by their advance parties. But from the ashes of the weak Old
Kingdoms and the harsh cradle of the hills new men had emerged, fighting for generationsto regain what
had been logt in those first few years. Warrior-thieves, they made an economy of raiding; noble fortunes



were not made, but stolen. Turnabout, for the Roknari idea of tax collection was a column of soldiers
taking dl in their winding path a sword’ s point, like locustsin arms. Bribe and counterbribe turned the
columns back, until Chalion was become an odd interl ocking dance of counting armies and armed
accountants. But over time, the Roknari were pushed back north toward the seaagain, leaving behind as
legacy aresidue of castlesand brutdity. At length the invaders were reduced to the five squabbling
princedoms hugging the north coast.

The Golden Generd, the Lion of Roknar, had looked to reverse the ebb of hishistory. By war,
guile, and marriage he had in ten blazing years united al five princedoms for dmost thefirst time sncethe
Roknari had landed. Bardly thirty, he’ d gathered a grest tide of men into his hands, preparing to sweep
south once more, declaring he would wipe the Quintarian heretics and the worship of the Bastard from
the face of the land with fire and sword. Desperate and disunited, Chalion, Ibra, and Brgjar werelosing
againg him on every front.

More ordinary forms of nation failing, death magic wastried upon the golden genius adozen
times and more, without result. Fonsathe Wise, from deep study, reasoned that the Golden Genera
must be the chosen of one of the gods; no sacrifice less than that of aking could balance his thundering
destiny. Fonsahad lost five sons and heirs one after another in the wars to the north. las, hislast and
youngest, was locked in bitter struggle with the Roknari for the find mountain passes blocking their
invasion routes. One stormy night, taking only adivine of the Bastard who wasin his confidenceand a
loya young page, Fonsa had mounted his tower, locking itsdoor behind him . . .

The courtiers of Chalion had pulled three charred bodies from the rubble the following morning;
only the differing heights alowed them to tell divine from page from roya. Shocked and terrified, the
trembling court had awaited itsfate. The courier from Cardegoss, galoping north with the news of loss
and woe, met the courier galloping south from las with news of victory. Funera and coronation were
cdebrated smultaneoudy within the Zangre’ swalls.

Cazaril stared around at those walls now. “When Royse—now Roya—Ias returned from the war,”
he went on to Betriz, “he ordered the lower windows and doors of his dead father’ s tower bricked up,
and proclaimed that no one should enter it again.”

A dark, flapping shape launched itself from the tower’ s top, and Betriz squeaked and ducked.

“Crows have nested in it ever since,” Cazaril noted, tilting his head back to watch the black
slhouette whed againg the intense blue sky. “I believeit’ s the same flock of sacred crowsthe divines of
the Bastard feed in the temple yard. Intelligent birds. The acolytes make pets of them and teach them to

Iselle, who had drawn closer as Cazaril had discoursed upon her roya grandfather’ sfate, asked,
“What do they say?’

“Not much,” Cazaril admitted, with aquick grin at her. “1 never saw one that had avocabulary of
more than three squawks. Although some of the acolytesinssted they were saying more.”

Warned by the outrider dy Sanda had sent on ahead, a swarm of grooms and servants rushed out
to assigt the arriving guests. The Zangre' s castle warder, with his own hands, positioned amounting
bench for Royesse Isdlle. Perhaps thrown into consciousness of her dignity by this gentleman’ sbending
gray head, she used the step for achange, parting from her horse with ladylike grace. Teidez tossed his
reinsto a bowing groom and stared about with shining eyes. The warder made rapid conference with dy
Sandaand Cazaril of adozen practical details, from stabling the horses and grooms to—Cazaril grinned
briefly—stabling the royse and royesse.

The warder escorted theroya children to their roomsin the left wing of the main block, followed by
aparade of servantslugging the baggage. Teidez and his entourage were given haf afloor; Isdle and her
ladies, the floor above them. Cazaril was assigned a smal room on the gentlemen’ sfloor, but at the very



end. Hewondered if he was expected to guard the staircase.

“Rest and refresh yourselves,” the warder said. “ The royaand royinawill receiveyou at a
celebratory banquet this evening, attended by al the court.” A rush of servants bringing wash water,
clean linens, bread, fruit, pastries, cheese, and wine assured the visitors from Vaendathat they were not
abandoned to starve between now and then.

“Where are my royal brother and sster-in-law?’ Iselle asked the warder.

Thewarder made her alittle bow. “ Theroyinaisresting. Theroyaisvigting hismenagerie, whichis
agreat consolation to him.”

“I'dliketo seeit,” shesad, alittlewigtfully. “He has often written me of it.”
“Tdl him so. He'll liketo show it to you,” the warder assured her with asmile.

Theladies’ party was soon deeply involved in afrantic turning out of luggage to select garments for
the banquet, an exercise that quite clearly did not require Cazaril’ sinexpert assistance. He directed the
servant to place histrunk in his narrow room and depart, dropped his saddlebags on his bed, and rooted
through them to find the | etter to Orico the Provincarahad strictly charged him to ddliver, into theroya’s
hand and no other, at his earliest possible moment upon arrival. He paused only to wash the road dirt
from his hands and spare aquick glance out hiswindow. The degp ravine on this side of the castle
seemed to plunge straight down below hissill. A dizzying glint of water from the stream was just visble
through the treetops far below.

Cazaril only lost hisway once on the way to the menagerie, which was outside the walls and across
the gardens, an adjunct of the stables. If nothing else he could identify it by the sharp, acrid smdll of
strange manures neither human nor equine. Cazaril stared into an arched aide of the sone building, his
eyes adjusting to its cool shade, and diffidently entered.

A couple of former stalls were converted to cagesfor apair of wonderfully glossy black bears. One
was adeep on apile of clean golden straw; the other stared up a him, lifting its muzzle and sniffing
hopefully as Cazaril passed. On the other side of the aide stalls housed some very strange beasts that
Cazaril could not even put anameto, liketall leggy goats, but with long curving necks, mild and liquid
eyes, and thick soft fur. In aroom to one side, adozen large, brilliantly colored birds on perches
preened and muttered, and other tiny, equaly bright ones twittered and flitted in cages lining the wall.
Acrossfrom the aviary, in an open bay, he found human occupants at last: aneat groomintheroya's
livery, and afat man Stting cross-legged on atable, holding aleopard by itsjeweled collar. Cazaril
gasped and froze as the man ducked his head right next to the greet cat’s open jaws.

The man was currying the beast vigoroudy. A cloud of yellow and black hairs rose from the pair as
the leopard writhed on the table in what Cazaril recognized, after ablink, asfdine ecstasy. Cazaril’ seye
was S0 locked by the leopard, it took him another moment to recognize the man as Roya Orico.

The dozen years since Cazaril had last glimpsed him had not been kind. Orico had never been a
handsome man, even in the vigor of hisyouth. Hewas alittle below average in height, with ashort nose
unfortunately broken in ariding accident in histeens and now looking rather like a squashed mushroom
inthe middle of hisface. His hair had been auburn and curly. It was now roan, still curly but much
thinner. His hair was the only thing about him that was thinner; his body was grosdy broadened. Hisface
was pa e and puffy, with baggy eydids. He chirped at his spotted cat, who rubbed its head against the
roya’ stunic, shedding more hairs, then licked the brocade vigoroudy with atonguethe sze of a
washcloth, evidently pursuing alarge gravy stain that had trailed down over the roya’ simpressive
paunch. Theroya's deeveswererolled up, and haf a dozen scabbed scratches scored hisarms. The
great cat caught abare arm, and held it inits yellow teeth briefly, but did not closeits jaws. Cazaril
unwound his clutching fingers from his sword hilt, and cleared histhroat.

Astheroyaturned hishead, Cazaril fell to oneknee. “ Sire, | bear you respectful greetingsfrom the



Dowager Provincara of Baocia, and this her letter.” He held out the paper, and added, just in case no
one had mentioned it to him yet, “Royse Teidez and Royesse |sdle are arrived safely, sire”

“Oh, yes.” Theroyajerked his head at the elderly groom, who went to relieve Cazaril of the letter
with agraceful bow.

“Her Grace the Dowager ingtructed meto ddiver it into your hand,” Cazaril added uncertainly.

“Y es, yes—just amoment—" With some effort, Orico bent over hisbdly to give the cat one quick
hug, then clipped aslver chaintoits collar. Chirping some more, he urged it to legp lightly from the
table. He dismounted more heavily, and said, “Here, Umegat.”

Thiswas evidently the groom’ s name, not the cat’ s, for the man stepped forward and took the
slver leash in exchange for the letter. He led the beast to its cage allittle way down the aide,
unceremonioudy shoving it in with akneeto its rump when it paused to rub on the bars. Cazaril breasthed
alittle easier when the groom locked the cage.

Orico broke the sedl, scattering wax on the swept tiled floor. Absently, he motioned Cazaril to his
feet and read dowly down the Provincara’ s spidery handwriting, pausing to move the paper closer or
farther and squinting now and then. Cazaril, falling easily back into hisold courier mode, folded his hands
behind his back and waited patiently to be questioned or dismissed at Orico’ swill.

Cazaril eyed the groom—head groom?—as he waited. Even without the clue of the name, the man
was obvioudy of Roknari descent. Umegat had been tallish, but was now alittle stooped. His skin,
which must have been burnished gold in hisyouth, was|egthery, its color faded to ivory. Fine wrinkles
wreathed his eyes and mouth. His curly bronze hair, going gray, wastightly bound to hishead in two
braids that ran from histemples over his crown to meet in the back in aneat queue, an old Roknari style.
It made him look pure Roknari, though half-breeds abounded in Chalion; Roya Orico himself had a
couple of Roknari princesses up hisfamily tree on both the Chaionese and Brgjaran sides, the source of
the family hair. The groom wore the service livery of the Zangre, tunic and leggings and a knee-length
tabard with the symbol of Chalion, aroya leopard rampant upon astylized castle, stitched upon it. He
looked considerably tidier and more fagtidious than his master.

Orico finished the | etter, and sighed. “ Royina lsta upset, was she?’ he said to Cazaril.
“Shewas naturdly disturbed to be parted from her children,” said Cazaril cautioudly.

“| was afraid of that. Can’t be helped. Aslong as sheisdisturbed in Valenda, and not in
Cardegoss. I'll not have her here, she’stoo . . . difficult.” He rubbed his nose on the back of his hand,
and sniffed. “ Tell Her Grace the Provincara she has all my esteem, and assure her that | have concerned
mysdlf with her grandchildren’ s good fates. They have their brother’ s protection.”

“I plan to write to her tonight, Sire, to assure her of our safe arriva. | will convey your words.”
Orico nodded shortly, rubbed his nose again, and squinted at Cazaril. “Do | know you?’

“I'...shouldn’t think so, Sire. | am lately appointed by the Dowager Provincarato be secretary to
the Royesse Isdlle. | had served thelate provincar of Baociaas apage, in my youth,” he added, by way
of recommendation. He did not mention his servicein dy Guarida’ strain, which might well trigger the
roya’ s more recent memory, not that he had ever been more than one of the crowd of dy Guarida’'s
men. A little unplanned disguise was surely lent him by his recent beard, his gray-flecked hair, his generd
debilitation—if Orico didn’t recognize him, was there a chance that others aso might not? He wondered
how long he could go here a Cardegoss without giving hisown name. Too lateto changeit, aas.

He could remain anonymous alittle while longer, it appeared, for Orico nodded in apparent
satisfaction and waved hishand in dismissd. “You'll be at the banquet, then. Tell my fair sster | look
forward to seeing her there.”



Cazaril bowed obediently and withdrew.

He chewed worriedly upon his lower lip as he made hisway back to the gate of the Zangre. If all
the court was to attend tonight’ s wel coming banquet, Chancellor the March dy Jirona, Orico’ schief
staff and support, would not be absent; and where the march went, his brother Lord Dondo usualy
attended upon him.

Maybe they won'’t remember me either. It had been well over two years since the fall—shameful
sale—of Gotorget, and longer than that since the unpleasant incident in mad Prince Olus’ stent. Cazaril’s
exigtence could never have been more than a petty irritation to these powerful lords. They could not
know that he had redlized his sdle to the galeys had been cal culated betraya and not mischance. If he
did nothing to draw attention to himself, they would not be reminded of what they had forgotten, and he
would be safe.

Afool’ s hope.
Cazail’ s shoulders hunched, and his stride lengthened.

BACK IN HISHIGH CHAMBER, CAZARIL FINGERED HIS SOBERbrown wool robe and
black vest-cloak longingly. But, obedient to the orders sent down from the floor above viaabreathless
maidservant, he donned much gaudier garb, an eggshell-blue tunic with turquoise brocade vestments and
dark blue trousers from the old provincar’ s store, still smdling faintly of the spicesthey’ d been packed
with as proof against moths. Boots and sword completed a courtier’ s attire, eveniif it lacked the wedlth
of ringsand chains.

At Teidez’ s urgent behest Cazaril stumped upstairsto check if hisladies were ready yet, thereto
discover that he was part of an ensemble. Isdlewas arrayed in her finest favored blue-and-white gown
and robes, and Betriz and the lady-in-waiting wore layers featuring turquoise and night-blue respectively.
Someonein the party had come down on the side of restraint, and 1selle was decked in jewels befitting a
maiden, mere diamond sparksin her ears, abrooch at her cleavage, one enameled belt, and only two
rings. Betriz displayed some of the rest of the inventory, on loan. Cazaril stood straighter and regretted
his resplendency less, determined to hold up his part for Isdle.

After only some seven or eight delays for last-minute exchanges and adjustments of clothing or
decoration, Cazaril herded them al downgtairsto join Teidez and hislittle entourage of rank, consisting
of dy Sanda, the Baocian captain who had guarded their journey, and his chief sergeant at arms, the
latter pair intheir best livery, dl with jewd-hilted swords. Swishing and clinking, they followed the royd
page who was sent to guide them to Orico’ sthrone room.

They paused briefly in the antechamber, where they formed up in proper order under the whispered
instructions from the castle warder. Doors swung wide, sweet horns sounded, and the warder
announced in stentorian breeths, “ The Royse Teidez dy Chalion! The RoyesseIsdle dy Chdion! Ser dy
Sanda—" and on down the pack in gtrict order of rank, ending with “Lady Betriz dy Ferrgj, Cadtillar
Lupedy Cazaril, SeraNan dy Vrit!”

Betriz glanced up Sdeways at Cazaril, her brown eyes suddenly merry, and murmured under her
breath, “Lupe? Y our first nameisLupe ?’

Cazaril congdered himself excused from attempting to reply by their Stuation—just aswell, asit
would doubtless have come out thoroughly garbled. The room was thronged with courtiers and ladies,
glittering and rustling, the air thick with perfume, incense, and excitement. In this crowd, heredized, his
garmentswer e modest and unobtrusive—in his austere brown and black, he’ d have looked a crow
among peacocks. Even the wals were dressed in red brocade.

On araised dais at the end of the room, sheltered by ared brocade canopy fringed with gold braid,
Roya Orico and hisroyinawere seated on gilded chairs, sde by side. Orico was |looking much better
this evening, washed up and in clean clothes, even with adash of color in his puffy cheeks, very nearly



kingly beneath hisgold circlet crown, after astodgy middle-aged fashion. Royina Sarawas degantly
dressed in matching scarlet robes and sat very upright, amost prim, in her seet. Now in her mid-thirties,
her earlier prettiness was fading and worn. Her expression was alittle wooden, and Cazaril wondered
how mixed her fedings must be &t thisroyal reception. In her long infertility, she had failed her chief duty
to theroyacy of Chaion—if thefailure was hers. Even when Cazaril had been on the fringes of court
years ago, it was whispered that Orico had never got abastard, though at the timethislack was
attributed to an excessive loyalty to hismarriage bed. Teidez’ s elevation was aso theroya couple’s
public acknowledgment of amogt private despair.

Teidez and | selle advanced to the daisin turn. They exchanged fraternd kisses of welcome upon
the hands with the royaand royina, though the full formal kisses of submission upon forehead, hands,
and feet were not required of them tonight. Each member of their entourage was aso granted the boon
of knedling and kissing the roya hands. Sara’ swas chill aswax, beneath Cazaril’ s respectful lips.

Cazaril stood behind Iselle and braced his back to endure, asthe roya siblings prepared to receive
along line of courtiers, none of whom could be insulted by being left out or denied a persona
introduction or touch. Cazaril’ s breath stopped in histhroat as he recognized the first and foremost pair
of men to advance.

The March dy Jrona was dressed in the full court robes of the general of the holy military order of
the Son, in layers of brown, orange, and yelow. Dy Jirond was not much changed from when Cazaril
had last seen him three years ago, when Cazaril had accepted the keys of Gotorget and the trust of its
command from hishand in hisfield tent. Hewas till spare, graying, cool of eye, tense with energy, likely
to forget to smile. The broad sword belt that crossed his chest was thick with enamel and jewelsin the
symbols of the Son, wegpons and animals and wine casks. The heavy gold chain of the office of the
chancellor of Chalion circled his neck.

Three large sedl-rings decorated his hands, that of his own rich house, of Chdion, and of the Son’s
Order. No others cluttered his fingers—awedlth of jewe s could not possibly have added more impact
to that casud display of power.

Lord Dondo dy Jrona aso wore the robes of aholy generd, in the blue and white of the Daughter’
s Order. Stockier than his brother, with an unfortunate tendency to profuse swedt, at forty he till
radiated the family dynamism. Except for his new honors he gppeared unchanged, unaged, from when
Cazaxil had last seen himin hisbrother’ s camp. Cazaril redized he’ d been hoping Dondo would at least
have runto fat like Orico, given hisinfamous indulgences at table, in bed, and in every other possible
pleasure, but he was only alittle paunchy. The glitter on his hands, not to mention his ears, neck, arms,
and gold-spurred boot hedl's, made up for whatever display of family wedlth his brother disdained.

Dy Jrond’ s gaze passed over Cazaril without pause or recognition, but Dondo’ s black eyebrows
drew down as he waited histurn, and he frowned at Cazaril’ s blankly affable features. Hisfrown
deepened abruptly. But Dondo’ s searching look was torn from Cazaril as his brother motioned a servant
to bring forward the gifts he was presenting to Royse Teidez: aslver-mounted saddle and bridle, afine
hunting crossbow, and an ash boar spear with awickedly gleaming, chased stedl point. Teldez’ sexcited
thankswere entirdly genuine.

Lord Dondo, after hisforma introductions, snapped hisfingers, and a servant holding asmall
casket stepped forward and opened it. With agesture worthy of theater, he drew from it an enormoudy
long string of pearlswhich he held high for al to see. “Royesse, | welcome you to Cardegossin the
name of my holy order, my glorious family, and my noble person! May | present you with double your
length in pearls’— he brandished the string, which wasindeed aslong as the surprised 1sdlle was high—
“and give thanks to the gods that you are not ataller lady, or | should be bankrupted!” A chuckleran
through the courtiers at hisjoke. He smiled engagingly at her, and murmured, “May 177" Without waiting
for reply, he bent forward and laid the rope over her head; she flinched alittle as his hand briefly touched



her cheek, but fingered the gleaming spheres and smiled back in astonishment. She ssammered out pretty
thanks, and Dondo bowed—toolow, Cazaril thought sourly; the gesture seemed tinged with subtle
mockery, to hiseye.

Only then did Dondo take amoment to murmur in hisbrother’ s ear. Cazaril could not make out the
low words, but he thought he saw Dondo’ s bearded lips shape the wordGotorget. Dy Jrond’ sglance
a Cazaril grew startled and sharp, for an instant, but then both men had to make way for the next noble
lordinline.

A daunting number of rich or clever welcoming gifts were pressed upon the royse and royesse.
Cazaril found himself taking charge of Isdlle’ slot, and with Betriz' s help making detailed notes asto their
givers, to add to the household inventory later. Courtiers swarmed around the youths, Cazaril thought
dryly, likefliesaround spilled honey. Teidez was dated to the point of giggling; dy Sandawasalittle tiff,
both gratified and strained. 1sdlle, though also clearly eated, conducted hersalf with fair dignity. She took
aarm only once, when a Roknari envoy from one of the northern princedoms, tall and golden-skinned
with histawny hair dressed in elaborate braids, was introduced to her. His fine embroidered linen robes
fluttered like banners with his sweeping bow. She curtseyed back with unsmiling but controlled courtesy,
and thanked him for abeautiful belt of carved corals, jade, and gold links.

Tedez’ sgiftswere more varied, though running heavily to weapons. Iselle’ swere mostly jewdry,
athough they included no less than three fine music boxes. At length dl the gifts not immediately worn
were placed on atable for display under the guard of a couple of pages—display of the givers’ wedlth,
wit, or generogity, after al, being better than haf their purpose—and the crowd of Cardegoss' sdlite
filed into the banqueting hall.

The royse and royesse were conducted to the high table and seated on either side of Orico and his
royina. They were flanked in turn by the Jirond brothers, Chancellor dy Jrond smiling abit tightly at the
fourteen-year-old Teidez, Dondo evidently trying to make himsdf pleasant to Isdle, though it could be
seen that he laughed louder at hiswit than she did. Cazaril was seated at one of thelong tables
perpendicular to the room’ s front, above the salt and not too far from his charge. He discovered the
middle-aged man on hisright to be an Ibran envoy.

“The Ibranstreated me wdl during my last sojourn in your country,” Cazaril ventured politely after
their mutua introductions, deciding to avoid mentioning the details. “How came you to Cardegoss, my
lord?’

Thelbran smiled in afriendly manner. “Y ou are the Royesse Isdlle’ s man, eh? Well, besidesthe
undoubted attractions of the hunting in Cardegossin thefal, the roya of 1bra dispatched meto persuade
Roya Orico not to support the Heir’ s new rebellion in South Ibra. The Heir accepts aid from Darthaca; |
beieve hewill find it agift that turnsto bitehim, intime.”

“HisHeir’ srebdlion isapainful contretempsfor theroyaof Ibra,” Cazaril said, truthfully, but with
studied neutrdity. The old Fox of 1brahad double-dedlt with Chaion enough timesin the last thirty years
to be considered a dubious friend and a dangerous enemy—though if this ghastly sop-and-start war
with his son was the retribution of the godsfor his dyness, the gods were surely to befeared. “1 do not
know Roya Orico’smind, but it seemsto me that to back youth against ageisto bet on asurety. They
must make up again, or timewill decide. For the old man to defeat his son islike to defeating himsdlf.”

“Not thistime. Ibra has another son.” The envoy glanced around and leaned closer to Cazaril,
lowering hisvoice. “A fact that did not escape the attention of the Heir. To secure himsdlf, he struck last
fal at hisyounger brother, afoul and secret attack—although he claims now it was not ordered by him
but was the wild work of minionswho misunderstood some careless words. Understood them all too
well, I’d say. The attempt to make away with young Royse Bergon was thwarted, thank the gods, and
Bergon rescued. But the Heir hasfindly pushed hisfather’s mercy over theline. There will be no peace
between them thistime short of South Ibra’ s abject surrender.”



“A sad business” Cazaril sad. “I hopethey may dl cometo their senses.”

“Aye,” agreed the envoy. He amiled in dry appreciation, perhaps, of Cazaril’ s neat avoidance of
declaring apreference, and let his patent persuasion rest.

The Zangre’' sfood was wondrous, and left Cazaril close to cross-eyed with repletion. The court
removed to the chamber where the dancing was to be held, where Roya Orico promptly fell adeepin his
chair, to Cazaril’ senvy. The court musicians were excellent as ever. Royina Saradidn’t dance elther, but
her cold face softened in gpparent enjoyment of the music, and her hand kept time on her chair arm.
Cazaril took his burdened digestion to aside wall, propped his shoulders comfortably, and watched
younger and more vigorous, or less-stuffed-full, folk promenade, turn, and sway gracefully to the
delicate strains. Neither I1selle nor Betriz nor even Nan dy Vrit lacked for partners.

Cazaril frowned as Betriz took her placein the figure with her third, no, fifth young lord. Royinalsa
hedn’t been the only concerned parent to corner him before he’d left Valenda; so had Ser dy Ferrg.
Watch out for my Betriz, he had pleaded. She ought to have her mother, or some older lady who
knows the way of the world, but alas . . . Dy Ferrg had been torn between fear of disaster and hope
for opportunity.Help her beware of unworthy men, roisterers, landless hangers-on, you know the
type. Like himsdf? Cazaril couldn’t help wondering.On the other hand, should she meet someone
solid, honorable, 1'd not be averse to her choosing with her heart . . . you know, a nice fellow,
like, oh, say, your friend the March dy Palliar . . . That airy example did not sound quite random
enough, to Cazaril’ s ear. Had Betriz dready formed a secret fondness? Palli, alas, was not present here
tonight, having returned to hisdistrict after the installment of Lord Dondo in his holy generadship. Cazaril
could have welcomed afriendly and familiar facein dl thiscrowd.

He glanced aside a& amovement, to find aface familiar and coolly smiling, but not one he
welcomed. Chancellor dy Jirona gave him adight bow of greeting; he pushed off thewall and returned
it. Hiswitsfought their way through afog of food and wineto full dertness.

“Dy Cazaril. Itis you. We had thought you were dead.”
I’d wager so.“No, my lord. | escaped.”

“Some of your friends feared you had deserted—"
None of myfriendswould fear any such thing.

“But the Roknari reported you had died.”

“Afoul lie ar.” Cazaril didn’t saywhose lig, hisonly daring. “They sold meto the galleyswith the
unransomed men.”

“Vile”
“| thought s0.”
“It’ samiracle you survived the ordedl.”

“Yes. Itwas.” Cazaril blinked, and smiled sweetly. “ Did you at least recover your ransom money,
asthe price of that lie? Or did somethief pocket it?1’d liketo think that someone paid for the

deception.”
“I don’t recall. It would have been the quartermaster’ s business.”
“Wadll, it was al adreadful mischance, but it has comeright intheend.”
“Indeed. | shall have to hear more of your adventures, sometime.”
“When you will, my lord.”
Dy Jrona nodded augterely, smiling, and moved on, evidently reassured.



Cazaril smiled back, pleased with his salf-control—if it wasn't just hissick fear. He could, it
seemed, smile, and smile, and not launch himsdf a thelying villain’ sthroat—I’ Il make a courtier yet,
eh?

Hisworgt fears assuaged, Cazaril abandoned hisfutile attempt at invisibility, and nerved himsdlf to
ask Lady Betriz for one roundd. He knew himsdlf tall and gangling and not graceful, but at least he was
not faling-down drunk, which put him ahead of hdf the young men here by now. Not to mention Lord
Dondo dy Jrond, who after monopolizing Isellein the dance for atime had moved off with hisroistering
hangers-on to find either rougher pleasures or aquiet corridor to vomit in. Cazaril hoped the latter. Betriz
'seyes sparkled with exhilaration as she svung with him into the figures.

At length, Orico woke up, the musicians flagged, and the evening drew to aclose. Cazaril mobilized
pages, Lady Betriz, and Serady Vrit to help carry off Isdle’ sbooty and store it safe away. Teidez,
scorning the dancing, had indulged in the spectacular array of sweets more than in drink, though dy
Sandamight gill have to dedl with about of violent illness before dawn as aresult. But it was clear the
boy was more drunk on attention than on wine.

“Lord Dondo told me that anyone would have taken mefor eighteen!” hetold Isdlle triumphantly.
His growth spurt this past summer that had shot him up above his older sister had been occasion for
much crowing on his part, and snorting on Isdle’s. He trod off toward his bedchamber with feet barely
touching thefloor.

Betriz, her handsfull of jewelry, asked Cazaril asthey placed the gaudsinto Isdlle’ s lockable boxes
in her antechamber, “ So why don’t you use your name, Lord Caz? What’ s so wrong with Lupe?It’s
redly quite g, astrong man’sname, witha.”

“Early averdon,” he sighed. “My older brother and his friends used to torment me by yipping and
howling until they’ d driven meto tears of rage, which made me madder still—aas, by thetimel’d grown
tall enough to beat him, he’ d outgrown the game. | thought that was most unfair of him.”

Betriz laughed. “I see!”

Cazaril reded off to the quiet of his own bedchamber, to redlize he had failed to pen hisfathfully
promised note of reassurance to the Provincara. Torn between bed and duty, he sighed and pulled out
his pens and paper and wax, but his account was much shorter than the entertaining report he had
planned, afew terselinesending,All iswell in Cardegoss .

He sedled it, found adeepy page to deliver it to whatever morning courier rode out of the Zangre,
and fell into bed.

Thefirg night’ s wel comingbanquet was followed al too soon by the next day’ s breakfast, dinner,
and an evening féte that included a masgue. More sumptuous medl's cascaded down the ensuing days, till
Cazaril, ingtead of thinking Roya Orico sadly run to fat, began to marvel that the man could still walk. At
least theinitid bombardment of gifts upon the roya siblings dowed. Cazaril caught up on hisinventory
and began to think about where and upon what occasions some of thislargesse should eventualy be
rebestowed. A royesse was expected to be openhanded.

He woke on the fourth morning from a confused dream of running about the Zangre with his hands
full of jewelry that he could not get delivered to the right persons at the right times, and which had
somehow included alarge talking rat that gave him impossible directions. He rubbed away the sand of
deep from hiseyes, and considered swearing off either Orico’ sfortified wines, or sweets that included
too much amond paste, he wasn't sure which. He wondered what megls he’ d have to face today. And
then laughed out loud at himsdlf, remembering siege rations. Still grinning, he rolled out of bed.

He shook out the tunic he’ d worn yesterday afternoon, and unlaced the cuff to rescue the drying
half loaf of bread that Betriz had bade him tuck in itswide deeve when the roya picnic down by the
river had been cut short by seasonable but unwel come afternoon rain showers. He wondered bemusedly



if harboring provisions was what these courtiers’ deeves had been designed for, back when this garment
was new. He pedled off hisnightshirt, pulled on his trousers and tied their strings, and went to wash at
hisbasin.

A confused flapping sounded at his open window. Cazaril glanced aside, startled by the noise, to
see one of the castle crows land upon the wide stone sill and cock its head at him. It cawed twice, then
made some odd little muttering noises. Amused, he wiped hisface on histowe, and, picking up the
bread, advanced dowly upon the bird to seeif it was one of the tame ones that might take food from his
hand.

It seemed to spy the bread, for it didn’t launch itself again as he gpproached. He held out a
fragment. The glossy bird regarded him intently for amoment, then pecked the crumb rapidly from
between hisfingers. Cazaril controlled hisflinch asthe sharp black beak poked, but did not pierce, his
hand. The bird shifted and shook itswings, spreading atail that was missing two feathers. It muttered
some more, then cawed again, ashrill harsh noise echoing in the little chamber.

“You shouldn’t saycaw, caw ,” Cazaril toldit. “'Y ou should say,Caz, Caz! " He entertained himsdlf
and, apparently, the bird, for severd minutes attempting to ingtruct it in its new language, even mesting it
hafway by trillingCazaril! Cazaril! in what he fancied a birdish accent, but despite lavish bribes of bread
it seemed even more resi stant than Iselle to Darthacan.

A knock at his chamber door interrupted the lesson, and he cdled absently, “ Y es?’

The door popped open; the crow flapped backward and fell away through the window. Cazaril
leaned out amoment to watch itsflight. It plummeted, then spread its wings with a snap and soared
again, whedling away upon some morning updraft risng dong theravine’ s steep face.

“My lord dy Cazaril, th—" The voice froze aboruptly. Cazaril pushed up from the windowsll and
turned to find a shocked-looking page standing in his doorway. Cazaril redlized with a cold flush of
embarrassment that he had not yet donned his shirt.

“Yes, boy?” Without appearing to hurry, he reached casudly for the tunic, shook it out again, and
pulledit on. “What isit?’ Hisdrawl did not invite comment or query upon the year-old mess on his back.

The page swallowed and found hisvoice again. “My lord dy Cazaril, the Royesse | sdlle bids you
attend upon her in the green chamber immediately following breskfast.”

“Thank you,” said Cazaril coolly. He nodded in sober dismissal. The page scampered off.

The morning excursion for which Iselle demanded Cazaril’ s escort turned out to be nothing farther
afield than the promised tour of Orico’s menagerie. The roya himsdf wasto conduct his s ster; entering
the green chamber, Cazaril found him dozing in achair in his postbreakfast ngp. Orico snorted awake
and rubbed hisforehead asif it ached. He brushed sticky crumbs from his broad tunic, gathered up a
square of linen wrapping some packet, and led his Sster, Betriz, and Cazaril out the castle gate and off
acrossthe gardens.

In the stable yard, they encountered Teidez’ s morning hunting party forming up. Teidez had been
begging for thistreat practicaly snce he’d arrived at the Zangre. Lord Dondo, it appeared, had
organized the boy’ swish, and now led the group, which included haf adozen other courtiers, grooms
and besaters, three braces of dogs, and Ser dy Sanda. Teidez, atop his black horse, saluted his sister and
royd brother cheerfully.

“Lord Dondo saysit’slikely too early to spot boar,” hetold them, “asthe leaves are not yet falen
down. But we might get lucky.” Teidez’ sgroom, following on his own horse, was loaded down with a
veritable arsenal of weagponry just in case, including the new crossbow and boar spear. Isdle, who
evidently hadn’t been invited, looked on with some envy.

Dy Sanda smiled in contentment, as much as he ever smiled, with this noble sport, as Lord Dondo



whooped and guided the cavalcade out of the yard at asmart trot. Cazaril watched them ride off and
tried to figure out what about the fine autumn picture they presented made him uneasy. It cameto him
that not one of the men surrounding Teidez was under thirty. None followed the boy for friendship, or
even anticipated friendship; al were there for sdf-interest. If any of these courtiers had their wits about
them, Cazaril decided, they ought to bring their sonsto court now and turn them loose and let nature
takeits course. A vison not without its own perils, but . . .

Orico lumbered on around the stable block, the ladies and Cazaril following. They found the head
groom Umegat, evidently forewarned, waiting decoroudy by the menagerie doors, open wideto the
morning sun and breeze. He bowed his negatly braided head to his master and his guests.

“ *SUmegat,” said Orico to hissister, by way of introduction. “ Runsthis place for me. Roknari, but
agood man anyway.”

Isdle controlled avisble twinge of darm and inclined her head gracioudly. In passable court
Roknari, abeit improperly in the grammatical mode of master to warrior rather than master to servant,
she sad, ~Blessings of the Holy Ones be upon you this day, Umegat.~

Umega’ s eyes widened, and his bow deepened. He returned a~Blessings of the High Ones upon
you too, m’ hendi,~ in the purest accent of the Archipelago, in the polite grammeatica form of daveto
mader.

Cazail’ s brows rose. Umegat was no Chalionese half-breed after all, it seemed. Cazaril wondered
by what convoluted life’ s chances he’ d ended uphere . Interest roused, he ventured, ~Y ou arealong
way from home, Umegat,~ in the mode of servant to lesser servant.

A little smileturned the groom’ slips. ~Y ou have an ear, m’ hendi. That israre, in Chaion.~
~Lord dy Cazaril instructs me,~ Isdlle supplied.

~Then you arewdl| served, lady. But,~ turning to Cazaril, he shifted modes, now to that of daveto
scholar, even more exquisitely polite than that of dave to master, ~Chalion is my home now, Wisdom.~

“Let usshow my Sster my cregtures,” put in Orico, evidently growing bored with the bilingua
amenities. He held up hislinen nagpkin and grinned congpiratoridly. “I stole ahoneycomb for my bears
from the breakfast table, and it will soak through soon if | don’t rid mysdlf of it.”

Umegat smiled back and conducted them into the cool stone building.

The place was even more immaculate this morning than the other day, tidier by far than Orico’s
banqueting halls. Orico excused himself and dodged aside a once into one of hisbears’ cages. The bear
woke up and sat up on his haunches; Orico lowered himsdlf to his haunches on the gleaming straw, and
the two regarded one another. Orico was very nearly the same shape as the bear, withal. He unwrapped
his ngpkin and broke off achunk of honeycomb, and the bear snuffled over and began licking hisfingers
with along pink tongue. Isdlle and Betriz exclaimed at the bear’ sthick and beautiful fur, but made no
moveto join theroyain the cage.

Umegat directed them to the more obvioudy herbivorous goat-creatures, and thistime the ladies
did go into the stalls, to stroke the beasts and compliment them envioudly on their big brown eyesand
sweeping eyelashes. Umegat explained that they were called velas, imported from somewhere beyond
the Archipelago, and supplied carrots, which the ladiesfed to the vellas with much giggling and mutual
satisfaction. Isdle wiped the last carrot bits mixed with velladime on her skirt, and they dl followed
Umegat toward the aviary. Orico, lingering with his bear, languidly waved them on without him.

A dark shape swooped from the sunlight into the stone-arched aid e and fetched up with aflap and
agrumble on Cazaril’ s shoulder; he nearly jumped out of his boots. He craned his neck to find it was his
crow from hiswindow this morning, judging by theragged dot iniitstail festhers. It flexed its clawed feet
in his shoulder and cried, “Caz, Caz!”



Cazaril burgt into laughter. “ About time, you foolish bird! But it will do you no good now—I’'mal
out of bread.” He shrugged his shoulder, but the bird clung stubbornly, and cried, “ Caz, Caz!” again,
rightin hisear, painfully loudly.

Betriz laughed, lips parted in amazement. “Who’ syour friend, Lord Caz?’

“It cameto my window thismorning, and | attempted to teach it, um, afew words. | didn’t think 1’d
succeeded—"

“Caz, Caz!” the crow indsted.

“Y ou should be s0 attentive to your Darthacan, my lady!” Cazaril finished. “ Come, Ser dy Bird,
away with you. | have no more bread. Go find yourself astunned fish below thefals, or anice smely
dead sheep, or something . . . shoo!” He dipped his shoulder, but the bird clung stubbornly. “They are
most greedy birds, these castle crows. Country crows haveto fly about and find their own dinners.
Theselazy creatures expect you to put it in their mouths.”

“Indeed,” said Umegat, with ady amile, “the birds of the Zangre are veritable courtiers among
crows.”

Cazaril swdlowed abark of laughter dightly too late and sneaked another ook at the impeccable
Roknari—ex-Roknari—groom. Well, if Umegat had worked herelong, he’d had plenty of time to study
courtiers. “Thisworship would be moreflattering if you were amore savory bird. Shoo!” He pushed the
crow from his shoulder, but it only flapped to the top of hishead and dug its clawsinto hisscalp. “ Ow!”

“Cazaxil!” the crow cried shrilly from this new perch.

“Y ou must be a master teacher of tonguesindeed, my lord dy Cazaril.” Umegat smiled more
broadly. “I hear you,” he assured the crow. “If you will duck your head, my lord, | will endeavor to
remove your passenger.”

Cazaril did so. Murmuring something in Roknari, Umegat persuaded the bird onto hisarm, carried it
to the doors, and flung it into the air. It flapped away, cawing, to Cazaril’ srelief, more ordinary caws.

They proceeded to the aviary, where I selle found herself as popular among the brilliant little birds
from the cages as Cazaril was with the ragged crow; they hopped upon her deeve, and Umegat showed
her how to coax them to take grains from between her teeth.

They turned next to the perch birds. Betriz admired alarge bright green one with yellow breast
feathers and aruby throat. It clicked itsthick yellow beak, wobbled from side to side, and stuck out a
narrow black tongue.

“Thisisafairly recent arrival,” Umegat told them. “I believeit has had a difficult and wandering life.
Tameenough, but it’ s taken time and patience to cam it down.”

“Doesit spesk?’ asked Betriz.

“Yes” said Umegat, “but only rude words. In Roknari, perhaps fortunately. | think it must have
once been asailor’ shird. March dy Jironal brought it back from the north this spring, as war booty.”

Reports and rumors of that inconclusive campaign had cometo Vaenda Cazaril wondered if
Umegat had ever been war booty—as he had been—and if that was how he’d first been brought to
Chdion. He said dryly, “Pretty bird, but it ssems a poor trade for three towns and control of apass.”

“I believe Lord dy Jironal gained rather more movablesthan that,” Umegat said. “Hisbaggagetrain,
returning to Cardegoss, took an hour to file through the gates.”

“I’ve had to ded with dow muleslikethat, too,” murmured Cazaril, unimpressed. “ Chalion lost
more than dy Jrona gained on that ill-conceived venture.”

Isdle’ s eyebrows bent. “Wasit not avictory?’



“By what definition? We and the Roknari princedoms have been pushing and shoving over that
border areafor decades. It used to be good land—it’s now awaste. Orchards and olive groves and
vineyards burned, farms abandoned, animals turned loose to go wild or starve—it’ s peace, not war, that
makes wealth for a country. War just transfers possession of the residue from the weaker to the
stronger. Worse, what is bought with blood is sold for coin, and then stolen back again.” He brooded,
and added hitterly, “Y our grandfather Roya Fonsa bought Gotorget with the lives of hissons. It was
sold by March dy Jronal for three hundred thousand royals. It’s awondrous transmutation, where the
blood of one man isturned into the money of another. Lead into gold isnothing to it.”

“Can there never be peacein the north?’ asked Betriz, startled by his unusua vehemence.

Cazaril shrugged. “Not while thereis so much profit in war. The Roknari princes play the same
game. Itisauniversa corruption.”

“Winningthe war would end it,” said Isdle thoughtfully.

“Now there’sadream,” sighed Cazaril. “If the roya could sneak it past his nobles without their
noticing they were losing their future livelihoods. But no. It’ s just not possible. Chalion aone could not
defeet dl five princedoms, and even if by somemiracleit did, it has no naval expertiseto hold the coasts
theregfter. If al the Quintarian royacies were to combine, and fight hard for a generation, some
immensely strong and determined royamight push it through and unite the whole land. But the cost in
men and nerve and money would bevast.”

Iselle said dowly, “ Greater than the cost of this endless sucking drain of blood and virtueto the
north? Done once—doneright once—would be donefor al time.”

“But thereisnoneto do it. No man with the nerve and vision and will. Theroyaof Brgar isan
aging drunkard who sports with his court ladies, the Fox of Ibraistied down with civil strife, Chalion
... Cazaril hestated, redizing his tirred emotionswere luring him into impolitic frankness.

“Teidez,” 1sdlle began, and took abreath. “Maybeit will be Teidez’ s gift, when he comesto full

Not agift Cazaril would wish on any man, and yet the boy did seem to have some nascent talentsin
that direction, if only his education in the next few years could bring them into sharp and directed focus.

“Conquest isn't the only way to unite peoples,” Betriz pointed out. “ There’ smarriage.”

“Y es, but no one can marry three royacies and five princedoms,” Isdlle said, wrinkling her nose.
“Not dl at once, anyway.”

Thegreen bird, perhapsirritated at |losing the attention of its audience, chose thismoment to vent a
remarkably lewd phrasein rude Roknari. Sailor’ s bird, indeed—agaley-man’ sbird, Cazaril judged.
Umegat smiled dryly at Cazaril’ sinvoluntary snort but raised hisbrows dightly as Betriz and Isdlle
clamped their lips shut and turned a suffused pink, caught each other’ s gazes, and nearly lost their
gravity. Smoothly, he reached for ahood and popped it over the bird’ s head. “ Good night, my green
friend,” hetold it. “I think you are not quite ready for polite society, here. Perhaps Lord dy Cazaril
should stop in and teach you court Roknari too, en?’

Cazail’ sthought that Umegat seemed perfectly capable of teaching court Roknari dl by himsdlf
was interrupted when asurprisingly brisk step at the door of the aviary proved to be Orico, wiping bear
gpittle on histrousers and smiling. Cazaril decided the castle warder’ s comment that first day wasright:
his menagerie did seem to be aconsolation to the roya. His eye was clear, and color brightened hisface
again, vishly improved from the soggy exhaustion he’ d evidenced immediately after breakfast.

“Y ou must come seemy cats,” hetold theladies. They dl followed himinto the stone aide, where
he proudly showed off cages containing apair of fine golden cats with tufted ears from the mountains of
south Chalion, and arare blue-eyed abino mountain cat of the same breed with striking black ear tufts.



Thisend of theade aso held acage containing apair of what Umegat named Archipelago sand foxes,
looking like skinny, half-sized wolves, but with enormous triangular ears and cynica expressions.

With aflourish, Orico turned finaly to his obvious favorite, the leopard. Let out onitssilver chain, it
rubbed itself around the roya’ slegs and made odd little growly noises. Cazaril held his bregth as,
encouraged by her brother, Isale knelt to pet it, her face right next to those powerful jaws. Those round,
pellucid amber eyeslooked anything but friendly to him, but their lids did haf closein evident enjoyment,
and the broad brick-colored nose quivered as I selle scratched the beast vigorously under the chin, and
ran her spread fingers through its fabulous spotted coat. When Cazaril knelt, however, its growl took
what seemed to his ear adecidedly hostile edge, and its distant amber stare encouraged no such
liberties. Cazaril prudently kept his handsto himsdlf.

The roya choosing to linger to consult with his head groom, Cazaril waked hisladies back to the
Zangre, asthey argued amiably over which had been the most interesting beast in the menagerie.

“What didyou think the most curious creature there?’ Betriz charged him.
Cazaril took amoment before replying, but in the end decided on the truth. “Umegat.”

Her mouth opened to object to this supposed levity, but then closed again asIselle cast him asharp
look. A thoughtful silence descended, which reigned al the way to the castle doors.

THE SHORTENING OF THE DAY LIGHT RUNNING ON INTOautumn was felt to be no loss
by the inhabitants of the Zangre, for the lengthening nights continued to be made brilliant by candldight,
feagting, and fétes. The courtiers took turns outdoing one another providing the entertainments, freely
gpending money and wit. Teidez and Iselle were dazzled, Isdlle, fortunately, not totally; with the aid of
Cazaxil’ s undervoiced running commentary, she began to look for hidden meanings and messages, watch
for intents, calculate expenditures and expectations.

Teldez, asnearly as Cazaril could tell, swallowed it dl down whole. Signs of indigestion showed
themselves. Teidez and dy Sanda began to clash more and more openly, as dy Sandafought alosing
battle to maintain the disciplines he’ d imposed on the boy in the Provincara’ s careful household. Even
Iselle began to worry about the helghtening tensions between her brother and histutor, as Cazaril quickly
deduced when Betriz cornered him one morning, apparently casudly, in awindow nook overlooking the
confluence of the rivers and half the hinterland of Cardegoss.

After afew remarks upon the wesather, which was seasonable, and the hunting, which wastoo, she
swerved abruptly to the matter that brought her to him, lowering her voice and asking, “What was that
dreadful row between Teidez and poor dy Sandain your corridor last night? We could hear the uproar
through the windowsand through the floor.”

“Um...” Fivegods, how was he to handle this one?Maidens . He half wished Isdlle had sent Nan
dy Vrit. Well, surely that sensible widow wasin on whatever distaff discussions went on overhead. Yes,
and better to be blunt than misunderstood. And far better to be blunt with Betriz than with Iselle hersalf.
Betriz, no child, and most of dl not Teidez’ sonly sister, could decide what wasfit to passonto Isdle’s
ears better than he could. “Dondo dy Jirond brought Teidez adrab for hisbed last night. Dy Sanda
threw her back out. Teidez wasinfuriated.” Infuriated, embarrassed, possibly secretly relieved, and, later
inthe evening, sick onwine. Ah, the glorious courtly life.

“Oh,” said Betriz. He' d shocked her alittle, but not excessively, hewasrelieved to see. “Oh.” She
fdl into athoughtful slencefor afew moments, saring out over the rolling golden plains beyond the river
and itswidening valey. The harvest wasamogt dl in. She bit her lower lip and looked back a himin
narrow-eyed concern. “It’snot . . . it’ssurely not . . . thereis something very odd in the spectacle of a
forty-year-old man like Lord Dondo hanging on afourteen-year-old boy’ sdeeve.”

“To hang on aboy? Odd indeed. To hang on aroyse, hisfuture roya, future dispenser of position,
wedth, preferment, military opportunity—waell, there you haveit. Grant you, if Dondo wereto let go his



space on that deeve it would instantly be seized by three other men. It sthe. . . themanner that’ sthe
metter.”

Her lipstwisted in disgust. “Indeed. A drab, ugh. And Lord Dondo . . . that’swhat iscaled a
procurer ,isit not?’

“Mm, and ruder names. Not that . . . not that Teidez isnot on the brink of full manhood, and every
man must learn sometime—"

“Their wedding night isn’t good enough?We must learnit dl then.”

“Men. .. usudly marry later,” he attempted, deciding thiswas an argument he’ d best stay away
from and, besides, embarrassed by the memory of how late his own apprenticeship had been. “ Y et
normaly, aman will have afriend, abrother, or at least afather or an uncle, to introduce him to, um.
How to go on. With ladies. But Dondo dy Jrona is hone of these thingsto Teidez.”

Betriz frowned. “ Teidez has none of those. Well, except . . . except Roya Orico, who is both father
and brother, inaway.”

Their eyes met, and Cazaril redlized hedidn’t have to add doud,But not in a very useful way.
She added, after an even more thoughtful moment, “And | can’timagine Ser dy Sanda. . .”

Cazaril muffled asnort. “Oh, poor Teidez. Nor can |.” He hesitated, then added, “It’ s an awkward
age. If Teidez had been at court dl along, he would be used to this atmosphere, not beso. . .
impressed. Or if he’d been brought here when he was older, he might have amore settled character, a
firmer mind. Not that court isn’t dazzling at any age, especidly if you' re suddenly plopped down in the
center of thewholewhed. And yet, if Teidez isto be Orico’sheir, it’ stime he began training up to it.
How to handle pleasures aswell as duties with proper balance.”

“Ishebeing so trained? | do not seeit. Dy Sandatries, desperately, but . . "

“He'soutnumbered,” Cazaril finished for her glumly. “That isthe root of thetrouble.” Hisbrow
wrinkled, as he thought it through. “In the Provincara’ s household, dy Sanda had her backing, her
authority to complete his own. Here in Cardegoss Roya Orico should take that part, but takes no
interest. Dy Sanda has been left to struggle on his own against impossible odds.”

“Doesthiscourt . ..” Betriz frowned, clearly trying to frame unfamiliar thoughts. “ Does this court
have a center?’

Cazaril vented awary sigh. “ A well-conducted court aways has someone in mora authority. If not
the roya, perhaps his royina, someone like the Provincara to set the tone, keep the standards. Oricois
... he could not sayweak , dared not sayill , “not doing so, and RoyinaSara. . .” Royina Sara seemed
aghost to Cazaril, pale and drifting, nearly invisible. “Doesn’t either. That brings usto Chancellor dy
Jrond. Who is much absorbed by the affairs of state, and does not take it upon himself to curb his
brother.”

Betriz’ s eyes narrowed. “ Are you saying he sets Dondo on?’

Cazaril touched hisfinger warningly to hislips. “Do you remember Umegat’ slittle joke about the
Zangre' s courtly crows? Try it in reverse. Have you ever watched amaob of crows combineto rob
another bird’ s nest? One will draw off the parent birds, while another dartsin to take the eggs or chicks
..." Hisvoicewent dry. “Fortunately, most of the courtiers of Cardegoss don’t work together as
cleverly asaflock of crows.”

Betriz 9ghed. “1’m not even sure Teldez redizesit’ snot dl for hisown sake.”

“I'm afraid dy Sanda, for al hisvery red concern, hasnot laid it al out in blunt enough terms. Grant
you he’ d need to be pretty blunt to get through the fog of flattery Teidez floatsin right now.”



“But you doit for Isele, dl thetime,” Betriz objected. “Y ou say, watch this man, see what he does
next, see why he moves so—the seventh or eighth time you turn out to be dead on the target, we cannot
help but lisen—and the tenth or twelfth time, to begin to seeit, too. Can’t dy Sanda do that for Royse
Tedez?

“It’ s eader to see the smudge on another’ s face than on one’ s own. Thisflock of courtiersisnot
pressing Isdle nearly so hard asthey are Teidez. Thank the gods. They all know she must be sold out of
court, probably out of Chalion dtogether, and is not meat for them. Teidez will be their future livelihood.”

On that inconclusive and unsatisfactory note, they wereforced to leaveit for atime, but Cazaril was
glad to know Betriz and Iselle were growing alive to the subtler hazards of court life. The gaiety was
dazzling, seductive, afeast to the eye that could leave the reason as drunk and reeling as the body. For
some courtiers and ladies, Cazaril supposed, it actudly was the cheerful, innocent—abeit expensve—
game it seemed. For others, it was a dance of display, ciphered message, thrust and counterthrust as
serious, if not so ingtantly deadly, asadud. To Stay afoot, one had to distinguish the players from the
played. Dondo dy Jrona wasamgor player in hisownright, and yet . . . if not every move he made
was directed by hisolder brother, it was surely safe to say his every move was permitted by him.

No. Notsafe to say . Merdytrue to think .

* % %

HOWEVER DIM HISVIEW OF THE MORALS OF COURT, he had to grant that Orico’s
musicians were very good, Cazaril reflected, opening his ear greedily to them at the next evening dance.
If Royina Sarahad a consolation to match Orico’ s menagerie, it was surely the Zangre’ smingrelsand
singers. She never danced, sherarely smiled, but she never missed aféte where music was played, either
ditting next to her sodden and deepy spouse, or, if Orico staggered off to bed early, lingering behind a
carved screen with her ladies on the gallery opposite the musicians. Cazaril thought he understood her
hunger for this solace, as he leaned againgt the chamber wall in what was becoming his usual spot,
tapping hisfoot and benignly watching hisladies twirl about on the polished wooden floor.

Musi cians and dancers stopped for bregth after abrisk roundel, and Cazaril joined the smattering of
applause led by the royinafrom behind her screen. A completely unexpected voice spoke next to his ear.

“Well, Cadtillar. Y ou’ relooking more your old sdlf!”

“Pdli!” Cazaril controlled his surge forward, turning it into a sweeping bow insteed. Pdli, formally
dressed in the blue trousers and tunic and white tabard of the Daughter’ s military order, boots polished
and sword glittering at hiswaist, laughed and returned an equally ceremonious bow, though he followed
it upwithafirm, if brief, grip of Cazaril’ s hands. “What brings you to Cardegoss?’ Cazaril asked eagerly.

“Justice, by the goddess! And agood job of it, too, ayear in the making. | rode up in support of
the lord dedicat the provincar dy Y arrin, on alittle holy quest of his. I’ [l tell you more, but, ah” —Pdli
glanced around the crowded chamber, where the dancers were forming up again—"maybe not here.
Y ou seem to have survived your trip to court—you’ re over that little burst of nerves now, | trust?’

Cazail’slipstwisted. “So far. I'll tel you more, but—not here.” A glance around assured him
neither Lord Dondo nor his elder brother were present at the moment, though some haf dozen men he
knew to betheir creatures were just as certain to report this meeting and greeting. So beit. “Let usfind
acooler spot, then.”

They strolled out casudly together into the next chamber, and Cazaril led Palli to awindow
embrasure that overlooked a moonlit courtyard. On the courtyard’ sfar Sde, a couple sat closely
together, but Cazaril judged them out of both earshot and caring.

“Sowhat isold dy Y arrin about that brings him hot to court?’ asked Cazaril curioudy. The
provincar of Y arrin was the highest-ranking lord of Chalion to have chosen dlegiance to the holy military



order of the Daughter. Most young men with military leanings dedicated themsalvesto the far more
glamorous Order of the Son, with its glorious tradition of battle against the Roknari invaders. Even
Cazaril had sworn himsdf alay dedicat to the Son, in hisyouth—and unsworn himsdlf, when . . .let it go
. Thefar smaller holy military order of the Daughter concerned itself with more domestic challenges,
guarding the temples, patrolling the roads to the pilgrimage shrines; by extension, controlling banditry,
pursuing horse and cattle thieves, asssting in the capture of murderers. Granted, what the goddess’s
soldierslacked in numbers they frequently made up in romantic dedication to her. Palli was anaturd,
Cazaril thought with agrin, and had surely found hiscaling at last.

“Soringcleaning.” Pali amiled like one of Umegat’ s sand foxes for amoment. “A smedly little mess
insde the templewallsis going to get washed out at last. Dy Y arrin had suspected for sometime thét,
with the old genera sick and dying for so long, the order’ s comptroller here in Cardegoss wasfiltering
the order’ sfunds asthey flowed through hisfingers.” Pdli wiggled his, inillugtration. “Into his persond
purse.”

Cazaxil grunted. “ Unfortunate.”
Palli cocked an eyebrow at him. “This doesn’t take you by surprise?’

Cazaril shrugged. “Not in the main. Such things happen now and then, when men are tempted
beyond their strength. I’ d not heard anything specific said againgt the Daughter’ s comptroller though, no,
beyond the usua danders againgt every officid in Cardegoss, be he honest or not, that every fool
repeats.”

Pdlli nodded. “Dy Y arin’s been over ayear, quietly collecting the evidence and the witnesses. We
took the comptroller—and his books—by surprise about two hours ago. He' slocked down now in the
Daughter’ shouse’ sown cellar, under guard. Dy Y arrin will present the whole case to the order’ s coundll
tomorrow morning. The comptroller will be stripped of his post and rank by tomorrow afternoon and
delivered to the Chancdllery of Cardegossfor punishment by tomorrow night. Hal” Hisfist closed in
anticipated triumph.

“Wdl done! Will you stay on, after that?’
“I hopeto stay aweek or two, for the hunting.”
“Oh, excdlent!” Timeto talk, and aman of wit and certain honor to talk with—double luxury.

“I’mlodging intown at Y arrin Pdlace—I can’t linger long here tonight, though. | just came up to the
Zangre with dy Y arrin while he made his bow—and his report—to Roya Orico and Generd Lord
Dondo dy Jrond.” Palli paused. “I take it by your very hedthy appearance that your worries about the
Jronasturned out to be groundless?’

Cazail fdl dlent. The breeze through the embrasure was growing chill. Even the lovers acrossthe
courtyard had gonein. Hefindly said, “I take care not to cross either of the Jronds. In any way.”

Pdli frowned, and seemed to hold some speech jostling just behind hislips.

A pair of servantswheeled a cart holding acrock of hot mulled wine, redolent of spices and sugar,
through the antechamber toward the dancing chamber. A giggling young lady exited, closaly pursued by
alaughing young courtier; they both vanished out the other Sde, though their blended laughter lingered in
thear. Strains of music sounded again, floating down from the galery like flowers.

Pdli’ sfrown quirked away. “Did Lady Betriz dy Ferrg) aso accompany Royesse Isdlefrom
Vdenda?’

“Didn’t you see her, among the dancers?’

“No—I saw you first, long stick that you are, propping up the wals. When I’ d heard the royesse
was here, | came looking in the chance you would be, too, though from the way you talked when last we



met | couldn’t be sure I’ d find you. Do you think | might seize adance beforedy Yarrinisdone
closeting himsdf with Orico?

“If you think you have the strength to fight your way through the mob that surrounds her, perhaps,”
sad Cazaxil dryly, waving himon. “They usualy defest me.”

Pdlli managed this without gpparent effort, and soon was handing a surprised and laughing Betriz in
and out of the figures with cheery panache. He took aturn with Royesse |sdle aswell. Both ladies
seemed delighted to meet him again. Drawing breeth afterward, he was greeted by some four or five
other lords he apparently knew, until a page approached and touched him on the elbow, and murmured
some messagein hisear. Palli made his bows and |eft, presumably to join hisfellow lord dedicat dy
Y arrin and escort him back to hismansion.

Cazaril hoped the Daughter’ s new holy generd, Lord Dondo dy Jirond, would be glad and grateful
to have his house cleaned for him tomorrow. He hoped it fervently.

Cazaril spent thefollowing dayin smiling anticipation of the delight Pdlli’ svisit to court would bring
to hisroutine. Betriz and Iselle so spoke in praise of the young march, which gave Cazaril brief pause.
Palli would show to hisbest in this splendid setting.

And what of it?Pdli was alanded man, with money, looks, charm, honorable respongiilities.
Suppose he and the Lady Betriz wereto hit it off. Was elther of them less than what the other deserved?
Neverthdess, Cazaril found his mind, unwilled, revolving plansfor pleasureswith Palli that somehow did
not include hisladies.

But to his disappointment, Palli did not appear at court that evening—nor did the provincar of
Y arrin. Cazaril supposed their wearing day of presenting evidence at the Daughter’ s house to whatever
committee of justice had assembled there had run into complexities, and stretched past dinner. If the
casetook longer than Pdlli’ sfirst optimistic estimate, well, it would at least extend hisvisit to Cardegoss.

Hedid not see Pdlli again until the next morning, when the march appeared abruptly at the open
door of Cazaril’ s office, which was an antechamber to the succession of rooms occupied by Royesse
Isdlle and her ladies. Cazaril stared up from hiswriting desk in surprise. Palli had discarded his court
attire, and was dressed for the road in well-worn tal boots, thick tunic, and a short cloak for riding.

“Pdli! St down—" Cazaril gestured to astodl.

Pdli pulled it up acrossfrom him and lowered himsdlf with atired grunt. “ Only for amoment, old
friend. | could not leave without bidding you farewell. I, dy Yarrin, and our troops are commanded to be
quit of Cardegoss before noon today, under pain of expulsion from the Daughter’ sholy order.” Hissmile
was tight as astretched hawser.

“What?What has happened?’ Cazaril laid down his quill, and pushed aside the book of Isdle’s
increasingly complex household accounts.

Pdli ran ahand through hisdark hair and shook hishead asif in disbdief. “I’m not sure | can speak
of it without bursting. It was dl | could do last night not to pull out my sword and run the smirking son of
abitch through his soft guts on the spot. Caz, they threw out dy Yarrin’scase! Confiscated dl his
evidence, dismissed dl hiswitnesses—uncaled! unheard! —let thet lying, thieving worm of acomptroller
out of the cdllar—"

“Who has?’

“Qurholy general, Dondo dy Jrond, and his, his, hiscreatures on the Daughter’ s council, his
cowed dogs—goddess blind meif I’ ve ever before seen such aset of cringing curs—adisgrace to her
pure colorsl” Palli clenched hisfist upon hisknees, sputtering. “We dl knew the order’ shousein
Cardegoss has been in disarray for sometime. | suppose we should have petitioned the royato dismiss
the old generd when hefirst grew tooiill to keep it dl in hand, but no one had the heart to kick him so—



wedl thought anew, younger, vigorous man would turn it dl out again and sart fresh. But this, this, this
iswor se than neglect. It’ s active malfeasance! Caz, they cleared the comptroller and dismissed dy Yarrin
—they scarcely glanced at hisletters and ledgers, dear goddess the papers filled two trunks—I swear
the decision was made before the meeting was caled!”

Cazaril had not heard Pdlli ssammer with rage like this since the day the news of the sde of
Gotorget had been ddivered to the starving, battered garrison by the roya’ s stout courier, passed
through the Roknari lines. He sat back and pulled his beard.

“| sugpect—no, I’ m certain in my heart—L ord Dondo was paid off for hisjudgment. If heisnot
amply the comptroller’ s new master—and two trunks of evidence now being used to feed thefireson
the Lady’ satar—Caz, our new holy generd isrunning the Daughter’ s Order as his persona milch cow.
| wastold by an acolyte yesterday—on the stairs, and the man shook as he whispered it to me—he's
placed out six troops of the Daughter’ s men to the Helr of lbrain South Ibra—as plain paid
mercenaries. That’ s not their mandate, that’ s not the goddess’ s work—it’ sworse than stedling money, it’
sgeding blood!”

A rudtle, and an indrawn bregath, drew both men’ s glances to the inner doorway. Lady Betriz stood
there with her hand upon the frame, and the Royesse | selle peeked over her shoulder. Both ladies’ eyes
were round.

Pdli opened and shut his mouth, swallowed, then jumped to hisfeet and bowed to them. “Royesse.
Lady Betriz. Alasthat | must take my leave of you. | returnto Palliar thismorning.”

“We shdl regret the loss of your company, March,” said the royessefaintly.

Pdlli whedled to Cazaril. “ Caz—" He gave an apologetic little nod. “1’m sorry | dishelieved you
about the Jronds. Y ou weren’t crazed after dl. Y ou wereright on every point.”

Cazaril blinked, nonplussed. “1 thought youhad believed me.. . .”

“Old dy Yarrin was as canny as you. He suspected thistrouble from thefirgt. I’ d asked him why he
thought we needed to bring so large atroop to enter Cardegoss—he murmured, * No boy—it istoleave
Cardegoss.’ | didn’t understand hisjoke. Till now.” Palli vented abitter laugh.

“Will you be—will you not be returning here?’ asked Betriz in arather breathy voice. Her hand
went to her lips.

“| swear before the goddess—" Pdlli touched hishand to forehead, lip, navel, and groin, and then
spread it flat over his heart in the fivefold sacred gesture, “1 will not return to Cardegoss except it beto
Dondo dy Jrond’sfunerd. Ladies—" He stood at attention and gave them abow. “ Caz—" He grasped
Cazaxil’ s hands across the table and bent to kiss them; hagtily, Cazaril returned the honor. “Farewell.”
Pdli turned and strode from the room.

The space he had vacated seemed to collapse around his absence, asif four men had just |eft.
Betriz and | selle were drawn into it; Betriz tiptoed to the outer door and peered around it, to spy the last
of hisclomping retreat down the corridor.

Cazaril picked up hisquill and drew the feather end nervoudy through hisfingers. “How much of
that did you hear?’ he asked the ladies.

Betriz glanced back at I1sdlle, and replied, “All of it, | think. Hisvoice was not pitched low.” She
returned dowly across the antechamber, her face troubled.

Cazaril groped for some way to caution these unintended auditors. “It was the business of aclosed
council of aholy military order. Palli should not have spoken of it outside the Daughter’ shouse.”

Isdlesad, “Butisn't healord dedicat, amember of that council—doesn’t he have as much right—
duty!—to spesk as any of them?’



“Yes, but . . . inthe heat of histemper, he has made serious accusations against his own holy
genera that he hasnot the. . . power to prove.”

Isdle gave him asharp look. “Do you believe him?’
“My belief isnot theissue.”

“But—if it’ strue—it’ sacrime, and worse than acrime. An insulting impiety, and aviolation of the
trust not only of the royaand the goddess above, but of al who are sworn to obey in their names below.

She sees the consequences in both directions! Good! No, wait, no. “We haven’t seen the
evidence. Maybe the council wasjudtified in discarding it. We cannot know.”

“If we can’t see the evidence as March dy Pdlliar has, can we judge the men and reason backward
toit?

“No,” said Cazaril firmly. “ Even ahabitua liar may tell the truth from time to time, or an honest man
be tempted to lie by some extraordinary need.”

Betriz, sartled, sad, “ Do you think your friend waslying?’

“Asheismy friend, no, of coursenot, but . . . but he might be mistaken.”

“Thisisdl too murky,” said Isdle decisively. “1 shal pray to the goddess for guidance.”

Cazaril, remembering the last time she’ d done that, said hastily, “Y ou need not reach that high for
guidance, Royesse. Y ou inadvertently overheard a confidence. Y ou have aplain duty not to repest it. In
wordor deed.”

“Butif it’ strue, itmatters . It matters greetly, Lord Caz!”
“Neverthdess, liking and didiking do not congtitute proof any more than hearsay does.”

Isdlefrowned thoughtfully. “I1t’ strue | do not like Lord Dondo. He smells odd, and his hands are
aways hot and swesty.”

Betriz added, with agrimace of distaste, “Y es, and he’ sawaystouching one with them. Ugh!”

The quill snapped in Cazaril’ s hand, spraying asmall spatter of ink drops on hisdeeve. He st the
piecesasde. “Oh?’ hesaid, in what he trusted was a neutral tone. “When was this?’

“Oh, everywhere, at the dances, at dinner, in the hdls. | mean, many gentlemen hereflirt, some
quite agreeably, but Lord Dondo . . .presses . There are enough fine ladies here at court nearer hisown
age. | don’t know why he doesn’t go try to charm them.”

Cazaril dmogt asked her if thirty-five seemed as ancient to her asforty, but bit it short, and said
instead, “ He desiresinfluence over Royse Teidez, of course. And therefore desires whatever good grace
he can obtain from Teidez’ ssigter, directly or through her attendants.”

Betriz’ s breath puffed out in relief. “ Oh, do you think that’ s s0? It made me quiteill to think he might
really beinlovewith me. Butif he’ sonly flattering mefor his advantage,that’ sal right.”

Cazaril was 4till laboring to work thisthrough when Isdlle said, “ He has avery odd idea of my
character if he thinks seducing my attendants will gain my good graces! And | do not think he needs any
moreinfluence over Teldez, if what |’ ve seen so far isasample. | mean—if it were good influence,
shouldn’t we see good results? We ought to see Teidez growing firmer in hisstudies, clearer in hedlth,
opening hismind to awider world of some kind.”

Cazaril aso bit back the observation that Teidez was certainly getting that last from Lord Dondo, in
away.

Isdlewent on with growing passion, “ Shouldn’t Teidez be apprenticing Statecraft? At least seeing



the Chancellery work, sitting in on councils, listening to envoys? Or if not statecraft, redl warcraft?
Hunting isfine, but shouldn’t he be learning military drill with men? His spiritud diet ssemsal candy and
no meet. What kind of royado they mean to train him to be?’

Possibly, onejust like Orico—sodden and sickly—who will not compete with Chancellor dy
Jironal for power in Chalion.But what Cazaril said aoud was, “1 do not know, Royesse.”

“How can | know?How can | know anything?’ She stepped back and forth across the chamber,
her spinetense with frustration, her skirts swishing. “Mamaand Grandmamawould wish meto watch
out for him. Cazaril, can you at least find out if it’ strue about selling the Daughter’ s men to the Heir of
Ibra? That at least can’t be any kind of subtle secret!”

She wasright about that. Cazaril swalowed. “1’l try, my lady. But—then what?’ He made his
voice gtern, for emphasis. “Dondo dy Jirond isapower you dare not treat with anything but strictest
courtesy.”

Iselle swirled round, and stared intently at him. “No matter how corrupt that power is?’
“The more corrupt, the less safe.”
Isdleraised her chin. “ So, Cadtillar, tel me—how safe, in your judgment, is Dondo dy Jirond?”

He was caught out, hismouth at half cock.So say it—Dondo dy Jironal isthe
second-most-dangerous man in Chalion, after his brother. Instead, he picked up anew quill from
the clay jar and began shaping itstip with the penknife. After amoment or two he got out, “I do not like
his sweaty hands either.”

Iselle snorted. But Cazaril was saved from further cross-examination by acal from Nan dy Vrit,
somevitd little matter of scarves and straying seed pearls, and the two ladies went back into their
chambers.

ON COOL AFTERNOONS WHEN NO MORE-EXCITINGhunting party went out, Royesse
Isdle vented her restless energy by gathering up her little household and going for ridesin the oak woods
near Cardegoss. Cazaril, dong with Lady Betriz and a couple of wheezing grooms, was cantering in the
wake of her dappled mare down agreen ride, the crisp air spangled with golden faling leaves, when his
ear picked up athunder of new hooves gaining ground behind them. He glanced over his shoulder, and
his stomach lurched; a cava cade of masked men was pelting down the track. The yelling crew overtook
them. He had his sword half-out before he recognized the horses and equipage as belonging to some of
the Zangre’ s younger courtiers. The men were dressed in an amazing array of rags, bare arms and legs
smeared with adirt suspicioudy reminiscent of boot blacking.

Cazaril drew along breeth, and bent briefly over his saddlebow, willing his heart to dow, asthe
grinning mob “captured” the royesse and Lady Betriz, and tied their prisoners, including Cazaril, with Stk
ribands. He wished fervently someone would warnhim , at least, about these pranks in advance. The
laughing Lord dy Rina had come, though he apparently did not redize it, to within afraction of areflex
of receiving alength of razor stedl across histhroat. His sturdy page, galloping up on Cazaril’ s other
sde, might have died on the backstroke, and Cazaril’ s sword sheathed itself in athird man’ sbely
before, had they been real bandits, they could have combined to take him down. And al before Cazaril’s
brain had formulated hisfirst clear thought, or his mouth opened to scream warning. They dl laughed
heartily at thelook of terror they’ d surprised on hisface, and teased him about drawing stedl; he smiled
sheepishly, and decided not to explain just what aspect of it all had drained the blood from hisface.

They rodeto their “bandit camp,” alarge clearing in the forest where anumber of servantsfrom the
Zangre, dso dressed in artistic rags, roasted deer and lesser game on spits over open fires. Bandit
ladies, shepherdesses, and some rather stately beggar girls hailed the kidnappers’ return. 1sdlle squesked
in laughing outrage when the bandit king dy Rina clipped alock of her curling hair and held it up for
ransom. The masque was not yet finished, for upon this cue atroop of “rescuers’ in blue and white, led



by Lord Dondo dy Jirond, galloped into the camp. Vigorous mock swordplay ensued, including some
adarming and messy momentsinvolving pig’ s bladdersfilled with blood, before al the bandits were dain
—some gtill complaining about the unfairness of it—and the lock of hair rescued by Dondo. A mock
divine of the Brother then went about miraculoudly raising the bandits back to life with askin of wine,
and the entire company settled down upon cloths spread on the ground for some serious feasting and
drinking.

Cazaril found himself sharing acloth with Isdlle, Betriz, and Lord Dondo. He sat cross-legged
toward the edge, nibbled venison and bread, and watched and listened as Dondo entertained the
royesse with what was, to his ear, heavy-handed wit. Dondo begged Iselle to award him her shorn lock
ashisprizefor her daring rescue, and offered up in return, with asnap of hisfingersto his hovering page,
atooled leather case containing two beautiful jeweled tortoiseshell combs.

“A treasurefor atreasure, and dl isquits,” Dondo told her, and ostentatioudly tucked the curl of
hair away in an inner pocket of hisvest-cloak, over his heart.

“It' sacrud gift, though,” Iselle parried, “to give me combs but leave me no hair to hold with them.”
She held acomb up and turned it, glittering and trand ucent, in the sunlight.

“But you may grow new hair, Royesse.”
“But can you grow new treasure?’

“Aseadly asyou can grow new hair, | assureyou.” Heleaned on his elbow by her sde, and
grinned up at her, hishead nearly in her lap.

Isdle’ samused smile faded. “Do you find your new post so profitable, then, Holy Genera ?’
“Indeed.”
“Y ou are miscadt, then. Perhaps you should have played the bandit king today.”

Dondo’ s smile thinned. “If the world were not so, how could | ever buy enough pearlsto pleasethe
pretty ladies?’

Spots of color flared in Isdle’ s cheeks, and she lowered her eyes. Dondo’ ssmile grew satisfied.
Cazaril, histongue clamped between histeeth, reached for asiver flagon of wine, with an eyeto
accidentdly in thisemergency spilling it down the back of I1sdlle’s neck. Alas, the flagon was empty. But
to hisintenserelief, 1salle took abite of bread and meat next, and chewed instead on it. It was notable,
though, that she drew her skirts aside from Lord Dondo when next she shifted position.

The chill of the autumn evening was rising with the shadows from the low places when the replete
company rode dowly back to the Zangre after the bandits’ picnic. Isdlereined in her dappled mare and
fell back beside Cazaril for amoment.

“Cadtillar. Did you ever discover for methe truth of the rumor of the Daughter’ s troops being sold
for mercenaries?’

“One or two other men have said so, but it is not what | would call confirmed news.” It was, in fact,
quite thoroughly confirmed, but Cazaril judged it imprudent to say so to Isdllejust at this moment.

She frowned silently, then spurred her horse forward to catch up with Lady Betriz again.

THAT NIGHT THE SPARER-THAN-USUAL EVENING BANQUETbroke up without
dancing, and tired courtiers and ladies went off to an early bed or private pleasures. Cazaril found
Dondo dy Jrond fdling into step beside him in an antechamber.

“Wdk with mealittle, Cadtillar. | think we need to talk.”

Cazaril shrugged obligingly, and followed Dondo, feigning not to notice the two choice young
bravos, a couple of Dondo’ sriper friends, who padded along afew paces behind them. They exited the



tower block at the narrow end of the fortress, onto an irregular little quadrangle of a courtyard
overlooking the confluence of therivers. At ahand signa from Dondo, histwo friendswaited by the
door, leaning against the stone wall like bored and tired sentries.

Cazaril caculated the odds. He had reach on Dondo, and despite his subsequent illness, his months
pulling the oar on the galleys had left hiswiry arms much stronger than they |ooked. Dondo was
doubtless better trained. The bravos were young. A little drunk, but young. At three-to-one, swordplay
might not even be required. An unagile secretary, too full of wine after supper, taking awak on the
battlements, could dip and fal in the dark, bouncing off the rock face three hundred feet down to the
water below; his broken body might be found next day without asingle tdltale stab wound init.

A few lanternsin wall brackets cast flickering orange light across the paving stones. Dondo
gestured invitingly to acarved granite bench againg the outer wall. The stone was gritty and chill against
Cazail’ slegs as he sat, the night breeze dank on his neck. With alittle grunt, Dondo seated himsdlf, too,
automaticaly flipping his vest-cloak aside to free his sword hilt.

“So, Cazaril,” Dondo began. “I see you are quite close in the confidence of the Royesse Isdlle,
these days.”

“The post of her secretary isone of great responsibility. Of her tutor, even more so. | take it quite
serioudy.”

“No surprise there—you aways took everything too serioudy. Too much of agood thing can bea
fault in aman, you know.”

Cazaril shrugged.

Dondo sat back and crossed hislegs at the ankles, asif making himsaf comfortable for achat with
someintimate. “ For example’ —he waved a hand toward the tower block now rising before them—-a
girl of her age and style should bejust starting to warm to men, and yet | find her strangely chill. A mare
likethat is made for breeding—she has good wide hips, to cradleaman.” He gave hisown alittle
doublejerk, for illustration. “ One hopes she has escaped that unfortunate taint in the blood, and it’ snot
an early sgn of the sort of, ah, difficulties of mind that overset her poor mother.”

Cazaril decided not to touch thisone. “Mm,” he said.

“Onehopes. And yet, if that is not the case, oneisamost led to wonder if some. . . overserious
person has taken to poisoning her mind againgt me.”

“Thiscourt isfull of gossip. And gossipers”
“Indeed. And, ah.. . . just howdo you speak of meto her, Cazaril ?’
“Carefully.”

Dondo sat back, and folded hisarms. “Good. That’sgood.” He paused for atime. “And yet,
withd, | think that | should prefer warmly. Warmly would be better.”

Cazaril moistened hislips. “Isdleisavery clever and sengitive girl. I’ m sure she could senseiif |
werelying. Better to leaveit asitis”

Dondo snorted. “Ah, herewe cometo it. | suspected you might still be holding agrudge against me
for that evil little game of mad Olus’s”

Cazaril made alittle negating gesture. “No. It isforgotten, my lord.” The proximity of Dondo, as
cdoseasin Olus'stent, hisdightly peculiar scent, brought it back in intense detail, blaring through Cazaril’
smemory, the panting despair, theskree , the heavy blow . . . “It wasalong time ago.”

“Huh. | do like aman with amalleable memory, and yet . . . | still fed you need more hest. |
suppose you' re fill apoor man, as ever. Somefellows never catch the tricks of getting onin the world.”



Dondo unfolded hisarms, and, with some little difficulty, twisted aring off one of histhick, damp fingers.
Itsgold wasthin, but alarge bevel-cut flat green stone gleamed inits setting. He held it out to Cazaxil.
“Let thiswarm your heart to me. And your tongue.”

Cazail didn’t move. “I havedl | need from the royesse, my lord.”

“Indeed.” Dondo’ s black brows knotted; his dark eyes glittered in the lanternlight between his
narrowed lids. “Y our position does give you considerable opportunity to fill your pockets, | suppose.”

Cazaril closed histeeth, hiding histremble of outrage. “If you declineto believein my probity, my
lord, you might at least reflect upon Royesse Isdlle’ sfuture, and believe | till possessthe wits the gods
gave me. Today she has ahousehold. Another day, it may be some royacy, or aprincedom.”

“Indeed, think you s0?” Dondo sat back with a strange grin, then laughed aoud. “ Ah, poor Cazaril.
If aman neglects hisbird in the hand for the flock he seesin thetree, he’ s very like to end with no bird at
al. How clever isthat?’ He st the ring coyly down on the stone between them.

Cazaril opened both his hands and held them out palm up in front of his chest in agesture of
release. He returned them firmly to his knees, and said with undeceptive mildness, “ Save your treasure,
my lord, to buy yourself aman with alower price. I’ m sure you can find one.”

Dondo scooped hisring back up and frowned fiercely at Cazaril. “Y ou haven’t changed. Still the
same sanctimonious prig. Y ou and that fool dy Sandaare much dike. No wonder, | suppose,
considering that old woman in Vaendawho chose you both.” He rose and stalked indoors, shoving the
ring back on hisfinger. The two men waiting glanced across curioudy at Cazaril and turned to follow.

Cazaril Sghed, and wondered if his moment of furious satisfaction had been bought at too high a
price. It might have been wiser to take the bribe and leave Lord Dondo calm, happy in the belief that he’
d bought another man, onejust like himself, easy to understand, certain of control. Fegling very tired, he
pushed himsdlf to hisfeet and went back inside to mount the tairsto his bedchamber.

Hewasjust putting hiskey in hislock when dy Sanda passed him in the corridor, yawning. They
exchanged cordia-enough murmurs of greeting.

“Stay amoment, dy Sanda.”
Dy Sandaglanced back over his shoulder. “Cadtillar?’
“Areyou careful to keep your door locked these days, and your key about your person?’

Dy Sanda’ s brows rose, and heturned. “I have atrunk with agood, stout lock, that servesfor al |
haveto guard.”

“That’ s not enough. Y ou need to block your whole room.”
“So that nothing can be stolen? | havelittle enough that—"
“No. So that nothing stolen can be placed therein.”

Dy Sanda’ slips parted; he ssood a moment, as this sank in, and raised his eyesto meet Cazaril’s.
“Oh,” he said at last. He gave Cazaril adow nod, amost abow. “ Thank you, Cadtillar. | hadn’t thought
of thet.”

Cazaril returned the nod, and went inside.

Cazaril sat in his bedchamberwith a profligacy of candles and the classic Brgjaran verse romance
The Legend of the Green Tree, and sighed in contentment. The Zangre’ slibrary had been famousin
the days of Fonsathe Wise but neglected ever since—thisvolume, judging by the dust, hadn’t been
pulled off the shelves since the end of Fonsa’ sreign. But it was the luxury of enough candlesto make
reading late at night a pleasure and not a strain, as much as Behar’ s versifying, that gave hisheart joy.
And alittle guilt—the charges for good wax candles upon Isdlle’ s household accounts were going to add



up after atime, and look atrifle odd. Behar’ sthundering cadences echoing in his head, he moistened his
finger and turned a page.

Behar’ s stanzas weren’t the only things around here thundering and echoing. He glanced upward, as
rapid thumps and scrapes and the muffled sounds of laughter and calling voices penetrated from the
ceiling. Well, enforcing reasonable bedtimesin Iselle’ s household was Nan dy Vrit’sjob, not his, thank
the gods. He returned his eye to the poet’ stheologicaly symbolic visons, and ignored the clatter, till the
pig squedled Srilly.

Even the great Behar could not compete withthat mystery. Hislips drawing back in agrin, Cazaril
st the volume down on his coverlet and swung his still-trousered legs out of bed, fastened histunic,
wriggled hisfeet into his shoes, and picked up the candle with the glass chimney to light hisway up the
back sairs.

He met Dondo dy Jironal coming down. Dondo was dressed in hisusud courtier’ sattire, blue
brocade tunic and linen-woolen trousers, though hiswhite vest-cloak swung from his hand, aong with
his sword in its scabbard and sword belt. His face was set and flushed. Cazaril’ s mouth opened to give
some polite greeting, but hiswords died on hislips at Dondo’ s murderous glare. Dondo stormed on past
him without aword.

Cazaril swung into the upgtairs corridor to find dl itswall sconceslit and aninexplicable array of
people gathered. Not only Betriz, 1sdlle, and Nan dy Vrit, but Lord dy Rina, one of hisfriends and
another lady, and Ser dy Sandawere al crowded around laughing. They scattered to the wals as Teidez
and a page blasted through their midst, in hot pursuit of ascrubbed and beribboned young pig trailing a
length of scarf. The page tackled the animad a Cazaril’ sfeet, and Teidez hooted triumph.

“Inthebag, inthe bag!” dy Sanda called.

He and Lady Betriz came up as Teldez and the page collaborated on inserting the squealing
cregture into alarge canvas sack, whereit clearly didn’t want to go. Betriz bent to give the struggling
anima aquick scratch behind itsflapping ears. “My thanks, Lady Pig! Y ou played your part superbly.
Butit’ stimeto go back to your home now.”

The page hoisted the heavy sack up over his shoulder, saluted the assembled company, and
staggered off, grinning.
“Whatis going on up here?” demanded Cazaril, torn between laughter and arm.

“Oh, it wasthe greatest jest!” cried Teidez. “Y ou should have seen thelook on Lord Dondo’s
facel”

Cazaril just had, and it hadn’t ingpired him with mirth. His somach sank. “What have you done?’

Isdlletossed her head. “Neither my hints not Lady Betriz’ s plain words having served to discourage
Lord Dondo’ s attentions, or to convince him they were unwelcome, we congpired to make him the
assignation of love he desired. Teidez undertook to secure our player from the stable. So, instead of the
virgin Lord Dondo was confidently expecting to find waiting when he went tiptoeing up to Betriz'sbed in
the dark, he found—Lady Pig!”

“Oh, you traduce the poor pig, Royesse!” cried Lord dy Rind. “ She may have been avirgin, too,
after dl!”

“I’m sure she was, or she would not have squedled s0,” the laughing lady on hisarm put in.

“It’ sonly too bad,” said dy Sanda acidly, “shewas not to Lord Dondo’ staste. | confess|’m
surprised. From al reports of the man, I’ d have thought he’ d lie down with anything.” His eyesflicked
sSdeways, to check the effect of these words on the grinning Teidez.

“And after we’ d doused her with mybest Darthacan perfume, too,” sSighed Betriz hugely. The



merriment in her eyes was underscored by aglittering rage and sharp satisfaction.

“Y ou should havetold me,” Cazaril began. Told him what? Of this prank? It was clear enough they
knew he would have suppressed it. Of Dondo’ s continuedpressings ? Just how vile had they been? His
fingernailsbit into his palm. And what could he have done about them, en? Gone to Orico, or Royina
Sara?Futile. . .

Lord dy Rind said, “It will bethe best tae of theweek in dl of Cardegoss—and the best tail, too, if
acurly one. Lord Dondo hasn’t played the butt for years, and | do think it was past histurn. | can hear
the oinking aready. The man won’t Sit to a pork dinner for months without hearing it. Royesse, Lady
Betriz’—he swept them abow—*1 thank you from the bottom of my heart.”

The two courtiers and the lady took themselves off, presumably to spread the jest to whatever of
their friends were dtill awake.

Cazaril, suppressing the first several remarkstrying to rip from hislips, finaly ground out, “Royesse,
that was not wise”

Iselle frowned back, undaunted. “The man wears the robes of aholy generd of the Lady of Spring
yet undertakes to rob women of their virginity, sacred to Her, just asherabs. . . well, so you say we
have no proof of what €l se he robs. We had proof enough of this, by the goddess! At least this may
teach him the unwisdom of attempting to sted frommy household. The Zangreis supposed to be aroya
court, not abarnyard!”

“Cheer up, Cazaril,” dy Sandaadvised him. “The man cannot revenge his outraged vanity upon the
royse and royesse, after al.” He glanced around; Teidez had gone off up the corridor to collect the
trampled ribbons the pig had shed in its attempted flight. He lowered hisvoice, and added, “And it was
wdll worth the trouble for Teidez to see his, ah,hero in alessflattering light. When the amorous Lord
Dondo stumbled out of Betriz’' s bedchamber with the strings of histrousersin his hands, he found al our
witnesses lined up waiting. Lady Pig nearly knocked him down, escaping between hislegs. He looked
an utter foal. It sthe best lesson |’ ve been able to bring off dl this month we’ ve been here. Maybe we
can sart to regain some lost ground in that direction, eh?”

“I pray you may beright,” said Cazaril carefully. He did not say aloud hisreflection that the royse
and the royesse were theonly people Dondo could not revenge himsdlf upon.

Nevertheless, there was no sign of retdiation in the next severa days. Lord Dondo took theraillery
of dy Rind and hisfriendswith athin smile, but a smile nonetheless. Cazaril sat to every med inthe
expectation of, at the very least, acertain pig served up roasted with ribbons round its neck to the
royesse’ stable, but the dish did not appear. Betriz, at first infected by Cazaril’ s nerves, was reassured.
Cazaril was not. For dl his hot temper, Dondo had amply demonstrated just how long he could wait for
his opportunities without forgetting hiswounds.

To Cazail’ srelief, the oinking about the castle corridors died down in less than afortnight as new
fétes and pranks and gossip took its place. Cazaril began to hope Lord Dondo was going to swallow his
50 publicly administered medicine without spitting. Perhaps his elder brother, with larger horizonsin view
than thelittle society insde the Zangre’ swalls, had undertaken to suppress any ingppropriate response.
There was news enough from the outside world to absorb grown men’ satention: sharpening of the civil
war in South Ibra, banditry in the provinces, bad weather closing down the high passes unseasonably
ealy.

Inlight of these last reports, Cazaril gave an eyeto thelogistics of trangporting the royesse’s
household, should the court decide to leave the Zangre early and remove to itstraditiona winter quarters
before the Father’ s Day. He was sitting in his office totting up horses and mules when one of Orico’s
pages appeared at the antechamber door.

“My lord dy Cazaril, the royabids you attend upon himin las’'s Tower.”



Cazaril raised his eyebrows, set down hisquill, and followed the boy, wondering what service the
royadesired of him. Orico’ s sudden fancies could be atrifle eccentric. Twice he had ordered Cazaril to
accompany him on expeditions to his menagerie, there to perform no offices more complex than what a
page or groom might well have done, holding hisanimas’ chains or fetching brushes or feed. Well, no—
the roya had also asked leading questions about his sster Iselle’ sdoings, in an gpparently desultory
fashion. Cazaril had seized the opportunity to convey Isdle’s horror of being bartered to the
Archipelago, or to any other Roknari prince, and had hoped the roya’ s ear was more open than his
deepy demeanor would indicate.

The page guided him to the long room on the second floor of 1as's Tower that dy Jirond used for
his Chancellery when the court was resident in the Zangre. It was lined with shelves crammed with
books, parchments, files, and arow of the seal-locked saddlebags used by the royal couriers. The two
liveried guards stlanding at attention followed them within and took up their postsinside the door. Cazaril
fdt ther eyesfollow him.

Roya Orico was seated with the chancellor behind alarge table scattered about with papers. Orico
looked weary. Dy Jirona was spare and intense, dressed today in ordinary court garb, but with hischain
of office around his neck. A courtier, whom Cazaril recognized as Ser dy Maroc, master of theroya’'s
armor and wardrobe, stood at one end of the table. One of Orico’s pages, looking very worried, sood
at the other.

Cazail’ s escort announced, “ The Cadtillar dy Cazaril, Sire,” and then, after aglance at hisfelow
page, backed away to make himself invisble by thefar wall.

Cazaril bowed. “Sire, my lord Chancellor?’

Dy Jronal stroked his stedl-streaked beard, glanced at Orico, who shrugged, and said quietly,
“Cadtillar, you will oblige HisMgesty, please, by removing your tunic, and turning around.”

Cold unease knotted the wordsin histhroat. Cazaril closed hislips, gave asingle nod, and undid
thefrogs of histunic. Tunic and vest-cloak he dipped off together and folded neatly over hisarm. Face
set, he made amilitary about-face, and stood ill. Behind him, he heard two men stifle gasps, and a
young voice mutter, “Itwas so. I did see.” Oh.That page. Yes.

Someone cleared histhroat; Cazaril waited for the hot flush to die from his chegks, then wheded
around again. He said steedily, “Wasthat dl, sire?’

Orico fidgeted, and said, “Cadtillar, itiswhispered . . . you are accused . . . an accusation has been
made . . . that you were convicted of the crime of rapein Ibra, and flogged in the stocks.”

“That isalie, sre. Who has said it?” He glanced a Ser dy Maroc, who had grown atrifle pale
while Cazaril’ s back was turned. Dy Maroc was not in elther of the Jirona brothers’ direct employ, and
he was not, so far as Cazaril knew, one of Dondo’ sriper creatures.. . . might he have been bribed? Or
was he an honest gull?

A clear voice rang from the corridor. “1 willtoo see my brother, and a oncel | havetheright!”

Orico’ sguards surged forward, then hastily back again, as Royesse Isdlle, trailed by avery pae
Lady Betriz and Ser dy Sanda, burst into the chamber.

Isdle’ squick glance took in the tableau of men. Sheraised her chin, and cried, “What isthis,
Orico? Dy Sandatells me you have arrested my secretary! Without even warning me!”

By the peeved ripple of Chancellor dy Jironal’ s mouth, thisintrusion had not been in his plans.
Orico waved histhick hands. “No, no, notarrested . No one has arrested anyone. We are gathered to
investigete an accusation.”

“What accusation?”



“A very serious one, Royesse, and not for your ears,” said dy Jirond. “Y ou should withdraw.”

Pointedly ignoring him, she pulled up achair and plunked down into it, folding her arms. “If it’sa
serious accusation againgt the mogt trusted servant of my household, it isvery much for my ears. Cazail,
what isthis about?’

Cazaxil gave her adight bow. “A dander has apparently been circulated, by persons not yet named,
that the scars on my back were punishment for acrime.”

“Lagt fal,” dy Maroc put in nervoudy. “In lbra”

By Betriz’ swidening stare and caught breath, she had obtained agood close view of the ropy mess
asshe’'d followed Isdlle around Cazaril. Ser dy Sanda’ slipstoo pursed in awince.

“May | put my tunic back on, Sre?’ Cazaril added Hiffly.
“Yes, yes.” Orico waved a hasty assent.

“The nature of the crime, Royesse,” dy Jirona put in smoothly, “issuch asto cast very serious
doubts on whether the man should be atrusted servant of your, or indeed, any lady’ s household.”

“What, rape?’ said Isdle scornfully. “ Cazaril ?That isthe most absurd lie | have ever heard.”
“Andyet,” said dy Jrond, “there are the flogging scars.”

“Thegift,” said Cazaril through histeeth, “of a Roknari oar-magter, in return for acertain
ill-consdered defiance. Last fdl, and off the coast of Ibra, that much istrue.”

“Pausble, andyet . . . odd,” said dy Jrond in ajudicioustone. “The cruelties of the gdleysare
legendary, but one would not think acompetent oar-master would damage adave past use”

Cazaril half smiled. “I provoked him.”
“How so, Cazaril?’ asked Orico, leaning back and squeezing the fat of his chin with one hand.

“Wrapped my oar-chain around histhroat and did my best to strangle him. | dmost succeeded,
too. But they pulled me off him atrifle too soon.”

“Dear gods,” said theroya. “Were you trying to commit suicide?’

“I ... amnot quite sure. I d thought | was past fury, but . . . | had been given anew benchmate, an
Ibran boy, maybe fifteen years old. Kidnapped, he said, and | believed him. Y ou could tell he was of
good family, soft, well-spoken, not used to rough places—he blistered dreadfully in the sun, and his
hands bled on the oars. Scared, defiant, ashamed . . . he said his name was Danni, but he never told me
his surname. The oar-master made to use him after amanner forbidden to Roknari, and Danni struck out
a him. Before | could stop him. It wasinsanely foolish, but the boy didn’t redlize. . . . | thought—wadll, |
waan't thinking very clearly, but | thought if | struck harder | could distract the oar-master from
retdiating upon him.”

“By retaiating againgt you instead?’ said Betriz wonderingly.

Cazaril shrugged. He' d kneed the oar-master hard enough in the groin, before wrapping the chain
around his neck, to assure he wouldn’t be amorous again for aweek, but aweek would have passed

soon enough, and then what? “ It was afutile gesture.Would have been futile, but for the chance of the
Ibran nava flotillacrossing our bowsthe next morning, and rescuing usal.”

Dy Sanda said encouragingly, “Y ou have witnesses, then. Quite alarge number of them, it sounds
like. The boy, the gdlley daves, the Ibran sailors. . . what became of the boy, after?’

“I don’t know. | lay ill inthe Temple Hospitd of the Mother’ sMercy in Zagosur for, for awhile,
and everyone was scattered and gone by thetimel, um, left.”



“A very heroictale” said dy Jrond, in adry tonewell caculated to remind hislisenersthat this
was Cazaril’ s verson. Hefrowned judicioudy and glanced around the assembled company, his gaze
lingering for amoment upon dy Sanda, and the outraged Isdle. “Still . . . | suppose you might ask the
royesse to give you amonth’sleave to ride to lbra, and locate some of these, ah, conveniently scattered
witnesses. If you can.”

Leave hisladies unguarded for amonth,here ? And would he survive the trip? Or bedain and
buried in ashdlow grave in the woodstwo hours' ride out of Cardegoss, leaving the court to construe
his guilt from his supposed flight? Betriz pressed her hand to whitened lips, but her glare waswholly for
dy Jronal. Here, a |least, was one who believed Cazaril’ sword and not his back. He stood alittle
draighter.

“No,” hesaid at lagt. “I am dandered. My sworn word stands againgt hearsay. Unlessyou have
some better support than castle gossip, | defy the lie. Or—where did you have the tale? Have you
traced it to its source? Who accuses me—isit you, dy Maroc?’ He frowned at the courtier.

“Explainit, dy Maroc,” dy Jrond invited, with acardesswave.

De Maroc took abregath. “1 had it from an lbran silk merchant that | dedlt with for theroya’s
wardrobe—he recognized the cadtillar, he said, from the flogging block in Zagosur, and was very
shocked to see him here. He said it was an ugly case—that the cadtillar had ravished the daughter of a
man who took him in and gave him shelter, and he remembered it very well, therefore, because it was so
vile”

Cazaril scratched hisbeard. “ Are you sure he didn’t smply mistake me for another man?’

Dy Maroc replied stiffly, “No, for he had your name.”

Cazail’ s eyes narrowed. No mistake here—it was alie outright, bought and paid for. But whose
tongue had been bought? The courtier’s, or the merchant’ s?

“Whereisthismerchant now?’ dy Sandabrokein.
“Led hispack train back to Ibra, before the snows.”
Cazaril said, inamild voice, “ ust exactly when did you have thistale?”

Dy Maroc hesitated, gpparently casting back, for hisfingerstwitched down by hissde asif
counting. “Three weeks gone, he rode out. It was just before he left that we talked.”

I know who’s lying now, yes. Cazaril’ slip turned up, without humor. That therewasared slk
merchant, who had really ridden out of Cardegoss on that date, he had no doubt. But the Ibran had
departed well before Dondo’ s emerad bribe, and Dondo would not have troubled to invent thisindirect
route for getting rid of Cazaril until after he’ d failed to purchase him direct. Unfortunately, thiswas not a
line of reasoning Cazaril could adducein his defense.

“The slk merchant,” dy Maroc added, “ could have had no reasonto lie.”

But you do. | wonder what it is?*You’ ve known of this serious charge for over three weeks, yet
only now have brought it to your lord’ s attention? How very odd of you, dy Maroc.”

Dy Maroc glowered at him.
“If thelbran’sgone,” said Orico queruloudy, “it’ simpossible to find out who istelling the truth.”

“Thenmy lord dy Cazaril should surely be given the benefit of the doubt,” said dy Sanda, stlanding
gernly upright. “Y ou may not know him, but the Provincara dy Baocia, who gave him thistrust, did; he’d
served her late husband some six or sevenyears, indl.”

“In hisyouth,” said dy Jirond. “Men do change, you know. Especidly in the brutdity of war. If
thereis any doubt of the man, he should not be trusted in such acritica and, dare | say it”—he glanced



pointedly at Betriz—*"tempting post.”

Betriz’ slong, incensed inhaation was, perhaps fortunately, cut across by Isdlle, who cried, “ Oh,
rubbish! In the midst of the brutdity of war, you yoursdf gave this man the keysto the fortress of
Gotorget, which was the anchor of Chalion’ swhole baitle linein the north. Y ou clearly trusted him
enoughthen , March! Nor didhe betray that trust.”

Dy Jrond’ sjaw tightened, and he smiled thinly. “Why, how militant Chaion isgrown, that our very
mai dens seek to give us better advice upon our Strategies.”

“They could hardly give usworse,” growled Orico under his breath. Only adight sdewaysflick of
the eyes betrayed that dy Jirona had heard him.

Dy Sandasaid, in apuzzled voice, “Y es, and why wasn't the cadtillar ransomed with the rest of his
officerswhen you surrendered Gotorget, dy Jrona?’

Cazaril clenched histeeth. Shut up, dy Sanda.

“The Roknari reported he’d died,” replied the chancellor shortly. “They’d hid him for revenge, I'd
assumed, when | learned he yet lived. Though if the silk merchant spoke truth, maybeit wasfor
embarrassment. He must have escaped them, and knocked about Ibrafor atime, until his, um, unhappy
arrest.” He glanced at Cazaril, and away.

You know you lie. | know you lie.But dy Jrond did not, even now, know for certain if Cazaril
knew helied. It didn’t seem much of an advantage. Thiswas aweak moment for a countercharge. This
dander dready hdf cut the ground from under hisfedt, regardless of the outcome of Orico’ sinquiry.

“Wadll, | do not understand how hisloss was allowed to pass without investigation,” said dy Sanda,
gtaring narrowly a dy Jirona. “He was the fortress’ scommander .

Isdle put in thoughtfully, 1 you assumed revenge, you must have judged he’ d cost the Roknari
dearly inthefidd, for them to use him so theresfter.”

Dy Jrond grimaced, clearly midiking wherethisline of logic wasleading. He sat back and waved
away the digression. “We are come to an impasse, then. A man’ sword against aman’ sword, and
nothing to decideit. Sire, | earnestly advise prudence. Let my lord dy Cazaril be given some lesser post
or sent back to the Dowager of Baocia.”

Isdle nearly sputtered. “ And let the dander go unchalenged? No! | will not stand for it.”

Orico rubbed his head, asif it ached, and shot sSde glances at his chilly chief advisor and hisfurious
haf sster. He vented asmal groan. “Oh, gods, | hate this sort of thing . . .” His expression changed, and
he sat upright again. “Ah! But of course. Thereisjust the solution. . . just thejust solution, heh, heh . . .”
He beckoned to the page who had summoned Cazaril, and murmured in his ear. Dy Jironal watched,
frowning, but apparently could not make out what had been said either. The page scampered out.

“What isyour solution, Sire?’ asked dy Jirona apprehensively.
“Not my solution. The gods. We will et the gods decide who isinnocent, and who lies.”

“You're not thinking of putting thisto trial by combet, are you?’ asked dy Jrond in avoice of redl
horror.

Cazail could only share that horror—and so did Ser dy Maroc, judging by the way the blood
drained from hisface.

Orico blinked. “Wél, now, there’ s another thought.” He glanced at dy Maroc and a Cazaril. “They
appear evenly matched, withal. Dy Maroc isyounger, of course, and does very well on the sand of my
practice ring, but experience counts for something.”

Lady Betriz glanced at dy Maroc and frowned in sudden worry. So did Cazaril, for the opposite



reason, he suspected. Dy Maroc was indeed a very pretty duello dancer. Against the brutdity of the
battlefield, hewould lagt, Cazaril caculated, maybe five minutes. Dy Jrond met Cazaril’ seyesdirectly
for dmogt thefirgt timein thisinquiry, and Cazaril knew he was making theidentica caculation. Cazaril’s
stomach heaved at the thought of being forced to butcher the boy, even if hewasatool and aliar.

“I do not know if the Ibran lied or not,” put in dy Maroc warily. “I only know what | heard.”

“Yes, yes.” Orico waved thisaway. “I think my plan will be better.” He sniffed, rubbed hisnose on
hisdeeve, and waited. A lengthy and unnerving silencefell.

It was broken when the page returned, announcing, “ Umegat, sire.”

The dapper Roknari groom entered and glanced in faint surprise at the people assembled, but trod
directly to his master and made hisbow. “How may | serveyou, my lord?

“Umegat,” said Orico. “1 want you to go outside and catch the first sacred crow you see, and bring
it back in here. Y ou” —he gestured at the page—" go with him for witness. Hurry, now, quick quick.”
Orico clapped his handsin hisurgency.

Without evincing the least surprise or question, Umegat bowed again and padded back out. Cazaril
caught dy Maroc giving the chancellor a piteousNow what? [ook; dy Jirond set histeeth and ignored it.

“Now,” said Orico, “how shal we arrange this? | know—Cazaril, you go stand in one end of the
room. Dy Maroc, you go stand in the other.”

Dy Jrond’ s eyes shifted in uncertain calculation. He gave dy Maroc adight nod, toward the end of
the room with the open window. Cazaril found himself relegated to the dimmer, closed end.

“Youdl”—Orico gestured to Isdlle and her cohort—*stand to the side, for witness. Y ou and you
and you too,” thisto the guards and the remaining page. Orico heaved to hisfeet and went about the
table to arrange his human tableau to his close satisfaction. Dy Jironal stayed seated where he was,
playing with aquill and scowling.

In much lesstime than Cazaril would have expected, Umegat returned, with a cranky-looking crow
tucked under hisarm and the excited page bouncing around him.

“Wasthat the first crow you saw?’ Orico asked the boy.

“Yes, my lord,” the page replied breathlesdy. “Well, the whole flock was circling above Fonsa' s
Tower, S0 | suppose we saw Six or eight at once. So Umegat just stood in the courtyard with hisarm
out and his eyes closed, quite till. And this one came down to him and landed right on hisdeevel”

Cazail’ seyes dtrained, trying to seeif the muttering bird might, just possibly, be missing two tail
feathers.

“Very good,” said Orico happily. “Now, Umegat, | want you to stand in the exact center of the

room, and when | give the sgnd, release the sacred crow. We' |l see which man hefliesto, and then we'll
know! Wait—everyone should say aprayer in their heartsfirst to the gods for guidance.”

Iselle composed hersdlf, but Betriz looked up. “But sire. What shdl we know? Isthe crow to fly to
theliar, or the honest man?’ She stared hard at Umegat.

“Oh,” said Orico. “Hm.”

“Andwhat if it just fliesaround in circles?’ said dy Jirond, an exasperated edge lesking into his
voice.
Then we’ll know the gods are as confused as all of the rest of us, Cazaril did not say out loud.

Umegat, stroking the bird to calmit, gave adight bow. “ Asthe truth is sacred to the gods, let the
crow fly to the honest man, sire.”” He did not glance at Cazaril.



“Oh, very good. Carry on, then.”

Umegat, with what Cazaril was beginning to suspect was afine sense of thegter, positioned himself
precisely between the two accused men, and held the bird out on hisarm, dowly removing his
controlling hand. He stood amoment with alook of pious quietude on hisface. Cazaril wondered what
the gods made of the cacophony of conflicting prayers no doubt arising from this room at thisingtant.
Then Umegat tossed the crow into the air, and et hisarms hang down. It squawked and spread its
wings, and fanned atall missing two festhers.

Dy Maroc held his arms widespread, hopefully, looking asif he wondered if he was dlowed to
tackle the creature out of the air asit swooped by him. Cazaril, about to cryCaz, Caz to be safe, was
suddenly overcome with theologica curiogity. He dready knew the truth—what e se might thistest
revea ? He stood till and straight, lips parted, and watched in disturbed fascination as the crow ignored
the open window and flapped straight to his shoulder.

“Wdl,” hesaid quietly toiit, asit dug in its claws and shifted from Sdeto side. “Wdll.” It tilted its
black beak, regarding him with expressionless, beady eyes.

Iselle and Betriz jumped up and down and whooped, hugging each other and nearly frightening the
bird off again. Dy Sandasmiled grimly. Dy Jirona gritted histeeth; dy Maroc |ooked faintly appalled.

Orico dusted his plump hands. “ Good. That settlesthat . Now, by the gods, | want my dinner.”

ISELLE, BETRIZ, AND DY SANDA SURROUNDED CAZARILIike an honor guard and
marched him out of las’s Tower to the courtyard.

“How did you know to cometo my rescue?’ Cazaril asked them. Surreptitioudy, he glanced up; no
crowswerecircling, just now.

“I had it from a page that you were to be arrested thismorning,” said dy Sanda, “and | went at
onceto theroyesse”

Cazaril wondered if dy Sanda, like himself, kept a private budget to pay for early news from
various observers around the Zangre. And why his own arrangements hadn’t worked atrifle better in
thiscase. “1 thank you, for covering my” —he swallowed the word,back —*blind sde. | should have
been dismissed by now, if you dl hadn’t come to stand up for me.”

“No thanks needed,” said dy Sanda. “1 believe you’ d have done as much for me.”

“My brother needed someoneto prop him,” said Isdle atrifle bitterly. “ Else he bows to whatever
force blows mogt proximately.”

Cazaril wastorn between commending her shrewdness and suppressing her frankness. He glanced
at dy Sanda. “How long—do you know—nhas this story about me been circulating in the court?’

He shrugged. “ Somefour or five days, | think.”

“Thiswasthefirstwe heard of it!” said Betriz indignantly.

Dy Sanda opened hishandsin apology. “Likely it seemed too raw athing to pour in your maiden
ears, my lady.”

Iselle scowled. Dy Sanda accepted reiterated thanks from Cazaril and took his leave to check on
Teidez.

Betriz, who had grown suddenly quiet, said in astifled voice, “Thiswas dl my fault, wasn'tit?
Dondo struck at you to avenge himself for the pig. Oh, Lord Caz, I’ msorry !”

“No, my lady,” said Cazaril firmly. “Thereis some old business between Dondo and me that goes
back to before . . . before Gotorget.” Her face lightened, to hisrdief; nevertheless, he seized the chance
to add prudently, “ Grant you, the prank with the pig didn’t help, and you should not do anything like that



agan.”
Betriz Sghed, but then smiled just alittle bit. “Wéll, he did stop pressing himsdf uponme. Soiit
helped that much.”

“I can’t deny that’ s abenefit, but . . . Dondo remains a powerful man. | beg you—both—to take
careto walk wide around him.”

Idle’ seyesflicked toward him. She said quietly, “We're under Sege here, aren’t we. Me, Teidez,
al our households”

“I trust,” sighed Cazaril, “it isnot quite so dire. Just go more carefully from now on, eh?’

He escorted them back to their chambersin the main block, but did not take up his caculations
again. Instead, he strode back down the stairs and out past the stables to the menagerie. He found
Umegat in the aviary, persuading the smal birdsto take dust bathsin abasin of ashes as proof againgt
lice. The neat Roknari, histabard protected by an apron, looked up at him and smiled.

Cazaril did not smile back. “Umegat,” he began without preamble, “I have to know. Did you pick
the crow, or did the crow pick you?’

“Doesit matter to you, my lord?’
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Cazail’ smouth opened, and shut. Hefinally began again, dmost pleadingly. “It was atrick, yes?
Y ou tricked them, by bringing the crow | feed at my window. The gods didn’t redlly reach into that
room, right?’

Umegat’ sbrowsrose. “ The Bastard is the most subtle of the gods, my lord. Merely because
something isatrick, isno guarantee you are not god-touched.” He added gpologeticdly, “I’ m afrad that’
sjust theway it works.” He chirped at the bright bird, apparently now donewith itsflutter in the ashes,
coaxed it onto his hand with a seed drawn from his apron pocket, and popped it back into its nearby

cage.
Cazaril followed, arguing, “It was the crow that | fed. Of courseit flew to me. Y ou feed it too, eh?’

“| feed al the sacred crows of Fonsa's Tower. So do the pages and ladies, the visitorsto the
Zangre, and the acolytes and divines of al the Temple housesin town. The miracle of those crowsisthat
they’renot dl grown too fat to fly.” With aneat twist of hiswrist, Umegat secured another bird and
tipped it into the ash bath.

Cazaril stood back from him as ashes puffed, and frowned. “Y ou’ re Roknari. Aren’t you of the
Quadrenefath?’

“No, my lord,” said Umegat serenely. “1’ ve been adevout Quintarian since my late youth.”
“Did you convert when you cameto Chaion?’

“No, when | was lill inthe Archipelago.”

“How . .. cameit about that you were not hanged for heresy?’

“I madeit to the ship to Brgjar before they caught me.” Umegat’ s smile crimped.

Indeed, he il had histhumbs. Cazaril’ s brows drew down, as he studied the man’ sfine-drawn
features. “What was your father, in the Archipeago?’

“Narrow-minded. Very pious, though, in hisfoursquare way.”
“That isnot what | meant.”



“I know, my lord. But he’ s been dead these twenty years. It doesn’t matter anymore. | am content
withwhat | am now.”

Cazaril scratched his beard, as Umegat traded for another bright bird. “How long have you been
head groom of this menagerie, then?”’

“From its beginning. About six years. | came with the leopard, and thefirst birds. We were agift.”
“Who from?’

“Oh, from the archdivine of Cardegoss, and the Order of the Bastard. Upon the occasion of the
roya’ s birthday, you see. Many fine animals have been added, since then.”

Cazaril digested that, for alittle. “Thisisavery unusud collection.”
“Yes, my lord.”

“How unusud?’

“Very unusud.”

“Canyoutdl memore?’

“I beg you will not ask me more, my lord.”

“Why not?’

“Because| do not wish to lieto you.”

“Why not?’ Everyone el se does.

Umegat drew in his bresth and smiled crookedly, watching Cazaril. “ Because, my lord, the crow
picked me.”

Cazail’ sreturn smile grew atrifle strained. He gave Umegat asmall bow and withdrew.

Cazaril was just exiting hisbedchamber on the way to breakfast, some three mornings later, when a
breathless page accosted him, grabbing him by the deeve.

“M’ lord dy Cazaril ! The castle warder begsyou *tend on him at once, in the courtyard!”
“Why?What’ sthe matter?” Obedient to this urgency, Cazaril swung into motion beside the boy.
“It’'s Ser dy Sanda. He was set upon last night by footpads, and robbed and stabbed!”

Cazail’ s stride lengthened. “How badly was he injured? Where does he lie?’

“Not injured, m’lord. San!”

Oh, gods, no.Cazaril |eft the page behind as he clattered down the staircase. He hurried into the
Zangre' sfront courtyard in time to see aman in the tabard of the constable of Cardegoss, and another
man dressed asafarmer, lower atiff form from the back of amule and lay it out on the cobbles. The
Zangre' s castle warder, frowning, squatted down by the body. A couple of the roya’ s guards watched
from afew pacesback, warily, asif knife wounds might prove contagious.

“What has happened?’ demanded Cazaril.

Thefarmer, in hiscourtier’ s garb taking, pulled off hiswool hat in asort of sdute. “I found him by
the riversde thismorning, sir, when | took my ceattle down to drink. Theriver curves—I often find things
hung up upon the shod. * Twas awagon whedl, last week. | always check. Not bodies too often, thank
the Mother of Mercy. Not since that poor lady who drowned hersdlf, two years back—" He and the
congtable’ s man exchanged nods of reminiscence. “ This one has not adrowned look.”

Dy Sanda’ strousers were still sodden, but his hair was done dripping. His tunic had been removed
by hisfinders—Cazaril saw the brocade folded up over the mule’ swithers. The mouths of hiswounds



had been cleaned of blood by the river water, and showed now as dark puckered ditsin hispae skin, in
his back, belly, neck. Cazaril counted over adozen strikes, deep and hard.

The castle warder, ditting on his hedl's, pointed to a bit of frayed cord knotted around dy Sanda’s
belt. “His purse was cut off. In ahurry, they were”

“But it wasn't just arobbery,” said Cazaril. “ One or two of these blowswould have put him on the
ground, stopped resistance. They didn’t need to . . . they were making sure of his death.” They orhe ?
No real way to know, but dy Sanda could not have been either easy or safe to bring down. He rather
thoughtthey . “1 suppose his sword was taken.” Had he ever had time to draw it? Or had the first blow
falen on him by surprise, from aman he waked beside in trust?

“Takenor lost intheriver,” said thefarmer. “Hewould not have floated down to me so soon if it
hed till been dragging him down.”

“Did he haveringsor jewelry?’ asked the constable’ sman.
The castle warder nodded. “ Several, and agold ear loop.” They were al gone now.

“I’1l want adescription of them dl, my lord,” the constable’ s man said, and the warder nodded
understanding.

“Y ou know where hewas found,” said Cazaril to the constable’ s man. “ Do you know where he
was attacked?’

The man shook his head. “Hard to say. Somewhere in the bottoms, maybe.” The lower end of
Cardegoss, both socialy and topographically, huddlied on both sides of the wall that ran between the
two rivers. “There are only half adozen places someone might pitch abody over the town walsand be
sure the stream would take it off. Some are more lonely than others. When did anyone here see him
let?

“I saw him at supper,” said Cazaril. “He said nothing to me about going into town.” Therewerea
couple of placesright herein the Zangre where abody might also be pitched into the riversbelow. . . .
“Has he broken bones?’

“Not as| fdt, Sr,” said the constable’ s man. Indeed, the pale corpse did not show great bruises.

Inquiry of the castle guards disclosed that dy Sanda had |eft the Zangre, alone and on foot, about
the mid-watch last night. Cazaril gave up abudding plan to check every foot of the castle’ sgreet lengths
of corridors and nichesfor new bloodstains. Later in the afternoon the constable’ s men found three
people who'’ d said they’ d seen the royse’ s secretary drinking in atavern in the bottoms, and depart
alone; one swore he’ d left staggering drunk. That witness, Cazaril would have liked to have had done
for atimein one of the Zangre' s stony, scream-absorbing cells off the old, old tunnels going down to the
rivers. Some better kind of truth might have been pounded out of him there. Cazaril had never seen dy
Sandadrink to drunkenness, ever.

It fell to Cazaril to inventory and pack dy Sanda’ s meager pile of worldly goods, to be sent off by
carter to the man’ s surviving older brother somewherein the provinces of Chaion. Whilethe city
constable’ s men searched the bottoms, futilely, Cazaril was sure, for the supposed footpads, Cazaril
turned out every scrap of paper in dy Sanda’sroom. But whatever lying assgnation had lured him to the
bottoms, he’d ether received verbaly or taken with him.

Dy Sanda having no relatives near enough to wait upon, the funeral was held the next day. The
services were somberly graced by both the royse and royesse and their households, so afew courtiers
anxiousfor their favor likewise attended. The ceremony of departure, held in the Son’ s chamber off the
main courtyard of the temple, was bri€f. It was borne in upon Cazaril what alonely man dy Sandahad
been. No friends thronged to the head of hishier to speak long eulogies for each other’ scomfort. Only
Cazaril spoke afew forma words of regret on behdf of the royesse, managing to get through them



without the embarrassment of referring to the paper, upon which he had so hastily composed them that
morning, tucked in hisdeeve.

Cazaril sood down from the bier to make way for the blessing of the animals, going to stand with
thelittle crowd of mourners before the dtar. Acolytes, dressed each in the colors of their chosen gods,
brought in their creatures and stood round the bier at five evenly spaced points. In country temples, the
most motley assortment of animaswas used for thisrite; Cazaril had once seeniit carried through—
successtully—for the dead daughter of apoor man by a single overworked acolyte with a basket of five
kittens with colored ribbonstied round their necks. The Roknari often used fish, though in the number of
four, not five; the Quadrene divines marked them with dye and interpreted the will of the gods by the
patterns they made swimming about in atub. Whatever the means used, the omen was the onetiny
miracle the gods granted every person, no matter how humble, at their last passing.

Thetemple of Cardegoss had the resources to command the most beautiful of sacred animals,
selected for gppropriate color and gender. The Daughter’ s acolyte in her blue robes had afinefemade
crested blue jay, new-hatched last spring. The Mother’ swoman in green held on her arm a greet green
bird, closerdative, Cazaril thought, to Umegat’ s prize in the roya’ s menagerie. The acolyte of the Sonin
his red-orange robes led a glorious young dog-fox, whose burnished coat seemed to glow likefirein the
somber shadows of the echoing, vaulted chamber. The Father’ s acolyte, in gray, wasled in by astout,
elderly, and immensely dignified gray wolf. Cazaril expected the Bastard’ s acolyte in her white robesto
bear one of Fonsa’ s sacred crows, but instead she cradled apair of plump, inquisitive-looking white rats
in her aims.

The divine progtrated himsdlf for the gods to make their sign, then stood back at dy Sanda’ s head.
The brightly robed acolytes each in turn urged their creatures forward. At ajerk of the acolyte’ swrist
the bluejay fluttered up, but then back down to her shoulder, as did the Mother’ sgreen bird. The
dog-fox, released from its copper chain, sniffed, trotted to the bier, whined, hopped up, and curled itsalf
at dy Sanda’ ssde. It rested its muzzle over the dead man’ s heart, and sighed deeply.

Thewolf, obvioudy very experienced in these matters, evinced no interest. The Bastard’ s acolyte
released her rats upon the paving stones, but they merely ran back up her deeve, nuzzled her ears, and
caught their clawsin her hair and had to be gently disengaged.

No surprisestoday. Unless persons had dedicated themselves especialy to another god, the
childless soul normally went to the Daughter or the Son, deceased parentsto the Mother or the Father.
Dy Sandawas a childless man and had ridden aslay dedicat of the Son’ smilitary order himsdlf in his
youth. It wasthe natural order of thingsthat his soul would be taken up by the Son. Although it was not
unknown for thismoment of afunerd to be the first notice surviving family had that the member they
buried had an unexpected child somewhere. The Bastard took up al of His own order—and dl those
souls disdained by the greater gods. The Bastard was the god of last resort, ultimate, if ambiguous,
refuge for those who had made disasters of their lives.

Obedient to the clear choice of Autumn’s elegant fox, the acolyte of the Son stepped forward to
close the ceremonies, calling down hisgod’ s specid blessing upon dy Sanda’ s sundered soul. The
mournersfiled past the bier and placed smdll offerings on the Son’ sdtar for the dead man’s sake.

Cazaril nearly drove hisfingernailsthrough his palms, watching Dondo dy Jirona go through the
motions of pious grief. Teidez was shocked and quiet, regretting, Cazaril hoped, dl the hot complaints he
"d hegped on hisrigid but loya secretary-tutor’ s head while helived; his offering was a notable heap of

gold.

Iselle and Betriz, too, were quiet, both then and later. They passed little comment upon the buzzing
court gossip that surrounded the murder, except for refusing invitationsto go into town and finding
excuses to check on Cazaril’ s continued existence four or five times of an evening.



The court murmured over the mystery. New and more draconian punishments were mooted for
such dangerous, lowlife scum as cutpurses and footpads. Cazaril said nothing. There was no mystery in
dy Sanda’ s death to him, except how to bring home its proof to the Jironals. He turned it over and over
in hismind, but the way defeated him. He dared not start the process until he had every step laid clear to
the end, or he might aswdll dit his own throat and be donewithiit.

Unless, he decided, some luckless footpad or cutpurse was fasaly accused. Then hewould . . .
what? What washis word worth now, after the misfired dander about hisflogging scars? Most of the
court had been impressed by the testimony of the crow—some had not. Easy enough to tell which was
which, by the way some gentlemen drew aside their cloaks from Cazaril, or ladies recoiled from his
touch. But no sacrificia peasants were brought forth by the constable’ s office, and the revived gaiety of
the court closed over the unpleasant incident like a scab over awound.

Teidez was assigned a new secretary, hand-selected from the roya’ s own Chancellery by the senior
dy Jrona himsdf. He was anarrow-faced fellow, atogether the chancellor’ s creature, and he made no
move to make friends with Cazaril. Dondo dy Jirona publicly undertook to distract the young royse
from his sorrow by providing him with the most delectable entertainments. Just how delectable, Cazaril
had all too good aview of, watching the drabs and ripe comrades passin and out of Teidez’s chamber
late at night. Once, Teldez ssumbled into Cazaril’ s room, apparently not able to tell one door from
another, and vomited about a quart of red wine at hisfeet. Cazaril guided him, sick and blind, back to
his servantsfor cleanup.

Cazail’ smost troubled moment, however, was the evening his eye caught agreen glint on the hand
of Teldez' s guard captain, the man who had ridden with them from Baocia. Who before riding out had
sworn to mother and grandmother, formaly and on one knee, to guard both young people with hislife
... Cazaril’ s hand snaked out to grab the captain’ s hand in passing, bringing him up short. He gazed
down at the familiar flat-cut stone.

“Nicering,” he sad after amoment.

The captain pulled his hand back, frowning. “I thought so.”

“I hopeyou didn’t pay too much for it. | believe the soneisfase.”
“Itisatrue emerad, my lord!”

“If | wereyou, I’ d haveit to agem-cutter, and check. It’ sacontinuing source of amazement to me,
theliestha men will tdll these daysfor their profit.”

The captain covered one hand with the other. “1tisagood ring.”
“Compared to what you traded for it, I’d say it istrash.”

The captain’ slips pressed closed. He shrugged away and stalked off.
If thisis a siege, thought Cazaril,we’'relosing .

THE WEATHER TURNED CHILL AND RAINY, THE RIVERSswdling, asthe Son’s season
ran toward its close. At the musicale after supper one sodden evening, Orico leaned over to hissigter,
and murmured, “Bring your people to the throne room tomorrow at noon, and attend dy Jirond’s
invedtiture. I’ Il have some happy announcements afterward to make to the whole court. And wear your
most festive raiment. Oh, and your pearls—L ord Dondo was saying only last night, he never seesyou
wear hispearls.”

“I do not think they becomeme,” Isdlereplied. She glanced sdeways at Cazaril, seated nearby,
and then down at her handstightening in her lap.

“Nonsense, how can pearls not become any maiden?’ Theroya sat back to applaud the sprightly
piecejust ending.



Iselle kept her lips closed upon this suggestion until Cazaril had escorted hisladiesasfar ashis
office antechamber. He was about to bid them to deep well, and depart, yawning, to his own bed, when
sheburgt out, “I amnot wearing that thief Lord Dondo’ s pearls. | would give them back to the Daughter’
sOrder, but | swear they would be an insult to the goddess. They’re tainted. Cazaril, what can | do with
them?’

“The Bagtard isnot afussy god. Give them to the divine of hisfoundling hospitd, to sdl for the
orphans” he suggested.

Her lips curved. “Wouldn’ tthat annoy Lord Dondo. And he couldn’t even protest! Good idea.
Y ou shd take them to the orphans, with my goodwill. And for tomorrow—I’ 1l wear my red velvet
vest-cloak over my white silk gown, that will certainly be festive, and my garnet set Mama gave me.
None can chide mefor wearing my mother’ sjewes.”

Nan dy Vrit said, “But what do you suppose your brother meant by happy announcements ? Y ou
don’t think he’ s determined upon your betrotha aready, do you?’

Isdllewent ill, blinking, but then said decisivdy, “No. It can’t be. There must be months of
negotiations firs—ambassadors, | etters, exchanges of presents, treaties for the dowry—andmy assent
won. My portrait taken. And Iwill have aportrait of the man, whoever he may turn out to be. A true
and honest portrait, by an artist | send mysdlf. If my princeisfat, or squinty, or bad, or hasalip that
hangsloose, so beit, but | will not beliedtoin paint.”

Betriz made aface at the image this conjured. “1 do hope you'’ Il win ahandsome lord, when the
time doescome.”

Isdlle sighed. “It would be nice, but given most of the greeat lords |’ ve seen, not likdly. | should settle
for hedthy, | think, and not plague the gods with impossible prayers. Hedthy, and a Quintarian.”

“Very sensble” Cazaril put in, encouraging this practica frame of mind with an eyeto easing hislife
in the near future.

Betriz said uneasily, “ There have been agreat many envoys from the Roknari princedomsin and out
of court thisfdl.”

Isdle’ smouth tightened. “Mm.”
“There are not agreat many Quintarian choices, anongst the highest lords,” Cazaril conceded.
“Theroyaof Brgar isawidower again,” Nan dy Vrit put in, pursing her lipsin doubt.

Isdlle waved thisaway. “ Surdly not. He' sfifty-seven years old, has gout, and he dready has an helr
full-grown and married. Where' sthe point of my having ason friendly to his Uncle Orico—or hisUncle
Teidez, if it should chance so—if he' snot ruling hisland?’

“There’ sBrgar’ sgrandson,” said Cazaril.
“Sevenyearsold! I’ d have to wait seven more years—"
Not, Cazaril thought,altogether a bad thing.

“Now istoo soon, but that istoo long. Anything could happen in seven years. People die, countries
gotowar...”

“It’strue,” said Nan dy Vrit, “your father Royalas betrothed you at the age of two to a Roknari
prince, but the poor lad took afever and died soon after, so that never came to anything. Or you would
have been taken off to his princedom these two years ago.”

Betriz sad, alittleteasingly, “ The Fox of Ibra’sawidower, too.”
Iselle choked. “ He' sover saventy!”



“Not fat, though. And | suppose you wouldn’t have to endure him for very long.”

“Ha He could live another twenty yearsjust for spite, | think—he’ sfull enough of it. And hisHeir is
married, too. | think his second son isthe only roysein the landswho’ s near to my age, and he’ snot the
heir.”

“Youwon'’t be offered an lbran this year, Royesse,” said Cazaril. “ The Fox is exceedingly wroth
with Orico for hisclumsy meddling in the war in South Ibra.”

“Yes, but . . . they say dl the lbran high lords are trained as naval officers,” said Isdlle, taking on an
introspective look.

“Well, and how useful isthat likely to beto Orico?’ Nan dy Vrit snorted. “Chalion has not one yard
of coadtline”

“Toour codt,” |sale murmured.

Cazaril said regretfully, “When we had Gotorget, and held those passes, we were dmost in position
to swoop down and take the port of Visping. We'velost that leverage now . . . well, anyway. My best
guess, Royesse, isthat you are destined for alord of Darthaca. So let’ s spend alittle more time on those
declensonsthis coming week, en?’

Iselle made aface, but sighed assent. Cazaril smiled and bowed himself out. If shewas not to
espouse aruling roya, he wouldn’t atogether mind a Darthacan border lord for I1sdlle, he thought as he
made hisway down the sairs. At least alord of one of its warmer northern provinces. Either power or
distance would do to protect Isdlefrom the. . . difficulties, of the court of Chalion. And the sooner, the
better.

For her, or for you?
For both of us.

FORALL THATNAN DYVRIT PUT HER HAND OV ERher eyes and winced, Cazaril thought
Iselle looked very bright and warm in her carmine robes, with her amber curls cascading down her back
nearly to her waist. Given the hint, he wore ared brocade tunic that had been the old provincar’ sand his
white wool vest-cloak. Betriz, too, wore her favorite red; Nan, claiming eyestrain, had chosen a sober
black and white. The reds clashed atrifle, but they certainly defied therain.

They dl scurried across the wet cobblesto las’ s greet tower block. The crows from Fonsa's
Tower were dl goneto roost—no, not quite. Cazaril ducked as a certain foolish bird missing two
feathersfromitstall swooped down out of the drizzling mist past him, cawing,Caz, Cazl With aneyeto
defending hiswhite cloak from birdish deposits, he fended it off. It circled back up to the ruined dates,
screeching sadly.

Orico’ sred brocade throne room was brilliantly lit with wall sconces againgt the autumn gray; two
or three dozen courtiers and ladieswarmed it thoroughly. Orico wore hisformal robes, and his crown,
but Royina Sarawas not at his Sde today. Teidez was given aseat in alower chair a Orico’ sright hand.

Theroyesse’s party kissed his hands and took their places, Isdlein asmaller chair to the left of Sara
'sempty one, the rest standing. Orico, smiling, began the day’ slargesse by awarding Teidez the
revenues of four more roya townsfor the support of his household, for which hisyounger haf brother
thanked him with proper hand-kisses and a brief set-speech. Dondo had not kept the royse up last night,
s0 he was |ooking much less green and seedy than usud.

Orico then motioned his chancellor to hisroya knee. As had been announced, the roya awarded
the letters and sword, and received the oath, that made the senior dy Jirona into the provincar of 1ldar.
Severd of Ildar’sminor lords knelt and took oath in turn to dy Jirond. It was less expected when the
two turned round at once and transferred the marchship of Jirond, together with itstowns and tax



revenues, immediately to Lord—now March—Dondo.

Isalle was surprised, but obvioudy pleased, when her brother next awarded her the revenues of six
towns for the support of her household. Not before time, to be sure—her dlowancetill now had been
notably scant for aroyesse. She thanked him prettily, while Cazaril’ s brain lurched into caculation.
Might Isdlle afford her own guard company, instead of the loan of men from Baociashe’ d shared till
now with Teidez? And might Cazaril choose them himsdlf? Could she take ahouse of her own in town,
protected by her own people? Isale returned to her chair on the dais and arranged her sirts, acertain
tension easing from her face that had not been apparent till its absence.

Orico cleared histhroat. “I’ m pleased to come to the happiest of thisday’ srewards, well merited,
and, er, much-desired. Isdlle, up—" Orico stood, and held out his hand to his haf sister; puzzled but
smiling, she rose and stood with him before the dais.

“March dy Jrond, comeforth,” Orico continued. Lord Dondo, in the full robes of the Daughter’s
holy generaship and with apagein dy Jrona livery at hisheds, came and stood at Orico’ s other hand.
The skin on the back of Cazaril’ s neck began to creep, as he watched from the side of the room.What
isOricoabout . . . ?

“My much-beloved and loyd Chancellor and Provincar dy Jirond has begged a boon of blood
from my house, and upon meditation, | have concluded it gives my heart joy to comply.” Hedidn’t look
joyful. He looked nervous. “He has asked for the hand of my sister Isellefor his brother, the new march.
Fredly do | betroth and bestow it.” He turned Dondo’ sthick hand pam up, Isdle’ sdim one palm down,
pressed them together at the height of his chest, and stepped back.

Isdle’ sface drained of color and dl expression. She stood utterly till, staring across at Dondo as
though she could not believe her senses. The blood thudded in Cazaril’ s ears, almost roaring, and he
could hardly draw hisbreath.No, no, no . . . !

“Asabetrotha gift, my dear Royesse, | have guessed what your heart most desired to complete
your trousseau,” Dondo told her, and motioned his page forward.

Isdle, regarding him with that same frozen stare, said, “Y ou guessed | wanted acoadtal city with an
excdlent harbor?’

Dondo, momentarily taken aback, choked out a hearty laugh, and turned from her. The page
flipped open the tooled |eather box, revealing a delicate pearl-and-silver tiara, and Dondo reached in to
hold it up before the eyes of the court. A smattering of gpplause ran through the crowd from hisfriends.
Cazail’ s hand clenched on his sword hilt. If hedrew and lunged . . . he’d be struck down before he
made it across the throne room.

As Dondo raised the tiara high to bring down upon Iselle’ s head, sherecoiled like ashying horse. “
Orico...”

“This betrothal ismy will and desire, dear sister,” said Orico, in edged tones.

Dondo, apparently unwilling to chase her about the room with the tiara, paused, and shot a
meaningful glance at theroya.

Isdlle swalowed. It was clear her mind was frantically churning over responses. She’ d stifled her
first scream of outrage, and had not the trick of falling down in aconvincing dead faint. She stood
trapped and conscious. “ Sire. Asthe provincar of Labran said when the forces of the Golden Genera
poured over hiswadls. . . thisisentirely asurprise.”

A very hesitant titter ran through the courtiers at thiswitticism.
Her voice lowered, and she murmured through her teeth, “ Y ou didn’t tdl me. You didn’task me.”
Orico returned, equaly sotto voce, “We'll talk of it after this”



After another frozen moment, she accepted thiswith asmall nod. Dondo managed to complete his
divestiture of the pearl tiara. He bent and kissed her hand. Wisdly, he did not demand the usua return
kiss, from the look of astonished loathing on Isdle’ sface, there seemed a good chance she might have
bitten him.

Orico’ s court divine, in the seasond robes of the Brother, stepped forward and called down a
blessing upon the pair from al the gods.

Orico announced, “In three days’ time, wewill al meet again here and witness this union sworn and
celebrated. Thank you all.”

“Three days Three days! ” said Isdlle, her voice breaking for thefirgt time. “Don’t you mean three
years, sre?”

“Threedays,” said Orico. “Prepare yoursalf.” He prepared himself to duck out of the throne room,
motioning his servants about him. Most of the courtiers departed with the dy Jronds, offering

congratulaions. A few of the more boldly curiouslingered, ears pricking for the conversation between
brother and sster.

“What, inthreedays ! Thereisnot even time to send acourier to Baocia, let doneto have any reply
from my mother or grandmother—"

“Y our mother, asdl know, istoo ill to stand the strain of atrip to court, and your grandmother must
stay in Vaendato attend upon her.”

“But | don’t—" She found hersalf addressing the broad royal back, as Orico scurried from the
throne room.

She plunged after him into the next chamber, Betriz, Nan, and Cazaril following anxioudy. “But
Orico, | don’twish to marry Dondo dy Jirond!”

“A lady of your rank does not marry to please hersdlf, but to bring advantage to her house,” hetold
her sternly, when she brought him to bay only by dint of rushing around in front of him and planting
hersdf in his path.

“Isthat indeed s0? Then perhaps you can explain to me what advantage it brings to the House of
Chdlion to throw me—towaste me—upon the younger son of aminor lord? My hushand should have
brought usaroyacy for hisdowry!”

“Thisbindsthe dy Jronasto me—and to Teidez.”
“Say rather, it binds usto them! The advantageisatrifle one-sded, | think!”

“Y ou said you did not wish to marry aRoknari prince, and | have not given you to one. And it wasn
"t for lack of offers—I’ ve refused two this season. Think on that, and be grateful, dear sister!”

Cazaril wasn't sureif Orico wasthreatening or pleading.

Hewent on, “You didn’t wish to leave Chalion. Very wdll, you shal not leave Chdion. Y ou wanted
to marry a Quintarian lord—I have given you one, aholy genera at that! Besides,” hewent onwith a
petulant shrug, “if | gave you to a power too close to my borders, they might use you as an excuseto
clam some of my lands. | do wdll, with this, for the future peace of Chdion.”

“Lord Dondo isforty yearsold! He’ sacorrupt, impiousthief! An embezzler! A libertine! Worse!
Orico, youcannot do thisto me!” Her voice wasrising.

“I’ll not hear you,” said Orico, and actually put his hands over hisears. “ Three days. Compaose your
mind and see to your wardrobe.” Hefled her asif she were aburning tower. “I’ [l not hear thid”

He meant it. Four times that afternoon she attempted to seek him in his quartersto further her plea,
and four times he had his guards repulse her. After that, he rode out of the Zangre atogether, to take up



resdence in ahunting lodge deep in the oak woods, amove of remarkable cowardice. Cazaril could
only hopeitsroof lesked icy rain on theroya head.

Cazaril dept badly that night. Venturing upstairs in the morning, he found three frayed women who
appeared to have not dept at all.

Isdlle, heavy-eyed, drew him by the deeveinto her sitting chamber, sat him down on the window
sedt, and lowered her voice to afierce whisper.

“Cazaril. Can you get four horses? Or three? Or two, or even one? |’ ve thought it through. | spent
al night thinking it through. The only answer istofly.”

He sighed. “I thought it through, too. First, | am watched. When | went to leave the Zangre last
night, two of theroya’ s guards followed me. To protect me, they said. | might be able to kill or bribe one
—I doubt two.”

“We could ride out asif we were hunting,” argued Isdlle.

“Intherain?’ Cazaril gestured to the steady mizzle still coming down outside the high window,
fogging the valey so that one could not even see the river below, turning the bare tree branches to black
ink marksin thegray. “And even if they let usride out, they’ d be sure to send an armed escort.”

“If we could get any kind of ahead start—"

“And if we could, what then? If—whenl—they overtook us on the road, the first thing they would
doispull mefrom my horse and cut off my head, and leave my body for the foxes and crows. And then
they would take you back. And if by some miracle they didn’t catch us, where would we go?’

“A border. Any border.”

“Brgjar and South Ibrawould send you right back, to please Orico. The five princedoms or the
Fox of Ibrawould take you hostage. Darthaca. . . presupposes we could make it across haf of Chalion
and all of South Ibra. | fear not, Royesse.”

“What else can | do?’ Her young voice was edged with desperation.

“No one can force amarriage. Both parties must fredly assent before the gods. If you have the
courage to smply stand there and sayNo , it cannot go forth. Can you not find it in yoursdlf to do so?’

Her lipstightened. “ Of course | could. Then what? Now | think you are the one who has not
thought it through. Do you think Lord Dondo would just give up, &t that point?’

He shook hishead. “It’snot vaid if they forceit, and everyone knowsit. Just hold on to that
thought.”
She shook her head in something between grief and exasperation. “Y ou don’t understand.”

He' d have taken that for the wail of youth everywhere, till Dondo himsdf came that afternoon to the
royesse’ s chamber to persuade his betrothed to a more seemly compliance. The doors were |eft open to
the royesse’ s Sitting room, but an armed guard stood at each, keeping back both Cazaril on one side
and Nan dy Vrit and Betriz on the other. He did not catch one word in three of the furious undervoiced
argument that raged between the thickset courtier and the red-haired maiden. But at the end of it Dondo
stalked out with alook of savage satisfaction on hisface, and Iselle collgpsed on the window seat nearly
unable to breathe, so torn was she between terror and fury.

She clutched Betriz and choked out, “He said . . . if | did not make the responses, he would take
me anyway. | said, Orico would never let you rape hissster. He said, why not? He let us rape hiswife,
When Royina Sarawould not conceive, and could not conceive, and Orico was too impotent to get a
bastard no matter how many ladies and maidens and whores they brought to him, and, and even more
disgugting things, the Jrondsfinaly persuaded him to let them in upon her, and try . . . Dondo said, he



and his brother tried every night for ayear, one a atime or both together, till she threatened to kill
hersdlf. He said hewould roger metill he’d planted hisfruit in my womb, and when | wasripeto
burdting, I’ d hang on him as husband hard enough.” She blinked blurry eyes a Cazaril, her lips drawn
back on clenched teeth. “He said, my belly would grow very big indeed, because | am short. How much
courage do | need for that smpleNo , Cazaril, do you think? And what happens when courage makes
no differencea dl, a dl?’

I thought the only place that courage didn’t matter was on a Roknari slave galley. | was
wrong.He whispered abjectly, “I do not know, Royesse.”

Trapped and desperate, shefell to fasting and prayer; Nan and Betriz hel ped to set up aportable
dtar to the godsin her chambers and collected al the symbols of the Lady of Spring they could find to
decorateit. Cazaril, trailed by histwo guards, walked down into Cardegoss and found a flower-seller
with forced violets, out of season, and brought them back to put in aglassjar of water on the dtar. He
felt stupid and hel pless, though the royesse dropped atear on his hand when she thanked him. Taking
neither food nor drink, she lay back down on the floor in the attitude of deepest supplication, so like
Royinalstawhen Cazaril had first caught sight of her in the Provincara’ s ancestors’ hal that hewas
unnerved, and fled the room. He spent hours, walking about the Zangre, trying to think, thinking only of
horrors.

Late that evening, the Lady Betriz caled him up to the office antechamber that wasrapidly
becoming a place of hectic nightmare.

“1 have the answer!” shetold him. “ Cazaril, teach me how to kill aman with aknife.”
“What?’

“Dondo’ s guards know enough not to let you closeto him. But | will be standing beside Isdlleon
her wedding morning, to be her witness, and make the responses. No one will expect it of me . I’ll hide
the knife in my bodice. When Dondo comes close, and bends to kiss her hand, | can strike at him, two,
three times before anyone can stop me. But | don’t know just how and where to cut, to be sure. The
neck, yes, but what part?” Earnestly, she drew aheavy dirk out from behind her skirtsand held it out to
him. “ Show me. We can practice, till | haveit very smooth and fast.”

“Gods, no, Lady Betriz! Give up thismad plan! They would strike you down—they’ dhang you,
afterward!”

“Provided only | was ableto kill Dondo first, I’ d go gladly to the gdlows. | sworeto guard Isdlle
with my life. Wdll, s0.” Her brown eyes burned in her white face.

“No,” he said firmly, taking the knife and not giving it back. Where had she obtained it, anyway?
“Thisisno work for awoman.”

“I’d say it’swork for whoever has a chance at it. My chanceis best. Show me!”
“Look, no. Just . . . wait. I'll, 1"l try something, find what | can do.”

“Canyou kill Dondo?Isdleisin there praying to the Lady to day either her or Dondo before the
wedding, she doesn’t care anymore which. Well,I carewhich. | think it should be Dondo.”

“I entirely agree. Look, Lady Betriz. Walt, just wait. I’ll seewhat | can do.”
If the gods will not answer your prayers, Lady Iselle, by the gods | will try to.

He spent hours the following day, the last before the marriage, trying to stalk Lord Dondo through
the Zangre like aboar in aforest of stone. He never got within striking distance. In midafternoon, Dondo
returned to the Jironals’ great palace in town, and Cazaril could not get past itswalls or gates. The
second time Dondo’ s bravos threw him out, one held him while another struck him enough timesin the
chegt, belly, and groin to make hisreturn to the Zangre adow weave, supporting himsdlf like adrunk



with ahand out to nearby wals. The roya’ s guards, whom he had scraped off in a dodge through
Cardegoss' sdleys, arrived in time to watch both the beating and the crawl home. They did not interfere
with ether.

Inaburst of ingpiration, he bethought himself of the secret passage that had run between the Zangre
and the Jronds’ great palace when it had been the property of Lord dy Lutez. lasand dy Lutez had
been reputed to use it daily, for conference, or nightly, for assignations of love, depending on theteller.
The tunnel, he discovered, was now about as secret as Cardegoss’s main street, and had guards on both
ends, and locked doors. His attempt at bribery won him shoves and curses, and the threat of another
besting.

Some assassin | am, he thought bitterly, as he reeled into his bedchamber as dusk descended, and
fdll groaning into his bed. Head pounding, body aching, helay Hill for atime, then at last roused himsdlf
enough to light a candle. He ought to go upstairs, and check on hisladies, but he didn’t think he could
bear the weeping. Or the reporting of hisfailureto Betriz, or what she would demand of him after that. If
he could not kill Dondo, what right had heto try to thwart her effort?

I would gladly die, if only I could stop this abomination tomorrow . . .
Do you mean that?

He sat iffly, wondering if that last voice was quite his own. Histongue had moved alittle behind
hislips, asusud for when he was babbling to himsdif. Yes

He lurched around to the end of his bed, fdll to hisknees, and flipped open the lid of histrunk. He
dived down amongst the folded garments, scented with cloves as proof against moths, until he cameto a
black velvet vest-cloak folded around abrown wool robe. Folded around a ciphered notebook that he
had never finished deciphering when the crooked judge had fled Vadenda, that it had seemed too late to
return to the Temple without embarrassing explanations. Feverishly, he drew it out, and lit more candles.
There’s not much time left . About athird of it wasleft untrandated. Forget all the failed
experiments. Go to the last page, eh?

Evenin the bad cipher, the wool merchant’ s despair camethrough, in akind of strange shining
smplicity. Eschewing dl his previous bizarre elaborations, he had turned at the last not to magic, but to
plain prayer. Rat and crow only to carry the plea, candles only to light hisway, herbs only to lift his heart
with their scents, and compose his mind to purity of will; awill then put aside, laid wholehearted on the
god’sdtar.Help me. Help me. Help me.

Those were the last words entered in the notebook.

| can do that, thought Cazaril in wonder.

Andif hefaled. . . therewould till be Betriz and her knife.

I will not fail. 1" ve failed practically everything else in my life. I will not fail death.
He dipped the book under his pillow, locked his door behind him, and went to find a page.

The deepy boy he selected was waiting in the corridor upon the pleasure of thelords and ladies at
their dinner in Orico’ s banqueting hall, where Isdle’ s nonappearance was doubtless the subject of much
gossip, not even kept to awhisper snce none of the principals were present. Dondo roistered privately
in his palace with his hangers-on; Orico gtill cowered out in the woods.

Hefished agold royd from his purse and held it up, smiling through the O of histhumb and finger.
“Hey, boy. Would you liketo earn aroyd?’

The Zangre pages had learned to be wary; aroya was enough to buy sometruly intimate services
from those who sold such. And enough to be a caution, to those who didn’t care to play those games.
“Doing what, my lord?’



“Catchmearat.”
“A rat, my lord? Why?’

Ah. Why.Why, so that | can work the crime of death magic upon the second most powerful
lord in Chalion, of course! No.

Cazaril leaned his shoulders againgt thewall, and smiled down confidingly. “When | wasin the
fortress of Gotorget, during the siege three years ago—did you know | wasits commander? until my
brave generd sold it out from under us, that is—we learned to est rats. Tadly little things, if you could
catch enough of them. | really missthe flavor of agood, candle-roasted rat haunch. Catch me aredly
big, fat one, and there will be another to match this.” Cazaril dropped the coin in the page’ shand, and
licked hislips, wondering how crazed he looked right now. The page was edging farther from him. “Y ou
know where my chamber is?’

“Yes, m'lord?’

“Bring it there. In abag. Quick asyou can. I'mhungry.” Cazaril lurched off, laughing. Redlly
laughing, not feigning it. A weird, wild exhilaration filled his heart.

It lasted until he reached his bedchamber again and sat to plan the rest of hisploy, hisdark prayer,
hissuicide. It was night; the crow would not fly to hiswindow &t night, even for the piece of bread he’d
snatched from the banqueting hdl before returning to the main block. He turned the bread roll over in his
hands. The crows roosted in Fonsa’s Tower. If they wouldn’t fly to him, he could crawl to them, over
the roof dates. Siding in the dark? And then back to his chamber, with a squawking bundle under his
am?

No. Let the bundle be the bagged rat. If he did the deed there, in the shadow of the broken roof
upon whatever scorched and shaking platform still stood inside, he’ d only have to make thetrip one
way. And . . . death magic had worked there once before, en? Spectacularly, for Isdle’ s grandfather.
Would Fonsa’ s spirit lend hisaid to his granddaughter’ s unholy soldier? His tower was afraught place,
sacred to the Bastard and his pets, especidly at night, midnight in the cold rain. Cazaril’ s body need
never be found, nor buried. The crows could feast upon hisremains, fair trade for the depredation he
planned upon their poor comrade. Animals were innocent, even the gridy crows; that innocence surely
madethem dl alittle sacred.

The dubious page arrived much quicker than Cazaril had thought he might, with awriggling bag.
Cazaril checked its contents—the snapping, hissing rat must have weighed apound and ahaf—and paid
up. The page pocketed his coin and walked off, staring over his shoulder. Cazaril fastened the mouth of
the bag tight and locked it in his chest to prevent the condemned prisoner’ s escape.

He put off his courtier’ s garb and put on the robe and vest-cloak the wool merchant had died in,
just for luck. Boots, shoes, barefoot? Which would be more secure, upon the dippery stones and dates?
Barefoot, he decided. But he dipped on his shoesfor onelast, practica expedition.

“Betriz?’ he whispered loudly through the door of his office antechamber. “Lady Betriz?| know it’s
late—can you come out to me?’

Shewas il fully dressed for the day, still pale and exhausted. Shelet him grip her hands, and
leaned her forehead briefly againgt his chest. The warm scent of her hair took him back for adizzy
ingtant to his second day in Vadenda, standing by her in the Temple crowd. The only thing unchanged
from that happy hour was her loyalty.

“How does the Royesse?’ Cazaril asked her.

She looked up, in the dim candlelight. “ She prays unceasingly to the Daughter. She has not eaten or
drunk since yesterday. | don’t know where the gods are, nor why they have abandoned us.”



“I couldn’t kill Dondo today. | couldn’t get near him.”
“I"d guessed as much. Or we would have heard something.”

“I have one morething totry. If it doesn’t work . . . I'll returnin the morning, and we’ | see what we
can do with your knife. But | just wanted you to know . . . if | don’t come back inthe morning, I’ mal
right. And not to worry about me, or look for me.”

“You' re not abandoning us?’ Her hands spasmed around his.

“No, never.”

Sheblinked. “1 don’t understand.”

“That’ sdl right. Take care of Isdle. Don't trust the Chancellor dy Jrond, ever.”
“I don’t need you to tell methat .”

“There’ smore. My friend Pdlli, the March dy Pdliar, knows the true story of how | was betrayed
after Gotorget. How | came to be enemieswith Dondo . . . won’t matter, but Isdle should know, his
elder brother deliberately struck me from thelist of men to be ransomed, to betray meto the galleysand
my degth. There’ sno doubt. | saw theligt, in hisown hand, which | knew well from hismilitary orders.”

She hissed through clenched teeth. “ Can nothing be done?

“I doubt it. If it could be proved, some half the lords of Chaion would likely refuseto ride under his
banner thereafter. Maybe it would be enough to topple him. Or not. It’saquarrel Isellecan storeupin
her quiver; someday she may be abletofireit.” He stared down at her face, turned up to his, ivory and
coral and deep, deep ebony eyes, hugein the dim light. Awkwardly, he bent and kissed her.

Her breath stopped, then she laughed in startlement and put her hand to her mouth. “I”’m sorry.
Y our beard scratches.”

“I ... forgiveme. Pdli would make you amaost honorable husband, if you'reinclinedto him. He's
very true. Astrueasyou. Tell him | said s0.”

“Cazaril, what are you—"
Nan dy Vrit cdled from the Royesse’ s chambers, “ Betriz? Come here, please?’
He must part with everything now, even regret. He kissed her hands, and fled.

THE NIGHT SCRAMBLE OVER THE ROOF OF THE ZANGRE, from main block to Fonsa’'s
Tower, was every bit as ssomach-churning as Cazaril had anticipated. It was ill raining. The moon
shonefitfully behind the clouds, but its gloomy radiance didn’t help much. The footing was ether gritty or
breath-catchingly dippery under his naked soles, and numbingly cold. The worst part wasthefind little
jump across about six feet to the top of the round tower. Fortunately, the legp was angled down and not
up, and hedidn’t end asimple suicide, wasted, spattered on the cobbles far below.

Bag jerking in hishand, breath whistling past his cold lips, he haf squatted, trembling, after the
jump, leaning into abank of roof dates dick with rain beneath his hands. He pictured one working loose,
shattering on the stones below, drawing the guards’ attention upward. . . . Slowly, he worked hisway
around until the dark gap of the open roof yawned beside him. He sat on the edge, and felt with hisfeet.
He could touch no solid surface. He waited for alittle moonlight; wasthat afloor, down there? Or a bit
of rail? A crow muttered, in the dark.

He spent the next ten minutes, teetering, hands shaking, trying to light the candle stub from his
pocket, by fed, with flint and tinder in hislap. He burned himself, but won alittle flame at last.

It wasarail, and abit of crude flooring. Someone had built up heavy timbering insde the tower
after thefire, to work on some reinforcement of the stones so they didn’t fall down on people’s heads,



presumably. Cazaril held his breath and dropped to asolid, if smal and splintery, platform. He wedged
his candle stub in a gap between two boards and lit another from it, got out his bread and Betriz's
razor-edged dirk, and stared around. Catch a crow. Right. It had sounded so smple, back in his
bedchamber. He couldn’t evensee the crowsin these flickering shadows.

A flap by hishead, asacrow landed on therailing, nearly stopped his heart. Shivering, he held out
ahit of bread. It snatched the fragment from his hand and flew off again. Cazaril cursed, then drew some
deep bresths and organized himself. Bread. Knife. Candles. Wriggling cloth bag. Man on hisknees.
Serenity in hisheart? Hardly.

Help me. Help me. Help me.

The crow, or itstwin brother, returned. “ Caz, Caz!” it cried, not very loudly. But the sound echoed
down the tower and back up, weirdly resonant.

“Right,” huffed Cazaril. “Right.”

Hewrestled the rat from its bag, laid the knife againgt its throat, and whispered, “Run to your lord
with my prayer.” Sharp and quick, helet itslifeblood out; the warm dark liquid ran over hishand. He
laid the little corpse down at hisknee.

He held out hisarm to his crow; it hopped aboard, and bent to lap the rat blood from his hand. Its
black tongue, darting out, startled him so much that he flinched, and nearly lost the bird again. Hefolded
its body under hisarm, and kissed it on the head. “ Forgive me. My need is greet. Maybe the Bastard
will feed you the bread of the gods, and you can ride on His shoulder, when you reach Him. Fly to your
lord with my prayer.” A quick twist broke the crow’ sneck. It fluttered briefly, quivering, then went till
in hishands. Helad it down in front of his other knee.

“Lord Bastard, god of justice when justicefails, of baance, of dl things out of season, of my need.
For dy Sanda. For Isdlle. For al who love her—L ady Betriz, Royinalsta, the old Provincara. For the
mess on my back. For truth againgt lies. Receive my prayer.” He had no ideaif those were the right
words, or if there were any right words. His breath was coming short; maybe he was crying. Surely he
was crying. He found himsalf bending over the dead animas. A terrible pain was starting in hisbelly,
cramping, burning in hisgut. Oh. He hadn’t known thiswas going tohurt . . .

Anyway, it’s a better death than from a flight of Brajaran crossbow boltsin my ass on the
galley, for no reason.

Politely, he remembered to say, “For your blessings, too, we thank you, god of the unseason,” just
likein hisbedside prayersasaboy.

Help me, help me, help me.
Oh.
The candle flames guttered and died. The dark world darkened further, and went out.

Cazail’ s eyes pulled open againstthe glue that rimmed their lids. He stared up without
comprehension a aragged gray rift in the sky, framed in black. He licked crusted lips, and swallowed.
Helay on hisback on hard boards—the bracing frame insde Fonsa’ s Tower. Recollection of the night
came rushing back to him.

I live.
Therefore, | have failed.

Hisright hand, reaching blindly about him, encountered an inert little mound of cold feathers, and
recoiled. He lay panting in remembered terror. A cramp gnawed his gut, adull ache. He was shivering,
damp, chilled through, as cold as any corpse. But not a corpse. He breathed. And o, likewise, must



Dondo dy Jrona, on . . . wasthis hiswedding morning?

Ashiseyes dowly adjusted, he saw he was not aone. Lined up along the cruderrail that bounded
the workmen’ s platform, a dozen or more crows perched in the shadows, utterly silent, nearly till. They
all seemed to be staring down at him.

Cazaril touched hisface, but no wounds bled there—no bird had tried an experimental peck yet.
“No,” hewhispered shakily. “1 am not your bregkfast. I’ m sorry.” One rustled itswings uneesily, but
none of them flapped away at the sound of hisvoice. Even when he sat up, they shifted about but did not
taketotheair.

All was not drowned blackness since the night before—fragments of a dream coursed through his
memory. He had dreamed that he was Dondo dy Jirona, roistering with hisfriends and their whoresin
sometorchlit and candle-gilded hall, the board gleaming with silver goblets, histhick hands glittering with
rings. He had toasted the blood-sacrifice of I1sdlle’ s maidenhood with obscene jests, and drunk deeply
... then he’ d been taken with a cough, a scratching in histhroat that needled rapidly to pain. Histhroat
had swelled, closing shut, choking him, cutting off hisair, asif he were being strangled from theinsde
out. The flushed faces of his companions had whirled about him, their laughter and derison turning to
panic asit wasforced upon them by his purpling livid features that he was not clowning. Cries, wine
cups knocked over, shocked fearful hisses of Poison! No last words squeezed through that
inward-strangled throat, past that thickening tongue. Just silent convulsions, laboring heart racing, visdike
pain in the chest and head, black clouds shot with red boiling up in hisdarkening vison. . .

It was only a dream. If | live, so does he.

Cazaril lay back down upon the hard boards, curled around his bellyache, for half the turning of a
glass, exhausted, despairing. Therow of crows kept watch over himin unnerving sllence. It gradualy
cameto him that he would have to go back. And he hadn’t planned areturn route.

He might climb down the bracing frames. . . but that would leave him standing in the bottom of a
bricked-up tower atop ayears-long accumulation of guano and detritus, crying to be let out. Could
anyone even hear him through the thick stone? Would they take his muffled voice for an echo of the
crows' caws, or the howling of aghost?

Up, then? Back the way he’d comein?

He stood at last, pulling himsalf up by the rail—even now, the crows did not fly away—and
sretched his cramped and aching muscles. He had to physicaly shove acouple of crowsfrom therailing
to clear aplaceto stand; they flapped off indignantly, but till with that uncanny silence. He rucked up
the brown gown, tucked hem in belt. When he balanced on therail, it was a short reach to the tower’s
rim. He grasped, heaved. His arms were strong, and his body was lean. One hideous moment of
consciousness of the air below his bare kicking legs, and he was up over the stones and out onto the
dates. Thefog was so thick, he could barely see down into the courtyard below. Dawn, or just after
dawn, he guessed; the lesser denizens of the castle would aready be awake, this tag-end-of-autumn
morning. The crows followed him solemnly, flapping up one by one through the gap in the roof to find
perches on stone or date. Their heads turned to track his progress.

He had avison of them, mobbing him to spoil his next leap from the tower up to the main block,
revenging their comrade. And then another vision, as hisfeet scrambled and his arms shook, of |etting
go, letting it dl go, and faling to hiswelcome deeth on the stones below. A wrenching cramp coiled in
hisgut, driving out his bregth in agasp.

Hewould have let go then, except for the sudden terror that he might survive thefal, leg-smashed
and crippled. Only that drove him up over the eavesto the dates of the main block’ sroof. His muscles
cracked as helifted himself. His hands were scraped raw by their frantic gripping.

Hewas not sure, in this paling fog, which of the dozen dormer windows erupting out of the dateshe’



d emerged from last night. Suppose someone had come aong and closed and locked it, Snce? He
inched dowly dong, trying each one. The crowsfollowed, staking aong the gutters, flapping up in brief
hops, their clawed feet dipping on the dates, too, at times. The mist beaded, glistening, on their feathers,
and in hisbeard and hair, slver sequins on his black vest-cloak. The fourth casement window swung
open to his scrabbling fingers. Itwas the unused lumber room. He did through, and dammed it upon his
black-liveried escort just in time to stop a couple of the birds from flying in after him. One bounced off
the glasswith athud.

He crept down the airs to hisfloor without encountering any early servants, sumbled into his
chamber, and closed the door behind him. Tight-bladdered and cramping, he used his chamber pot; his
bowel s voided frightening blood clots. His hands trembled as he washed them in his basin. When he
went to fling the bloodied wash water out into the ravine, the opening window didodged two slent,
sentingl crows from the stone sill. He closed it tight again and locked the latch.

He weaved to his bed like aman drunk on hisfeet, fell into it, and wrapped his coverlet around
himself. Ashis shivering continued, he could hear the sounds of the castle’ s servants carrying water or
linens or pots, feet plodding up stairs and down corridors, an occasional low-voiced call or order.

Was | selle being waked now, on the floor above, to be washed and attired, bound in ropes of
pearls, chained in jewds, for her dreadful appointment with Dondo? Had she even dept? Or wept al
night, prayed to gods gone deaf? He should go up, to offer what comfort he could. Had Betriz found
another knife?l cannot bear to face them. He curled tighter and shut hiseyesin agony.

Hewas ill lying in bed, gasping in breaths periloudy close to sobs, when booted steps sounded in
the corridor, and his door banged open. Chancellor dy Jronal’ s voice snarled, “1 know it’shim. It hasto
behim!”

The steps stalked across his floorboards, and his coverlet was snatched from him. Herolled over
and stared up in surprise at dy Jirona’ s stedl-bearded, panting face glaring down a him in astonishment.

“You'redivel” cried dy Jrond. Hisvoice wasindignant.

Half adozen courtiers, acouple of whom Cazaril recognized as Dondo’ s bravos, crowded dy
Jrond’ s shoulder to gape a him. They had their hands upon their swords, asif prepared to correct this
mistaken animation of Cazaril’ sat dy Jrond’sword. Roya Orico, clad in anightgown, a shabby old
cloak clutched about his neck by hisfat fingers, stood at the back of the mob. Orico looked . . . strange.
Cazaril blinked, and rubbed hiseyes. A kind of aura surrounded the roya, not of light, but of darkness.
Cazaril could see him perfectly clearly, so he could not call it acloud or afog, for it obscured nothing.
And yet it was there, moving as the man moved, like atrailing garment.

Dy Jrond bit hislip, hiseyesboring into Cazaril’ sface. “1f not you—who, then? It hasto be
someone. . . it hasto be someone closeto . . . that girl! Thefoul little murderess!” He spun around and
stormed out, curtly motioning hismen to follow him.

“What'safoot?’ Cazaril demanded of Orico, who had turned to waddle after them.

Orico looked back over his shoulder, and spread his handsin awide, bewildered shrug. “Wedding’
soff. Dondo dy Jirond was murdered around midnight last night—~by desth magic.”

Cazail’ s mouth opened; nothing came out but aweak, “Oh.” He sank back, dazed, as Orico
shuffled out after hischancdlor.

| don’t understand.

If Dondo isdlain, and yet | live. . . | cannot have been granted a death miracle. And yet
Dondoisdain. How?

How € se but that someone had beaten Cazaril to the deed?



Bdatedly, hiswits caught up with dy Jrond’s.
Betriz?
No,ohno...!

He surged out of bed, fell heavily to the floor, scrambled to hisfeet, and staggered after the crowd
of enraged and baffled courtiers.

Hearrived a hisinvaded office antechamber to hear dy Jirond bellowing, “ Then bring her out, that
| may see!” to adisheveled and frightened-looking Nan dy Vrit, who nevertheless blocked the doorway
to theinner rooms with her body as though ready to defend adrawbridge. Cazaril nearly fainted with
relief when Betriz, frowning fiercely, came up behind Nan’ s shoulder. Nan wasin her nightdress, but
Betriz, rumpled and weary-looking, was still wearing the same green wool gown she’ d had on last night.
Hadshe dept?But she lives, she lives!

“Why do you make this uncouth roaring here, my lord?’ Betriz demanded coldly. “It isunseemly
and untimdly.”

Dy Jrond’ slips parted in his beard; he was clearly taken aback. After amoment, his teeth snapped
closed. “Whereisthe royesse, then? | must see the royesse.”

“Sheisdeegping alittle, for thefirst timein days. I’ [l not have her disturbed. She’ll have to exchange
dreamsfor nightmare soon enough.” Betriz’ snodtrils flared with open hodtility.

Dy Jrond’ s back straightened; his breath hissed in. “Wake her?Can you wake her?’

Dear gods. Might Iselle have. . . ?But before this new panic closed down Cazaril’ sthroat, Iselle
hersalf appeared, pushed between her ladies, and walked coolly forward into the antechamber to face
dy Jrond.

“I do not deep. What do you want, my lord?’” Her eyes passed over her brother Orico, hovering at
the edge of the mob, and dismissed him with contempt, returning to dy Jironal. Her browstensed in
wariness. No question but that she understood whose power forced her to her unwel come wedding.

Dy Jrond stared from woman to woman, dl indisputably dive before him. He whedled around and
stared again at Cazaril, who was blinking a Isdlle. Auraflared around her, too, just like Orico, but hers
was more disturbed, a churning of deep darkness and luminous pale blue, like the aurorahe’ d once seen
inthefar southern night sky.

“Whoever,” grated dy Jrona. “Wherever. I’ [l find thefilthy coward’ s corpseif | haveto search all
of Chdion.”

“And then what?’ inquired Orico, rubbing his unshaven jowls. “Hang it?” Hereturned a
raised-brow look of irony for dy Jironal’ sdriven glare; dy Jrona whirled and slamped back out. Cazaril
stepped aside to let the entourage pass, his gaze flicking covertly from Orico to Iselle, comparing the
two .. . . hallucinations? No one else here pulsed like that. Maybe I’ m sick. Maybe I’ m mad.

“Cazaril,” said Isdlein urgent bewilderment as soon as the men had cleared the outer door—Nan
hurried to shut it behind the invaders—" what has happened?’

“Someone killed Dondo dy Jirond last night. By death magic.”

Her lips parted, and her hands clasped together like achild just promised its heart’ sdesire. “Oh!
Oh! Oh, thisiswelcome news! Oh, thank the Lady, oh,thank the Bastard—I will send such giftsto his
dtar—oh, Cazaril, who—7?’

At Betriz’ slook of wild surmisein hisdirection, Cazaril grimaced. “Not me. Obvioudy.” Though
not for want of trying.

“Did you—" Betriz began, then pressed her lips closed. Cazaril’ s grimacetilted in appreciation of



her delicacy in not inquiring, out loud before two witnesses, if he’d plotted a capital crime. He hardly
needed to speak; her eyes blazed with speculation.

Iselle paced back and forth, amost bouncing with relief. “1 think | feltit,” she said in avoice of great
wonder. “In any case, | felt something . . . midnight, around midnight, you said?’ No one had said so
here. “An easing of my heart, asif something in me knew my prayers were heard. But | never expected
this. 1'd asked the Lady formy death . . .” She paused, and touched her hand to her broad white
forehead. “ Or what Shewilled.” Her voice dowed. “Cazaril . .. did 1 . .. could | have donethis?Did
the goddess answer me s0?’

“I'... 1 don"t see how, Royesse. Y ou prayed to the Lady of Spring, did you not?’
“Y es, and to Her Mother of Summer, both. But mostly to Spring hersdlf.”

“The Gresat Ladies grant miracles of life, and hedling. Not death.” Normally. And al miracleswere
rare and capricious. Gods. Who knew their limits, their purposes?

“It didn’t fed like death,” 1selle confessed. “ And yet | was eased. | took alittle food and didn’t
throw it up, and | dept for atime.”

Nan dy Vrit nodded confirmation. “And glad | was of it, my lady.”

Cazaril took adeep breath. “Well, dy Jrona will solve the mystery for us, I’'m sure. He' Il hunt
down every person to dielast night in Cardegoss—in al of Chalion, | have no doubt—-until he finds out
his brother’ s murderer.”

“Blessthe poor soul who put hisvile plansin such disarray.” Formaly, Isdlle touched forehead, lip,
navel, groin, and heart, spreading her fingerswide. “And at such acost. May the Bastard’ sdemons
grant him what mercy ever they can.”

“Amen,” said Cazaril. “Let’ sjust hope dy Jrond finds no close comrades or family to wreak his
vengeance upon.” Hewrapped hisarms around his belly, which was cramping again.

Betriz came near him and stared him in the face, her hand going out but then faling back hesitantly.
“Lord Caz, you look dreadful. Y our skinisthe color of cold porridge.”

“I'm. . .ill. Something | ate.” He took a breath. “ So we prepare today not for grievous wedding
but joyousfunerd. | trust you ladieswill contain your gleein public?’

Nan dy Vrit snorted. Isdlle motioned her to silence, and said firmly, “ Solemn piety, | promise you.
And if it isthanksgiving and not sorrow in my heart, only the gods shal know.”

Cazaril nodded, and rubbed his aching neck. “Usudly, avictim of death magic isburned before
nightfal, to deny the body, the divines say, to uncanny things that might want to move in. Apparently,
such adegth invitesthem. It will be aterribly hurried funera for such ahigh lord. They’Il haveto
assemble dl beforedark.” Isdlle’ s coruscating aurawas making him amost nauseated. He swallowed,
and looked away from her.

“Then, Cazaril,” sad Betriz, “for pity’ s sake go lie down till then. We're safe, al unexpectedly. You
need do no more.” Shetook him by his cold hands, clasped them briefly, and smiled in wry concern. He
managed awan return smile, and retreated.

* % %

HE CRAWLED BACK INTO HISBED. HE HAD LAIN THEREperhaps an hour, bewildered
and till shivering, when his door siwung open and Betriz tiptoed in to stare down at him. Shelaid ahand
across hisclammy forehead.

“| wasafraid you' d taken afever,” she said, “but you’ re chilled.”
“I was, um. . . chilled, yes. Mugt have thrown off my blanketsin the night.”



Shetouched his shoulder. “Y our clothes are damp through.” Her eyes narrowed. “When was the
lagt timeyou ate?’

He could not remember. “Y esterday morning. | think.”
“I see” Shefrowned at him amoment longer, then whirled and went ouit.

Ten minuteslater, amaid arrived with awarming pan full of hot cods and afeather quilt; afew
minutes after that, amanservant with acan of hot water and firm instructions to see him washed and put
back to bed in dry nightclothes. This, in a castle gone mad with the disruption of every courtier and lady
at oncetrying to prepare themselves for an unscheduled public appearance of utmost formality. Cazaril
questioned nothing. The servant had just finished tucking him into the hot dry envelope of his sheets
when Betriz reappeared with a crockery bowl on atray. She propped his door open and seated herself
on the edge of his bed.

“Eat this”

It was bread soaked in steaming milk, laced with honey. He accepted the first spoonful in bemused
aurprise, then struggled up on hispillows. “I’mnotthat sick.” Attempting to regain hisdignity, he took
the bowl from her; she made no objection, aslong as he continued to eat. He discovered he was
ravenous. By thetime he’ d finished, he’ d stopped shivering.

She smiled in satisfaction. “Y our color’ s much less ghastly now. Good.”
“How faresthe royesse?’

“Vadly better. She's. . . | want to say, collapsed, but | don’t mean overcome. The blessed release
that comes when an unbearable pressure is suddenly removed. It’sajoy to look upon her.”

“Yes. | understand.”

Betriz nodded. “ She’ sresting now, till timeto dress.” Shetook the empty bowl from him, set it
asde, and lowered her voice. “ Cazaril, what did youdo last night?’

“Nothing. Evidently.”

Her lipsthinned in exasperation. But what use wasit to lay the burden of his secret upon her now?
Confesson might relieve hissoul, but it would put hersin danger in any subsequent investigation that
demanded oath-sworn testimony from her.

“Lord dy Rinal had it that you paid a page to catch you arat last night. It was that news that sent
Chancdllor dy Jrona pelting up to your bedchamber, dy Rinal told me. The page said you' d damed
you wanted it to eat.”

“Wadl, 0. It"sno crimefor amanto et arat. It wasalittle memoria feast, for the Siege of
Gotorget.”

“Oh?Youjus said you’ d eaten nothing Since yesterday morning.” She hesitated, her eyes anxious.
“The chambermaid aso said there was blood in your pot that she emptied thismorning.”

“Bagtard’ sdemong!” Cazaril, who had did down into his covers, struggled up again. “Isnothing
sacred to castle gossip? Can’t aman even cdl his chamber pot hisown here?’

She held out ahand. “Lord Caz, don’t joke. How sick are you?’

“I had abdlyache. It’ s eased off now. A passing thing. So to speak.” He grimaced, and decided
not to mention the hallucinations. “ Obvioudy, the blood in the pot was from butchering therat. And the
bellyache just what | deserved, for eating such adisgusting cregture. En?’

Shesad dowly, “It’sagood story. It dl hangs together.”
“So, there.”



“But Caz—peoplewill think you’ restrange .”

“| can add them to the collection aong with the oneswho think | rape girls. | suppose | need athird
perversion, to baance me properly.” Well, there was being suspected of attempting death magic. That
could balance him over agdlows.

She sat back, frowning deeply. “All right. | won’t pressyou. But | waswondering...” She
wrapped her asams around hersdlf, and regarded him intently. “If two—theoreticd—persons were to
attempt death magic on the same victim at the sametime, might they eschend up . . .half -dead?”’

Cazaril stared back—no,she didn’t look sick—and shook hishead. “1 don’t think so. Given dl the
various vain attempts that people have made to compel the gods with desth magic, if it could happen that
way, it surely would have before now. The Bastard’ s desth demon is dways portrayed in the Temple
carvings with ayoke over his shoulders and two identica buckets, one for each soul. | don’t think the
demon can choose differently.” Umegat’ s words came back to him,I’m afraid that’s just the way it
works. “I’m not even sure the god can choose differently.”

Her eyes narrowed further. “ Yousaid, if you weren’t back this morning, not to worry for you, or
look for you. You said you' d bedl right. Youalso said, if the bodies are not burned properly, terrible
uncanny things happen to them.”

He shifted uncomfortably. “1 made provision.” Of sorts.

“What provison?Y ou sneaked away, leaving none who cared for you to know where to look or
even whether to pray!”

He cleared histhroat. “Fonsa’s crows. | climbed over the roof to Fonsa's Tower to, ah, say my
prayerslast night. If, if things had, ah, come out differently, | figured they’ d clear up the mess, just as
their brethren clean up a battlefield, or astray sheep lost over adliff.”

“Cazaxil!” she cried inindignation, then hastily lowered her voiceto anear whisper. “Caz, that’s,
that’s. . . you mean to tell meyou crawled off al alone, to diein despair, expecting to leave your body
tobeeaten by . . . that’shorrid I”

He was artled to see tearsweling in her eyes. “Hey, now! It’snot so bad. Right soldierly, |
thought.” His hand began to reach for the drops on her cheeks, then hesitated and fell back to his
coverlet.

Her fistsclenched in her lap. “If youever do anything like that again without telling me—tdling
anyone—VI'Il, I'll . . . dapyou silly!” Sheknuckled her eyes, rubbed her face, and sat up, her spine gern.
Her voice returned abruptly to a conversationa tone. “ Thefunera has been set for an hour before
sunset, at the temple. Do you mean to go, or will you stay in bed?’

“If I canwak at al, I’m going. | mean to seeit through. Every enemy of Dondo’ swill bethere, if
only to provethey didn’t do it. It’ s going to be aremarkable event to behold.”

THE FUNERAL RITESAT THE TEMPLE OF CARDEGOSSwere far more heavily atended
for Dondo dy Jirond than they had been for poor lonely dy Sanda. Roya Orico himself, soberly garbed,
led the mourners from the Zangre waking in loose process on down the hill. Royina Sarawas carried in
asedan chair. Her face was as blank as though carved from anice block, but her raiment was a shout of
color, festival gear from three holidays jumbled together, draped and spangled with what looked like half
the jewelsfrom her jewd case. Everyone pretended not to notice.

Cazaril eyed her covertly, but not for the sake of her bizarrely chosen clothing. It was the other
garment, the shadow-cloak, visble-invisbletwin to Orico’s, that tugged and twisted at hismind’ seye.
Teidez wore another such dark aura, blurring aong with his steps down the cobbled streets. Whatever
the black mirage was, it seemed to run in the family. Cazaril wondered what he would seeiif he could
look upon Dowager Royinalstaright now.



The archdivine of Cardegoss himsdlf, in hisfive-colored robes, conducted the ceremony, so
crowded it was held in the temple’ s main courtyard. The procession from the Jronals’ palace placed the
bier with Dondo’ s body down afew pacesin front of the gods’ hearth, around stone platform with a
pierced copper tent raised over it on five dim pillarsto protect the holy fire from the dements. A
shadowless gray light filled the court as the cold wet day sank toward foggy evening. The air was hazy
violet with aclashing mélange of the incenses burned in the prayers and rites of cleansing.

Dondo’ s stiff body, laid out on the bier and banked around with flowers and herbs of good fortune
and symbalic protection—too late, Cazaril thought—had been dressed in the blue-and-white robes of
hisholy generdship of the Daughter’ s military order. The sword of hisrank lay unsheathed upon his
chest, his hands clasped over the hilt. His body did not seem particularly swollen or misshapen—dy
Rind whispered the gruesome rumor that it had been tightly wrapped with linen bands before being
dressed. The corpse’ sface was hardly more puffy than from one of Dondo’ s morning hangovers. But he
would haveto be burned with hisrings till on. They’ d never pry them from those sausage fingers
without the aid of a butcher’ sknife.

Cazaril had managed the walk down from the Zangre without stumbling, but his scomach was
cramping again now, unpleasantly distended againgt his belt. He took what he hoped was an unobtrusive
place standing behind Betriz and Nan in the crowd from the castle. Isdlle was pulled away to stand
between the chancellor and Roya Orico in the position of achief mourner that her brief betrothal
bequeathed her. She was il shimmering like an aurorain Cazaril’ s aching eyes. Her face was stern and
pae. Thesight of Dondo’ s body had apparently drained her of any impulse to an unseemly display of
joy.

Two courtiers stepped forth to ddliver seemingly heartfelt eulogies upon Dondo that Cazaril entirely
failed to relate to the erratic redl life of the man cut down here. Chancellor dy Jrona wastoo overcome
to speak very long, though whether with grief or rage or both it was hard to tell benegth that steely
surface. He did announce a purse of athousand royas reward for information leading to the
identification of hisbrother’ s murderer, the only overt reference made this day to the abrupt manner of
Dondo’ s degth.

It was clear that alarge purse had been laid down on the temple atar. What seemed dl the
dedicats, acolytes, and divines of Cardegoss were massed in robed blocks to chant the prayers and
responses in both unison and harmony, as though extra holiness were to be obtained by volume. One of
the singers, in the green-robed squad of dtos, caught Cazaril’ sinner eye. She was middle-aged and
dumpy, and she glowed like a candle seen through green glass. She looked up once directly at Cazaril,
then away, back to the harried divine who directed their orisons.

Cazaril nudged Nan and whispered, “Who is that woman acolyte on the end of the second row of
the Mother’ ssingers, do you know?’

She glanced over. “One of the Mother’ smidwives. | believe she’ s said to be very good.”
“Oh.”

When the sacred anima s were led forth, the crowd grew attentive. It was by no means clear which
god would take up the soul of Dondo dy Jironal. His predecessor in the Daughter’ s genera ship, though
afather and grandfather, had been claimed at once by the Lady of Spring in whose long service he had
died. Dondo himself had served in the Son’ s military order as an officer in hisyouth. And he was known
to have Sired a scattering of bastards, as well astwo scorned daughters by hislatefirst wife, left to be
raised by country kin. And—unspoken thought—as his soul had been carried off by the Bastard’ s death
demon, it had surely passed through the Bastard’ s hands. Might those hands have closed upon it?

The acolyte-groom carrying the Daughter’ s jay stepped forth at Archdivine Mendenal’ s gesture,
and raised her wrist. The bird bobbed, but clung stubbornly to her deeve. She glanced up at the



archdivine, who frowned and gave her alittle nod toward the bier. Her nogtrilsflared in faint protest, but
she obediently stepped forward, wrapped both hands around the jay, and set it firmly down upon the
corpse’ s chest.

Shelifted her hands. Thejay lifted itstail, dropped ablob of guano, and shot skyward, trailing its
embroidered Slk jesses, screeching piercingly. At least three men in Cazaril’ s hearing choked and hissed
but, at the sght of the chancellor’ s set teeth, did not laugh doud. Iselle’ s eyes blazed like cerulean fires,
and she cast her glance demurely downward; her auraroiled. The acolyte stepped back, head tipped
up, following the bird’ sflight anxioudy. Thejay came to roost on the ornaments at the top of one of the
ring of porphyry pillars circling the court, and screeched again. The acolyte glared a the archdivine; he
waved her hastily away, and she bowed and retreated to go try to coax the bird back to her hand.

The Mother’ s green bird also refused to leave its handler’ sarm. Archdivine Mendend did not
repest the previous disastrous experiment, but merely nodded her back to her placein the circle of
creatures.

The Son’ s acolyte dragged the fox by its chain to the edge of the bier. The animal whined and
snapped, its black claws scrabbling noisly on thetiles asit struggled to get away. The archdivine waved
him back.

The stout gray wolf, Stting on its haunches with its greeat red tongue lolling out of itsunmuzzled jaws,
growled deeply asits gray-robed handler suggestively lifted itssilver chain. The vibrato resonated
around the stone courtyard. The wolf lowered itsdlf to its belly on thetiles, and stretched out its paws.
Gingerly, the acolyte lowered his hands and stood down; his glance at the archdivine shouted slently,I’m
not touching this . Mendend didn’t argue.

All eyesturned expectantly to the Bastard’ s white-robed acolyte with her white rats. Chancellor dy
Jrond’ slipswere pressed flat and pale with hisimpotent fury, but there was nothing he could do or say.
The white lady took a breath, stepped forward to the bier, and lowered her sacred creaturesto Dondo’ s
chest to 9gn the god’ s acceptance of the unacceptable, disdained, discarded soul.

The moment her hands released the silky white bodies, both rats sprang away to either sde of the
bier asthough shot from catapults. The acolyte dodged right and | eft as though unable to decide which
sacred charge to chase after first, and flung up her hands. Onerat scurried for the safety of the pillars.
The other scampered into the crowd of mourners, which stirred around its track; acouple of ladies
yipped nervoudy. A murmur of astonishment, disbelief, and dismay ran through the array of courtiers
and ladies, and a stream of shocked whispers.

Betriz’ swas among them. “Cazaril,” she said anxioudy, crowding back under hisarmto hissin his
ear, “what does it mean? The Bastardalways takes the leftovers. Always. ItisHis, His. . . it'sHisjob .
Hecan’t not take a severed soul—I thought He dreadyhad .

Cazaril was stunned, too. “If no god hastaken up Lord Dondo’ssoul . . . thenit’still in theworld.
| mean, if it’ snotthere, then it hasto behere . Somewhere. . .” An unquiet ghost, arevenant spirit.
Sundered and damned.

The ceremonies stopped dead as the archdivine and Chancellor dy Jirond retreated around the
hearth for alow-voiced conversation, or possibly argument, from the rise and chop of swallowed words
that drifted back to the curious crowd waiting. The archdivine popped around the hearth to call an
acolyte of the Bastard to him; after awhispered conference, the white-garbed young man departed a a
run. The gray sky overhead was darkening. A subdivine, in aburgt of initiative, struck up an unscheduled
hymn from the robed singersto cover the gap. By the timethey’ d finished, dy Jrond and Mendend had
returned.

Still they waited. The singers embarked on another hymn. Cazaril found himsdlf wishing he’ d used
Ordal’ sFivefold Pathway for something other than a prop to cover his naps; aas, the book was il



back in Vaenda. If Dondo’ s spirit had not been taken by the servant-demon back to its master, where
wasit? And if the demon could not return except with both its soul-bucketsfilled, where wasthe
sundered soul of Dondo’ s unknown murderer now? For that matter, where was thedemon ? Cazaril had
never read much theology. For some reason now obscure to him, he’d thought it an impractica study,
suited only to unworldly dreamers. Till he’ d waked to this nightmare.

A scritching noise from his boot made him look down. The sacred white rat was stretching itsalf up
hisleg, its pink nose quivering. It rubbed itslittle pointed face rgpidly againgt Cazaril’ s shin. He bent and
picked it up, meaning to return it to its handler. It writhed ecstaticdly in his cupped hands, and licked his
thumb.

To Cazail’ s surprise, the wheezing acolyte returned to the temple courtyard leading the groom
Umegat, dressed as usud in the tabard of the Zangre. But it was Umegat who stunned him.

The Roknari shone with awhite auralike aman standing in front of aclear glasswindow at asea
dawn. Cazaril shut his eyes, though he knew he didn’t see thiswith his eyes. The white blaze still moved
behind hislids. Over there, adarknessthat wasn't darkness, and two more, and an unrestful aurora, and
off to the Side, afaint green spark. His eyes sprang open. Umegat stared straight a him for the fraction
of asecond, and Cazaril felt flensed. The roya’ s groom moved on, to present himsdlf with adiffident
bow to the archdivine, and step aside for some whispered conference.

The archdivine called the Bastard’ s acolyte to him, who had recaptured one of her charges; she
gave up therat to Umegat, who cradled it in one arm and glanced toward Cazaril. The Roknari groom
trod over to him, humbly excusing himsdlf through the crowd of courtiers, who barely glanced a him.
Cazaril could not understand why they did not open before that bow wave of hiswhite auralike the sea
before a spinnaker-driven ship. Umegat held out his open hand. Cazaril blinked down stupidly at it.

“The sacred rat, my lord?’ prompted Umegat gently.

“Oh.” The creature was il sucking on hisfingers, tickling them. Umegat pulled the reluctant animal
off Cazaril’ s deeve as though removing a burr and just prevented its mate from springing acrossto take
its place. Juggling rats, he walked quietly back to the bier, where the archdivine waited. Was Cazaril
losing hismind—don’t answer that—or did Mendena bardly keep himsdf from bowing to the groom?
The Zangre' s courtiers seemed to see nothing unreasonable in the archdivine calling in the roya’ smost
expert anima-handler in thisawkward crisis. All eyeswere locked on therats, not on the Roknari. The
unreason was al Cazail’s.

Umegat held the cresturesin his arms and whispered to them, and approached Dondo’ s body. A
long moment, while the rats, though quiescent, made no moveto claim Dondo for their god. At last
Umegat backed away, and shook his head apologeticaly to the archdivine, and gave up theratsto their
anxious young woman.

Mendena prostrated himself between the hearth and the bier for amoment of abject prayer, but
rose again soon. Dedicats were bringing out tapersto light the wall lanterns around the darkening

courtyard. The archdivine caled forth the pallbearers to take up the bier to Dondo’ swaiting pyre, and
the aingersfiled out in processon.

Isdllereturned to Betriz and Cazaril. She rubbed the back of her hand across eyesrimmed with
dark circles. “1 don’t think | can bear any more of this. Dy Jironal can seeto his brother’ sroasting. Take
me home, Lord Caz.”

Theroyesse’slittle party split off from the main body of mourners, not the only wesaried personsto
do 50, and exited through the front portico into the damp dusk of the autumn day.

The groom Umegat, waiting with his shoulders propped againgt apillar, shoved himself upright,
came toward them, and bowed. “My lord dy Cazaril. Might | have a brief word?’



It dmost surprised Cazaril that the auradid not reflect off the wet pavement at hisfeet. He gave
|selle an gpologetic salute and went aside with the Roknari. The three women waited at the edge of the
portico, Iselleleaning on Betriz’ sarm.

“My lord, at your earliest convenience, | beg that | might have some private audience with you.”

“I’ll cometo you at the menagerie as soon as | have Isdle settled.” Cazaril hesitated. “ Do you
know that you arelit like aburning torch?’

The groom inclined hishead. “ So | have been told, my lord, by the few with eyesto see. One can
never see onesdlf, das. No mundane mirror reflectsthis. Only the eyes of asoul.”

“There was awoman insde who glowed like agreen candle”

“Mother Clara? Y es, she just spoke to me of you. Sheisamost excellent midwife.”
“What isthat, that anti-light, then?” Cazaril glanced toward where the women lingered.
Umegat touched hislips. “Not here, if you please, my lord.”

Cazail’ smouth formed aslentOh . He nodded.

The Roknari siwept him alower bow. As he turned to pad quietly into the gathering gloom, he
added over his shoulder, “ Youarelit like aburning city.”

The royesse was s0 drained by theordea of Lord Dondo’ sodd funera that she was ssumbling by
the time they had climbed to the castle again. Cazaril left Nan and Betriz making sensible plansto put
Iselle straight to bed and have the servants bring aplain dinner to their chambers. He made hisway back
out of the main block to the Zangre’ s gates. Pausing, he glanced out over the city to seeif acolumn of
smoke was ill risng from the temple. He fancied he saw afaint orange reflection on the lowering
clouds, but it was too dark by now to make out anything more.

His heart legpt in shock at the sudden flapping around him as he crossed the stable yard, but it was
only Fonsa’' s crows, mobbing him again. He fended off two that attempted to land on his shoulder, and
tried to wave them away, hissing and stamping. They hopped back out of reach, but would not leave,
following him, conspicuoudy, al the way to the menagerie.

One of Umegat’ s undergrooms was waiting by the wall lanterns bracketing the aide door. Hewas a
little, ederly, thumbless man, who gave Cazaril awide smile that showed atruncated tongue, accounting
for awelcome that was akind of mouthed hum, the meaning made clear by hisfriendly gestures. Hedid
the broad door back just enough to admit Cazaril before him, and shooed away the crows who tried to
follow, scooping the most persistent one back out the gap with aflip of hisfoot before closing it.

Thegroom'’s candlestick, shielded by a blown-glasstulip, had athick handle made for him to wrap
hisfingersaround. By thislight he guided Cazaril down the menagerie’ saide. Theanimdsinther gdls
snuffled and thumped as Cazaril passed, pressing to the barsto stare at him from the shadows. The
leopard’ s eyes shone like green sparks; its ratcheting growl echoed off the walls, not low and hostile, but

pulsng inaweirdly inquiring Sngsong.
Themenagerie’ sgrooms had their deeping quarters on haf the building’ s upper floor, the other half

being devoted to the storage of fodder and straw. A door stood open, candlelight spilling from it into the
dark corridor. The undergroom knocked on the frame; Umegat’ s voice responded, “ Good. Thank you.”

The undergroom gave way with abow. Cazaril ducked through the door to see a narrow but
private chamber with awindow looking out over the dark stable yard. Umegat pulled the curtain across
the window and bustled around arude pine table that held a brightly patterned cloth, awine jug and clay
cups, and a plate with bread and cheese. “Thank you for coming, Lord Cazaril. Enter, please, seat
yourself. Thank you, Daris, that will beal.” Umegat closed the door. Cazaril paused on the way to the
chair Umegat’ s gesture had indicated to stare at atall shelf crammed with books, including titlesin Ibran,



Darthacan, and Roknari. A bit of gold lettering on afamiliar-looking spine on the top shelf caught hiseye,
The Fivefold Pathway of the Soul. Ordol . Thelesther binding was worn with use, the volume, and
most of its company, free of dust. Theology, mostly.Why am | not surprised?

Cazaril lowered himsdlf onto the plain wooden chair. Umegat turned up a cup and poured a heavy
red wineinto it, smiled briefly, and held it out to his guest. Cazaril closed his shaking hands around it with
vadt gratitude. “Thank you. | need that.”

“I should imagine so, my lord.” Umegat poured acup for himself and sat across the table from
Cazaril. The table might be plain and poor, but the generous braces of wax candles upon it gave arich,
clear light. A reading man’slight.

Cazaril raised the cup to hislips and gulped. When he set it down, Umegat immediately topped it
up again. Cazaril closed his eyes and opened them. Open or shut, Umegat till glowed.

“You are an acolyte—no. You'readivine. Aren’t you,” said Cazaril.

Umegat cleared histhroat apologeticaly. “ Y es. Of the Bastard’ s Order. Although that isnot why |
amhere”

“Why areyou here?’

“We'll cometo that.” Umegat bent forward, picked up the waiting knife, and began to saw off
hunks of bread and cheese.

“| thought—I hoped—I wondered—if you might have been sent by the gods. To guide and guard

me.

Umegat’ slip quirked up. “Indeed? And here | waswondering if you had been sent by the godsto
guide and guardme .”

“Oh. That’s. . . not S0 good, then.” Cazaril shrank alittlein his seat, and took another gulp of wine.
“Sincewhen?’

“Since the day in the menagerie that Fonsa’ s crow practically jumped up and down on your head
ayingThisone! Thisone! My chosengod s, dare | say it, fiendishly ambiguous at times, but that wasa
little hard to miss”

“Was| glowing, then?’
“No.”
“When did | sart, um, doing that?’

“ Sometime between thelast time | saw you, which was late yesterday afternoon when you came
back to the Zangre limping as though you’ d been thrown from a horse, and today at the temple. | believe
you may have abetter guessthan | do asto theexact time. Will you not teke alittle food, my lord? Y ou
don’t look well.”

Cazaril had eaten nothing since Betriz had brought him the milk sops a noon. Umegat waited until
hisguest’s mouth was full of cheese and chewy crust before remarking, “One of my varied tasksasa
young divine, before | came to Cardegoss, was as an assistant Inquirer for the Temple investigating
aleged charges of deasth magic.” Cazaril choked; Umegat went on serendly, “ Or death miracle, to put it
with more theologica accuracy. We uncovered quite a number of ingenious fakes—usudly poison,
though the, ah, dimmer murderers sometimestried cruder methods. | had to explain to them that the
Bastard does not ever execute unrepentant sinnerswith adirk, nor alarge hammer. The true miracles
were much more rare than their notoriety would suggest. But | never encountered an authentic case
wherethe victim was an innocent. To put it morefindy sill, what the Bastard granted was miracles of
judtice.” Hisvoice had grown crisper, more decisive, the servility evaporating out of it along with most of



his soft Roknari accent.

“Ah,” Cazaril mumbled, and took ancther gulp of wine. Thisis the most wit-full man | have met
in Cardegoss, and |’ ve spent the last three months looking past him because he wears a servant’s
garb . Granted, Umegat apparently did not wish to draw attention to himsalf. “That tabard isas good as
acloak of invishility, you know.”

Umegat smiled, and took asip of hiswine. “Yes”

“So...areyouan Inquirer now?’ Wasit al over? Would he be charged, convicted, executed for
his murderous, if vain, attempt on Dondo?

“No. Not anymore.”
“Whatare you, then?’
To Cazail’ s bewilderment, Umegat’ s eyes crinkled with laughter. “1’m asaint.”

Cazaril stared a him for along, long moment, then drained his cup. Amiably, Umegat refilled it.
Cazaril was certain of very little tonight, but somehow, he didn’t think Umegat was mad. Or lying.

“A saint. Of the Bastard.”
Umegat nodded.

“That’s. .. an unusuad line of work, for a Roknari. How did it come about?’ Thiswasinane, but
with two cups of wine on an empty stomach, he was growing light-headed.

Umegat’ s smile grew sadly introspective. “For you—the truth. | suppose the names no longer
matter. Thiswas alifetime ago. When | wasayoung lord in the Archipdago, | fell inlove.”

“Y oung lords and young louts do that everywhere.”
“My lover was about thirty then. A man of keen mind and kind heart.”
“Oh. Not inthe Archipelago, you don’t.”

“Indeed. | had no interest in religion whatsoever. For obvious reasons, he was a secret Quintarian.
We made plansto flee together. | reached the ship to Brgjar. He did not. | spent the voyage seasick and
desperate, learning—I thought—to pray. Hoping he’ d made it to another vessel, and we’d meet inthe
port city we’ d chosen for our destination. It was over ayear before | found out how he’d met hisend,
from a Roknari merchant trading there whom we had once both known.”

Cazaril took adrink. “Theusud?’

“Oh, yes. Genitd's, thumbs—that he might not sign thefifth god—" Umegat touched forehead,
navel, groin, and heart, folding histhumb benegath his pam in the Quadrene fashion, denying thefifth
finger that wasthe Bastard’ s—" they saved histongue for last, that he might betray others. He never did.
Hedied amartyr, hanged.”

Cazaril touched forehead, lip, navel, groin, and heart, fingers spread wide. “1’m sorry.”

Umegat nodded. “I thought about it for atime. At least, those timeswhen | wasn’t drunk or
vomiting or being stupid, eh? Y outh, eh. It didn’t come easily. Finally, one day, | waked to the temple
and turned mysdlf in.” Hetook abreath. “ And the Bastard’ s Order took me in. Gave ahometo the
homeless, friends to the friendless, honor to the despised. And they gave mework. | was. . . charmed.”

A Temple divine.Umegat was |leaving out afew details, Cazaril fdt. Forty yearsor so of them. But
there was nothing inexplicable about an intelligent, energetic, dedicated man rising through the Temple
hierarchy to such arank. It wasthe part about shining like afull moon over asnowfall that was making
his head redl. “ Good. Wonderful. Great works. Foundling hospitals and, um, inquiries. Now explain why
you glow in thedark.” He had either drunk too much, or not nearly enough, he decided glumly.



Umegat rubbed his neck and pulled gently on his queue. “ Do you understand what it meansto bea
snt?’
Cazaril cleared histhroat uncomfortably. “Y ou must be very virtuous, | suppose.”

“No, in fact. One need not be good. Or even nice.” Umegat looked wry of asudden. “Grant you,
once one experiences. . . what one experiences, one’ stastes change. Materia ambition seems
immaterid. Greed, pride, vanity, wrath, just grow too dull to bother with.”

“Lud?

Umegat brightened. “Lust, I’ m happy to say, seemslargely unaffected. Or perhagps| might grant,
love. For the crudty and sdlfishness that make lust vile become tedious. But persondly, | think it isnot
so0 much the growth of virtue, as Smply the replacement of prior vices with an addiction to one’ sgod.”
Umegat emptied his cup. “ The gods love their great-souled men and women as an artist lovesfine
marble, but theissueisn’'t virtue. It iswill. Whichis chisel and hammer. Has anyone ever quoted you
Ordol’ s classc sermon of the cups?’

“That thing where the divine pours water dl over everything?| first heard it when | wasten. |
thought it was pretty entertaining when he got his shoes wet, but then, | wasten. I’ m afraid our Temple
divine a Cazaril tended to drone on.”

“ Attend now, and you shall not be bored.” Umegat inverted his clay cup upon the cloth. “Men’ swill
isfree. The gods may not invade it, any more than | may pour wineinto this cup through its bottom.”

“No, don’t wastethewine!” Cazaril protested, as Umegat reached for the jug. “I’ve seen it
demongtrated before.”

Umegat grinned, and desisted. “But have you really understood how powerless the gods are, when
the lowest dave may exclude them from hisheart? And if from his heart, then from the world aswdll, for
the gods may not reach in except through living souls. If the gods could seize passage from anyone they
wished, then men would be mere puppets. Only if they borrow or are given will from awilling cresture,
do they have alittle channd through which to act. They can seep in through the minds of animals,
sometimes, with effort. Plants. . . require much foresight. Or” —Umegat turned his cup upright again,
and lifted the jug—" sometimes, aman may open himsdf to them, and let them pour through him into the
world.” Hefilled hiscup. “A saint is not avirtuous soul, but an empty one. He—or she—fredly givesthe
gift of their will to their god. And in renouncing action, makes action possible.” He lifted hiscup to his
lips, stared disquietingly at Cazaril over therim, and drank. He added, “Y our divine should not have
used water. It just doesn’t hold the attention properly. Wine. Or blood, in apinch. Some liquid that
meatters.”

“Um,” managed Cazail.

Umegat sat back and studied him for atime. Cazaril didn’t think the Roknari was looking &t his
flesh.So, tell me, what’s a renegade Roknari Temple divine scholar-saint of the Bastard doing
disguised as a groomin the Zangre’s menagerie? Out loud, he managed to pare thisdown to a
plaintive, “Whatare you doing here?’

Umegat shrugged. “What the god wills.” Hetook pity on Cazaril’ s exasperated look, and added,
“What He wills, it seems, isto keegp Roya Orico dive.”

Cazaril sat up, fighting the durry that the wine seemed to be making of hisbrains. “Orico, sck?’

“Yes. A state secret, mind you, athough one that’ s grown obvious enough to anyone with witsand
eyes. Neverthdess—" Umegat laid hisfinger to hislipsin acommand of discretion.

“Y es, but—I thought healing was the province of the Mother and the Daughter.”
“Weretheroya'sillnessof natura causes, yes.”



“Unnatural causes?’ Cazaril squinted. “ The dark cloak—can you seeit, too?’
HYaH

“But Teidez hasthe shadow, too, and Isdlle—and Royina Saraistainted aswell. What evil thing is
it, that you would not let me spesk of it in the Street?’

Umegat put his cup down, tugged on his bronze-gray queue, and sighed. “It all goes back to Fonsa
the Fairly-Wise and the Golden Generdl. Whichiis, | suppose, history and tale to you. | lived through
those desperate times.” He added conversationally, “I saw the genera once, you know. | wasaspy in
his princedom at thetime. | hated everything he stood for, and yet . . . had he given me aword, amere
word, | think I might have crawled after him on my knees. He was more than just god-touched. He was
avatar incarnate, striding toward the fulcrum of the world in the perfected ingtant of time. Almost. He
was reaching for his moment when Fonsaand the Bastard cut him down.” Umegat’ s cultured voice,
lightly reminiscent, had dropped to remembered awe. He stared into the middle distance of his memory.

His gaze jumped out of the lost past and back to Cazaril. Remembering to smile, he held out his
hand, thumb up, and waggled it gently from sdeto side. “ The Bastard, though the weakest of Hisfamily,
isthe god of balance. The opposition that givesthe hand its clever grip. Itissaid that if ever one god
subsumes dl the others, truth will become single, and smple, and perfect, and theworld will endina
burst of light. Some tidy-minded men actually find thisidea attractive. Persondly, | find it ahorror, but
then | dways did have low tastes. In the meantime, the Bastard, unfixed in any season, circlesto
preserve usal.” Umegat’ s fingers tapped one by one, Daughter-Mother-Son-Father, againgt the ball of
histhumb.

He went on, “ The Golden Genera was atida wave of destiny, gathering to crash upon the world.
Fonsa' s soul could match his soul, but could not balance his vast fate. When the desth demon carried
their soulsfrom the world, that fate overflowed to settle upon Fonsa’ sheirs, amiasmacof ill luck and
subtle bitterness. The black shadow you see is the Golden General’ sunfulfilled destiny, curdling around
hisenemies’ lives. Hisdeath curse, if you will.”

Cazaril wondered if thisexplained why dl of las’sand Orico’ smilitary campaignsthat he’ d ever
beeninhad fared s01ill. “How . . . how may the curse be lifted?’

Umegat sighed. “In six years, no answer has been given me. Perhapsit will run out in the deaths of
al who flowed from Fonsa’ sloins”

But that’s. . . theroya, Teidez— dle!

“Or perhaps,” Umegat continued, “even then, it will continue to trickle down through time likea
stream of poison. It should have killed Orico years ago. Contact with the sacred creatures cleanses the
royafrom the corroson of the curse, but only for alittle time. The menagerie delays his destruction, but
the god has never told mewhy.” Umegat’ s voice went glum. “The gods don’t write letters of ingtruction,
you know. Not even to their saints. |’ ve suggested it, in my prayers. Sat by the hour with theink drying
onmy quill, entirdly at His service. And what does He send instead? An overexcited crow with a
one-word vocabulary.”

Cazaril winced in guilt, thinking of that poor crow. In truth, he felt far worse about the crow’ s death
than Dondo’s.

“Sothat’swhat I’m doing here,” said Umegat. He glanced up keenly at Cazaril. “ And so. What are
you doing here?’

Cazaril spread his hands helplessly. “Umegat, | don’t know.” He added plaintively, “Can’t you tdl?
Yousad. ..l waslitup. Dol look likeyou? Or like Iselle? Or Orico, even?’

“You look like nothing I’ ve seen since | was lent theinner eye. If Isdleisacandle, you area
conflagration. You are. . . actualy quite disturbing to contemplate.”



“I don’t fed like aconflagration.”
“Wheat do you fed like?’

“Right now? Like apileof dung. Sick. Drunk.” He swirled the red wine in the bottom of his cup. “I
have thisbelly cramp that comes and goes.” It was quiescent at the moment, but his somach was il
swollen. “Andtired. | haven’t fdt thistired since | was sick in the Mother’ shousein Zagosur.”

“I think,” Umegat spoke carefully, “that it is very, very important that you tel me the truth.”

Hislips ill smiled, but his gray eyes seemed to burn. It occurred to Cazaril then that a good
Temple Inquirerwould likely be charming, and adept a worming confidences from peoplein his
investigations. Smooth at getting them drunk.

You laid down your life. It’s not fair to whine for it back now.
“| attempted desth magic upon Dondo dy Jrond last night.”
Umegat looked neither shocked nor surprised, merely moreintent. “Y es. Where?’

“InFonsa’s Tower. | crawled over the roof dates. | brought my own rat, but the crow . . . it came
tome. It wasn't afraid. I’d fed it, you see”

“Goon..." bresthed Umegat.

“| dew therat, and broke the poor crow, and | prayed on my knees. And then | hurt. | wasn'’t
expecting that. And | couldn’t breathe. The candles went out. And | said, Thank you, becausel felt...”
He could not spesk of what he’ d felt, that strange peace, asif he’d lain down in aplace of safety to rest
forever. “ And then | passed out. | thought | was dying.”

“And then?’

“Then. .. nothing. | woke up in the dawn fog, sick and cold and fedling an utter fool. No, wait—I'd
had a nightmare about Dondo choking to death. But | knew |’d failed. So | crawled back to bed. And
then dy Jirona cameburdtingin...”

Umegat drummed hisfingers on the table amoment, staring at him through ditted eyes. And then he
stared with his eyes closed. Open again. “My lord, may | touch you?’

“All right . . .” Briefly, asthe Roknari bent over him, Cazaril feared some unwel come attempt at
intimacy, but Umegat’ s touch was as professiona as any physician’s; forehead, face, neck, spine, heart,
belly . . . Cazaril tensed, but Umegat’ s hand descended no farther. When he finished, Umegat’ sface
was set. The Roknari went to fetch another jug of wine from a basket by the door before returning to his
chair.

Cazaril attempted to fend the jug from his cup. “1’ ve had enough. I’ [ be sumbling if | take any
more.”

“My grooms can wak you back to your chambersin alittlewhile. No?” Umegat filled his own cup
instead, and sat again. Heran hisfinger over the tabletop in alittle pattern, repeated three times—Cazaxil
waan't sureif it was acharm or just nerves—and findly said, “By the testimony of the sacred animals, no
god accepted the soul of Dondo dy Jironal. Normally, that isa sign that an unquiet spirit is abroad in the
world, and relatives and friends—and enemies—rush to buy rites and prayers from the Temple. Some
for the sake of the dead—somefor their own protection.”

“l ansure,” said Cazaril alittle bitterly, “Dondo will have dl the prayersthat money can buy.”

“I hope s0.”

“Why?What . . . 7" What do you see? What do you know?

Umegat glanced up, and inhded. “Dondo’ s spirit was taken by the death demon, but not passed to



the gods. Thiswe know. It is my conjecture that the death demon could not return to its master because
it was prevented from taking the second and balancing soul.”

Cazaril licked hislips, and husked fearfully, “How, prevented?’

“At the instant of attempting to do so, | believe the demon was captured—constrained—bound, if
youwill—by a second and smultaneous miracle. Judging by the distinctive colors bailing off you, it was
from the holy and gracious hand of the Lady of Spring. If | am right, the acolytes of the Temple can dll
go back to bed, for Dondo’ s spirit isnot abroad. It is bound to the death demon, who is bound in turn
to thelocus of the second soul. Which is presently bound to its till-living body.” Umegat’ sfinger roseto
point directly a Cazaril. “There.”

Cazail’sjaw fell open. He stared down at his aching, swollen belly, and back up at the fascinated
... sant. Briefly, hewas put in mind of Fonsa’ s entranced crows. Violent denia boiled to hislips, and
caught there, stopped by hisinner sght of Umegat’ s clear aura. “1 didn’t pray to the Daughter last night!”

“Apparently, someone did.”

Isdlle.“ The royesse said she prayed. Did you see her as| saw her today—" Cazaril made
inarticulate motions with his hands, not knowing what words to use to describe that roiling perturbation.
“Isthat what you seein me? Does Isedlle seemeas| do her?’

“Did she say anything about it?" asked Umegat.
“No. But neither did .”

Umegat gave him that sidewise stare again. “ Did you ever see, when you werein the Archipelago,
the nights when the sea was Mother-touched? The way the wake glowed green in the breaking waves of
aship’ s passage?’
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“What you saw around | selle was such awake. The passage of the Daughter, like alingering
perfumeintheair. What | seein you isnot a passage but a Presence. A blessing. Far more intense.
Y our coronais dowly dying down—the sacred animals should be less enthraled by you in aday or two
—but at the center there Sitsatight blue core of sapphire, into which | cannot see. | think itisan
encgpsulation.” He brought his cupped hands together like aman enclosing alivelizard.

Cazaril swallowed, and panted, “ Are you saying the goddess has turned my belly into a perfect little
annex of hell? One demon, one lost soul, sealed together like two snakesin abottle?” His clawed hands
went to his stomach, asif ready to rip his guts apart on the spot. “And you cdl it ablessing 7’

Umegat’ s eyes remained serious, but his brows crimped in sympathy. “Well, what is a blessing but
acurse from another point of view? If it’ sany consolation to you, | imagine Dondo dy Jirona iseven

less happy about this devel opment than you are.” He added after athoughtful moment, “I can’timagine
the demon istoo pleased with it, either.”

Cazaril nearly convulsed out of hischair. “Five godsl How do | rid mysdlf of this—this—this—
horror?’

Umegat held up arestraining hand. “1 . . . suggest . . . that you not be in agreat rush about that. The
conseguences could be tangled.”

“How, tangled? How could anything be more tangled thanthis mongrosity?’

“Wdl”—Umegat |eaned back and tented his hands together—" the most obvious way to break the,
ah, blessing, would be by your death. With your soul freed from its material locus, the demon could fly
away with you both.”

A chill stole over Cazaril, as he remembered how hisbelly cramp had dmost betrayed him to afdll



when jumping the roof gap at dawn. He took refuge from his drunken terror in a dryness to match
Umegat’s. “ Oh, wonderful. Have you any other curesto suggest, physician?’

Umegat’ s lipstwitched, and he acknowledged the jibe with abrief wave of hisfingers. “Likewise,
should the miracle cease that you presently host—should the Lady’ shand lift,” Umegat mimed someone
opening their hands asif to release abird, “1 think the demon would immediately attempt to completeits
destiny. Not that it has a choice—the Bastard’ s demons have no free will. Y ou can’t argue with or
persuade them. In fact, there’sno usetalkingto oneat al.”

“Soyou’'resaying that | could die a any moment!”

“Yes And thisisdifferent from your life yesterday in what way?’ Umegat cocked hishead in dry
inquiry.
Cazaril snorted. It was cold comfort . . . but comfort till, in abackhanded sort of way. Umegat

was asensible saint, it seemed. Which was not what Cazaril would have expected . . . had he ever met a
sant before?How would | know? | walked right past this one.

Umegat’ s voice took on atinge of scholarly curiogity. “Actudly, this could answer aquestion |’ ve
long had. Does the Bastard command atroop of death demons, or just one? If al desth miraclesin the
world cease while the demon is bound in you, it would be compelling evidence for the singularity of that

holy power.”

A ghastly laugh peded from Cazaril’ slips. “My service to Quintarian theology! Gods—Umegat—
what am | to do? There has never been any of this, this god-touched madness inmy family. I’ m not fit for
thisbusiness.| am not asaint!”

Umegat opened hislips, but then closed them again. Hefindly said, “One grows more accustomed
with use. Thefirst timel hosted amiracle | wasn’t too happy either, and I’ min the trade, so to spesk.
My personal recommendation to you, tonight, isto get pie-eyed drunk and go to deep.”

“So | can wake in the morning both demon-riddenand with ahangover?’ Granted, he couldn’t
imagine getting to deep under any other circumstances, apart from ablow to the head.

“Well, it worked for me, once. The hangover isafair trade for being so immobilized one cannot do
anything stupid for alittle while.” Umegat |ooked away for amoment. “The gods do not grant miracles
for our purposes, but for theirs. If you are become their tool, it isfor agreater reason, an urgent reason.
But you are thetool. Y ou are not the work. Expect to be valued accordingly.”

While Cazaril was il trying, unsuccessfully, to unravel that, Umegat leaned forward and poured
fresh wineinto Cazaril’ s cup. Cazaril was beyond resistance.

It took two undergrooms, an hour or o later, to guide his dithering steps across the wet cobbles of
the stable yard, past the gates, and up the stairs, where they poured hislimp form into his bed. Cazaril
wasn’'t sure just when he parted from his beleaguered consciousness, but never had he been more glad
to do so.

Cazaril had to dlow Umegat’ swine this much merit—it did mean he spent the first few hours of the
next morning wishing for deeth rather than dreading it. He knew his hangover was passing off when fear
began to regain the upper hand.

Hefound oddly little regret in hisheart for hisown lost life. He' d seen more of the world than most
men ever did, and he’ d had his chances, though the gods knew he’ d made little enough of them.
Marshaling histhoughts, as he sheltered under his covers, he realized with some wonder that his grestest
dismay was for the work he’ d be forced to leave undone.

Fears he’ d had no timefor during the day he’ d stalked Dondo now crowded into his mind. Who
would guard hisladies, if he were to die now? How much time was going to be granted to him to try to



find some better bagtion for them? On whom could they be safdly bestowed? Betriz might find
protection asthe wife, say, of astout country lord like March dy Pdliar. But Iselle? Her grandmother
and mother were too weak and distant, Teidez too young, Orico, apparently, entirely the creature of his
chancdlor. There could be no security for Iselle until shewas out of this cursed court altogether.

Another cramp riveted his attention again on the lethd little hell in hisbelly, and he peered worriedly
down under the tent of his sheet at his knotted ssomach. How much was this dying going to hurt? He had
not passed so much blood this morning. He blinked around his chamber in the early-afternoon light. The
odd halucinations, pae blurred blobs at the corners of hisvision that he had earlier blamed on last night’s
wine, were still present. Maybe they were another symptom?

A brisk knock sounded at his chamber door. Cazaril crawled from hiswarm refuge and, walking
only alittle bent over, went to unlock it. Umegat, bearing a stoppered ewer, bade him good afternoon,
stepped within, and closed the door behind him. Hewas il faintly radiant: aas, yesterday hadn’t been a
bizarre bad dream after dll.

“My word,” the groom added, staring about in astonishment. He waved his hand. “ Shoo! Shoo!”
The paleblurred blobs swirled about the chamber and fled into the walls.
“Whatare those things?’ Cazaril asked, easing back into his bed. “ Do you see them, too?’

“Ghogts. Here, drink this.” Umegat poured from the ewer into the glazed cup from Cazaril’s
washbasin s, and handed it across. “ It will settle your ssomach and clear your head.”

About to regject it with loathing, Cazaril discovered it to be not wine but some sort of cold herbed
tea. Hetasted it cautioudy. Pleasantly bitter, its astringency made amost welcome duicing in his sticky
mouth. Umegat pulled astool over to his bedside and settled cheerfully. Cazaril squeezed his eyes shut,
and open again. “ Ghogts?’

“I’ ve never seen SO many of the Zangre’ s ghosts collected in one place. They must be attracted to
you just like the sacred animas.”

“Can anyone dse seethem?’
“Anyonewith theinner eye. That’ sthree in Cardegoss, to my knowledge.”
And two of them are here.“Have they been around dl thistime?’

“| glimpse them now and then. They’ re usudly more dusive. Y ou needn’t be afraid of them. They
are powerless and cannot hurt you. Old lost souls.” In response to Cazaril’ s rather stunned stare,
Umegat added, “When, as happens from time to time, no god takes up a sundered soul, it isleft to
wander theworld, dowly losing its mindfulness of itsdlf and fading into air. New ghogsfirs takethe
formthey had inlife, but in their despair and lonelinessthey cannot maintain it.”

Cazaril wrapped hisarmsaround hisbelly. “Oh.” Hismind tried to gallop in three directions at
once. So what wasthe fate of those soulsthe gods did accept? And just what exactly was happening to
the enraged spirit so miraculoudy and hideoudy lodged inhim? And. . . the Dowager Royinalsta’'s
words came back to him.The Zangre is haunted, you know. Not metaphor or madness after al, it
appeared, but smple observation. How much else, then, of the eerie things she’ d said might be not
derangement, but plain truth—seen with dtered eyes?

He glanced up to find Umegat regarding him thoughtfully. The Roknari inquired politdy, “And how
areyou feding today?’

“Better this afternoon than thismorning.” He added alittle reluctantly, “Better than yesterday.”
“Haveyou egten?’
“Not yet. Later, perhaps.” He rubbed a hand over his beard. “What’ s happening out there?’



Umegat sat back and shrugged. “ Chancdllor dy Jrond, finding no candidatesin the city, hasridden
out of Cardegossin search of the corpse of his brother’s murderer and any confederates|eft aive.”

“| trust hewill not seize some innocent in error.”

“An experienced Inquirer from the Temple rides with him, which should suffice to prevent such
mistakes.”

Cazail digested this. After amoment, Umegat added, “Also, afaction in the military order of the
Daughter’ s house has sent couriersriding out to dl itslord dedicats, calling them to agenerd council.
They mean not to alow Roya Orico to foist another commander like Lord Dondo onto them.”

“How should they defy him? Revolt?’
Umegat hastily waved away this treasonable suggestion. “ Certainly not. Petition. Request.”

“Mm. But | thought they protested last time, to no avail. Dy Jrond will not be wanting to let control
of that order dip from hishands.”

“The military order is backed by the whole of its house, thistime.”
“And, ah. . . what have you been doing today?’

“Praying for guidance.”

“And did you get an answer?’

Umegat smiled ambiguoudy a him. * Perhaps”

Cazaril considered for amoment how best to phrase his next remark. “ Interesting gossip you’re
privy to. | takeit, then, that it would now be redundant for me to go down to the temple and confessto
Archdivine Mendena for Dondo’ s murder?’

Umegat’ s brows went up. “I suppose,” he said after amoment, “that it should not surprise me that
the Lady of Spring has chosen a sharp-edged tool.”

“You areadivine, atrained Inquirer. | didn’t imagine you could, or would, evade your oaths and
disciplines. Y ou immobilized meto give yoursdlf timeto report, and confer.” Cazaril hestated. “Thet |
am not presently under arrest should tell me. . . something about that conference, but I’m not a dl sure
what.”

Umegat studied his hands, spread on hisknees. “Asadivine, | defer to my superiors. Asasaint, |
answer to my god. Alone. If He trusts my judgment, so perforce must I. And so must my superiors.” He
looked up, and now his gaze was unsettlingly direct. “ That the goddess has set your feet on some
journey on her behaf—courier—is abundantly plain from Her hour-by-hour preservation of your life.
The Templeisat . . . not your service, but Hers. | think | can promise you, none shall interfere with you.”

Cazaril was stung into awail. “But what am | supposed to bedoing 7’

Umegat’ s voice grew dmost apologetic. “ Speaking just from my own experience, | would surmise
—your daily duties asthey cometo you.”

“That’ snot very helpful.”

“Yes. | know.” Umegat’ slipstwitched in adry humor. “So the gods humble the would-be wise, |
think.” He added after amoment, “ Speaking of daily duties, | must return now to mine. Orico is unwell
today. Fed freeto vidt the menagerie anytime you are o moved, my lord dy Cazaril.”

“Wait—" Cazaril held out a hand as Umegat rose. “Can you tell me—does Orico know of the
miracle of the menagerie? Does he understand—does he even know heis accursed?I’ll sweer Isdle
knows naught of it, nor Teldez.” Royina Ista, on the other hand . . . “Or doesthe royajust know he
fedsbetter for contact with hisanimals?’



Umegat gave alittle nod. “ Orico knows. Hisfather lastold him, on his deathbed. The Temple has
made many secret triasto break this curse. The menagerieisthe only one that has seemed to do any
good.”

“And what of the Dowager Royinalsta? s she shadowed like Sara?’

Umegat tugged his queue and frowned thoughtfully. “1 could better guessif I’ d ever met her
face-to-face. The dy Baociafamily removed her from Cardegoss shortly before | was brought here.”

“Does Chancellor dy Jirona know?’

The frown deepened. “If he does, it was not from my lips. | have often cautioned Orico not to
discusshismiracle, but . . .”

“If Orico has kept something from dy Jrond, it would be afirst.”

Umegat shrugged acknowledgment, but added, “Given the early disastersin hisreign, Orico
believesthat any action he dares take will redound to the detriment of Chdion. The chancellor isthe
tongs by which the roya attempts to handle all matters of state without spilling his bane thereupon.”

“Some might wonder if dy Jrond isthe answer to the curse, or part of it.”

“The proxy seemed to work at first.”

“And lady?’

“Lady—we’ ve redoubled our petitionsto the gods for aid.”

“And how have the gods answered?’

“It would seem—~by sending you.”

Cazaril sat up in renewed terror, clutching his bedclothes. “No one sent me! | came by chance.”

“I"d like an accounting of those chances, someday soon. When you will, my lord.” Umegat, with a
deeply hopeful gaze that frightened Cazaril quite as much asany of his saintly remarks, bowed himsdlf
out.

AFTER A FEW MORE HOURS SPENT COWERING UNDERhis quilts, Cazaril decided that
unlessaman could dither himself to degth, he wasn’t going to die this afternoon. Or if he was, there was
nothing he could do about it. And his scomach was growling in adecidedly unsupernaturd fashion. As
the chill autumn light faded he crept out of bed, stretched his aching muscles, dressed himself, and went
down to dinner.

The Zangre was extremely subdued. With the court plunged into degp mourning, no fétes or music
were offered tonight. Cazaril found the banqueting hall thin of company; neither 1sdle’ s household nor
Teidez’ swere present, Royina Sara absented hersalf, and Roya Orico, his dark shadow clinging about
him, ate hagtily and departed immediately theresfter.

Thereason for Teidez’ s absence, Cazaril soon learned, was that Chancellor dy Jronal had taken
the royse with him when he rode out on hismission of investigation. Cazaril blinked and fell silent at this
news. Surely dy Jironal could not be attempting to continue the seduction by corruption his brother had
taken so well in hand? Downright austere by comparison to Dondo, he had not the taste or style for such
puerile pleasures. It wasimpossible to imagine him roistering with ajuvenile. Was it too much to hope he
might be reversing his strategy for ascendancy over Teidez’ s mind, taking the boy up after atrue fatherly
manner, apprenticing him to statecraft? The young royse was half-sck with idlenessaswell as
dissolution; amogt any exposure to men’ swork must be medicine for him. More probably, Cazaril
thought wesrily, the chancellor smply dared not let his future handle upon Chaion out of hisgrip for an
ingant.

Lord dy Rind, seated across from Cazaril, twisted hislips at the half-empty hal and remarked,



“Everyone’ s deserting. Off to their country estates, if they have ' em, before the snow flies. It sgoing to
be agloomy Father’ s Day celebration, | warrant. Only the tailors and seamstresses are busy, furbishing
up mourning garb.”

Cazaril reached through the ghost-smudge that was hovering next to his plate and washed down the
last bite of his repast with agulp of well-watered wine. Four or five of the revenants had trailed after him
to the hdl and now clustered about him like cold children crowding a hearth. He had chosen somber
clothing himsdf tonight, automaticaly; he wondered if he should trouble himsdlf to obtain thefull correct
lavenders and blacks such as dy Rind, ways fashionable, now sported. Would the abomination locked
in hisbelly take it as hypocrisy, or as agesture of respect? Would it even know? New-riven from its
body, how much of its repulsive nature did Dondo’ s soul now retain? These westhered old spirits
seemed to watch him from the outside; was Dondo watching him from the inside? He grinned briefly, as
an dternative to dartling poor dy Rina with afit of screaming. He managed apolitely inquiring, “Do you
Say or go?’

“I go, I think. I’ ride down with Marchess dy Heron asfar as Heron itsdlf, and then cut over the
lower passesto home. The old lady might be glad enough of another sword in her party that she’d even
invite meto stay.” Hetook aswalow of wine and lowered hisvoice. “If not even the Bastard would
take Lord Dondo off our hands, you redlize he must till be about somewhere. Onetrusts he'll just haunt
Jrond’ s palace where he died, but redlly, he could be anywherein Cardegoss. And he was vicious
enough before he was murdered; he’ s bound to be vengeful now. Sain the night before hiswedding,
gods!”

Cazaril made aneutral noise.

“The chancdllor seems set on calling it death magic, but | shouldn’t wonder if it was poison after dl.
No way of telling, now the body’ s burned, | suppose. Convenient for somebody, that.”

“But he was surrounded by hisfriends. Surely no one could have administered—were you there?’

Dy Rina grimaced. “ After Lady Pig? No. Thanksbeto al her squedls, | was not present at that
butchering.” Dy Rinal glanced around, asif afraid aghost with agrudge might be snesking up on him
even now. That there were half adozen within hisarm’ s reach was evidently not apparent to him. Cazaril
brushed one away from hisface, trying not to let his eyes focus on what, to his companion, must seem
empty air.

Ser dy Maroc, the roya’ swardrobe-magter, strolled up to their table saying, “Dy Rind! Have you
heard the news from lbra?’ Belatedly, he observed Cazaril leaning with elbows on the board opposite
and hesitated, flushing dightly.

Cazaril smiled sourly. “Onetrustsyou’ re getting your gossip from Ibrafrom more reliable sources
these days, Maroc?’

Dy Maroc giffened. “If the Chancdllery’ s own courier be one, yes. He camein pell-mell while my
head tailor was refitting Orico’ s mourning garb, that he had to let out by four fingerbreadths—anyway, it’
sofficid. TheHer of Ibradied last week, al suddenly, of the coughing fever in South Ibra. Hisfaction
has collapsed, and rushes to make treaty with the old Fox, or save their lives by sacrificing each other.
Thewar in South Ibrais ended.”

“Wel!” Dy Rina sat up and stroked his beard. “Do we call that good news, or bad? Good for
poor Ibra, the gods know. But our Orico has chosen thelosing sdeagain .”

Dy Maroc nodded. “ The Fox is rumored to be most wroth with Chalion, for stirring the pot and
keeping it bailing, not that the Heir needed hel p putting wood on that fire.”

“Perhapsthe old roya’ staste for strife shall be buried with hisfirstborn,” said Cazaril, not too
hopefully.



“So the Fox hasanew Heir, that child of hisage—what was the boy’ sname?’ said dy Rind.
“Royse Bergon,” Cazaril supplied.

“Aye,” said dy Maroc. “ A young one indeed. And the Fox could drop a any moment, leaving an
untried boy on the throne.”

“Not so untried asall that,” said Cazaril. “He’ s seen the prosecution of one siege and the breaking
of another, riding in hislate mother’ strain, and survived acivil war. And one would think ason of the
Fox could not be stupid.”

“Thefirs onewas” said dy Rind, unassailably. “ To leave his supportersin such naked disarray.”
“One cannot blame deeth of the coughing fever on alack of wit,” said Cazaril.

“Assuming it redly was the coughing fever,” said dy Rind, pursing hislipsin new suspicion.
“What, d’you think the Fox would poison hisown son?’ said dy Maroc.

“Hisagents, man.”

“Wadll, then, he might have done it sooner, and saved Ibraaworld of woe—"

Cazaril smiled thinly, and pushed up from thetable, leaving dy Rind and dy Maroc to thelr
tale-spinning. Hiswine-scknesswas past, and he felt better for his dinner, but the shaky exhaustion that
remained was not anything he was accustomed to callingwell . In the absence of any summons from the
royesse, he made hisway back to his bed.

Wearied beyond fear, hefdll adeep soon enough. But around midnight, he was brought awake with
agasp. A man’s screams echoed distantly in his head. Screams, and broken weeping, and choked
howls of rage—he bolted upright, heart pounding, turning his head to locate the sound. Faint and strange
—might it be coming from across the ravine from the Zangre, or down by theriver below hiswindow?
No one from the castle seemed to respond, no footsteps, or cries of inquiry from theguards. . . In
another few moments, Cazaril redlized he was not hearing the tormented howlswith his ears, any more
than he saw the pale smudges floating around his bed with his eyes. And he recognized the voice.

He lay back down, panting and curled around himself, and endured the uproar for another ten
minutes. Was the damned soul of Dondo preparing to break free of the Lady’ smiracle and haul him off
to hell? He was about to leave his bed and run to the menagerie, dl in his nightdress, pound on the doors
and wake up Umegat and beg the saint for help—could Umegat do anything about this>—whenthe
criesfaded again.

It was about the hour of Dondo’ s death, he realized. Perhaps the spirit took up some specia
powers at thistime? He couldn’t tdll if it had or had not done so last night, he’ d been so sodden drunk.
One uneasy nightmare had blended in mad fragmentswith dl the others.

It might have been worse, hetold himsdf ashis heart gradualy dowed again. Dondo might have
been given an articulate voice. The thought of Dondo’ s ghost made nightly free to speak to him, whether
in rage or abuse or vile suggestion, broke his courage as the plain howls had not, and he wept for alittle
in the sheer terror of theimagining.

Trust the Lady. Trust the Lady. He whispered some incoherent prayers, and dowly regained
control of himsdlf. If She had brought him thisfar for some purpose, surely She would not abandon him
now.

A new horrible thought occurred to him, as he told Umegat’ s sermon over in hismind. If the
goddess only entered the world by Cazaril renouncing hiswill on Her behalf, could wanting desperately
to live, an act of will if ever there was one, be enough to exclude Her, and Her miracle? Her protective
encapsulation might pop like asoap bubble, releasing a paradox of death and damnation . . . Following



thislogic loop around and around was enough to keep him awake for hours, asthe night dowly wore
itself out. The square of his chamber’ swindow was growing faintly gray before he dropped again into
blessed unconsciousness.

SO IT WASTHAT, FLANKED BY HISGHOSTLY OUTRIDERS, he climbed the sairslate
the following morning to his office antechamber. He felt stupid and eroded from lack of deep, and he
looked forward without enthusiasm to aweek’ s worth of neglected correspondence and bookkeeping,
dropped in disordered piles on his desk from the hour of I1sdlle’ s disastrous betrothal.

He found hisladies up betimes. In the Stting room just past the frontier of his office, dl hisgood
new schoolroom maps were spread out on atable. 1salle leaned on her hands, staring down at them.
Betriz, her armsfolded under her breasts, stood watching over her shoulder and frowning. Both young
women, and Nan dy Vrit, who sat sewing, wore the blacks and lavenders of strict forma court
mourning, a prudent dissmulation of which Cazaril gpproved.

As he entered, he saw next to Iselle’ s hand a scattering of paper scraps with scribbled lists, some
items scratched through, some circled or ticked with checks. Iselle scowled and pointed to a spot on the
map marked with asturdy hat pin, and said over her shoulder to her handmaiden, “But that’ s no better
than—" She broke off when she saw Cazaril. The dark, invisible cloak gill clung about her; only an
occasond faint thread of bluelight till glinted in its duggish folds. The ghost-blobs veered violently away
fromit and, only partly to Cazaril’ srdief, vanished from his second sight.

“Areyou dl right, Lord Caz?’ Isdleinquired, looking a him with her brows drawing down. “Y ou
don’t look well.”

Cazaril bowed greeting. “My apologiesfor absenting mysdlf yesterday, Royesse. | wastaken with a
... acolic. It has mostly passed off now.”

Nan dy Vrit, from her segt in the corner, looked up from her sawing with an unfriendly stare to
remark, “ The chamber woman had it that you were taken with abad head from drinking and carousing
with the stable grooms. She said she saw you comein so drunk after Lord Dondo’ sfunerd you could
barely sagger.”

Conscious of Betriz’ s unhappy scrutiny, he said gpologeticdly, “ Drinking yes; carousing, no. It won’
t happen again, milady.” He added alittledryly, “It didn’t answer anyway.”

“It’ sascandal to the royesse, that her secretary be seen so inebriated that he—"
“Hush, Nan,” Isdleinterrupted thislecture impatiently. “Leave be.”
“What’ sthis, Royesse?’ Cazaril gestured at the pin-studded map.

Iselle drew along breath. “I’ ve thought it through. 1’ ve been thinking for days. Aslong as| remain
unwed, plotswill swirl @bout me. | don’t doubt dy Jirona will produce some other candidateto try to
bind me and Teidez to his clan. And other factions—now it’ s revealed that Orico would willingly bestow
meon alesser lord, every lesser lord in Chalion will begin badgering him for my hand. My only defense,
my only certain refuge, isif | am married dready. Andnot to alesser lord.”

Cazail’ sbrowsrose. 1 confess, Royesse, my own thoughts have been running something aong
thoselines”

“And swiftly, swiftly, Cazaril. Before they can come up with someone evenmor e disgusting than
Dondo.” Her voice was edged with stress.

“Even our dear chancdlor must findthat adaunting chalenge,” he murmured diffidently, and had the
satisfaction of drawing abrief bark of laughter from her. He pursed hislips. “Theneed isgrest, | grant
you, but the danger isnot so ingtantly pressing asdl that. Dy Jirona himsdf will block the lesser lords for
you, | am sure. Your first line of defense must beto block dy Jrond’ s next candidate. Although, thinking



over hisfamily, it’ s not clear to me who he can offer up. His sons are both married, or he might have put
forth one of them in place of Dondo. Or offered himsdlf, were he not wed.”

“Wivesdie,” said Betriz darkly. “ Sometimes, they even die conveniently.”

Cazaril shook hishead. “Dy Jrona has planned hisfamily alianceswith care. His daughters-in-law
—hiswife, too—are hislinksto some of the greatest familiesin Chalion, the daughters and sisters of
powerful provincars. | don’t say he wouldn’t selze avacancy, but he dare not be seen or even suspected
of creating one. And his grandsons are toddlers. No, dy Jrond must play awaiting game.”

“What about his nephews?’ said Betriz.

Cazaril, after apause for thought, shook his head again. “ Too loose a connection, not controlled
enough. He desires asubordinate, not arival.”

“| decling,” said Isdlethrough her teeth, “to wait adecade to be wed to a boy fifteen years younger
than| am.”

Cazaril glanced involuntarily at Lady Betriz. He himsdlf wasfifteen years older than—hethrust the
discouraging thought from hismind. The evil barrier between them now was less surmountable than
merdly that of youth versus age. Life does not wed death .

“We've placed apin in the map for every unwed ruler or heir we can think of between here and
Darthaca,” said Betriz.

Cazaril advanced and looked over the map. “What, even the Roknari princedoms?’

“| wanted to be complete,” said Isdle. “Without them, well . . . there weren’t very many choices. |
admit, | don’t much like the idea of a Roknari prince. Leaving asdetheir horrid squared-off rdligion,
their custom of choosing as heir any son at dl, whether of true wife or concubine, makesit nearly
impossibleto tell if oneiswedding afuture ruler or afuture drone.”

“Or afuture corpse,” said Cazaril. “Half the victories Chalion ever gained over the Roknari were
the result of some embittered failed candidate stabbing his princely half brother in the back.”

“But that leaves only four true Quintarians of rank,” put in Betriz. “ The royaof Brgar, Bergon of
Ibra, and the twin sons of the high march of Yissjust across the Darthacan border. Who are twelve
yearsold.”

“Not impossible,” said Isdlejudicioudy, “but March dy Yisswould have no natura reasonto dly
with Teidez, later, against the Roknari. He shares no borders with the princedoms and does not suffer
from their depredations. And he paysfedty to Darthaca, who has no interest in seeing a strong, united
aliance of Ibran states arise to put an end to the perpetua war in the north.”

Cazaril was pleased to hear his own andysis coming back to him in the royesse’ smouth; she’d paid
more attention during her geography lessons than he’ d thought. He smiled encouragingly.

“And besdes” Isdle added crosdy, “ Yiss has no coastline either.” Her hand drifted unhappily
across the map to the east. “My cousin the roya of Brgjar is quite old, and they say is grown too sodden
with drink to ride to war. And his grandson istoo young.”

“Brgar does have good ports,” said Betriz. She added more dubioudly, athough in the tone of one
pointing out an advantage, “| suppose he wouldn’t livevery long.”

“Yes, but what help could | be to Teidez as a mere dowager royina? It’ snot asthough | might tell
a, astepgrandson how to deploy histroops!” Isdlle’ s hand trailed back to the opposite coast. “And the
Fox of lbra’ seldest sonismarried, and hisyounger not the heir, and the country is convul sed with civil
drife”

“Not anymore,” said Cazaril abruptly. “Did no onetell you the newsthat came yesterday from



Ibra? The Heir is dead. Struck down in South Ibra—the coughing fever. No one doubts that young
Royse Bergon will take his place. He’ sbeen loyd to hisfather throughout the whole mess.”

Iselleturned her head and stared at him, her eyeswidening. “Redlly . . . ! How old is Bergon,
again? Fifteen, was he not?’

“He must be risng sixteen now, Royesse.”

“Better than fifty-seven!” Her fingerswaked lightly up the coast of 1bradong the string of maritime
citiesto the great port of Zagosur, where they stopped, resting upon acertain pin with a carved
mother-of-pearl head. “What do you know of Royse Bergon, Cazaril? |s he well-favored? Did you ever
see him when you werein lbra?’

“Not with my own eyes. They say he’s a handsome boy.”

Isdle shrugged impatiently. “ All royses are away's described as handsome, unlessthey’ re absolutely
grotesque. Thenit’ s said they havecharacter .

“I believe Bergon to be reasonably athletic, which arguesfor at least a pleasantly healthy
gppearance. They say he has been trained at seamanship.” Cazaril saw the glow of youthful enthusiasm
garting in her eyes, and felt constrained to add, “ But your brother Orico has been at this haf war with
theroya of Ibrafor the past seven years. The Fox hasno love for Chdion.”

Iselle pressed her hands together. “But what better way to end awar than with amarriage treaty?’

“Chancellor dy Jrond isbound to opposeit. Quite aside from wanting you for his own family
connection, he wants Teidez to have no dly, now or in the future, stronger than himself.”

“By that reasoning, he must oppose any good match | can suggest.” Isdlle leaned over the map
again, her hand sweeping in along arc encompassing Chalion and I bra both—two-thirds of the lands
between the seas. “But if | could bring Teldez and Bergon together . . .” Her pam pressed flat and
dowly did dong the north coast across the five Roknari princedoms; pins popped from the paper and
scattered. “ Yes,” she breathed. Her eyes narrowed, and her jaw tightened. When she again looked up
a Cazaril, her eyeswere blazing. “1 shdl put it to my brother Orico at once, before dy Jrond returns. If
| can get hisword on it, publicly declared, surely even dy Jrona cannot make him take it back?’

“Think it through first, Royesse. Think of al the issues. One drawback is surely the ghastly
father-inlaw.” Cazaril’ s brow wrinkled. “Though | supposetimewill remove him. And if anyoneis
capable of overcoming hisemotionsin favor of policy, it’ sthe old Fox.”

Sheturned from the table to pace hastily back and forth across the chamber, heavy skirts swishing.
Her dark auraclung about her.

Royina Sara shared the vilest dregs of Orico’ s curse; she must presumably have entered into it upon
her marriageto theroya. If I1selle married out of Chaion, would she shed her curse reciprocdly, leaving
it behind? Wasthisaway for her to escape the geas? His rising excitement was cut by caution. Or
would the Golden Generd’ s old dark destiny follow her across the borders to her new country? He
must consult with Umeget, and soon.

Iselle stopped and stared out the window embrasure where she had sat to endure Dondo’ s hideous
wooing. Her eyes narrowed. At last she said decisively, “1 must try. | cannot, will not, leave my fateto
drift downstream to another disastrous falls and make no push to steer it. | will petition my roya brother,
and at once”

She whedled for the door and beckoned sharply, like ageneral urging on histroops. “Betriz,
Cazaril, attend upon me!”

After some time cagting aboutthe Zangre they ran Orico to earth, to Cazaril’ ssurprise, in Royina
Sara’ s chambers on the top floor of 1as’s Tower. The royaand royinawere seated at asmdl tableby a



window, playing at blocks-and-dodges together. The smple game, with its carved board and colored
marbles, seemed apastime for children or convaescents, not for the greatest lord and lady in theland
... not that Orico could be mistaken for awell man by any experienced eye. Theroya couple’seerie
shadows seemed merely aredundant underscore to their weary sadness. They played not for idleness,
Cazaril redlized, but for distraction, diversion from the fear and woe that hedged them al around.

Cazaril was taken aback by Sara’ sgarb. Instead of the black-and-lavender court mourning that
Orico wore, she was dressed dl in white, thefestival garb of the Bastard’ s Day, that intercalary holiday
inserted every two years after Mother’ s Midsummer to prevent the calendar’ s precessing from its
proper seasons. The bleached linenswere far too light for this weather, and she huddled into alarge
puffy white wool shawl to combat the chill. Shelooked dark and thin and sdlow in the pale wrappings.
Withal, it was an even more edged insult than the colorful gowns and robes she’ d hastily donned for
Dondo’ sfunerd. Cazaril wondered if she meant to wear the Bastard’ s whitesfor the whole period of
mourning. And if dy Jronad would dare protest.

Iselle curtseyed to her royal brother and sster-in-law, and stood before Orico with eyes bright,
hands clasped before her in an attitude of demure femininity belied by the sted in her spine. Cazaril and
Lady Betriz, flanking her, aso made their courtesies. Orico, turning from the game table, acknowledged
hissger’ sgreeting. He adjusted his paunch in hislap and eyed her uneasily. On closer view, Cazaril
could see where histailor had added a matched panel of lavender brocade benegath the armsto enlarge
histunic’ s girth, and the dight discoloration where the deeve seams had been picked out and resewn.
Royina Sara gathered her shawl and withdrew alittle into the window seet.

With the barest preamble, 1selle launched into her pleafor the royato open forma negotiations with
Ibrafor the hand of the Royse Bergon. She emphasi zed the opportunity to make abid for peace, thus
repairing the breach crested by Orico’sill-fated support of the late Heir, for surdly neither Chalion nor
exhausted Ibrawere prepared to continue the conflict now. She pointed out how appropriate amatch in
age and rank Bergon wasfor her own years and station, and the advantage to Orico—she diplomatically
did not addand then Teidez —in future yearsto have areativeand aly in Ibra’ s court. She painted a
vivid word-picture of the harassment from lesser lords of Chdion vying for her hand that Orico might
neetly sidestep by thisploy, abit of e oquence that caused the royato vent awistful sigh.

Nonetheless, Orico began his expected equivocation by seizing on thislast point. “But Iselle, your
mourning protects you for atime. Not even Martou—I mean, Martou won’t insult the memory of his
brother by marrying off Dondo’ s bereaved fiancée over his hot ashes.”

Iselle snorted at thebereaved . “Dondo’ s asheswill chill soon enough, and what then? Orico, you
will never again force me to ahusband without my assent—myprior assent, obtained beforehand. | won’
tletyou.”

“No, no,” Orico agreed hadtily, waving hishands. “That . . . that wasamistake, | seeit now. I’'m
sorry.”

Now, there’'s an understatement . . .

“I did not mean to insult you, dear Sister, or, or the gods.” Orico glanced around alittle vagudly, as
though afraid an offended god might pounce upon him out of some astra ambuscade at any moment. “|
meant well, for you and for Chdion.”

Bdatedly, it dawned upon Cazaril that while no one a court but himsalf and Umegat knew just
whose prayers had hurried Dondo . . . well, not out of theworld, but out of hislife—al knew that the
royesse had been praying for rescue. None, Cazaril thought, suspected or accused her of working death
magic—of course, neither did they suspect or accuse him—nevertheless, Isdlle was here, and Dondo
was gone. Every thinking courtier must be unnerved by Dondo’ s mysterious death, and some more than
alittle.



“No marriage shdl be offered to you in future without your prior accordance,” said Orico, with
uncharacterigtic firmness. “ That, | promise you upon my own head and crown.”

It was a solemn oath; Cazaril’ s brows rose. Orico meant it, apparently. Iselle pursed her lips, then
accepted thiswith adight, wary nod.

A faint dry breath, puffed through feminine nogtrils—Cazaril’ s eyes went to Royina Sara. Her face
was shadowed by the window embrasure, but her mouth twisted briefly in some smdl irony at her
husband’ swords. Cazaril considered what solemn promises Orico had broken to her, and looked away,
discomfited.

“By the same token,” Orico skipped to his next evason like aman crossng sepping-stoneson a
steam, “our mourning makes it too soon to offer you to Ibra. The Fox may construe aninsult in this
hegte.”

Iselle made a gesture of impatience. “But if wewait, Bergonislikely to be snaiched up! Theroyse
isnow the Heir, he’ s of marriageable age, and hisfather wants safety on his borders. The Fox is bound
to barter him for an dly—adaughter of the high march of Yiss, perhaps, or arich Darthacan
noblewoman, and Chdion will havelost its chance!”

“It’ s too soon. Too soon. | don’t disagree that your arguments are good, and may have their day.
Indeed, the Fox made diplomatic inquiriesfor your hand some years ago, | forget for which son, but all
was broken off when the troublesin South Ibra erupted. Nothing isfixed. Why, my poor Brgaran
mother was betrothed five different times before she was finaly wed to Roya las. Take patience, calm
yourself, and await amore seemly time.”

“I think now is an excdlent time. | want to see you make adecision, announceit, and stand by it—
before Chancdllor dy Jrona returns.”

“Ah, um, yes. And that’ s another thing. | cannot possibly take a step of this grave nature without
consultation with my chief noble and the other lordsin council.” Orico nodded to himself.

“You didn’t consult the other lords the last time. | think you’ re most strangely afraid to do anything
dy Jrona doesn’t approve. Who isroyain Cardegoss, anyway, Orico dy Chalion or Martou dy
Jrond?’

“|—I—I will think on your words, dear Sster.” Orico made craven little waving-away motionswith
hisfat hands.

Isdlle, after amoment spent staring at him with aburning intengity that made him writhe, accepted
thiswith asmall, provisona nod. “Y es, do think on my petition, my lord. I'll ask you again tomorrow.”

With this promise—or threat—she made courtesy again to Orico and Saraand withdrew, Betriz
and Cazaxil tralling.

“Tomorrow and every day thereafter?’ Cazaril inquired in an undervoice as she sailed down the
corridor in asavage rustling of skirts.

“Every day till Oricoyields,” shereplied through st teeth. “Plan onit, Cazaril.”

WINTRY YELLOW LIGHT SLANTED THROUGH GRAY clouds later that afternoon as
Cazaril made hisway out of the Zangre to the stable block. He pulled hisfine embroidered wool coat
around him and drew in his neck like aturtle against the damp, cold wind. When he opened his mouth
and exhaled, he could make his breath migt in alittle cloud before him. He blew afew puffs at the ghosts
that, pale amogt to invighility in the sunlight, bobbed perpetualy after him. A damp frost rimed the
cobbles benesth hisfeet. He pushed the menagerie’ s heavy door aside just enough to nip within and
pulled it shut again immediately thereafter. He stood a moment, letting his eyes adjust to the darker
interior, and sneezed from the sweet dust of the hay.



The thumbless groom set down apail, hurried up to him, bowed, and made welcoming noises.

“I have cometo see Umegat,” Cazaril told him. Thelittle old man bowed again and beckoned him
onward. Heled Cazaril down the aide. The beautiful animasall lurched to the front of their stalsto snort
at him, and the sand foxes jumped up and yipped excitedly as he passed.

A stone-walled chamber at the far end proved to be atack room converted to awork and leisure
room for the menagerie’ sservants. A smdl fire burned chearfully in afiddstone fireplace, taking the chill
off. Thefaint, pleasant scent of woodsmoke combined with that of |eather, meta polish, and soagps. The
wool-gtuffed cushions on the chairs to which the groom gestured him were faded and worn, and the old
worktable was stained and scarred. But the room was swept, and the glazed windows, one on either
sde of thefireplace, had the little round panes set in their leads polished clean. The groom made noises
and shuffled out again.

In afew minutes, Umegat entered, wiping his hands dry on acloth and straightening histabard.
“Welcome, my lord,” he said softly. Cazaril felt suddenly uncertain of his etiquette, whether to stand as
for asuperior or gt asfor aservant. There was no court Roknari grammatical mode for secretary to
saint. He sat up and haf bowed from the waist, awkwardly, by way of compromise. “Umegat.”

Umegat closed the door, assuring privacy. Cazaril leaned forward, clasping his hands upon the
tabletop, and spoke with the urgency of patient to physician. “Y ou see the ghosts of the Zangre. Do you
ever hear them?’

“Not normaly. Have you?’ Umegat pulled out achair and seeted himsdlf at right anglesto Cazaril.

“Not these—" He batted away the most persstent one, which had followed him insde. Umegat
pursed hislipsand flipped hiscloth at it, and it flitted off. “Dondo’s.” Cazaril described last night’s
interna uproar. “1 thought he was trying to break out. Can he succeed? If the goddess’ sgrip fals?”’

“| am certain no ghost can overpower agod,” said Umegat.

“That’s. .. not quite an answer.” Cazaril brooded. Perhaps Dondo and the demon meant to kil
him from sheer exhaudtion. “ Can you at least suggest away to shut him up? Putting my head under the
pillow wasno hdpatdl.”

“Thereisakind of symmetry toit,” observed Umegat dowly. “ Outer ghosts that you may see but
not hear, inner ghosts that you may hear but not see. . . if the Bastard hasahand in it, it may have
something to do with maintaining balance. In any case, | am sure your preservation was no accident and
would not be accidentaly withdrawn.”

Cazaril absorbed thisfor amoment. Daily duties, eh. Today’ s had brought some curiousturns. He
spoke now as comrade to comrade. “Umegat, listen, |’ ve had an idea. We know the curse has followed
the House of Chdion’smaleline, Fonsato lasto Orico. Y et Royina Sarawears nearly asdark a
shadow as Orico does, and sheis no spawn of Fonsa’ sloins. She must have married into the curse,
yes?

Thefinelinesof Umegat’ s face deepened with hisfrown. “ Saraadready bore the shadow when |
first came, years ago, but | suppose. . . yes, it must have been s0.”

“Igalikewise, presumably?’
“Presumably.”

“So—ocould Isdle marryout of the curse? Shed it with her marriage vows, when she leaves her
family of birth behind and entersinto the family of her husband? Or would the curse follow her to taint
them both?”

Umegat’ s browswent up. “1 don’t know.”



“But you don’t know that it’ simpossible? | wasthinking that it might be away to sdlvage. . .
something.”

Umegat sat back. “Possibly. | don’t know. It was never aploy to consider, for Orico.”

“I need to know, Umegat. Royesse Isdlleis pushing Orico to open negotiations for her marriage out
of Chdion.”

“Chancdlor dy Jrond will surely not dlowthat .”
“I would not underestimate her powers of persuasion. Sheisnot another Sara.”

“Neither was Sara, once. But you are right. Oh, my poor Orico, to be pressed between two such
grinding sones”

Cazaril bit hislip, and paused along time before venturing his next query. “Umegat . . . you’ ve been
observing this court for many years. Was dy Jirona aways so poisonous a peculator, or hasthe curse
dowly been corrupting him, too? Did the curse draw such aman to his position of power, or would any
man trying to serve the House of Chalion become so corroded, intime?’

“You ask very interesting questions, Lord Cazaril.” Umegat’ s graying brows drew down in thought.
“I wish | had better answers. Martou dy Jrona was awaysforcible, inteligent, able. We shdl leave
aside congderation of hisyounger brother, who made hisreputation asa strong arm in thefield, not a
strong head in the court. When hefirst took up the post of chancellor | would have judged the elder dy
Jrona no more susceptible to the temptations of pride and greed than any other high lord of Chdion
with aclanto providefor.”

Faint enough praise, that. And yet . . .

“Yetl think ...” Umegat seemed to continue Cazaril’ s very thought, his eyesrising to meet hisguest
’s, “the curse has done him no good either.”

“S0. .. getting rid of dy Jrond isnot the solution to Orico’ s woes? Another such man, perhaps
worse, would smply risein his place?’

Umegat opened hishands. “ The curse takes a hundred forms, twisting each good thing that should
be Orico’ s according to the wesknesses of its nature. A wife grown barren instead of fertile. A chief
advisor corrupt instead of loyd. Friendsfickle instead of true, food that sickensinstead of strengthening,
and on and on.”

A secretary-tutor grown cowardly and foolish instead of brave and wise? Or maybe just fey
and mad . . .If any man who came within the curse’ s ambit was vulnerable, was he destined to become
Isdle’ s plague, asdy Jronal was Orico’s?“And Teidez, and Isdle—mugt dl her choicesfdl out asill as
Orico’s, or does he bear a specid burden, being the roya?’

“I think the curse has grown worse for Orico over time.” The Roknari’ s gray eyes narrowed. “Y ou
have asked me adozen questions, Lord Cazaril. Allow meto ask you one. How came you into the
sarvice of Royese |sdle?”’

Cazaril opened his mouth and sat back, his mind jumping first to the day the Provincara had
ambushed him with her offer of employment. But no, before that came.. . . and before that came. . . He
found himsdlf instead telling Umegat of the day a soldier of the Daughter astride anervy horse had
dropped agold coin in the mud, and how he had arrived in Vaenda. Umegat brewed tea a thelittle fire
and pushed a steaming mug in front of Cazaril, who paused only to lubricate his drying throat. Cazaril
described how Isdlle had discomfited the crooked judge on the Daughter’ s Day, and, at length, how
they had &l cometo Cardegoss.

Umegat pulled on his queue. “ Do you think your stepswere fated from that far back? Disturbing.
But the gods are parsmonious, and take their chances where they can find them.”



“If the gods are making this path for me, then whereis my free will? No, it cannot be!”

“Ah.” Umegat brightened at thisthorny theological point. “1 have had another thought on such fates,
that denies neither gods nor men. Perhaps, instead of controlling every step, the gods have sarted a
hundred or athousand Cazarils and Umegats down thisroad. And only those arrive who chooseto.”

“But am | thefirst to arrive, or thelagt?”
“Wel,” sad Umegat dryly, “I can promiseyou you’ re not the first.”

Cazaril grunted understanding. After alittle time spent digesting this, he said suddenly, “Buit if the
gods have given you to Orico, and meto Isdle—though | think Someone has made a holy mistake—
who isgiven for the protection of Teidez? Shouldn’t there be three of us? A man of the Brother, surdly,
though whether tool or saint or fool | know not—or have dl the boy’ s hundred destined protectorsfalen
by the roadside, one by one? Maybe the man isjust not here yet.” A new thought robbed Cazaril of
breath. “Maybe it was supposed to have been dy Sanda.” He leaned forward, burying hisfacein his
hands. “If | stay here talking theology with you much longer, | swear 1’1l end up drinking mysdf blind
again, just to make my brain stop spinning round and round insde my skull.”

“Addiction to drink isactudly afairly common hazard, among divines,” said Umegat.

“I beginto seewhy.” Cazaril tilted back his head to catch the last trickle of tea, grown cold in his
cup, and set it down. “Umegat . . . if | must ask of every action not only if it iswise or good, but also if it’
sthe onel’m supposed to choose, | shall go mad. Madder. |1l end up curled in acorner not doing
anything a dl, except maybe mumbling and weeping.”

Umegat chuckled—crudly, Cazaril thought—~but then shook his head. “Y ou cannot outguess the
gods. Hold to virtue—if you canidentify it—and trust that the duty set before you isthe duty desired of
you. And that the talents given to you are the talents you should placein the gods’ service. Bdieve that
the gods ask for nothing back that they have not first lent to you. Not even your life.”

Cazaril rubbed hisface, and inhded. “Then | shal bend al my effortsto promoting this marriage of
Isdle’s, to break the hold of the curse upon her. | must trust my reason, or why else did the goddess
choose areasonable man for Isdle’ sguardian?’ Though he added under hisbregth, “At least, | used to
be areasonable man . . .” He nodded, far more firmly than he felt, and pushed back his chair. “Pray for

me, Umegat.”
“Every hour, my lord.”

IT WAS GROWING DARK WHENLADY BETRIZ BROUGHTataper into Cazaril’ s office and
drifted about for amoment lighting hisreading candlesin their glass vases. He smiled and nodded
thanks. She smiled back and blew out her taper, but then paused, not yet returning to the women’s
chambers. She stood, Cazaril observed, in the same spot where they had parted the night of Dondo’s
desth.

“Things seem to be sttling down alittle now, thank the gods,” she remarked.

“Yes Alittle” Cazaril laid down hisquill.

“I beginto believed! will bewdl.”

“Yes” Hisstomach cramped.No .

A long pause. He picked up hisquill again, and dipped it, athough he had nothing more to write.

“Cazaril, must you believe you are about to die in order to bring yourself to kissalady?’ she
demanded abruptly.

He ducked his head, flushing, and cleared histhroat. “My deepest gpologies, Lady Betriz. It won’t
happen again.”



He dared not look up, lest shetry anew to break through hisfragile barriers. Lest she succeed. Oh,
Betriz, do not sacrifice your dignity to my futility!

Her voice grew 4iff. “1’m very sorry to hear that, Cadtillar.”
He kept his eyes on hisledger as her footsteps retreated.

* % %

SEVERAL DAY SPASSED, ASISELLE CONTINUED HERcampaign upon Orico. Severd
nights passed, made ghastly for Cazaril by the howls of Dondo’ ssoul inits private torment. This
intestind visitation did indeed prove to be nightly, aquarter of an hour reprising the terror of that death.
Cazaril could not fall to deep before the midnight interlude, in Sick gpprehension, nor for long after it, in
shaken resonance, and hisface grew gray with fatigue. The blurry old phantasms began to seem pleasant
pets by comparison. There was no way he could drink enough wine, nightly, to deep throughit, so he
st himsdlf to endure.

Orico endured hissgter’ svistations with less fortitude. He took to avoiding her in increasingly
bizarre ways, but she broke in upon him anyway, in chamber, kitchen, and once, to Nan dy Vrit's
scandd, his steam bath. The day he rode out to his hunting lodge in the oak woods at dawn, I1sdlle
followed promptly after breakfast. Cazaril was relieved to note that his own spectrd retinue fell behind
asthey rode out of the Zangre, as though bound to their place of degth.

It was clear that the fast gallop was an inexpressible joy to Isdlle, as she shook out the knots and
grainsof her trammeled existencein the castle. A day in the saddle in the crisp early-winter air, going
and returning from an otherwise futile interview, brightened her eye and put color in her cheeks. Lady
Betriz was no lessinvigorated. The four Baocian guardstold off to ride with them kept up, but only just,
laboring dong with their horses, Cazaril concedled agony. He passed blood again that evening, which he’
d not done for some days, and Dondo’ s nightly serenade proved especidly shattering because, for the
firg time, Cazaril’ sinward ear could make out wordsin the cries. They weren’t words that made any
sense, but they were distinguishable. Would more follow?

Dreading another such ride, Cazaril wearily climbed the stairsto Isdle’s chambers|ate the next
morning. He had just eased himsdf iffly into hischair at his desk and taken up his account book, when
Royina Sara appeared, accompanied by two of her ladies. She wafted past Cazaril in acloud of white
wool. He scrambled to hisfeet in surprise and bowed deeply; she acknowledged his existence with a
fant, faraway nod.

A flurry of feminine voicesin the forbidden chambers beyond announced her vist to her
sgter-in-law. Both the royina’ sladies-in-waiting and Nan dy Vrit were exiled to the sitting room, where
they sat sewing and quietly gossiping. After about half an hour, Royina Saracame out again and crossed
through Cazaril’ s office antechamber with the same unsmiling abstraction.

Betriz followed shortly. “ The royesse bids you attend upon her in her sitting chamber,” shetold
Cazaril. Her black eyebrows were crimped tight with worry. Cazaril rose at once and followed her
ingde

Isdlesat inacarved chair, her hands clenched upon its arms, pale and breathing heavily.

“Infamous! My brother isinfamous, Cazaril!” shetold him as he made his bow and pulled astool up to
her knee.

“My lady?’ heinquired, and let himself down as carefully ashe could. Last night’ sbdly cramp il
lingered, and stabbed him if he moved too quickly.

“No marriage without my consent, aye, he spoke that truly enough—but none without dy Jrond’ s
consent, either! Sarahas whispered it to me. After hisbrother’ s desth, but before he rode out of
Cardegoss to seek the murderer, the chancellor closeted himself with my brother and persuaded him to



make acodicil to hiswill. In the event of Orico’s desth, the chancellor is made regent for my brother
Tedez—"

“I believe that arrangement has been known for quite sometime, Royesse. Thereisaregency
council set up to advise him, aswell. The provincars of Chalion would not let that much power passto
one of their number without a check.”

“Yes, yes, | knew that, but—"

“The codicil does not attempt to abolish the council, doesit?’ asked Cazaril in darm. “ Thatwould
st thelordsin an uproar.”

“No, that part isleft dl asit was. But formerly, | wasto be the ward of my grandmother and my
uncle the provincar of Baocia. Now, | am to be transferred to dy Jirond’ s own wardship. Thereisno
council to check that! And listen, Cazaril! Theterm of hisguardianship is set to be until | marry, and
permission for my marriageisleft entirely in hishands! He can keep me unwed till | die of old age, if he
chooses!”

Cazaril conceded his unease and held up asoothing hand. “ Surely not. He must die of old age long
before you. And well before that, when Teidez comesto hisman’s estate and the full powers of the
royacy, he can free you with aroya decree.”

“Tadez’ smgority isset a twenty-five years, Cazaril!”

A decade ago, Cazaril would have shared her outrage at thislengthy term. Now it sounded more
like agood idea. But not, granted, with dy Jronal in the saddle instead.

“I would be dmost twenty-eight yearsold!”

Twelve more years for the curse to work upon her, and within her . . . no, it was not good by any
measure.

“He could dismissyou from my household ingtantly!”

You have another Patroness, who has not chosen to dismiss me yet.“| grant you have cause for
concern, Royesse, but don’t borrow trouble before itstime. None of this matters while Orico lives.”

“Heisnot well, Srasays.”

“Heisnot very fit,” Cazaril agreed cautioudy. “But he’ snot by any means an old man. He' sbardly
more than forty.”

By the expression on Isdlle’ sface, shefound that quite aged enough. “Heismore. . . not-well than
he appears. Sarasays.”
Cazaril hesitated. “1s she that intimate with him, to know this? | had thought them estranged.”

“I don’t understand them.” Iselle knuckled her eyes. “ Oh, Cazaril, it wastrue what Dondo told me!
| thought, later, that it might have been just ahorrid lie to frighten me. Sarawas so desperate for achild,
she agreed to let dy Jirond try, when Orico.. . . could not, anymore. Martou was not so bad, she said.
Hewas at least courteous. It was only when he could not get her with child either that his brother
cgjoled himto let him into the venture. Dondo was dreadful, and took pleasurein her humiliation. But
Cazaril, Oricoknew . He helpedpersuade Sarato this outrage. | don’t understand, because Orico surdly
does not hate Teldez so much he’ d wish to set dy Jronal’ s bastard in his place.”

“No.” And yes . A son of dy Jironal and Sarawould not be a descendant of Fonsathe Fairly-wise.
Orico must have reasoned that such a child might grow up to free the royacy of Chalion from the Golden
Generd’ s degth curse. A desperate measure, but possibly an effective one.

“RoyinaSara,” Isdlle added, her mouth crooking, “saysif dy Jrona finds Dondo’ s murderer, she
plansto pay for hisfunera, pension hisfamily, and have perpetua prayers sung for himin the temple of



Cardegoss”

“That’ sgood to know,” said Cazaril faintly. Although he had no family to pension. He hunched over
alittle and smiled to hide agrimace of pain. So, not even Sara, who had filled Isdle’ smaiden earswith
details of shocking intimacy, had told her of the curse. And he was certain now that Sara, too, knew of
it. Orico, Sara, dy Jronal, Umegat, probably Ista, possibly even the Provincara, and not one had chosen
to burden these children with knowledge of the dark cloud that hung over them. Who was he to betray
that implicit conspiracy of slence?

No onetold me, either. Do | thank them now for their consideration?When, then, did Teidez’s
and Isdle’ s protectors plan to let them know of the geas that wrapped them round? Did Orico expect to
tell them on his degthbed, as he’ d been told by hisfather 1as?

Had Cazaril theright to tell 1sdlle secretsthat her natural guardians chose to concedl ?
Was he prepared to explain to her justhow he had found it dl out?

He glanced at Lady Betriz, seated now on another stool and anxioudy watching her distressed roya
mistress. Even Betriz, who knew quite wdll that he had attempted death magic, did not know that he had
succeeded.

“I don’t know what to try next,” moaned Isdlle. “Orico isuseess .

Could Isglle escape this curse without ever having to know of it? He took a deep breath, for what
he was about to say skirted treason. “Y ou could take steps to arrange your marriage yourself.”

Betriz gtirred and sat up, her eyeswidening at him.
“What, in secret?’ said Isdlle. “From my roya brother?’
“Certainly in secret from his chancdlor.”

“Isthat legd?’

Cazaril blew out his breath. “A marriage, contracted and consummated, cannot readily be set aside
even by aroya. If asufficiently large camp of Chalionese were persuaded to support you init—and a
considerable faction of opposition to dy Jrona exists ready-made—setting it aside would be rendered
il harder.” And if she were got out of Chaion and placed under the protection of, say, as shrewd a
father-in-law asthe Fox of 1bra, she might leave curse and faction both behind atogether. Arranging the
matter so that she didn’t smply trade being a powerless hostage in one court for being a powerless
hostage in another was the hard part.But at least an uncursed hostage, eh?

“Ah!” Isdle’ seyeslit with gpprovd. “ Cazaril, can it be done?”’

“Thereare practica difficulties” he admitted. “ All of which have practica solutions. The most
critical isto discover aman you can trust to be your ambassador. He must have the wit to gain you the
strongest possible position in negotiation with Ibra, the supplenessto avoid offending Chdion, nerveto
pass in disguise across uneasy borders, strength for travel, loyaty to you and you aone, and couragein
your cause that must not bresk. A mistake in this sdlection would befatd.” Possibly literaly.

She pressed her hands together, and frowned. “ Can you find me such aman?’
“I will bend my thoughtsto it, and ook about me.”

“Do 0, Lord Cazaril,” she breathed. “Do s0.”

Lady Betriz said, in an oddly dry voice, “ Surely you need not look far.”

“It cannot be me.” With aswallow, he convertedl could fall dead at your feet at any moment to,
“| dare not leave you here without protection.”

“Wedhdl dl think onit,” said Isdlefirmly.



THEFATHER' SDAY FESTIVITIES PASSEDQUIETLY . CHILLrain dampened the celebrations
in Cardegoss, and kept many from the Zangre from attending the municipa processon, though ORICO
went asaroyal duty and as aresult contracted a head cold. He turned this to account by taking to his
bed and avoiding everyone thereby. The Zangre’' s denizens, il in black and lavender for Lord Dondo,
kept a sober Father’ s Feast, with sacred music but no dancing.

Theicy rain continued through the week. Cazaril, one sodden afternoon, was combining practica
application with tutoria by teaching Betriz and 1selle how to keep accounts, when acrisp rap on the
chamber door overrode a page’ s diffident voice announcing, “The March dy Pdliar begsto seemy lord
dy Cazail.”

“Pdlli!” Cazaril turned in hischair, and levered himsdf to hisfeet with ahand on thetable. Bright
delight flooded both hisladies’ faces with sudden energy, driving out the ennui. “i wasn’t expecting you
in Cardegoss so soon!”

“Nor was|.” Pali bowed to the women and favored Cazaril with atwisted grin. He dropped acoin
inthe page’ s hand and jerked his head; the boy bent double, in a gradation that indicated deep approva
of the amount of the largesse, and scampered off.

Pdli continued, “1 took only two officers and rode hard; my troop from Palliar follows at a pace
that will not destroy horses.” He glanced around the chamber and shrugged his broad shoulders.
“Goddessforfend! | didn’t think | was speaking prophecy, last time | was here. Gives me aworse chill
than thismiserablerain.” He cast off awater-spotted woolen cloak, reveding the blue-and-white garb of
an officer of the daughter’ sorder, and ran arueful hand through the bright drops beading in hisdark hair.
He clasped hands with Cazaril, and added, “Bastard’ s demons, Caz, you look terrible!”

Cazaril could not, das, respond to thiswith avery well put. Heingtead turned off the remark with a
mumbleof, “1t’ sthe weether, | suppose. It makes everyone dull and drab.”

Pdli stood back and stared him up and down. “Weather? When last | saw you, your skin was not
the color of moldy dough, you didn’t have black rings around your eyes like a striped rock-rat, and,
and, you looked pretty fit, not—pale, pinched, and potbellied.” Cazaril sraightened up, indignantly
sucking in hisaching gut, as Pdlli jerked athumb at him and added, “ Royesse, you should get your
secretary to aphysician.”

Isdle gared at Cazaril in sudden doubt, her hand going to her mouth, asif redly looking him for the
first timein weeks. Which, he supposed, she was; her attentions had been thoroughly absorbed by her
own troubles through these | ate disasters. Betriz |ooked from one of them to the other, and set her teeth
on her lower lip.

“I don’t need to seeaphysician,” said Cazaril firmly, loudly, and quickly.Or any other such
interrogator, dear gods.

“So dl men say, interror of thelancet and the purgative.” Palli waved away this stung protest. “ The
last one of my sergeants who developed saddle bails, | had to march in to the old leech-handler at sword
"spoint. Don’t ligen to him, Royesse. Cazaril” —his face sobered, and he made an apologetic half bow
to Isdle—"“May | spesk to you privately for amoment?| promise | shall not keep him from you long,
Royesse. | cannot linger.”

Gravdy, Isdle granted her royd permission. Cazaril, quick to catch the undertonein Pdli’ svoice,
led him not to his office antechamber but dl the way down the sairsto his own chamber. The corridor
was empty, happily. He closed his heavy door firmly behind them, to thwart human eavesdroppers. The
senile spirit smudges kept their confidences.

Cazaril took the chair, the better to conced hislack of grace in movement. Pali sat on the edge of
the bed, folded his cloak beside him, and clasped his hands loosdly between his knees.



“The daughter’ s courier to Pdliar must have made excellent time despite the winter muds,” said
Cazaril, counting daysin his head.

Pdli’ s dark browsrose. “Y ou know of that already? |’ d thought it a, ah, quite private cdl to
conclave. Though it will become obvious soon enough, asthe other lord dedicats arrive in Cardegoss.”

Cazaril shrugged. 1 have my sources.”

“I don’t doubt it. And so havel mine.” Pdli shook hisfinger a him. “Y ou arethe only intelligencer
inthe zangre that | would trust, a present. What, under the Gods’ eyes, has been happening here at
court? The most lurid and garbled tales are circulating regarding our late Holy Generd’ s sudden demise.
And ddightful asthe pictureis, somehow | don’t redly think he was carried off bodily by aflight of
demons with blazing wings caled down by the Royesse |sdlle’ s prayers.”

“Ah. .. not exactly. Hejust choked to death in the middle of adrinking fest, the night before his
wedding.”

“On his poisonous, lying tongue, one would wish.”

“Very nearly.”

Pdli sniffed. “ The lord dedicats whom Lord Dondo put in afury—who are not only al the oneshe
failed to buy outright, but aso those who’ ve grown ashamed of their purchase snce—have taken his
taking-off asasign the whedl hasturned. As soon as our quorum arrives in Cardegoss, we mean to steal

amarch on the chancellor and present our own candidate for Holy General to Orico. Or perhagpsadate
of three acceptable men, from which the royamight choose.”

“That would likely go down better. I1t’ sa ddlicate balance between . . .” Cazaril cut off,loyalty and
treason . “Too, dy jirond has hisown powersin thetemple, aswell asin the Zangre. Y ou don’t want
thisinfighting to turntoo ugly.”

“Even dy Jrona would not dare disrupt the temple by setting soldiers of the son upon soldiers of
the daughter,” said Pdlli confidently.

“Mm,” said Cazaril.

“ At the same time, some of the lord dedicats—naming no names right now—uwant to go farther.
maybe assemble and present evidence of enough of both the Jironas’ bribes, threats, peculations, and
malfeasancesto Orico that it would force him to dismiss dy Jirond as chancellor. make the Royatake a
gand.”

Cazaril rubbed his nose, and said warningly, “Forcing Orico to stand would be like trying to build a
tower out of custard. | don’t recommend it. Nor will he readily be parted from dy Jrond. The Roya
relieson him.. . . more deeply than | can explain. Y our evidence would need to be utterly overwheming.”

“Yes, which ispart of what bringsmeto you.” Pdli leaned forward intently. “Would you be willing
to repeat, under oath before the daughter’ s conclave, the tale you told me in VVaenda about how the
Jronas sold you to the gdleys?’

Cazaril hesitated. “I have only my word to offer as proof, Pdlli. too wesk to topple dy Jrond, |
assureyou.”

“Not done, no. But it might be just the coin to tip the scde, the straw to light thefire.”

Just the straw to stand out from al the others? Did he want to be known asthe pivot of thisplot?
Cazaxil’ slips screwed up in dismay.

“And you’ reaman of reputation,” Palli went on persuasively.
Cazaril jerked. “No good one, surdly . . . !”



“What, everyone knows of RoyesseIsdlle’s clever secretary, the man who keeps his own counsel —
and hers—the Bastion of Gotorget—ultterly indifferent to wealth—"

“No, I’'mnot,” Cazaril assured him earnestly. “I just dressbadly. | quite like wedlth.”

“And possessing the Royesse’ stotal confidence. And don’t pretend a courtier’ s greed to me—with
my own eyes| saw you turn down three rich roknari bribesto betray gotorget, the last while you were
starving near to death, and | can produce living witnesses to back me.”

“wdl, ofcourse | didn’t—"
“your voice would be listened to in council, Caz!”

Cazaxil sghed. “1 ... I’ll think about it. | have nearer duties. Say that 1’1l speak in the seeled session
if and only if you think my testimony would be truly needed. Templeinternd politics are no business of
mine.” A twingein hisgut made him regret that word choice.l fear | am afflicted with the goddess’s
own internal politics, just now.

Pdli’ s happy nod claimed this as afirmer assent than Cazaril quite wished. He rose, thanked
Cazaril, and took hisleave.

Two afternoons later, Cazarilwas Stting unguardedly at hisworktable mending his penswhen a
page of the Zangre entered his antechamber and announced, “Here is Dedicat Rojeras, in obedienceto
the order of the Royesse Isdle, m’lord.”

Rojeras was aman of about forty, with sandy red hair receding alittle from hisforehead, freckles,
and keen blue eyes. The man’ s trade was recogni zable by the green robes of alay dedicat of Cardegoss’
s Temple Hospitd of the Mother’s Mercy that swung at his brisk step, and hisrank by the master’s
braid sawn over his shoulder. Cazaril knew at once that none of hisladies could be the quarry, or the
Mother’ s Order would have sent awoman physician. He stiffened in darm, but nodded politely. Herose
and turned to convey the message to the inner chambers only to find Lady Betriz and the royesse
dready at the door, smiling unsurprised greetings to the man.

Betriz dropped a half curtsey in exchange for the dedicat’ s deep bow, and said, “Thisistheman |
told you about, Royesse. The Mother’ s senior divine says he has made aspecia study of wasting
diseases, and has apprenticeswho’ ve traveled from dl over Chaion to be taught by him!”

So, Lady Betriz’ sexcursion to the temple yesterday had included more than prayers and charity
offerings. Iselle had lessto learn about court conspiracies than Cazaril had thought. She’ d certainly
smuggled this pasthim smoothly enough. He was ambushed, and by hisown ladies. He amiled tightly,
swdlowing hisfear. The man had none of the luminous signs of second sight about him; what could he
tel from Cazaril’ s mere body?

Iselle looked the physician over and nodded satisfaction. “ Dedicat Rojeras, please examine my
secretary and report back to me.”

“Royesse, | don’t need to see aphysician!” And | most especially don’t need a physician to see
me.

“Then dl we shdl wasteisatrifle of time,” Iselle countered, “which the gods give us each day dl the
same. Upon pain of my displeasure, | order you to go with him, Cazaril.” There was no mistaking the
determination in her voice,

Damn Pdlli, for not only putting thisinto her head, but teaching her how to block his escape. Isdle
wastoo quick astudy. Still . . . the physician would ether diagnose amiracle, or he would not. If hedid,
Cazaril could call for Umegat, and let the saint, with his undoubted high connectionsto the Temple, ded
withit. And if not, what harm wasin it?

Cazaril bowed obedient, if stiffly offended, assent, and led his unwelcome visitor downgtairsto his



bedchamber. Lady Betriz followed, to see that her roya mistress’s orders were carried out. She offered
him a quick apologetic smile, but her eyes were apprehensive as Cazaril closed his door upon her.

Shut in with Cazaril, the physician made him st by the window while hefdlt his pulse and peered
into hiseyes, ears, and throat. He bade Cazaril make water, which he sniffed and studied in aglasstube
held up to the light. Heinquired after Cazaril’ s bowels, and Cazaril reluctantly admitted to the blood.
Then Cazaril was required to undress and lie down, and suffer to have his heart and breathing listened to
by the man’ s ear pressed to his chest, and be poked and prodded al over his body by the cool, quick
fingers. Cazaril had to explain how he came by hisflogging scars, Rojeras’ s comments upon them were
limited to some hair-raising suggestions of how he might rid Cazaril of hisremaining adhesions, should
Cazaril desreit and gather the nerve. Withd, Cazaril thought he would prefer to wait and fal off another
horse, and said so, which only made Rojeras chuckle,

Rojeras’ s smilefaded as he returned to amore careful, and deeper, probing of Cazaril’ sbely,
fedling and leaning thisway and that. “ Pain here?’

Cazail, determined to passthis off, said firmly, “No.”
“How about when | do this?’
Cazaril yelped.

“Ah. Some pain, then.” More poking. Morewincing. Rojeras paused for atime, hisfingertipsjust
resting on Cazaxil’ s belly, his gaze abstracted. Then he seemed to shake himself awake. He reminded
Cazaril of Umegat.

Rojeras still smiled as Cazaril dressed himsdlf again, but his eyes were shadowed with thought.
Cazaril offered encouragingly, “ Speak, Dedicat. | am aman of reason, and will not fal to pieces.”

“Isit s0? Good.” Rojerastook abreath and said plainly, “My lord, you have amost palpable
tumor.”

“Is...thatit,” said Cazaril, gingerly seeting himsdlf againin hischair.
Rojeraslooked up swiftly. “This does not surprise you?’

Not as much as my last diagnosis did. Cazaril thought longingly of what ardief it would beto
learn that his recurring belly cramp was such anatura, normd |ethality. Alas, he was quite certain that
most people’ stumorsdidn’t scream obscenities at them in the middle of the night. 1 have had reasonsto
think something was not right. But what does this mean?What do you think will happen?’ He kept his
voice asneutral aspossible.

“Wdll ..."” Rojeras sat on the edge of Cazaril’ s vacated bed and laced hisfingerstogether. “ There
are so many kinds of these growths. Some are diffuse, some knotted or encapsulated, somekill swiftly,
some st therefor years and hardly seem to givetrouble at dl. Y ours seemsto be encapsulated, whichis
hopeful. Thereis one common sort, akind of cyst that fillswith liquid, that onewoman | cared for held
for over twelve years.”

“Oh,” said Cazaril, and produced a heartened smile.

“It grew to over ahundred pounds by the time she died,” the physician went on. Cazaril recoiled,
but Rojeras continued blithely, “ And there is another, amogt interesting one that | have only seen twice
in my years of study—a round mass that, when opened, proved to contain knots of flesh with hair and
teeth and bones. One was in awoman’ s belly, which dmaost made sense, but another wasin aman’sleg.
| theorize that they were engendered by an escaped demon, trying to grow to human form. If the demon
had succeeded, | posit that it might have chewed itsway out and entered the world in fleshly form, which
would surely have been an abomination. | have for long wished to find such another onein apatient who
was il dive, that | might study it and seeif my theory iss0.” He eyed Cazaril in speculation.



With the greatest effort, Cazaril kept himself from jolting up and screaming. He glanced down at his
swallen belly in terror, and carefully away. He had thought his affliction spiritual, not physicd. It had not
occurred to him that it could be both a once. This was an intrusion of the supernatural into the solid that
seemed dl too plausible, given his case. He choked out, “Dothey grow to a hundred pounds, too?’

“Thetwo | excised were much smdler,” Rojeras assured him.
Cazaril looked up in sudden hope. “Y ou can cut them out, then?’
“Oh—only from dead persons,” said the physician gpologetically.

“But, but . . . might it be done?’ If aman were brave enough to lie down and offer himself in cold
blood to razor-edged stedl . . . if the abomination could be carved out with the brutal speed of an
amputation . . . Wasit possibleto physicaly exciseamiracle, if that miracle werein fact made flesh?

Rojeras shook hishead. “On an arm or aleg, maybe. But this. . . Y ou were asoldier—you’ ve
surely seen what happens with dirty belly wounds. Even if you chanced to survive the shock and pain of
the cutting, the fever would kill you within afew days.” Hisvoice grew more earnest. “I havetried it
three times, and only because my patients threatened to kill themsalvesif | would not try. They dl died. |
don’t careto kill any more good people that way. Do not tease and torment yoursalf with such
desperate impossibilities. Take what you can of life meantime, and pray.”

It was praying that got me into this—or thisinto me. . .“Do not tdl the royesse!”
“My lord,” said the physician gravely, “I must.”

“But | must not—notnow —she must not dismissmeto my bed! | cannot leave her side!” Cazaril’s
voicerosein panic.

Rojeras’sbrowsrose. “ Y our loyalty commends you, Lord Cazaril. Calm yourself! Thereisno need
for you to take to your bed before you fed the need. Indeed, such light duties as may come your way in
her service may occupy your mind and help you to compose your soul.”

Cazaril breathed deeply, and decided not to disabuse Rojeras of his pleasant illusions about service
to the House of Chdion. “Aslong asyou makeit clear that | am not to be exiled from my post.”

“Aslong asyou grasp that thisisnot alicense to exert yourself unduly,” Rojerasreturned sternly.
“You areplainly in need of more rest than you have alowed yoursglf.”

Cazaril nodded hasty agreement, trying to look at once biddable and energetic.

“Thereis one other important thing,” Rojeras added, stirring asif to take hisleave but not yet risng.
“I only ask this because, asyou say, you are aman of reason, and | think you might understand.”

“Yes?' sad Cazaril warily.

“Upon your desth—Iong delayed, we must pray—may | have your note of hand saying | might cut
out your tumor for my collection?’

“Youcollect such horrors?” Cazaril grimaced. “Maost men content themselves with paintings, or old
swords, or ivory carvings.” Offense struggled with curiogity, and logt. “Um.. . . how do you keep them?”’

“Injars of wine spirits” Rojeras amiled, afaint embarrassed flush coloring hisfair skin. “I know it
sounds gruesome, but | keep hoping . . . if only | learnenough , someday | will understand, someday |
will be able to find someway to keep these things from killing people.”

“Surely they arethe gods’ dark gifts, and we cannot in piety resst them?’

“Weredst gangrene, by amputation, sometimes. Weresist the infection of the jaw, by drawing out
the bad tooth. We resist fevers, by applications of heat and cold, and good care. For every cure, there
must have been afirgt time.” Rojerasfell slent. After amoment he said, “It is clear that the Royesse



Isdle holds you in much affection and esteem.”

Cazaril, not knowing quite how to respond to this, replied, “1 have served her sincelast pring, in
Vaenda. | had formerly served in her grandmother’ s household.”

“Sheisnot given to hygterics, is she? Highborn women are sometimes. . .” Rojerasgave alittle
shrug, in place of saying something rude.

“No,” Cazaril had to admit. “None of her household are. Quite the reverse.” He added, “But surely
you don’t haveto tell the ladies, and distressthem, s0.. . . so soon?”’

“Of coursel do,” said the physician, dthough in agentled tone. He rose to hisfeet. “How can the
royesse choose good actions without good knowledge?’

An dl too cogent point. Cazaril chewed on it in embarrassment as he followed the dedicat back
updairs.

Betriz leaned out onto the corridor at the sound of their approaching steps. “Is he going to be dl
right?’” she demanded of Rojeras.

Rojeras held up ahand. “A moment, my lady.”

They made their way into the royesse’ s Sitting chamber, where Isdle waited bolt upright on the
carved chair, her handstight in her 1ap. She accepted Rojeras’ s bow with anod. Cazaril didn’t want to
watch, but he did want to know what was said, and so sank into the chair Betriz anxioudly dragged up
for him, and to which Isdlle pointed. Rojeras remained standing in the presence of the royesse.

“My lady,” Rojeras said to Isdlle, bowing again asif in gpology for hisbluntness, “your secretary is
afflicted with atumor in hisgut.”

Isdle gtared at him in shock. Betriz’ sface drained of al expression. Isdlle swalowed, and said, “He’
snot . .. notdying , surely?’ She glanced fearfully at Cazaril.

Rojeras, losng hisgrip on his stated principles of forthrightnessin the face of this, retreated briefly
into courtly dissmulation. “Death comesto al men, varioudy. It isbeyond my skillsto say how long
Lord Cazaril may yet live.” Hisglance asde caught Cazaril’ s hard, pleading stare, and he added
faithfully, “Thereis no reason he may not continuein his secretarid duties aslong as he fed swell enough.
Y ou should not permit him to overtax himsdf, however. By your leave, | should like to return each week
to reexaminehim.”

“Of course,” sad Isdlefaintly.

After afew more words on the subject of Cazaril’ sdiet and duties, Rojeras made a courteous
departure.

Betriz, tears blurring her velvety brown eyes, choked, “I didn’t think it was going to be—had you
guessd thiswhen—Cazaril, | don’t want you to diel”

Cazail replied ruefully, “Well, | don’t want meto die either, so that makestwo of us.”
“Three,” said Isdle. “ Cazaril—what can wedo for you?’

Cazaxil, aout to reply,nothing , seized this opportunity instead to rap out firmly, “Thisabove all—
kindly do not discussthiswith every castle gossiper. It ismy earnest dedire that this stay private
information for—for aslong asmay be.” For onething, the newsthat Cazaril was dying might give dy
Jrona some fresh ideas about his brother’ s death. The chancellor had to return to Cardegoss soon,
possibly frustrated enough to start rethinking his missing corpse problem.

Iselle accepted thiswith adow nod, and Cazaril was permitted to return to his antechamber, where
he failed to concentrate upon his account books. After the third time Lady Betriz tiptoed out to inquire if
he wanted anything, once at the royesse’ singtigation and twice on her own, Cazaril counterattacked by



declaring it was time for some long-neglected grammar lessons. If they weren’t going to leave him done,
he might aswell make use of their company. His two pupils were very subdued, ladylike, and submissive
this afternoon. Even though this meek studious virtue was something he’ d long wished for, hefound
himsdf hoping it wouldn’t last.

Still, they brushed through the lessons pretty well, even thelong drill on court Roknari grammatical
modes. His prickly demeanor did not invite consolation. The ladies, bless their steadfast wits, did not
attempt to inflict any on him. By the end the two young women were treating him amost normaly again,
as he plainly desired, though around Betriz’ s grave mouth no dimples solaced him.

Isdlle rose to shake out her knots by pacing about the chamber; she stopped to stare out the
window at the chill winter mist that filled the ravine below the Zangre’ swalls. She rubbed absently at her
deeve, and remarked queruloudy, “Lavender isnot my color. It’slike wearing abruise. Thereistoo
much death in Cardegoss. | wish we’d never come here.”

Congdering it impoalitic to agree, Cazaril merely bowed, and withdrew to make himsdlf ready to go
down to dinner.

* % %

THE FIRST FLAKES OF WINTER SNOW POWDERED THEstreets and walls of Cardegoss
that week, but mdlted off in the afternoons. Palli kept Cazaril informed of the arriva of hisfellow lord
dedicats, filtering in to the capital one by one, and in turn decanted Zangre gossip from hisfriend. Mutua
aid and trugt, Cazaril reflected, but dso adua breach of the wallsthat each of them, in theory, helped to
man. Y et if it ever came down to choosing sides between the Temple and the Zangre, Chalion would
dready havelost.

Dy Jrond, Royse Teidez in tow, returned asif blown in by the cold southeast wind that aso
dumped an unwelcome gift of deet on the town in passing. To Cazaril’ srelief, the chancellor was
empty-handed, balked of quarry in his quest for justice and revenge. No telling from dy Jirond’ s set face
if he had despaired of his hunt, or had just been drawn back by spies, riding hard and fast, to tell him of
the forces gathering in Cardegoss that were not of his own summoning.

Teidez dragged back to his quartersin the castle looking tired, sullen, and unhappy. Cazaril was not
surprised. Chasing down every desth for three provinces around that had occurred during the night of
Dondo’ staking-off had surely been gruesome enough even without the vile westher.

During his bedazzlement by Dondo’ s practiced sycophancy, Teidez had neglected hiselder sster’s
company. When he cameto vist Isdle’s chambers that afternoon, he both accepted and returned a
ssterly embrace, seeming more eager to talk to her than he had for along time. Cazaril withdrew
discreetly to his antechamber and sat with his account books open, fiddling with hisdrying quill. Snce
Orico had for abetrotha gift assigned the rents of six townsto the support of hissister’ s household, and
not taken them back when funeral had replaced wedding, Cazaril’ s accounts and correspondence had
grown more complex.

He listened meditatively through the open door to the rise and fall of the young voices. Teidez
detalled histrip to hissster’ s eager ears. the muddy roads and floundering horses, the tense and cranky
men, indifferent food and chilly quarters. 1sdlle, in avoice that betrayed more envy than sympathy,
pointed out how good a practiceit wasfor his future winter campaigns. The cause of the journey was
scarcely touched upon between them, Teidez il baffled and offended by hisSster’ srejection of hislate
hero, and I selle apparently unwilling to burden him with knowledge of the more grotesque causes of her

antipathy.
Besides being shocked by the sudden and dreadful nature of Lord Dondo’ s murder, Teidez must

be one of the few who’ d known the man who genuinely mourned him. And why not? Dondo had
flattered and cgjoled and made much of Teidez. He' d showered the boy with gifts and treats, some



toxicaly inappropriate for his age, and how was Teidez to grasp that grown men’ svices were not the
same as grown men’ s honors?

The elder dy Jirona must seem a cold and unresponsive companion by comparison. The expedition
had apparently left atrail of disruption behind asitsinquiries grew rough and ready in dy Jrond’s
frustration. Worse, dy Jrona, who needed Teidez desperately, was insufficiently adept at concedling
how little heliked him, and had left him to his handlers—secretary-tutor, guards, and servants—treating
him astailpiece rather than lieutenant. But if, as his surly words hinted, Teidez had begun to reciprocate
hischief guardian’ sdidike, it was surely for al the wrong reasons. And if his new secretary wastaking
up any of the abandoned load of his noble education, nothing in Teidez’ stale gave hint of it.

At length, Nan dy Vit bade the young people prepare for dinner, and drew the visit to aclose.
Teidez waked dowly out through Cazaril’ s antechamber, frowning at his boots. The boy was grown
amogt astall ashishdf brother Orico, hisround face hinting that in future he might grow as broad as
well, though for now he kept youth’ s muscular fitness. Cazaril turned aleaf in his account book at
random, dipped his pen again, and glanced up with atentative smile. “How do you fare, my lord?’

Teidez shrugged, but then, halfway across the room, whedled back, and came to Cazaril’ stable.
His expression was not miffed—or not merely miffed—but tired and troubled aswell. He drummed his
finger briefly on the wood, and stared down over the pile of books and papers. Cazaril folded his hands
and cast him an encouraging look of inquiry.

Teidez said abruptly, “ There’ s something wrong in Cardegoss. |sn't there.”

There were so many thingswrong in Cardegoss, Cazaril scarcely knew how to take Teidez's
words. He said cautioudly, “What makes you think that?”

Teidez made alittle gesture, pulled short. “Orico issckly, and does not rule as he should. He deegps
so0 much, like an old man, but he’ snotthat old. And everyone says he’slogt his'—Teidez colored
dightly, and his gesture grew vaguer—"you know . . . cannot act as aman is supposed to, with a
woman. Hasit never struck you that there is somethinguncanny about his strangeillness?’

After adight hesitation, Cazaril temporized, “ Y our observations are shrewd, Royse.”
“Lord Dondo’ s death was uncanny, too.| think it’sal of apiece!”

The boy was thinking; good! *Y ou should take your thoughtsto . . .” not dy Jrond, “your brother
Orico. Heisthe most proper authority to addressthem.” Cazaril tried to imagine Teidez getting astraight
answer out of Orico, and sighed. If Isdlle could not draw sense from the man, with al her passionate
persuasion, what hope had the much less articulate Teidez? Orico would evade answer unless stiffened
toitin advance.

Should Cazaril take thistutelage into his own hands? Not only had he not been given authority to
disclose the state secret, he wasn’t even supposed to know it himsdlf. And.. . . the knowledge of the
Golden Generd’ s curseneeded to come straight to Teidez from the roya, not around him or despite him,
lest it take up a suspicioustinge of conspiracy.

He' d been silent too long. Teidez leaned forward across the table, eyes narrowing, and hissed,
“Lord Cazaril,what do you know 7’

I know we dare not leave you in ignorance much longer.Nor Isdle either. “Royse, | shall talk to
you of thislater. | cannot answer you tonight.”

Tedez’ slipstightened. He swiped ahand through his dark amber curlsin agesture of impatience.
His eyeswere uncertain, untrusting, and, Cazaril thought, strangely londly. “1 see,” he said in ableak
tone, and turned on his hedl to march out. Hislow-voiced mutter carried back from the corridor, “1 must
doitmysdf...”



If he meant, talk to Orico, good. Cazaril would go to Orico firgt, though, yes, and if that proved
insufficient, return with Umegat to back him up. He set his pensin their jar, closed his books, took a
breath to stedl himsdlf againgt the twinges that stabbed him with sudden movement, and pushed to his
feet.

AN INTERVIEW WITH ORICO WAS EASIER RESOLVEDupon than accomplished. Taking
him as still an ambassador for Isdle’ s Ibran proposd, the roya ducked away from Cazaril on sight, and
set the master of his chamber to offer up adozen excusesfor hisindisposition. The matter was made
more difficult by the need for this conversation to take place in private, just between the two of them,
and uninterrupted. Cazaril was waking down the corridor from the banqueting hall after supper, head
down and considering how best to corner hisroya quarry, when athump on his shoulder half spun him
around.

He looked up, and an gpology for his clumsy abstraction died on hislips. The man he’ d runinto
was Ser dy Joal, one of Dondo’ s now-unemployed bravos—and what were al those ripe souls doing
for pocket money these days? Had they been inherited by Dondo’ s brother?—flanked by one of his
comrades, haf-grinning, and Ser dy Maroc, who frowned uneasily. The man who’ d run into him, Cazaril
corrected himself. The candldight from the mirrored wall sconces made bright sparksin the younger man
'sdert eyes.

“Clumsy oaf!” roared dy Joal, sounding just atrifle rehearsed. “How dare you crowd me from the
door?’

“I beg your pardon, Ser dy Jod,” said Cazaril. “My mind was elsawhere.” He made a haf bow,
and began to go around.

Dy Jod dodged sdeways, blocking him, and swung back his vest-cloak to reved the hilt of his
sword. “I say you crowded me. Do you give methelie, aswell?’

Thisis an ambush. Ah.Cazaril sopped, his mouth tightening. Wearily, he said, “What do you
want, dy Jod?’

“Bear witness!” Dy Joad motioned to his comrade and dy Maroc. “He crowded me.”

His comrade obediently replied, “Aye, | saw,” though dy Maroc |ooked much less certain.

“| seek atouch with you for this, Lord Cazaril!” said dy Jodl.

“| seethat you do,” said Cazaril dryly. But wasthis drunken stupidity, or the world’ ssmplest form
of nation? A dud to first blood, approved practice and outlet for high spirits among young courtly
hotheads, followed by The sword slipped, upon my honor! He ran upon it! and whatever number of
paid witnesses one could afford to confirmit.

“I say | will have three drops of your blood, to clear thisdight.” It wasthe customary chalenge.

“Isay you should go dip your head in abucket of water until you sober up, boy. | do not dud. Eh?’
Cazaril lifted hisarms briefly, hands out, flipping his own vest-cloak open to show he’d borne no sword
intodinner. “Let me pass.”

“Urrac, lend the coward your sword! We have our two witnesses. We'll have thisoutside, now.”
Dy Jod jerked his head toward the doors at the corridor’ send that led out into the main courtyard.

The comrade unbuckled his sword, grinned, and tossed it to Cazaril. Cazaril lifted an eyebrow, but
not his hand, and et the sheathed weapon clatter, uncaught, to hisfeet. He kicked it back to its owner.
“I do not dud.”

“Shdl | cal you coward direct?” demanded Joa. Hislips were parted, and his breath already
rushing in hiseation, anticipating battle. Cazaril saw out of the corner of hiseye a couple of other men,
attracted by the raised voices, advance curiously down the corridor toward this knot of atercation.



“Cdl me anything you please, depending on how much of afool you want to sound. Y our
mouthings are naught to me,” sighed Cazaril. He did his best to project languid boredom, but his blood
was pulsing faster in hisears. Fear? No.Fury . . .

“You have alord’ s name. Have you no lord’ s honor?’

One corner of Cazaril’s mouth turned up, not a al humoroudy. “The confusion of mind you dub
honor isadisease, for which the Roknari galley-masters have the cure.”

“So much for your honor, then. Y ou shall not refuse me three drops for mine!”

“That’sright.” Cazaxil’ svoice went oddly calm; his heart, which had sped, dowed. Hislips drew
back inastrange grin. “That’ sright,” he breathed again.

Cazaril held up hisleft hand, pam out, and with hisright jerked out hisbelt knife, last used for
cutting bread at supper. Dy Jod’ s hand spasmed on his sword hilt, and he half drew.

“Not withintheroya’shall!” cried dy Maroc anxioudly. “Y ou know you must take it outside, dy
Joa! By the Brother, he has no sword, you cannot!”

Dy Jod hestated; Cazaril, instead of advancing toward him, shook back hisleft deeve—and drew
his knife blade shallowly across his own wrist. Cazaril felt no pain, none. Blood welled, gleaming dark
carminein the candldight, though not spurting dangeroudy. A kind of haze clouded hisvision, blocking
out everyone but himsdf and the now uncertainly grinning young fool who' d hustled him for atouch. Il
give you touch. He spun hisknife back into its belt sheath. Dy Jod, not yet wary enough, let hissword
dide back and lifted hishand from it. Smiling, Cazaril held up his hands, one arm bleeding, the other
bare. Then he lunged.

He caught up the shocked dy Joa and bore him backward to the wall, where he landed with a
thump that reverberated down the corridor, one arm trapped behind him. Cazaril’ sright hand pressed
under dy Jod’ s chin, lifting him from hisfeet and pinning him to thewal by hisneck. Cazaril’ sright knee
ground into dy Jod’ s groin. He kept up the pressure, to deny dy Joa histrapped arm; the other clawed
a him, and he pinned it, too, to thewadll. Dy Jod’ swrist twisted in the dippery blood of hisgrip, but
could not breek free. The purpling young man did not, of course, cry out, though his eyesrolled whitely,
and agrunting gargle broke from hislips. His heds hammered the wall. The bravos knew Cazaril’s
crooked hands had held a pen; they’ d forgotten he’ d held an oar. Dy Jod wasn'’t going anywhere now.

Cazaril snarledin hisear, low-voiced but audibleto al, “1 don’t dud, boy. | kill asasoldier kills,
whichisasabutcher kills, as quickly, efficiently, and with asleast risk to mysdf as| can arrange. If |
decide you die, you will diewhen | choose, where| choose, by what means| choose, and you will
never seethe blow coming.” Hereleased dy Jod’ s now-enfeebled arm and brought his left wrist up, and
pressed the bloody cut to histerrified victim’ s half-open, trembling mouth. *'Y ou want three drops of my
blood, for your honor? Y ou shall drink them.” Blood and spittle spurted around dy Jod’ s chaitering
teeth, but the bravo didn’t even daretry to bite, now. “Drink, damn you!” Cazaril pressed harder,
smearing blood dl over dy Jod’ sface, fascinated with the vividness of it, red streeks on livid skin, the
catch of rough beard stubble againgt hiswrigt, the bright blur of the candlelight reflected in the welling
tears gilling from the saring eyes. He stared into them, watching them cloud.

“Cazaril, for thegods’ sakelet himbreathe .” Dy Maroc’ s distressed cry broke through Cazaril’s
red fog.

Cazaril reduced the pressure of hisgrip, and dy Jod inhaed, shuddering. Keeping hiskneein place,
Cazaril drew back hisbloodied left hand in afist, and placed, very precisaly, ahard blow to the bravo’s
stomach that shook the air again; dy Jod’ s knees jerked up with it. Only then did Cazaril step back and
rel ease the man.

Dy Jod fdl to the floor and bent over himsdlf, gasping and choking, weeping, not even trying to get



up. After amoment, he vomited.

Cazaril stepped across the mess of food and wine and bile toward Urrac, who lurched backward
until stopped by the far wall. Cazaril leaned into his face and repeated softly, “1 don’t dud. But if you
seek to die like abludgeoned steer, cross me again.”

Heturned on his hedl; dy Maroc’ sface, drained white, wavered past hisvison, hissng, “ Cazail,
have you gonemad 7’

“Try me.” Cazaril grinned fiercely at him. Dy Maroc fdll back. Cazaril strode down the corridor
past ablur of men, blood drops gtill spattering off hisfingers as he swung hisarms, and out into the chill
shock of the night. The closing door cut off arising babble of voices.

He amost ran acrossthe icy cobbles of the courtyard toward the main block and refuge, both his
steps and his breath growing faster and less even as something—sanity, delayed terror?—-seeped back
into hismind. Hisbelly cramped violently as he mounted the stone sairs. Hisfingers shook so badly as
he fumbled out hiskey to let himsdlf into his bedchamber that he dropped it twice and had to use both
hands, braced againgt the door, to findly guideit into the lock. He locked the door again behind him,
and fell, wheezing and groaning, across his bed. His attendant ghosts had fled into hiding during the
confrontation, their desertion unnoticed by him at the time. Herolled onto his side, and curled around his
aching stomach. Now, at last, his cut wrist began to throb. So did his head.

He' d seen men go berserk afew times, in the madness of battle. He' d just never imagined what it
must fed like from the inside, before. No one had mentioned the floating exhilaration, intoxicating as
wineor sax. An unusud, but natura, result of nerves, mortdity, and fright, jammed together in too small
agpace, too short atime. Not unnatural. Not . . . thething in his belly reaching out to twist and taunt and
trick him into death, and itsown release. . . .

On.
You know what you did to Dondo. Now you know what Dondo is doing to you.

It was by chance, late the following morning, that Cazaril spied Orico ambling out the Zangre gates
toward the menagerie with only apage a his hedls. Cazaril tucked the letters he’ d been carrying to the
Chancdlery office into the inner pocket of hisvest-cloak, turned from the door of las’s Tower, and
followed. Theroya' s master of the chamber had earlier refused to disturb hislord’ s after-breakfast nap;
clearly, Orico had findly roused himself and now sought comfort and solace among hisanimas. Cazail
wondered if the roya had awoken with as bad a headache as he had.

As he strode across the cobbles, Cazaril marshaled his arguments. If the roya feared action, Cazaril
would point out that inaction was equdly likely to be bent to ill by the curse’ smdign influence. If the
royainsisted that the children were too young, he would note that they should not then have been
ordered to Cardegossin the first place. But now that they were here, if Orico could not protect them
then he had an obligation to both Chalion and the children to tell them of their danger. Cazaril would call
on Umegat to confirm that the roya could not, did not, in fact, hold the curse al to himself.Do not send
them blindfolded into battle he would plead, and hope Palli’ s cry would strike Orico as much to the
heart asit had him. Andif itdidn't . ..

If he took thisinto hisown hands, should hefirst tell Teidez, as Heir of Chalion, and apped for his
adin protecting hissster? Or Isdlle, and enlist her help in managing the more difficult Teidez? The
second choice would better allow him to hide his complicity behind the royesse’ sskirts, but only if the
secret of hisguilt survived her shrewd cross-examination.

A scraping of hooves broke into his self-absorption. He looked up just in time to dodge from the
path of the caval cade starting out from the stables. Royse Teidez, mounted on hisfine black horse, led a
party of his Baocian guards, their captain and two men. Theroyse’s black-and-lavender mourning garb
made his round face appear drawn and pale in the winter sunlight. Dondo’ s green stone glinted on the



guard captain’ s hand, raised to return Cazaril’ s polite salute.

“Where away, Royse?’ Cazaril called. “ Do you hunt?’ The party was armed for it, with spearsand
crossbows, swords and cudgels.

Teidez drew up hisfretting horse and stared briefly down at Cazaril. “No, just agallop along the
river. The Zangreis. . . Suffy, thismorning.”

Indeed. And if they just happened to flush adeer or two, well, they were prepared to accept the
gods' largesse. But not redlly hunting whilein mourning, no. “I understand,” said Cazaril, and suppressed
agmile. “It will be good for the horses.” Teidez lifted hisreins again. Cazaril stepped back, but then
added suddenly, “1 would spesk to you later, Royse, on the matter that concerned you yesterday.”

Teldez gave him avague wave, and afrown—not exactly assent, but it would do. Cazaril bowed
farewel asthey clattered out of the stable yard.

And remained bent over, astheworst cramp yet kicked him in the belly with the power of ahorse’s
hind hooves. His breathing stopped. Waves of pain seemed to surge through hiswhole body from this
central source, even to burning spasmsin the pams of his hands and the soles of hisfeet. A hideous
visgon shook him of Rojeras’ s postulated demon-monster preparing to bloodily claw itsway out of him
into the light. One creature, or two? With no bodies to keep their spirits apart, bottled under the
pressure of the Lady’ s miracle, might Dondo and the demon have begun to blend together into one
dreadful being? It wastrue that he’ d distinguished only one voice, not aduet, baying at him from hisbelly
in the night. His knees sank helplesdy to the cold cobbles. He drew in a shuddering breath. The world
seemed to churn around his head in short, dizzy jerks.

After afew minutes, a shadow trailing a powerful aromaof horsesloomed at his shoulder. A gruff
voice muttered in hisear, “M’lord? You dl right?’

Cazaril blinked up to see one of the stable grooms, amiddle-aged fellow with bad teeth, bending
over him. “Not . . . redly,” he managed to reply.

“Ought you go indoors, Sr?’
“Yes...lsuppose..."

The groom helped him to hisfeet with ahand under his elbow, and steadied him back through the
gates to the main block. At the bottom of the stairs Cazaril gasped, “Wait. Not yet,” and sat heavily

upon the steps.

After an awkward minute the groom asked, “ Should | get someone for you, m’lord? | should return
to my duties”

“It's. .. just agpasm. It will pass off in afew minutes. I’'m dl right now. Go on.” The pain was
dwindling, leaving him feding flushed and strange.

The groom frowned uncertainly, staring down at Cazaril, but then ducked his head and departed.

Slowly, as he sat quietly on the stair, he began to regain his breath and balance, and was able to
straighten his back again. The world stopped pulsing. Even the couple of ghost-blotches that had crept
out of thewallsto cluster at hisfeet grew quiescent. Cazaril eyed them in the shadows of the stairwell,
congdering what acold and lonely damnation wastheir dow eroson, loss of al that had made them
individua men and women. What must it be like, to feel one’ s very spirit dowly rot away around one, as
flesh rotted from dead limbs? Did the ghosts sense their own diminishment, or did that self-perception,
too, mercifully, wear away intime? The Bastard’ slegendary hell, with al its supposed torments, seemed
asort of heaven by comparison.

“Ah! Cazaril!” A surprised voice made him look up. Palli stood with one booted foot on the first
step, flanked by two young men a so wearing the blue and white of the Daughter’ s Order benesth gray



woal riding cloaks. “1 wasjust coming to find you.” Pdli’ s dark brows drew down. “What are you doing
gtting on the sairs?’

“Jugt resting amoment.” Cazaril produced a quick, concedling smile, and levered himsdlf up, though
he kept ahand on thewall, asif casudly, for balance. “What’ s afoot?’

“I hoped you would have timeto take astroll down to the temple with me. And talk to some men
about that” —Pdli made acirding gesture with hisfinger—*little matter of Gotorget.”

“Alreedy?’
“Dy Yarrin camein lagt night. We are now a sufficient assembly to make binding decisons. And
with dy Jrond dso arrived back in town, it’saswell we chart our course without further delay.”

Indeed. Cazaril would search out Orico immediately upon his return, then. He glanced at the two
companions and back at Pdlli, asif seeking introduction, but with the hidden question in hisglance,Are
these safe ears?

“Ah,” said Pdlli cheerfully. “ Permit me to make known to you my cousins, Ferdaand Foix dy Gura.
They rode with me from Pdliar. Ferdaislieutenant to my master of horse, and hisyounger brother Foix
—wadl, we keep him for the heavy lifting. Make your bow to the cadtillar, boys.”

The shorter, stouter of the two grinned sheepishly, and they both managed reasonably graceful
courtesies. They bore afaint family resemblance to Pdli in the strong lines of jaw and the bright brown
eyes. Ferdawas of middle height and wiry, an obviousrider, hislegs aready alittle bowed, while his
brother was broad and muscular. They seemed a pleasant enough pair of country lordlings, hedthy,
cheerful, and unscarred. And gppalingly young. But Palli’ sfaint emphasis on the wordcousins answered
Cazail’ sslent question.

The two brothersfel in behind as Cazaril and Palli walked out the gates and down into Cardegoss.
Y oung they might be, but their eyeswere dert, looking al around, and they casudly kept their sword
hilts free of entanglement with cloak and vest-cloak. Cazaril was glad to know Pali did not go about the
streets of Cardegoss unattended even in this bright gray winter noon. Cazaril tensed asthey passed
under the dressed-stone walls of Jirona Palace, but no armed bravos issued from itsironbound doorsto
molest them. They arrived in the Temple Square having encountered no one more daunting than atrio of
maidservants. They smiled at the men in the colors of the Daughter’ s Order and giggled among
themsalves after passing, which dightly alarmed the dy Gurabrothers, or at |east made them stride out
moregiffly.

The great compound of the Daughter’ s house made awall along one whole side of thetemple’s
five-sded square. The main gate was devoted to the women and girls who were the house’ s more usud
dedicats, acolytes, and divines. The men of its holy military order had their own separate entrance,
building, and stable for couriers’ horses. The hallways of the military headquarterswere chilly despitea
aufficiency of lit sconces and the abundance of beautiful tapestries and hangings, woven and
embroidered by piousladiesal over Chalion, blanketing itswalls. Cazaril started toward the main hall,
but Palli drew him down another corridor and up astaircase.

“Y ou do not meet in the Hall of the Lord Dedicats?’ Cazaril inquired, looking over his shoulder.

Palli shook hishead. “Too cold, too large, and too empty. We felt excessvely exposed there. For
these sedled debates and depositions, we’ ve taken a chamber where we can fed amgority, and not
freeze our feet.”

Pdli left the dy Gurabrothersin the corridor to contemplate a brightly colored quilted rendering of
the legend of the virgin and the water jar, festuring an especidly voluptuous virgin and goddess. He
ushered Cazaril past apair of Daughter’ s guardsmen, who looked closely at their faces and returned Pdlli
'ssaute, and through a set of double doors carved with interlaced vines. The chamber beyond held a



long trestle table and two dozen men, crowded but warm—and above all, Cazaril noted, private. In
addition to the good wax candles, awindow of colored glass depicting the Lady’ sfavorite spring
flowersfought the winter gloom.

Pdli’ sfellow lord dedicats sat at attention, young men and graybeards, in blue-and-white garb
bright and expensive or faded and shabby, but dl dike in the grim seriousness of their faces. The
provincar of Yarrin, ranking lord of Chalion present, held down the head of the table beneeth the
window. Cazaril wondered how many here were spies, or at least careless mouths. The group seemed
aready too large and diverse for successful conspiracy, despite their outward precautions to seal their
conclave.Lady, guide themto wisdom .

Pdli bowed, and said, “My lords, hereisthe Cadtillar dy Cazaril, who was my commander at the
sege of Gotorget, to testify before you.”

Palli took an empty seat hafway around the table and |eft Cazaril standing at itsfoot. Another lord
dedicat had him swear an oath of truth in the goddess' s name. Cazaril had no trouble repeating with
sincerity and fervor the part about,May Her hands hold me, and not release me.

Dy Yarrin led the questioning. He was shrewd and clearly well primed by Palli, for he had the
wholetde of the aftermath of Gotorget out of Cazaril in avery few minutes. Cazaril added no coloring
details. For some here, he didn’t need to; he could mark by the tightening of their lips how much of what
was unspoken they understood. Inevitably, someone wanted to know how he had first cometo such
enmity with Lord Dondo, and he was reluctantly compelled to repeat the story of his near beheading in
Prince Olus' stent. It was normally considered bad mannersto denigrate the dead, on the theory that
they could not defend themsalves. In Dondo’ s case, Cazaril wasn’t so sure. But he kept that account,
too, as brief and bald as possible. Despite his succinctness, by the time he was done he was leaning on
his hands on the table, feeling dangeroudy light-headed.

A brief debate followed on the problem of obtaining corroborating evidence, which Cazaril had
thought insurmountable; dy Y arrin, it seemed, did not find it so. But then, Cazaril had never thought to
try to obtain testimony from surviving Roknari, or viasister chapters of the Daughter’ s Order acrossthe
bordersin the princedoms.

“But my lords,” Cazaril said diffidently into one of the few brief pausesin theflow of suggestion and
objection, “even if my words were proved a dozen times over, mineisno great matter by which to bring
down agreat man. Not like the treason of Lord dy Lutez.”

“Thatwas never well proved, even at thetime,” murmured dy Yarrinin adry tone.

Pdli put in, “What isagreat matter? | think the gods do not cal cul ate greatness as men do. | for one
find acasud destruction of aman’ slife even more repugnant than adetermined one.”

Cazaril leaned more heavily on thetable, in theinterests of not collapsing in anillusrative way at this
dramatic moment. Palli had insisted his voice would be listened to in council; very well, let it beavoice
of caution. “Choosing your own holy genera is surely within your mandate, lords. Orico may well even
accede to your selection, if you make it easy for him. Challenging the chancellor of Chalion and holy
generd of your brother order isreaching beyond, and it ismy considered opinion that Orico will never
be persuaded to support it. | recommend against it.”

“Itisdl or nothing,” brokein one man, and “Never again will we endure another Dondo,” began
another.

Dy Yarrin held up his hand, semming the tide of hot comment. “1 thank you, Lord Cazaril, for both
your testimony and your opinion.” His choice of wordsinvited hisfellowsto note which waswhich. “We
must continue this debate in private conclave.”

It wasadismissa. Pali pushed back his chair and roseto hisfeet. They collected the dy Guras



from the corridor; Cazaril wasalittle surprised when Pali’ s escort did not stop at the house’ s gates.
“Should you not return to your council?” he asked, as they turned into the street.

“Dy Yarrinwill tel meof it, when | get back. | mean to see you safe to the Zangre’ s gates. |’ ve not
forgotten your tale of poor Ser dy Sanda.”

Cazaril glanced over his shoulder at the two young officers pacing behind as they crossed over to
the temple plaza. Oh . The armed escort was forhim . He decided not to complain, asking Palli instead,
“Who looks like your prime candidate for holy generd, then, to present to Orico? Dy Y arrin?’

“Hewould be my choice,” said Pdli.
“He does seem aforcein your council. Has he alittle self-interest, there?’

“Perhaps. But he meansto hand the provincarship of Y arrin down to hiseldest son, and devote his
whole attention to the order, if heis chosen.”

“Ah. Would that Martou dy Jirona had done likewise for the Son’s Order.”
“Aye. So many posts, how is he serving any of them rightly?’

They climbed uphill, threading their way through the stone-paved town, stepping carefully across
central gutterswell rinsed by the recent cold rains. Narrow streets of shops gave way to wider squares
of fine houses. Cazaril considered dy Jirond, as his paace loomed once more on their route. If the curse
worked by distorting and betraying virtues, what good thing had it corrupted in Martou dy Jrona? Love
of family, perhaps, turning it into mistrust of dl that was not family? His excessive reliance on his brother
Dondo was surdly turning to weakness and downfall. Maybe. “Wdll . . . | hopethat level heads prevail.”

Palli grimaced. “Court lifeisturning you into adiplomat, Caz.”

Cazaril returned ablesk amile. “I can’t even begin to tdl you what court lifeisturning me—ah!” He
ducked as one of Fonsa’s crows popped over anearby housetop and came hurtling down at his head,
screaming hoarsely. The bird dmost tumbled out of the air at hisfeet, and hopped across the pavement,
cawing and flapping. It was followed by two more. One landed on Cazaril’ s outflung arm and clung
there, shrieking and whistling, itsclawsdigging in. A few black feathers spirded wildly inthe air. “Blast
these birds!” He’ d thought they had lost interest in him, and here they were back, in al their
embarrassng enthusiasm.

Pdli, who had jumped back laughing, glanced up over the roof tiles and said, “Five gods, something
has tirred them up! Thewholeflock isin the air above the Zangre. Look at them circle about!”

Ferdady Gurashielded his eyes and stared where Pdlli pointed at the distant whirl of dark shapes,
like black leavesin acyclone, dipping and swooping. His brother Foix pressed hishandsto hisearsas
the crows continued to shriek around their feet, and shouted over the din, “Noisy, too!”

These birds were not entranced, Cazaril realized; they were hysterical. His heart turned cold in his
chedt. “There’ s something very wrong. Come on!”

He was not in the best shape for running uphill. He had his hand pressed hard to the violent stitch in
his side asthey approached the stable block at the Zangre’ s outskirts. His courier birds flapped above
his head in escort. By that time, men’ s shouts could be heard beneath the crows’ continued screaming,
and Pdli and his cousins needed no urging to keep pace with him.

A groom in the roya tabard of the menagerie was staggering in circles beforeits open doors,
screaming and crying, blood running down hisface. Two of Teidez’ s green-and-black-clad Baocian
guards stood before the doors with swords drawn, holding off three Zangre guards who hovered
apprehensively before them, also with blades out, seeming not to dare to strike. The crows lacked no
such courage. They stooped awvkwardly at the Baocians, trying to claw with their talons and stab with
their beaks. The Baocians cursed and beat them off. Two bundles of black featherslay on the cobbles



dready, one dtill, one twitching.

Cazaril strode up to the menagerie doors, roaring, “What in the Bastard’ s name is going on here?
How dare you day the sacred crows?’

One of the Baocians pointed his sword toward him. “ Stay back, Lord Cazaril! Y ou may not pass!
We have drict orders from the royse!”

Lipsdrawn back in fury, Cazaril knocked the sword aside with his cloaked arm, lunged forward,
and wrenched it from the guardsman’ sgrasp. “ Give me that, you fool!” Heflung it to the stonesin the
generd direction of the Zangre guards, and Pdli, who had drawn in a panic when the unarmed Cazaril
had waded into the fray. The sword clanged and spun across the cobbles, till Foix stopped it with a
booted foot stamped down upon it, and held it with a challenging weight and Stare.

Cazaril turned on the second Baocian, whose blade drooped abruptly. Recoiling from Cazaril’ s
step, the guardsman cried hadtily, “ Cadtillar, we do thisto preserve the life of Roya Orico!”

“Do what?1s Orico in there?What are you about? ”

A feline snarl, risng to ayowl, from insgde whirled Cazaril around, and he left the daunted Baocian
to the Zangre guards, now encouraged to advance. He strode into the shadowed aid e of the menagerie.

The old tongueless groom was on his knees on thetiles, bent over, making choked weeping sounds.
His thumbless hands were pressed to hisface, and alittle blood ran between hisfingers; he looked up at
the sound of Cazaril’ s step, his quavering wet mouth ravaged with woe. As heran past the bears’ 4dls,
Cazaril glimpsed two inert black heaps studded with crosshow bolts, fur wet and matted with blood.
Thevdlas' stal door was open, and they lay on their sdesin the bright straw, eyes open and fixed,
throats dashed.

At thefar end of the aide, Royse Teidez was rising to hisfeet from the limp body of the spotted cat.
He pushed himsdlf up with his bloodied sword, and leaned upon it, panting, hisface wild and exultant.
His shadow roiled around him like thunderclouds at midnight. He looked up a Cazaril and grinned
fiercdy. “Hal” he cried.

The Baocian guard captain, atwisted little bird ill in his hand, plunged out of the aviary into Cazaril’
spath. Bundles of colored feathers, dead and dying birds of al szes, littered the aviary floor, some il
fluttering helplesdy. “Hold, Cadtillar—" he began. Hiswords were whipped away as Cazaril grasped
him by the tunic and spun him around, throwing him to the floor into the path of Palli, who wasfollowing
on his hedls muttering in astonished dismay, “Bastard weeps. Bastard weeps. . .” That had been Pdlli’s
battle-mumble at Gotorget, when his sword had risen and falen endlessy on men coming up over the
ladders, and he’d had no bresth for cries.

“Hold him,” Cazaril snarled over his shoulder, and strode on toward Teidez.

Teidez threw back hishead and met Cazaril’ s eyes square-on. “Y ou can’t ssop me—I’ve doneit! |
have saved the royal”

“What—what—wha—" Cazaril was 0 frightened and furious, hislipsand mind could scarcely
form coherent words. “Fool boy! What destructive madnessisthis, this. .. 7’ His hands opened,
shaking, and jerked about.

Teidez leaned toward him, histeeth glinting in his drawn-back lips. “1’ ve broken the curse, the
black magic that has been making Orico sick. It was coming from these evil animals. They were a secret
gift from the Roknari, meant to dowly poison him. And we’' ve dain the Roknari soy—I think . . .” Teidez
glanced somewhat doubtfully over his shoulder.

Only then did Cazaril notice the last body on the floor at the far end of theaide. Umegat lay on his
sdein aheap, asunmoving asthe birds or the vellas. The carcasses of the sand foxeslay tumbled



nearby. Cazaril had not seen him at first, because his clear white glow was extinguished. Dead? Cazail
moaned, lurched toward him, and fell to hisknees. Theleft Sde of Umegat’ s head was lacerated, the
gray-bronze braid disheveled and soaked with gore. His skinwas as gray as an old rag. But hisscap
was still duggishly bleeding, therefore. . .

“Does he dill breathe?’ asked Teidez, advancing to peer over Cazaril’ s shoulder. “ The captain hit
him with his sword pommel, when hewould not giveway . . .”

“Fool, fool,fool boy!”

“Nofool I'Hewasbehind it al.” Teildez nodded toward Umegat. “ A Roknari wizard, sent to drain
andkill Orico.”

Cazaril ground histeeth. “Umegat isa Temple divine. Sent by the Bastard’ s Order to care for the
sacred animals, who were given by the god topreserve Orico. And if you have not dain him, it isthe
only good luck here”” Umegat’ s bresth came shalow and odd, his hands were cold as acorpse’s, but
he did breathe.

“No..."” Teidez shook hishead. “No, you’'rewrong, that can’t be. . .” For thefirg time, the
heroic eation wobbled in hisface.

Cazaril uncoiled and roseto hisfeet, and Teidez stepped back atrifle. Cazaril turned to find Palli,
blessedly, at his back, and Ferda at Palli’ s shoulder, staring around at it dl in horrified amazement. PAli,
at least, Cazaril could trust to know field aid.

“Pdli,” he rasped out, “take over here. See to the wounded grooms, this one especialy. His skull
may be broken.” He pointed down to Umegat’ s darkened body. “Ferda.”

“My lord?’

Ferda’ s badge and colors would gain him admittance anywherein the sacred precincts. “ Run to the
temple. Find Archdivine Mendend. Let no one and nothing keep you from coming ingtantly to him. Tell
him what has transpired here, and have him send Temple physicians—tel him, Umegat needs the Mother
'smidwife, the specia one. He'll know what you mean. Hurry!”

Pdli, dready knedling beside Umegat, added, “Give me your cloak. And run, boy!”

Ferdatossed his cloak a his commander, whirled, and was gone before Palli drew a second
breath. Palli began to wrap the gray wool around the unconscious Roknari.

Cazaril turned back to Teidez, whose eyes were darting thisway and that in growing uncertainty.
Theroyseretreated to the life-emptied husk of the leopard, six feet from noseto tall tip lying limply on
thetiles. Its beautiful spotted fur hid the mouths of its wounds, marked by matted blood on its Sides.
Cazaril thought of dy Sanda’ s pierced corpse.

“I dew it with my sword, because it was aroyd symbol of my House eveniif it was ensorcelled,”
Teidez offered. “And to test my courage. It clawed my leg.” He bent and rubbed awvkwardly at hisright
shin, where his black trousers were indeed ripped and hanging in blood-wet ribbons.

Teidez wasthe Helr of Chalion, and Isdlle’ s brother. Cazaril could not wish the beast had bitten out
histhroat. Should not, anyway. “Five gods, how did you come by this black nonsense?’

“Itisnot nonsense! Y ou knew Orico’ sillnesswas uncanny! | saw it in your face—Bastard’s
demons, anyone could seeit. Lord Dondo told me the secret, before he died. Was murdered—
murdered to keep the secret, | think, but it wastoo late.”

“Did you come up withthis. . . plan of attack, on your own?’

Tedez' shead came up, proudly. “No, but when | wasthe only oneleft, | carried it through al by
myself! We had been going to do it together, after Dondo married | selle—destroy the curse, and free



the House of Chalion fromitsevil influence. But then it was|eft to me. So | made mysdlf his
banner-carrier, hisarm to reach from beyond the grave and strike one last blow for Chalion!”

“Ah! Ah!” Cazaril was 0 overcome, he samped in acircle. But had Dondo believed hisown
rubbish, or had this been aclever plan to use Teidez, obliquely and unprovably, to disable or nate
Orico? Malice, or stupidity? With Dondo, who could tell?*“No!”

“Lord Cazaril, what should we do with these Baocians?’ Foix’ svoiceinquired diffidently.

Cazaril looked up to find the disarmed Baocian guard captain held between Foix and one of the
Zangre guards. “And you!” snarled Cazaril a him. “Y outool, you fool, you lent yoursef to this, this
stupid sacrilege, and told no one? Or are you Dondo’ s creature fill? Ah! Take him and his men and
lock theminacdl, until . ..” Cazaril hestated. Dondo was behind this, oh yes, reaching out to wreak
chaos and disaster, it bore his ssamp—but for once, Cazaril suspected, Martou was not behind Dondo.
Quite the opposite, unless he missed his guess. “Until the chancellor isnotified,” Cazaril continued. “Y ou
there—" A downward sweep of hisarm commanded another Zangre guard’ s attention. “Run to the
Chancellery, or Jrona Palace or wherever he may be found, and tell him what has happened here. Beg
him to wait upon me before he goesto Orico.”

“Lord Cazaril, you cannot order my guards arrested!” cried Teidez.

Cazaril wasthe only one here with the air, if not the fact, of authority needed to carry out this next
step. “ Youare going straight to your chamber, until your brother orders otherwise.l will escort you there.”

“Take your hand off mel” Teidez yelped, as Cazaril’ siron grip closed around his upper arm. But he
did not quite dare to struggle against whatever he was seeing in Cazaril’ sface.

Cazaril said through histeeth, in avoice dripping fase cordidity, “No, indeed. Y ou are wounded,
young lord, and | have aduty to help you to aphysician.” He added under his breath, to Teldez’ s ear
aone, “And I will knock you flat and drag yovu, if | haveto.”

Teidez, recovering what dignity he could, grumbled to his guard captain, “ Go quietly with them,
then. I'll send for you later, when | have proved Lord Cazaril’ serror.” Since histwo captors had
aready spun the captain around and were marching him out, this ended up addressed to the Baocian's
back, and fdl alittleflat. The injured grooms had crept up to Pali’ sside, and weretrying to help him
with Umegat. Palli glanced over his shoulder and gave Cazaril aquick, reassuring wave.

Cazaril nodded back, and, under the guise of lending support, strong-armed the royse out of the
nightmarish abattoir he had made of the roya’ smenagerie. Too late, too late, too late . . . beatin his
brain with every stride. Outside, the crowswere no longer whirling and screaming intheair. They
hopped about in agitation upon the cobbles, seeming as bewildered and directionless as Cazaril’ sown
thoughts.

Still kegping agrip on Teidez, Cazaril marched him through the Zangre' s gates, where,now , more
guards had appeared. Teidez closed hislips on further protest, though his sullen, angry, and insulted
expression boded no good for Cazaril later on. The royse scorned to favor hiswounded leg, though it
left atrail of bloodied footprints across the cobbles of the main courtyard.

Cazail’ s atention was jerked leftward when one of Sara’ swaiting women and a page appeared in
the doorway to las’s Tower. “Hurry, hurry!” the woman urged the boy, who dashed toward the gates,
white-faced. He nearly caromed off Cazaril in his haste.

“Where away, boy?’ Cazaril caled after him.

He turned and danced backward for amoment. “ Temple, lord. Dare not stay—Royina Sara—the
royahas collgpsed!” He turned and sprinted in earnest through the gates; the guards stared at him, and,
uneasily, back toward las’s Tower.



Tadez' sarm, beneath Cazaril’ s hand, lost its stiff resstance. Benegth his scowl, a scared ook crept
into hiseyes, and he glanced asde warily at his saf-appointed detainer.

After amoment’ sindecision, Cazaril, not |etting go of Teidez, wheded around and started for las’s
Tower instead. He hurried to catch up with the waiting woman, who had ducked back insde, and cdled
after her, but she seemed not to hear him as she scurried up the end stairs. He was wheezing as he
reached the third floor, where Orico kept his chambers. He stared in gpprehension down its central
corridor.

Royina Sara, her white shawl bundled about her and awoman at her hedl's, was hurrying up the hall.
Cazaril bowed anxioudy as she cameto the Staircase.

“My lady, what has happened? Can | help?’

She touched her hand to her frightened face. “| scarcely know yet, Cadtillar. Orico—he was
reading aloud to mein my chamberswhile| stitched, as he sometimes does, for my solace, when
suddenly he stopped, and blinked and rubbed his eyes, and said he could not see the words anymore,
and that theroom was dl dark. But it wasn’t! Then hefdl from hischair. | cried for my ladies, and we
put himin hisbed, and have sent for a Temple physician.”

“We saw theroya’ spage,” Cazaril assured her. “He was running as fast as he could.”
“Oh,good...”
“Wasit an gpoplexy, do you think?’

“I'don’tthink ... don’t know. He speaks alittle, and his breath is not very labored . . . What was
al that shouting, down by the stables, earlier?’ Digtractedly, not waiting for an answer, she passed him
and mounted the stairs.

Teidez, hisface gone leaden, licked hislips but said no more as Cazaril turned him around and led
him down to the courtyard.

Theroyse did not find his voice again till they were mounting the stairsin the main block, where he
repeated breathlessly, “1t cannot be. Dondo told me the menagerie was black sorcery, a Roknari curse
to keep Orico sick and weak. And | couldsee that it was s0.”

“A Roknari curse, theretruly is, but the menagerieis awhite miracle that keeps Orico dive despite
it. Was. Till now,” Cazaril added bitterly.

“No...no...it'sdl wrong. Dondo told me—"

“Dondo was mistaken.” Cazaril hesitated briefly. “ Or e se Dondo wished to hurry the replacement
of aroyawho favored his eder brother with one who favored himself.”

Tedez’' slips parted in protest, but no sound came from them. Cazaril didn’t think the royse could
be feigning the shocked look in hiseyes. The only mercy inthisday, if mercy it was—Dondo might have
mised Teidez, but he seemed not to have corrupted him, not to that extent. Teidez wastool, not
co-conspirator, not awilling fratricide. Unfortunately, he was atool that had kept on functioning after the
workman’ s hand had fallen away.And whose fault was it that the boy swallowed down lies, when no
one would feed him the truth?

The sdlow felow who wasthe royse’ s secretary-tutor looked up in surprise from hiswriting desk
as Cazaril swung the boy into his chambers.

“Look to your magter,” Cazaril told him shortly. “He’ sinjured. Heis not to quit this building until
Chancdllor dy Jrond isinformed what has occurred, and gives him leave.” He added, with alittle sour
satisfaction, “If you knew of this outrage, and did nothing to prevent it, the chancellor will be furiouswith
yw.”



The man paled in confusion; Cazaril turned his back on him. Now to go see what was happening
with Umeget . . .

“But Lord Cazaril,” Teidez’ s voice quavered. “What should | do?’
Cazaril spat over his shoulder, as he strode out again, “ Pray.”

Asheturned onto the end stairs,Cazaril heard awoman’ s dippers scuffing rapidly on the steps. He
looked up to find Lady Betriz, her lavender skirtstrailing, hurrying down toward him.

“Lord Cazaril! What’ s going on? We heard shouting—one of the maids cried Royse Teidez hasrun
mad, and tried to day theroya’ sanimag”

“Not mad—mided. | think. And not tried—succeeded.” In afew brief, bitter words, Cazaril
described the horror in the stable block.

“Butwhy 7" Her voice was husky with shock.

Cazaril shook hishead. “A lieof Lord Dondo’s, nearly as| can tell. He convinced the royse that
Umegat was a Roknari wizard using the animals to somehow poison the roya. Which turned the truth
exactly backwards, the animas sustained Orico, and now he has collapsed. Five gods, | cannot explain
it dl here upon the sairs. Tell Royesse Isdle | will attend upon her soon, but first | must seeto the
injured grooms. Stay away—keep |sdlle away from the menagerie.” And if hedidn’t give lsdle action,
she'd surely takeit for hersdf . . . “Wait upon Sara, both of you; she’ s hdf-distracted.”

Cazaril continued on down the gtairs, past the place where he had been—adeliberaidy?—decoyed
away by hisown pain, earlier. Dondo’ s demonic ghost made no moveto grip himnow .

Back at the menagerie, Cazaril found that the excellent Palli and his men had already carried off
Umegat and the more serioudy injured of the undergroomsto the Mother’ shospitd. Theremaining
groom was sumbling around trying to catch ahystericd little blue-and-yelow bird that had somehow
escaped the Baocian guard captain and taken refuge in the upper cornices. Some servants from the
stable had come over and were making awkward attempts to hel p; one had taken off histabard and was
sweeping it up, trying to knock the bird out of the air.

“Stop!” Cazaril choked back panic. For al he knew, the little feathered cresture was the last thread
by which Orico clung to life. He directed the woul d-be hel persinstead to the task of collecting the
bodies of the dain animals, laying them out in the stable courtyard, and cleaning up the bloody messon
thetilesinsgde. He scooped up ahandful of grainsfromthevellas’ gal, remains of their last interrupted
dinner, and coaxed the little bird down to his own hand, chirping as he’ d seen Umegat do. Rather to his
surprise, the bird came to him and suffered itself to be put back into its cage.

“Guard it with your life,” hetold the groom. Then added, scowling for effect, “If it dies, you die.”
An empty threat, though it must do for now; the grooms, at least, looked impressed.|f it dies, Orico
dies? That suddenly seemed frighteningly plausible. He turned to lend ahand in dragging out the heavy
bodies of the bears.

“ Should we skin them, lord?” one of the stable handsinquired, staring at the results of Teidez’s
hellish hunt piled up outside on the paving stones.

“No!” said Cazaril. Even the few of Fonsa's crows dtill lingering about the stable yard, though they
regarded the bloody carcasses with wary interest, made no move toward them. “Tregt them . . . asyou
would theroya’ s soldierswho had died in battle. Burned or buried. Not skinned. Nor eaten, for the gods
" sakes.” Swalowing, Cazaril bent and added the bodies of the two dead crows to the row. “There has
been sacrilege enough thisday.” And the godsforfend Teidez had not dain aholy saint aswell asthe
sacred animals.

A clatter of hooves herdded the arrival of Martou dy Jironal, fetched, presumably, from Jirona



Pdace; hewasfollowed up the hill by four retainers on foot, gasping for breath. The chancellor svung
down from his snorting, sidling horse, handed it off to abowing groom, and advanced to Stare at the row
of dead animas. The bears’ dark fur riffled in the cold wind, the only movement. Dy Jrond’slips
gpasmed on unvoiced curses. “What isthis madness?’ He looked up at Cazaril, and his eyes narrowed
in bewildered suspicion. “Didyou set Teidez onto this?” Dy Jrona was not, Cazaril judged,
dissmulating; he was as off-ba ance as Cazaril himsdlf.

“I?No! | do not control Teidez.” Cazaril added sourly, “ And neither, it appears, do you. Hewasin
your constant company for the past two weeks; had you no hint of this?’

Dy Jrona shook his head.

“In his defense, Teidez seemsto have had some garbled notion that this act would somehow help
the roya. That he’ d no better senseisafault of hisage; that he had no better knowledge. . . well, you
and Orico between you have served himill. If he’ d been morefilled with truth, he’ d have had lessroom
for lies. I’ ve had his Baocian guard locked up, and taken him to his chambers, to await . . ."theroya’s
orders would not be forthcoming now. Cazaril finished, “your orders.”

Dy Jrond’ s hand made a condtricted gesture. “Wait. The royesse—he was closeted with hissster
yesterday. Could she have set him on?’

“Fvewitnesseswill say no. Including Teidez himself. He gave no Sign yesterday that thiswasin his
mind.” Almost no sgn.Should have, should have, should have. . .

“Y ou control the Royesse Isdlle closdly enough,” snapped dy Jirond bitterly. “Do you think | don’t
know who encouraged her in her defiance? | fail to see the secret of her pernicious attachment to you,
but | mean to cut that connection.”

“Yes” Cazail bared histeeth. “Dy Jod tried to widd your knifelast night. He' |l know to charge
you morefor his services next time. Hazard pay.” Dy Jrond’ s eyes glittered with understanding; Cazaril
took a breath, for self-control. Thiswas bringing their hostilities much too closeto the surface. Thelast
thing he desired was dy Jrond’ sfull attention. “In any case, thereisno mystery. Teldez saysyour
amiable brother Dondo plotted thiswith him, before he died.”

Dy Jirond stepped back a pace, eyes widening, but his teeth clenched on any other reaction.

Cazaril continued, “Now, what| should dearly like to know is—and you arein abetter position to
guess the answer than | am—didDondo know what this menagerieredly did for Orico?’

Dy Jrond’ sgaze flew to hisface. “Do you?’

“All the Zangre knows by now: Orico was stricken blind, and fell from hischair, during the very
moments his creatures were dying. Saraand her ladies brought him to his bed, and have sent for the
Temple physicians.” Thisanswer both evaded the question and abruptly redirected dy Jrond’ s attention;
the chancellor paled, whirled awvay, and made for the Zangre gates. He did not, Cazaril noted, Stay to
inquire after Umegat. Clearly, dy Jrona knew what the menagerie did; did he understand how?

Do you?

Cazaril shook his head and turned the other way, for yet another weary march down into town.
Cardegoss’'s Temple Hospitd of the Mother’ s Mercy was arambling old converted mansion,
bequeathed to the order by a pious widow, on the street beyond the Mother’ s house from the Temple

Square. Cazaril tracked Pdli and Umegat through its maze to a second-floor galery above aninner

courtyard. He spotted the chamber readily by the reunited dy Gura brothers standing guard outside its
closed door. They saluted and passed him through.

He entered to find Umegat laid out unconscious upon abed. A white-haired womaninaTemple
physdan’s green robes bent over him stitching up the lacerated flap of his scap. She was assisted by a



familiar, dumpy middle-aged woman whose viridescent tinge owed nothing to her green dress. Cazaril
could still see her faint effulgence with his eyes closed. The archdivine of Cardegoss himsdlf, in his
five-colored vestment, hovered anxioudy. Palli leaned againgt awall with hisarms crossed; hisface
lightened, and he pushed to his feet when he saw Cazaril.

“How goesit?’ Cazaril asked Pdlli inalow voice.
“Poor fdlow’ still out cold,” Pali murmured back. “I think he must have taken amighty whack.
Andyou?’

Cazaril repeated the tde of Orico’ s sudden collapse. Archdivine Mendena stepped closer to listen,
and the physician glanced over her shoulder. “Had they told you of thisturn, Archdivine?’ Cazaril added.

“Oh, aye. | will follow Orico’ s physiciansto the Zangre as soon as | may.”

If the white-haired physi cian wondered why an injured groom should claim more of the archdivine’s
attention than the stricken roya, she gave no more sign than adight lifting of her eyebrows. Shefinished
her last neat stitch and dipped a cloth in abasin to wash the crusting gore from the shaved scalp around
the wound. She dried her hands, checked the rolled-back eyes under Umegat’ slids, and straightened.
The Mother’ s midwife gathered up Umegat’ s cut-away |eft braid and the rest of the medical mess, and
mede dl tidy.

Archdivine Mendena clutched hisfingerstogether, and asked the physician, “Wel?’

“Wadll, hisskull isnot broken, that | can fed. | shall leave the wound uncovered to better mark
bleeding or swelling. | can tell nothing more until he wakes. There’ s naught to do now but keep him
warm and watch himftill he girs”

“When will that be?’

The physician stared down dubioudy at her patient. Cazaril did, too. The fagtidious Umegat would
have hated his present crumpled, half-shorn, desperately limp appearance. Umegat’ sflesh was il that
deathly gray, making his golden Roknari skin look like adirty rag. His breath rasped.Not good. Cazaril
had seen men who looked like that go on to recover; he’ d also seen them sink and die.

“| cannot say,” the physician replied at last, echoing Cazaril’ s own mental diagnoss.
“Leave us, then. The acolyte will watch him for now.”

“Yes, Your Reverence.” The physician bowed, and instructed the midwife, “ Send for me at once if
he either wakes, or takes afever, or startsto convulse.” She gathered up her instruments.

“Lord dy Pdliar, | thank you for your aid,” the archdivine said. He added, “Lord Cazaril, please
Say.”

Pdli said merdy, “You’re entirely welcome, Y our Reverence,” then after a heartbesat, asthe hint
penetrated, “ Oh. Ah. If you'redl right, Caz . .. 7’

“For now.”

“Then | should perhaps return to the Daughter’ s house. If you need anything, a any time, send for
methere, or a Yarrin Palace, and I’ ll *tend upon you at once. Y ou should not go about done.” He gave
Cazaril astern look, to be sure this was understood as command and not parting pleasantry. He, too,
then bowed, and, opening the door for the physician, followed in her wake.

Asthe door closed, Mendend turned to Cazaril, his hands outsiretched in pleading. “Lord Cazaril,
what should we do?’

Cazaril recoiled. “Five gods,you' re askingme ?’
Theman’slipstwisted ruefully. “Lord Cazaril, I’ ve only been the archdivine of Cardegoss for two



years. | was chosen because | was agood administrator, | fancy, and to please my family, because my
brother and my father before him were powerful provincars. | was dedicated to the Bastard’ s Order at
age fourteen, with agood dower from my father to assure my care and advancement. | have served the
godsfaithfully all my life, but . . . they do not spesk to me.” He stared at Cazaril, and glanced aside to
the Mother’ smidwife, with an odd hopeless envy in hiseyes, devoid of hodtility. “When apious ordinary
man finds himsdf in aroom with three working saints—if he has any wits left—he seeksingtruction, he
does not feign to ingtruct.”

“lamnot . ..” Cazaril bit back the denia. He had more urgent concerns than arguing over the
theologica definition of his current condition, though if thiswas sainthood, the gods mustexceed
themselves for damnation. “Honorable Acolyte—I’m sorry, | have forgotten your name?”

“l am Clara, Lord Cazaril.”

Cazaril gave her alittle bow. “ Acolyte Clara. Do you see—do younot see—Umegat’ sglow?1’ve
never seen him when—is it supposed to go out when aman is adeep or unconscious?’

She shook her head. “ The gods are with us waking and deeping, Lord Cazaril. I'm surel don’t
have the strength of sight you do, but indeed, the Bastard has withdrawn his presence from Learned

Umegat.”
“Oh, no,” breasthed Mendendl.
“Areyou sure?’ said Cazaril. “It could not be a defect in my—in your second sight?’

She glanced at him, wincing alittle. “No. For | can see you plainly enough. | could see you before
you camein thedoor. It isalmost painful to be in the same room with you.”

“Does this mean the miracle of the menagerieis broken?’ asked Mendena anxioudy, gesturing at
the unconscious groom. “We have no dike now againgt the tide of thisblack curse?’

She hesitated. “Umegat no longer hoststhe miracle. | do not know if the Bastard hastransferred it
to another’ swill.”

Mendend wheeled to stare hopefully at Cazaril. “His, perhaps?’

She frowned at Cazaril, absently holding her hand to her brow asif to shade her eyes. “If | ana
saint, as Learned Umegat has named me, | am only asmall domestic one. If Umegat’ stutelage had not
sharpened my perceptions over the years, | should merely have thought mysdlf unusudly lucky in my
professon.”

Luck, Cazaril couldn’t help reflecting, had not beenhis most sdient experience since he’ d sumbled
into the gods' maze.

“And yet the Mother only reaches through me from time to time, then passes on. Lord Cazaril . . .
blazes. From theday | first saw him a Lord Dondo’ sfunerd. The white light of the Bastard and the blue
clarity of the Lady of Spring, both at once, the constant living presence of two gods, al mixed with some
other dark thing | cannot make out. Umegat could see more clearly. If the Bastard has added more to
theroil dready there, | cannot tell.”

The archdivine touched brow, lips, navel, groin, and heart, fingers spread wide, and stared hungrily
at Cazaril. “Two gods, two gods at once, and in thisroom!”

Cazaril bent forward, hands clenching, hideoudy reminded by the pressure of hisbelt of the
terrifying distention beneath it. “ Did Umegat not make known to you what | did to Lord Dondo? Did
you not talk to Rojeras?’

“Yes, yes, and | spoke to Rojerastoo, good man, but of course he could not understand—"
“He understood better than you seem to. | bear death and murder in my gut. An abomination, for all



| know taking physical and not just psychic form, engendered by ademon and Dondo dy Jrona’s
accursed ghost. Which screams a me nightly, by theway, in Dondo’ svoice, with al hisvilest
vocabulary, and Dondo had amouith like the Cardegoss main sewer. With no way out but to tear me
open. Itisnot haly, itisdisgusting !”

Mendena stepped back, blinking.

Cazaril clutched hishead. “I haveterrible dreams. And painsin my belly. And rages. And I’ m afrad
Dondo islesking.”

“Oh, dear,” said Mendend faintly. “I had no idea, Lord Cazaril. Umegat said only that you were
skittish, and it was best to leave you in his hands.”

“Skittish,” Cazaril repeated hollowly. “And oh, did I mention the ghosts?’ It was surely ameasure
of . .. something, that they seemed the least of hisworries.

“Ghogts?’

“All the ghosts of the Zangre follow me about the castle and cluster around my bed at night.”
“Oh,” sald Mendend, looking suddenly worried. “Ah.”

“Ah?

“Did Umegat warn you about the ghosts?’

“No. .. hesad they could do me no harm.”

“Well, yesand no. They can do you no harm while you live. But as Umegat explained it to me, the
Lady’ s miracle has delayed the working out of the Bastard’ s miracle, not reversed it. It follows that, hm,
should Her hand open, and the demon fly away with your soul—and Dondo’ s, of course—it will leave
your husk with a certain, um, dangerous theologica emptiness which isnot quitelike natural desth. And
the ghosts of the excluded damned will attempt to, er, movein.”

After ashort, fraught silence, Cazaril inquired, “Do they ever succeed?’

“Sometimes. | saw acase once, when | was ayoung divine. The degraded spirits are shambling
supid things, but it’ s so very awkward to get them out again once they take possession. They must be
burned . . . well,alive isnot quitetheright term. Very ugly scene, especidly if therdativesdon’t
understand, because, of course, being your body, it screamsin your voice. . . . It would not, in the event,
beyour problem, of course, you would be, um, elsawhere by then, but it might save, hm, others some
painful troubles, if you make sure you aways have someone by you who would understand the necessity
of burning your body before sunset . . .” Mendend trailed off apologeticaly.

“Thank you, Y our Reverence,” said Cazaril, with awful politeness. “1 shall add that to Rojeras’s
theory of the demon growing itself anew body in my tumor and gnawing itsway out, should | ever again
bein danger of getting anight’ s deep. Although | suppose there’ s no reasonboth could not occur.

Sequentidly.”
Mendend cleared histhroat. “ Sorry, my lord. | thought you should know.”
Cazaril Sghed. “Yes. .. | suppose| should.” Helooked up, remembering last night’ s scene with dy

Jod. “Isit possible. . . suppose the Lady’ s grip loosened just alittle. Isit possible for Dondo’s soul to
leak into mine?’

Mendend’sbrowsrose. “1 don't . . . Umegat would know. Oh, how | wish hewould wake up! |
suppose it would be afaster way for Dondo’ s ghost to get a body than to grow onein atumor. Y ou
would think it would betoo smdl.” He made an uncertain measuring gesture with his hands.

“Not according to Rojeras,” said Cazaril dryly.



Mendena rubbed hisforehead. “ Ah, poor Rojeras. He thought | had taken asudden interest in his
specialty when | asked about you, and of course, | did not correct his misgpprehension. | thought he
was going to talk for haf the night. | finally had to promise him apurse for hisward, to escape the tour
of hiscollection.”

“I’d pay money to escape that, too,” Cazaril alowed. After amoment he asked curioudy, “Y our
Reverence. . . why was | not arrested for Dondo’ s murder? How did Umegat finesse that?’

“Murder? There was no murder.”
“Excuse me, the man is dead, and by my hand, by death magic, which isacapita crime.”

“Oh. Yes, | see. Theignorant arefull of errors about desth magic, well, even the nameiswrong. It’s
anicetheologica point, d’you see. Attempting death magic isacrime of intent, of conspiracy. Successful
death magic is not death magic at al, but amiracle of justice, and cannot be acrime, becauseit isthe
hand of the god that carries off the victim—vidims—I mean, it’snot asif the royacan send his officers
to arrest the Bastard, en?’

“Do you think the present chancellor of Chdion will appreciate the distinction?’

“Ah. .. no. Which iswhy Umegat advised that the Temple prefer adiscreet gpproach to this. . .
thisvery complicated issue.” Mendena scratched his cheek in new worry. “Not that the supplicant of
such justice has ever lived through it, before. . . the distinction was clearer when it was dl theoretical.
Two miracles. | never thought of two miracles. Unprecedented. The Lady of Spring must love you
dearly.”

“Asateamder loveshismulethat carries hisbaggage,” said Cazaril bitterly, “whipping it over the
high passes.”

The archdivine looked alittle distraught; only Acolyte Clara’ slipstwisted in gppreciation. Umegat
would have snorted, Cazaril thought. He began to understand why the Roknari saint had been so fond of
talking shop with him. Only the saints would joke so about the gods, because it was either joke or
scream, and they done knew it was al the same to the gods.

“Yes, but,” said Mendend. “Umegat concurred—so extraordinary a preservation must surely be
for an extraordinary purpose. Haveyou. . . haveyou no guessat dl?’

“Archdivine, | know naught.” Cazaril’ svoice shook. “And | am...” he broke off.
“Yes?’ encouraged Mendend.

If I say it aloud, | will fall to pieces right here.Helicked hislips, and swalowed. When he forced
the words from histongue at last, they came out a hoarse whisper. “I am very frightened.”

“Oh,” said the archdivine after along moment. “Ah. Yes, | ... | seetha itwould be. . . Oh, if only
Umegat would wake up!”

The Mother’ smidwife cleared her throa, diffidently. “My lord dy Cazaril 7’
“Yes, Acolyte Clara?’

“I think | have amessage for you.”

“What?"

“The Mother spoketo mein adream last night. | was not atogether sure, for my deeping brain
gpinsfancies out of whatever iscommon in my thoughts, and | think often of Her. So | had meant to take
it to Umegat today, and be guided by his good advice. But She said to me, She said” —Claratook a
breath, and steadied her voice, her expression growing camer—" * Tel my Daughter’ sfaithful courier to
beware despair aboveall.’”



“Yes? sad Cazaril after amoment. “And. .. 7’ Blagtit, if the gods were going to trouble to send
him messagesin other people’ s dreams, he’ d prefer something less cryptic. And more practical.

“That wasadll.”
“Areyou sure?’ asked Mendend.

“Wadl . .. Shemight have said, her Daughter’ sfaithful courtier. Or castle-warder. Or captain. Or all
four of them—that part’ sblurred in my memory.”

“If itisso, who are the other three men?” asked Mendendl, puzzled.

The unknowing echo of the Provincara’ swordsto him in Vaenda chilled Cazaril to the pit of his
aching belly. “I ... 1 am, Archdivine. | am.” He bowed to the acolyte, and said through stiff lips, “ Thank
you, Clara. Pray to your Lady for me.”

She gave him aslent, understanding smile, and alittle nod.

Leaving the Mother’ s acolyte to keep close watch over Umegat, the archdivine excused himself to
go attend upon Roya Orico, and with ashy diffidence invited Cazaril to accompany him to the Zangre
gates. Cazaxil found himsdf grateful for the offer and followed him out. His earlier towering rage and
terror had long since passed, leaving him limp and weak. His knees buckled on the gallery stairs; but for
catching the railing he would have tumbled down haf aflight. To hisembarrassment, the solicitous
Mendend inssted Cazaril be carried up the hill in his own sedan chair, hoisted by four stout dedicats,
with Mendena walking beside. Cazaril felt afool, and congpicuous. But, he had to admit, vastly obliged.

THE INTERVIEW CAZARIL HAD BEEN DREADING DIDnot take place until after supper.
Summoned by a page, he climbed reluctantly to the royesse’ s sitting room. Isdlle, looking strained,
awaited him attended by Betriz; the royesse waved him to astool. Candles burning brightly in al the
mirrored wall sconces did not drive away the shadow that clung about her.

“How does Orico go on?’ he asked the ladies anxioudly. They had neither of them come to supper
in the banqueting hall, instead remaining with the royinaand the stricken roya above Sairs.

Betriz answered, “He seemed ca mer this evening, when he found he was not completely blind—he
can see acandle flame with hisright eye. But heis not passng water properly, and his physician thinks
heisin danger of growing dropsica. He doeslook terribly swollen.” Shebit her lipinworry.

Cazaril ducked his head at the royesse. “And were you able to see Teidez?’

Iselle sighed. “Yes, right after Chancellor dy Jironal dressed him down. He was too distraught to be
sengble. If hewere younger, | would nameit one of histantrums. I’ m sorry heis grown too big to dap.
He takes no food, and throws things at his servants, and now he’ sfreed from his chambers, isrefusing to
come out. There’ snothing to do when he getslike thisbut to leave him done. He'll be better
tomorrow.” Her eyes narrowed at Cazaril, and her lips compressed. “ And so, my lord. Just how long
have you known of this black cursethat hangs over Orico?’

“Sarafindly takedtoyou. . . did she?’
HY$H
“What exactly did she say?’

Iselle gave atolerably accurate summation of the story of Fonsaand the Golden Generd, and the
descent of the legacy of ill fortune through lasto Orico. She did not mention herself or Teidez.

Cazaril chewed on aknuckle. “Y ou have about half the facts, then.”

“I do not like this half portion, Cazaril. The world demands | make good choices on no information,
and then blames my maidenhood for my mistakes, asif my maidenhood were responsible for my
ignorance. Ignoranceis not stupidity, but it might aswell be. And I do not like feding stupid.” Sted rang



in these last words, unmistakably.

He bowed his head in gpology. He wanted to weep for what he was about to lose. It was not to
shield her maiden innocence, nor Betriz's, that he had kept silent for too long, nor even dread of arrest.
He had feared to lose the paradise of their regard, been sickened with the horror of becoming hideousin
their eyes.Coward. Speak, and be done.

“I first learned of the curse the night after Dondo’ s death, from the groom Umegat—who isno
groom, by theway, but adivine of the Bastard, and the saint who hosted the miracle of the menagerie
for Orico.”

Betriz’ seyeswidened. “Oh. | . . . | liked him. How does he go on?’

Cazaril made alittle balancing gesture with one hand. “Badly. Still unconscious. And worse, he’s’—
he swallowed,Here we go —" stopped glowing.”

“Stopped glowing?’ said Isdle. “I didn’t know he’d started.”

“Yes. | know. You cannot seeit. There’s. . . something | haven’t told you about Dondo’ s murder.”
Hetook abreath. “It was me who sacrificed crow and rat, and prayed to the Bastard for Dondo’ s
desth.”

“Ah! I’ d suspected asmuch,” said Betriz, sitting Sraighter.

“Y es, but—what you don’t know is, | was granted it. | should have died that night, in Fonsa's
tower. But another’ s prayersintervened. Isdle’s, | think.” He nodded to the royesse.

Her lips parted, and her hand went to her breast. “I prayed that the Daughter spare me from
Dondo!”

“Y ou prayed—and the Daughter sparedme .” He added ruefully, “But not, asit turned out, from
Dondo. Y ou saw how at hisfunerd al the gods refused to sign that his soul was taken up?’

“Y es, and so he was excluded, damned, trapped in thisworld,” said Isdlle. “Half the court feared
he was loose in Cardegoss, and festooned themsalves with charms againgt him.”

“In Cardegoss, yes. Loose. . . no. Most lost ghosts are bound to the place where they died. Dondo
'sisbound to the person who killed him.” He shut his eyes, unable to bear looking &t their draining
faces. “Y ou know my tumor?It’ s not atumor. Or not only atumor. Dondo’ s soul istrapped inside of
me. Along with the desth demon, apparently, but the demon, at least, isblessedly quiet about it dl. It's
Dondo who won'’t shut up. He screams a me, at night. Anyway.” He opened his eyes again, though he
ill did not darelook up. “All this. . . divine activity has given me asort of second sght. Umegat hasit—
thereisalittle saint of the Mother in town who hasit—and | haveit. Umegat has—had—awhite glow.
The Mother Clarashinesafaint green. They have both told me | am mostly blue and white, dl roiling
and blazing.” At last, he forced himsdf to look up and meet Isdle’seyes. “And | can see Orico’scurse
asadark shadow. Isdlle, listen, thisisimportant. | don’t think Saraknowsthis. It s not just a shadow on
Orico. It’son you and Teidez, too. All the descendants of Fonsa seem to be smeared by this black

thing.”
After alittle slence, stting stiff and till, Isdle said only, “ That makes asort of sense.”

Betriz was eyeing him Sdeways. By the testimony of his belt, histumor was not grown more gross
than before, but her gaze made him fed monsirous. He bent alittle over hisbelly and managed awesk,
unfelt grinin her direction.

“But how do you get rid of this. . . haunting?’ Betriz asked dowly.

“Um...asl undersandit, if I am killed, my soul will loseits anchor in my body, and the desth
demon will bereleased to finishitsjob. | think. I’ m alittle afraid the demon will try to trick or betray me



to my death, if it can; it ssemsatrifle sngle-minded. It wantsto go home. Or, if the Lady’s hand opens,
the demon will be released, and wrench my soul from my body, and off we al go together again the
same.” He decided not to burden her with Rojeras’ s other theory.

“No, Lord Caz, you don’t understand. | want to know how you can get rid of itwithout dying.”

“I’d like to know that, too,” Cazaril sSighed. With an effort, he straightened his spine and managed a
better smile. “It doesn’t matter. | traded my lifefor Dondo’ s death of my own freewill, and |’ ve
received my due. Payment of my debt ismerely delayed, not rescinded. The Lady apparently kegps me
divefor some sarvice | have yet to perform. Or else | would day myself in disgust and end it.”

Iselle, eyes narrowing at this, sat up and said sharply, “Wdll, | do not release you frommy service!
Do you hear me, Cazaril?”’

His smile grew more genuine, for aningant. “Ah.”

“Yes” sad Betriz, “and you can’t expectus to get al squeamish just becauseyou're. . . inhabited. |
mean . . .we're expected to share our bodies someday. Doesn’t makeus horrible, doesit?” She
hesitated at where this metaphor was taking her.

Cazaril, whose mind had been shying from just that pardld for sometime, said mildly, “Yes, but
with Dondo?You both drew theline at Dondo.” In truth, every man he’d ever killed had traveled back
up the shock of his sword arm into his memory, and rode with him gtill, in asense. And so we bear our
sns.

Isdle put her hand to her lipsin sudden darm. “ Cazaril—he can’t getout , can he?’

“| pray to the Lady he may not. Theideaof him seepingintomy mind is. . . istheworst of al.
Worse eventhan . . . never mind. Oh. That reminds me, | should warn you about the ghogts.” Briefly, he
repeated what the archdivine had told him about making sure his body was burned, and why. It afforded
him an odd relief, to have that out. They were dismayed, but attentive; he thought he might trust them to
have the courage for the task. And then was ashamed to have not trusted their courage earlier.

“But listen, Royesse,” he went on. “ The Golden General’ s curse has followed Fonsa’ s get, but Sara
is shadowed, too. Umegat and | both think she married into it.”

“Her life has certainly been made miserable enough by it,” agreed Isdlle.

“It therefore follows logicdly, that you might marryout of it. It isahope, anyway, agreat hope. |
think we should turn our minds to the matter—I would have you out of Cardegoss, out of the curse, out
of Chalion altogether, as soon as may be arranged.”

“With the court in this uproar, marriage arrangements are out of—" 1selle paused abruptly. “But . . .
what about Teidez? And Orico? And Chdion itself? Am | to abandon them, like agenerd running away
from alosing baitle?’

“The highest commanders have wider responsibilities than asingle battle. If abattle may not be won
—if the general cannot save that day, at least such aretreat savesthe good of another day.”

She frowned doubtfully, taking thisin. Her browslowered. “ Cazaril . . . do you think my mother
and grandmother knew of this dark thing that hangs over us?’

“Y our grandmother, | don’t know. Y our mother . . .” If Istahad seen the ghosts of the Zangre for
hersdlf, she must have been lent the second sight for atime. What did thisimply? Cazaril’ simegination
foundered. “'Y our mother knew something, but I don’t know how much. Enough to be terrified when
you were caled to Cardegoss, anyway.”

“I"d thought her overfussy.” Isdlle’ svoice lowered. “1’ d thought her mad, as the servants
whispered.” Her frown deepened. 1 have alot to think about.”



As her sllence lengthened, Cazaril rose, and bade both ladies a polite good night. The royesse
acknowledged him with an absent nod. Betriz clasped her hands together, staring at him in agonized
searching, and dipped ahaf curtsey.

“Wait!” Isdlle called suddenly as he reached the door. He wheeled around; she sprang from her
chair, strode up to him, and gripped both his hands. “ Y ou aretoo tall. Bend your head,” she
commanded.

Obligingly, he ducked his head; she stood on tiptoe. He blinked in surprise as her young lips planted
afirm and formd kiss upon his brow, and then upon the back of each hand, lifted to her mouth. And
then she sank to thefloor in arustle of perfumed silk, and as his mouth opened in inarticul ate protest, she
kissed each booted foot with the same unhesitating firmness.

“There” said Isdle, risng. Her chin came up. “Now you may be dismissed.”

Tearswere running down Betriz’' s face. Too shaken for words, Cazaril bowed deeply and fled to
hisunquiet bed.

Cazaxil found the Zangreeerily quiet thefollowing day. After Dondo’ s death the court had been
aarmed, yes, but excited and given over to gossi p and whispering. Now even the whispering was tilled.
All who had no direct duties stayed away, and those who had inescapabl e tasks went about them in a
hurried, apprehensive silence.

Isdle and Betriz spent the day in las’ s tower, waiting upon Saraand Orico. At dawn, Cazaril and
the grim castle warder oversaw the cremation and buria of the remains of the animas. For the rest of the
day, Cazaril alternated feeble attempts to attend to the mess on his desk with trudges down to the
temple hospital. Umegat lay unchanged, gray and rasping. After his second vist, Cazaril stopped in at
thetempleitsdf and prayed, prostrate and whispering, before dl five dtarsin turn. If hewasin truth
infected with this saint-disease, dammit, shouldn’t it be good for something?

The gods do not grant miracles for our purposes, but for theirs, Umegat had said. Yes? It
seemed to Cazaril that this bargain ought to run two ways. If people stopped lending the gods their wills
by which to do miracles, eh, what would the gods do about it then?Well, the first thing to happen
would be that I’d drop dead . Therewasthat. Cazaril lay along time before the dtar of the Lady of
Spring, but here found himsalf mute, not even hislips moving. Abashed, ashamed, despairing? But
wordy or wordless, the gods returned him only the same blank silence, fivetimes over.

Hewasreminded of Pdlli’ sindstence that he not go about aone when, dogging back up the hill, he
passed dy Joa and another of dy Jrona’ sretainers entering Jronad Palace. Dy Joa’shand curled on his
sword hilt, but he did not draw; with polite, wary nods, they walked wide about each other.

Back in hisoffice, Cazaril rubbed his aching brow and turned histhoughtsto Isdlle’ smarriage.
Royse Bergon of Ibra, eh. The boy would do aswell as any and better than most, Cazaril supposed. But
thisturmoail in the court of Chalion made open negotiationsimpossible to carry out; it would haveto bea
secret envoy, and soon. Running down the list in hismind of courtiers capable of such adiplomatic
mission turned up none Cazaril would trust. Running down the much shorter list of men he could trust
turned up no experienced diplomats. Umegat waslaid low. The archdivine could not leave in secret.
Pdlli? March dy Pdlliar had the rank, at |east, to demand Ibra’ s respect. He tried to imagine honest Palli
negotiating the subtleties of Isdle’s marriage contract with the Fox of Ibra, and groaned. Maybe.. . .
maybeif Pali were sent with an extremely detailed and explicit list of indructions. .. ?

Needs must drive. Hewould broach it to Palli tomorrow.

CAZARIL PRAYED ON HIS KNEES BEFORE BED TO BEspared from the nightmare that had
recurred three nights running, where Dondo grew back to life size within his swelling ssomach and then,
somehow dressed in hisfunera robes and armed with his sword, carved hisway out. Perhaps the Lady
heard hispleg; at any rate, he woke at dawn, his head and heart pounding, from anew nightmare. In this



one, Dondo somehow sucked Cazaril’ s soul into hisown belly in his place, and escaped to take over
Cazaxil’ sbody. And then embarked on a career of rapine in the women’ s quarters while Cazaril,
helplessto stop him, watched. To hisdismay, as he panted in the gray light and regained hisgrip on
redlity, Cazaril realized hisbody was painfully aroused.

So,was Dondo plunged into alightless prison, sealed from sound, deprived of sensation? Or did he
ride aong asthe ultimate spy and voyeur? Cazaril had not imagined making love to Be—to any lady
snce this damned affliction had been visited upon him; heimagined it now, a crowded quartet between
the sheets, and shuddered.

Briefly, Cazaril envisoned escaping by the window. He might squeeze his shoulders through, and
dive; the drop would be stupendous, the crunch at theend . . . quick. Or with hisknife, taken to wrists
or throat or belly or dl three. . . He sat up, blinking, to find ahalf a dozen phantasms gathered avidly
around him, crowding each other like vultures around a dead horse. He hissed, lurched, and swiped his
arm through the air to scatter them. Could abody with its head smashed in be animated by one of them?
Thearchdivine’ swordsimplied so. Escape through suicide was blocked by this ghastly patral, it
seemed. Dreading deep, he ssumbled from bed and went to wash and dress.

Coming back from a perfunctory breakfast in the banqueting hal, Cazaril encountered a breathless
Nan dy Vrit upon the stairs.

“My lady begsyou ‘tend upon her at once,” Nan told him, and Cazaril nodded and pushed up the
steps. “Not in her chambers,” Nan added, as he started past the third floor. “1n Royse Teidez’s”

“Oh.” Cazaril’ s browsrose, and he turned instead to pass his own chamber and go down the hdll to
Tedez's, Nan at hishedls.

As he entered the office antechamber, twin to Isdle’ s above, he heard voices from the rooms
opening beyond; Isdle’ smurmur, and Teidez’s, raised: “I don’t want anything to est. | don’t want to see
anyone! Go away!”

The sitting room was cluttered with wespons, clothes, and gifts, strewn about haphazardly. Cazaril
picked hisway across to the bedchamber.

Teidez lay back on his pillows, till in hisnightgown. The close, moigt air of the room smelled of boy
swest, and another tang. Teldez’ s secretary-tutor hovered anxioudly on one side of the bed; Iselle stood
with her hands on her hips on the other. Teidez said, “| want to go back to deep. Get out.” He glanced
up a Cazaril, cringed, and pointed. “| especidly don’t want himin herel”

Nan dy Vrit sad, in avery domestic voice, “Now, none of that, young lord. Y ou know better than
to talk to old Nan that way.”

Teidez, cowed by some ancient habit, went from surly to whiney. “I have aheadache.”

Isdlesaid firmly, “Nan, bring alight. Cazaril, | want you to look a Teidez’sleg. It looks very odd
tome”

Nan held abrace of candles high, supplementing the wan gray daylight from the window. Teidez at
firg clutched hisblanketsto his chest, but didn’t quite dare fight his older sster’ sglare; she twitched
them out of his hands and folded them aside.

Three scabbed, paralld groovesran in aspira partway around the boy’ sright leg. Inthemsalves,
they did not appear deep or dangerous, but the flesh around them was so swollen that the skin was shiny
and slvery. Tranducent pink drainage and yellow pus oozed from their edges. Cazaril forced himsdlf to
keep his expression even as he studied the hot red streaks climbing past the boy’ s knee and winding up
theingde of histhigh. Teidez’ s eyes were glazed. He jerked back his head as Cazaril reached for him.
“Don’t touch me!”



“Bedill!” Cazaril commanded in alow voice Teidez' s forehead, beneath Cazaril’ swrist, was
scorching.

He glanced up at the sallow-faced secretary, watching with afrown. “How long has he been
feverish?’

“Jugt thismorning, | believe”
“When did his physcian last seethis?’

“Hewould not have aphysician, Lord Cazaril. He threw achair & mewhen | tried to help him, and
bandaged it himsdlf.”

“And you let him?” Cazaril’ s voice made the secretary jump.
The man shrugged uneasily. “Hewould haveit 0.”

Teidez grumbled, “ Somepeople obey me. I’1l remember who, too, later.” He glowered up at
Cazaril through half-lowered lashes, and stuck out hislower lip at hissgter.

“He' staken aninfection. 1’1l seethat aTemple physicianissent into him a once.”

Teldez, disgruntled, wriggled back down under his covers. “Can | go back to deep now?If you don
"t mind. And draw the curtain, the light hurts my eyes.”

“Yes, day abed,” Cazaril told him, and withdrew.
Isdlefollowed him into the antechamber, lowering her voice. “It’ snot right, iSit?’
“No. It’s not. Good observation, Royesse. Y our judgment was correct.”

She gave him a satisfied nod, and he bowed himsdlf out and made for the end stairs. By Nan dy Vrit
's shadowed face, she at least understood just how not-right it was. All Cazaril could think of, ashe
hastened down the stairs and back across the stones of the courtyard toward las’s Tower, was how
very seldom he’ d seen any man, no matter how young or strong, survive an amputation that high upon
the thigh. His stride lengthened.

By good luck, Cazaril found dy Jrona at once, in the Chancellery. Hewas just sedling a saddiebag
and digpatching acourier withiit.

“How aretheroads?’ dy Jrona asked the fellow, who wastypicaly lean and wiry and wore the
Chancdlery’ stabard over an odd assortment of winter woolens.

“Muddy, m’lord. It will be dangerousto ride after dark.”

“Wll, do your best,” dy Jironal sighed, and clapped him on the shoulder. The man saluted and
made hisway out past Cazaril.

Dy Jrond scowled at hisnew vistor. “ Cazaril.”
“My lord.” Cazaril offered afractiona bow and entered.

Dy Jrona seated himsdlf on the edge of his desk, and folded hisarms. “Y our attempt to hide
behind the Daughter’ s Order in its plot to unseat meis doomed to fail, you know,” he said
conversationdly. “I intend to seethat itsfailure will be miserable.”

Impatiently, Cazaril waved this asde. He' d have been more surprised had dy Jironal not had an ear
in the order’ s councils. *'Y ou have much worse troubles this morning than anything | can offer you, my
lord.”

Dy Jrond’ seyeswidened in surprise; his head tilted in an attitude of sudden attention. “ Oh?’

“What did Teidez’ swound ook like when you saw it?’



“What wound? He showed me no wound.”

“On hisright leg—he was scratched by Orico’ sleopard, apparently, while he was killing the poor
beast. In truth, the marks didn’t look deep, but they’ ve taken an infection. His skin burns. And you
know how a poisoned wound sometimes throws out feverish marks upon the skin?’

“Aye” said dy Jrond unessly.
“Tedez’ srun from ankleto groin. They look like abloody conflagration.”
Dy Jrond swore.

“| advise you pull that troop of usdess physicians off of Orico for amoment and send them across
to Teldez’ s chambers. Or you could lose two royal puppetsin one week.”

Dy Jrond’ sglare met Cazaril’ slikeflint on sted, but after one fierce inhalation he nodded and
shifted to hisfeet. Cazaril followed him out. Corrupted with greed and familia pride dy Jrond might be,
but he wasn’t incompetent. Cazaril could see why Orico might have chosen to endure much, in exchange
for that.

After assuring himsdlf that dy Jrond was climbing the gairsto Orico’ s chambers with due haste,
Cazaril turned back down them. He' d had no word from the temple hospital since last night; he wanted
to check again on Umegat. He made his way out the Zangre gates past the ill-fated stable block. A little
to his surprise, he spotted Umegat’ s tongueless undergroom climbing the hill toward him. Theman
waved histhumbless hand when he saw Cazaril, and hurried his step.

He arrived breathless and smiling. His face was marked with livid bruises, red-purple around one
eye, from thefutile fight in the menagerie, and his broken nose was till swollen, itslacerated edge dark
and scabbed. But his eyeswere shining in their wrecked matrix; he amost danced up to Cazaril.

Cazail’ sbrowsrose. “Y ou look happy—what, man, is Umegat awake?’
He nodded vigoroudly.
Cazaril grinned back a him, faint with relief.

He spoke amumbled sort of gargle, of which Cazaril made out perhaps one word in four, but
enough to gather he was on some urgent errand. He motioned Cazaril to wait outside the silent, dark
menagerie, and returned in afew minuteswith a sack tied to hisbelt and clutching abook, which he
brandished happily. By which Cazaril understood Umegat was not only awake, but well enough to want
his favorite book—Ordol, Cazaril noted with bemusement. Glad of the stout little man’ s company,
Cazaril waked besde him down into town.

Cazaril reflected on thefdlow’ s stigmata.of martyrdom, displayed with such seeming indifference. It
was slent testimony of horrendous torment, endured in the name of hisgod. Had histerror lasted an
hour, aday, months? It was not quite possible to be sure whether the softened roundness of his
appearance was the result of castration or just old age. Cazaril couldn’t very well ask him hisstory. Just
attempting to listen to his badly mouthed ordinary exchanges was a painful strain upon the earsand
attention. Hedidn’t even know if the fellow was Chalionese or Ibran, Brgjaran or Roknari, or how he
had come to Cardegoss, or how long he had served with Umegat. Doing his daily duties asthey cameto
him. He sumped dong now with the book under hisarm, eyes bright. So, thiswaswhat afaithful
servant of the gods, heroic and beloved, ended up looking like.

They arrived a Umegat’ s chamber to find him gtting up in bed againgt some pillows. Hewas pde
and washed-out, his prickly scalp puckered dong its stitches, remaining hair atumbled rat’ s nest, lips
crusted, hisface unshaved. The tongue ess groom rummaged in his sack, pulled out some shaving geer,
and waved it triumphantly inthe air; Umegat smiled wanly. He stared at Cazaril, not lifting his head from
the pillow. He rubbed his eyes, and squinted uncertainly.



Cazaril swalowed. “How do you fed?’

“Headache,” Umegat managed. He snorted softly. Finaly, he said, “ Areall my beautiful crestures
dead?’ Histongue wasthick, hisvoice low and alittle durred, but he seemed coherent enough.

“Nearly dl. There was one little blue-and-yelow bird got away. It’sback safely inits cage now. |
let no one make trophies of them. | saw them cremated like fallen soldiers yesterday. Archdivine
Mendend has undertaken to find their ashes aplace of honor.”

Umegat nodded, then winced. His crusted lipstightened.

Cazaril glanced at the undergroom—yes, this man had to be one of those who knew the truth—and
back to Umegat, and said hesitantly, “Do you know you’ ve stopped glowing?’

Umegat blinked rapidly a him. “I . . . sugpected it. At leastyou are much less disturbing to look
upon, thisway.”

“Y our second sght istaken from you?’

“Mm. Second sight is redundant to reason anyway. Y ou live, therefore | know perfectly well the
Lady’shand still gripsyou.” He added after amoment, “I always knew it was only lent to mefor atime.
Well, it was quite aridewhileit lasted.” Hisvoicefdl to awhisper. “Quitearide” Heturned hisface
away. “| could have borne it being taken back. To haveit knocked from my hands. . . | should have
Seenit coming.”

The gods should have warned you . . .

Thelittle elderly undergroom, whose face had drooped at the pain in Umegat’ s voice, picked up the
book and held it out consolingly.

Umegat smiled weakly and took it tenderly from him. “At least | have my old professon to fal back
on, eh?’ His hands smoothed the pages open to some familiar pot, and he glanced down. Hissmile
faded. Hisvoice sharpened. “Isthisajoke?’

“Iswhat ajoke, Umegat? It isyour book, | saw him bring it from the menagerie.”
Umegat struggled awkwardly to St upright. “Whatlanguage isthis?’
Cazaril advanced and glanced over his shoulder. “Ibran, of course.”

Umegat paged through the book, fingers shaking, his eyes twitching over the pages, hisbreath
coming faster through lips open in something liketerror. “Itis. . . itisgibberish . It’sjudt, just . . . little
blotchesofink .Cazaril!”

“Itislbran, Umegat. It’sjust Ibran.”

“Itismy eyes. Itissomethinginme. . .” He clutched hisface, rubbed his eyes, and cried suddenly,
“Oh, godd!” and burgt into tears. The tears became wracking sobs on the third breath. “I am punished!”

“Get the physician, fetch the physician,” Cazaril cried to the frightened-looking undergroom, and the
man nodded and sped away. Umegat’ s clutching fingers were tearing the pagesin hisblind grip.
Awkwardly, Cazaril tried to help him, patting his shoulder, straightening the book and then taking it away
atogether. The coolly resisted breakdown, having breached Umegat’ swallsin this unguarded spot,
poured through, and the man wept—notlike achild. No child’ s sobs were ever thisterrifying.

After agonizing minutes, the white-haired physcian arrived and soothed the distraught divine; he
seized upon her in hope, and would scarcely let her hands go freeto carry out her business. Her
explanation that many men and women taken with a palsy-stroke improved in afew days, people
carried in by anxious relatives even walking out on their own afew dayslater, did the most to help him
regain his shattered self-control. It took al his strength of mind, for her further tests, conducted after
sending a passing dedicat running to the order’ slibrary, revealed he could not read Roknari nor



Darthacan ether, and furthermore, his hands had lost the ability to wield a pen to make any kind of
etters.

Thequill fell from hisawkward grip, trailing ink acrossthe linens, and he buried hisfacein his
hands, groaning again, “1 am punished. My joy and my refuge, takenfromme...”

“ Sometimes, people can relearn things they have forgotten,” the physician said tentetively. “And
your understanding of the wordsin your ears has not been taken, nor your recognition of the people you
know. | have seen that happen, with some &fflicted people. Someone could till read books aoud to you

Umega’ s eyes met those of the tonguel ess groom, who was standing to one side till holding the
Ordol. The old man scrubbed hisfist across his mouth and made an odd noise down in histhroat, a
whimper of pure despair. Tears were running from the corners of his eyes down his seamed face.

Umegat’ s breath puffed from hislips, and he shook his head; drawn from histrouble by its
reflection in that aged face, he reached acrossto grip the undergroom’ s hand. “ Sh. Sh. Aren’t we apair,
now.” He sighed, and sank back on his pillows. “Never say the Bastard has no sense of humor.” After a
moment his eyes closed. Exhausted, or shutting it al out, Cazaril was not sure which.

He choked down his own terrified demand of,Umegat, what should we do now? Umegat wasin
no condition to do anything, even give direction. Even pray? Cazaril hardly dared ask him to pray for
Teidez, under the circumstances.

Umegat’ s breath thickened, and he dropped into an uneasy doze. Softly, careful to make no sound,
the undergroom laid out his shaving gear on aside table and sat patiently to await hiswakening again.
The physician made notes and | eft quietly. Cazaril followed her out to the gdlery overlooking the
courtyard. Its centrd fountain was not playing in this chill, and the water in it was dark and scummy in
the gray winter light.

“Ishe punished?’ he asked her.

She rubbed the back of her neck in aweary gesture. “How do | know? Head injuries are the
strangest of al. | once saw awoman whose eyes appeared wholly undamaged go blind from ablow to
theback of her head. |’ ve seen people lose speech, lose control of haf their body but not the other half.
Arethey punished? If S0, the gods are evil, and that | do not believe. | think it is chance.”

| think the gods load the dice. He wanted to urge her to take good care of Umegat, but clearly
she dready was doing so, and he didn’t want to sound frantic, or as though he doubted her sKill or
dedication. He bade her a polite good morning instead, and took himself off to track down the
archdivine and apprise him of the ugly turn of Teidez’ swound.

He found Archdivine Mendena in the temple at the Mother’ sdtar, celebrating aceremony of
blessing upon arich leather merchant’ swife and newborn daughter. Cazaril perforce waited until the
family hed laid their thanksgiving offerings and filed out again before approaching him and murmuring his
news. Mendena turned pale, and hurried off to the Zangre at once.

Cazaril had developed unsettling new views of the efficacy and safety of prayer, but laid himsdlf
down on the cold pavement before the Mother’ satar anyway, thinking of I1sta. If there waslittle hope of
mercy for Teidez’s own sake, lured into violent sacrilege and |eft there by Dondo, surely the Mother
might spare some pity for his mother Ista? The goddess’s message to him viaHer acolyte’ s dream the
other day had sounded merciful. Inaway. Though it might prove to be merely brutaly practicd. Prone
on the polished patterned dates, he could fedl theletha lump in hisbelly, an uncomfortable mass seeming
the Sze of hisdoubled figts.

Herose a length and sought out Palli at Provincar dy Y arrin’s narrow old stone paace. Cazaril
was conducted by a servant to aguest chamber at the back of the house. Palli was seated at asmall



table, writing in aledger, but laid his quill asde when Cazaril entered and motioned hisvisitor to achair
acrossfrom him.

As soon as the servant had shut the door behind him Cazaril leaned forward and said, “Palli, could
you, a need, ride courier to Ibrain secret for the Royesse Isdlle?”

PAli’ sbrows climbed. “When?’
“Soon.”

He shook hishead. “If by soon you mean now, | think not. | am much taken up with my dutiesasa
lord dedicat—I have promised dy Y arrin my voice and my votein the Council.”

“Y ou could leave aproxy with dy Yarrin, or some other trusted comrade.”
Pdli rubbed his shaven chin, and vented adubious, “Hm.”

Cazaril considered claiming to be asaint of the Daughter, and pulling rank on Pdli, dy Yarrin, and
their entire military order. It would require complicated explanations. It would require divulging the
secret of Fonsa's curse. It would entail not merely admitting, but asserting, his. . . peculiar disorder.
God-touched. God-ravished. And sounding as mad or madder than Istaever had. He compromised. “I
think thismaybe the Daughter’ s business.”

Pdli’ slips screwed up. “How can you tell?’

“l just can.”

“Well, | can’t”

“Wait, | know. Before you go to deep tonight, pray for guidance.”
“Me? Why don’t you?’

“My nightsare. . . full.”

“And since when did you believe in prophetic dreams? | thought you adways claimed it was
nonsense, people fooling themsalves, or pretending to an importance they could otherwise never clam.”

“It'sa. .. recent conversion. Look, Pdli. Just doit for, for the experiment. To please me, if you

will.

Pdli made a surrendering gesture. “For you, yes. For therest of it . . .” Hisblack brows|owered.
“lbra. .. ?Just whowould | beriding in secret from?’

“Dy Jrond. Mogtly.”
“Oh?Dy Yarin might beinterested in that. Something in it for him?’
“Not inany direct way, | don’t think.” Cazaril added reluctantly, “And likewise secret from Orico.”

Pdli sat back, his head tilting. His voice lowered. “ Coy, Caz. Just what kind of noose are you
offering to put round my neck, here? Isthistreason?’

“Worse” Cazaril Sghed. “Theology.”
113 E},l?l

“Oh, that remindsme.” Cazaril pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to decide if his headache was
getting worse. “Tdll dy Yarrin his councils are being reported by some spy to dy Jirona. Though he may
be canny enough to redlize it aready, | don’t know.”

“Worse and worse. Are you getting enough deep, Caz?’
A bark of bitter laughter broke from Cazaril’ slips. “No.”



“Y ou dways did go strangely fey when you were overtired, y’ know. Wdll, I’ m not riding anywhere
on the basis of abunch of dark hints.”

“Inthe event, you’ d be given full knowledge.”
“When | am given full knowledge, then I’ [l decide”

“Fair enough,” Cazaril Sghed. “I will discussit with the royesse. But | didn’t want to propose to her
amanwho wouldfail her.”

“Hey!” said Pdli indignantly. “When havel faled?’
“Never, Pdli. That’swhy | thought of you.” Cazaril grinned and, with alittle grunt of pain, pushed

to hisfeet. “1 must return to the Zangre.” Briefly, he described the unpleasant progression of Teidez's
claw mark.

Pdli’ sface grew very sober indeed. “ Just how bad isit?’

“I'don’t..."” Caution tempered Cazaril’ sfrankness. “ Teidez is young, strong, well fed. | seeno
reason why he cannot throw off thisinfection.”

“Five gods, Caz, he’ sthe hope of his House. What will Chdion do if he doesn’t? And Orico laid
low aswel!”

Cazaril hesitated. “Orico . . . hasn’t been well for sometime, but I’ m suredy Jrond never imagined
them both becoming so sick a once. Y ou might noteto dy Y arrin that our dear chancellor isgoing to be
fairly distracted for the next few days. If the lord dedicats want to get past him to Orico’ s bed and get
anything sgned, now might be their best chance.”

He extracted himself from Palli’ s cascade of second thoughts, although not from Palli’ sindstence
that he take the dy Gura brothers for escort. Climbing the hill once more, his circling caculations of how
to effect |sdle’ s escape from the wreck of her cursed House spirded inward on amuch smpler grim
determination not to fall down in front of these earnest young men, to be hauled home stumbling with his
arms across their shoulders.

CAZARIL FOUND THE THIRD-FLOOR CORRIDOR OF THEmain block promisingly
crowded upon hisreturn. Green-robed physicians and their acolyte assistants scurried in and ouit.
Servants hurried with water, linens, blankets, strange drinksin silver ewers. As Cazaril lingered,
wondering what ass stance he might offer, the archdivine emerged from the antechamber and started
down the corridor, his face set and introspective.

“Y our Reverence?’ Cazaril touched hisfive-colored deevein passng. “How goesthe boy?’

“Ah, Lord Cazaril.” Mendend turned aside briefly. “ The chancellor and the royesse have given me
pursesfor prayerson hisbehaf. | go to set them in motion.”

“Doyouthink . . . prayerswill do any good?’ Do you think any prayerswill do good?

“Prayer isaways good.”

No, it’s not, Cazaril wanted to reply, but held histongue.

Mendenal added suggestively, lowering hisvoice, “Y ours might be especidly efficacious. At this
time”

Not so far as Cazaril had noticed. “Y our Reverence, | do not hate any man in thisworld enough to
inflict the results of my prayers upon him.”

“Ah,” said Mendena uneasily. He managed a amile, and took polite leave.

Royesse | selle stepped into the corridor and glanced up and down it. She spied Cazaril and
motioned him to her.



He bowed. “Royese?’

She, too, lowered her voice; everyone here seemed to speak in hushed tones. “Thereistak of an
amputation. Can you—would you bewilling—to help hold him down, if it chances s0?1 think you are
familiar with the procedure?’

“Indeed, Royesse.” Cazaril swalowed. Nightmare memories of bad momentsin field hospitals
flitted through his mind. He had never been able to decide if the men who tried to take it bravely or the
men whose minds broke in terror were the hardest for their hel persto endure. Better by far the men who
were unconsciousto start with. “ Tell the physicians| am at their service, and Lord Teidez’s”

Cazaril could hear from the antechamber where he leaned againgt the wall to wait just when the
proposal was floated to Teidez. The boy was going to be of the second category, it seemed. He cried,
and bellowed that he would not be made a cripple by traitors and idiots, and threw things. Hisrising
hysteriawas only calmed when a second physician opined that the infection was not gangrene after al—
Cazaxil’ s nose agreed—but rather, blood poisoning, and that amputation would do more harm than
good now. Treatment was reduced to amere lancing, dthough from Teldez’ sydlsand strugglesit might
aswdl have been an amputation. Despite the draining of the wound, Teidez’ sfever soared; servants
brought buckets of cold water to make him abath in a copper tub in the sitting room, then the physicians
had to wrestlehimintoit.

Between physicians, acolytes, and servants, they seemed to have enough hands for these practical
tasks, and Cazaril withdrew for atime to his own office on the floor above. There he diverted hismind
by writing tart |l etters to those town councilslate with their royaly mandated paymentsto theroyesse’s
household, which was dl of them. They had sent letters of excuse claiming poor crops, banditry, plague,
evil weather, and cheating tax gatherers. Six towns’ worth of troubles; Cazaril wondered if Orico had
pulled afast onewith hisbetrothd gift and dumped the six worst towns on hisrent rolls onto his sister
and Dondo, or whether al of Chalion wasin such disarray.

Iselle and Betriz camein, looking weary and strained.

“My brother ismoreill than | have ever seen him,” Iselle confided to Cazaril. “We are going to set
up my private atar and pray before dinner. I’ m wondering if we should perhgpsfast aswell.”

“I think what may be needed here are not others’ prayers, but Teidez’ shimsdlf; and not for hedlth,
but for forgiveness”

Iselle shook her head. “Herefusesto pray at dl. He saysit’ snot hisfault, but Dondo’s, whichis
certainly true up to apoint. . . . He cries he never intended to hurt Orico, and they are dandererswho

sy 0.”
“Isanyone saying 07’

Betriz put in, “No one saysit to the royesse’ sface. But there are strange rumors among the
servants, Nan says.”

Isdle’ sfrown deepened. “Cazaril . . . could it be?’

Cazaril leaned his elbows on his table and rubbed the ache between hisbrows. “I think . . . not on
Teldez' spart. | beieve him when he saysit was Dondo’ sidea. Dondo, now, of him | would believe
anything. Think it through from his point of view. Hemarries Teidez’ sSister, then arranges for Teldez to
ascend the throne while gill aminor. He knew from watching his brother Martou just how much power a
man may widd gtting in aroya’ s pocket. Grant you, | don’t know how he intended to rid himsdf of
Martou, but I am certain Dondo meant to be the next chancellor, perhaps regent, of Chaion. Maybe
even royaof Chdion, depending on what evil chances he could arrange for Teidez.”

Iselle caught her lower lip in her teeth. “ And here | thought you had only savedme .” She touched
Cazaril briefly on the shoulder and passed on into her chambers.



Cazaril accompanied Iselle and Betriz on their predinner visit to Orico. Orico, though no better,
was no worse. They found him arrayed in fresh linens, sitting up in bed, and being read to by Sara. The
roya spoke hopefully of an improvement in hisright eye, for he thought he could now see shapes moving.
Cazaril thought the physician’ sdiagnosis of dropsy al too likdly, for Orico’ s gross flesh was swollen
even more grosdy; theroya’ s thumbprint, placed upon thetight fat of hisface, stayed pale and visblefor
along time. Isdle downplayed the darming reports of Teidez’ sinfection to Orico, but in the
antechamber on the way out spoke frankly to Sara. Sara’ slipstightened; she made little comment to
Teidez’ sster, but Cazaril thought that here at |east was one who did not pray for the bewildered brutal

boy.
After supper, Teidez’ sfever rose even higher. He stopped fighting and complaining, and fdll into

lassitude. A couple of hours before midnight, he seemed to fal to deep. Isdle and Betriz at last |eft the
royse’ s antechamber and climbed to their own rooms for some rest.

Close to midnight, unable to deep for sake of hisusua anticipations, Cazaril again went down the
corridor to Teidez’ s chambers. The chief physician, going to wake the boy to administer some
fever-reducing syrup, fresh-concocted and delivered by a panting acolyte, found that Teidez could not
be roused.

Cazaril trudged up the stairs to report thisto adeepy Nan dy Vrit.

“Wll, there’ s naught Iselle can do about it,” opined Nan. “ She’ s just dropped off, poor girl. Can
we not let her deegp?’

Cazaril hesitated, then said, “No.”

So the two tired, worried young women dressed themsalves again and trooped back down to
Teldez' s crowded stting room. Chancellor dy Jirond arrived, fetched from Jirona Pdace.

Dy Jrond frowned at Cazaril, and bowed to Isdlle. “ Royesse. This sickroom isno placefor you.”
His sour glance back to Cazaril silently added,Or you .

Idle’ s eyes narrowed, but shereplied in aquiet, dignified voice, “None here has a better right. Or
agreater duty.” After abrief pause, she added, “And | must bear witness on my mother’ sbehaf.”

Dy Jrond inhaed, then apparently thought better of whatever he’d been about to say. He might
profitably save the clash of willsfor some other time and place, Cazaril thought. There would be
opportunities enough.

Cold compressesfailed to lower Teidez’ sfever, and needle pricksfailed to rouse him. His anxious
attendants were thrown into aflurry when he had a brief seizure. His bresthing became even more
rasping and labored than the unconscious Umegat’ s had been. Out in the corridor, aquintet of cantors,
one voice from each of thefive orders, sang prayers; their voices blended and echoed, a heartbreakingly
beautiful background of sound to these dreadful doings.

The harmonies paused. In that moment, Cazaril redlized the labored bresthing from the bedchamber
beyond had stopped. Everyonefdl slent in the face of that slence. One of the several attendant
physicians, hisface drained and wet with tears, came to the antechamber and called in dy Jrona and
Isellefor witnesses. Voicesrose and fdll, very soft and low, from Teldez’ s bedchamber for amoment or
two.

Both were pale when they came out again. Dy Jirond was pale and shocked; even to the lagt,
Cazaril redized, the man had been expecting Teldez to pull through and recover. Isdlewas paeand
nearly expressionless. The black shadow boiled thickly about her.

Every face in the antechamber turned toward her, like compass needles swinging. Theroyacy of
Chadion had anew Heiress.



Isdle’ s eyes, though reddened withfatigue and grief, were dry. Betriz, going to support her, dashed
tearsfrom the corners of hers. It wasalittle hard to tell which young woman leaned upon the other.

Chancdlor dy Jirond cleared histhroat. “1 will take word of this bereavement to Orico.” Belatedly,
he added, “ Allow meto serveyou in this, Royesse.”

“Yes...” Isdlelooked around the chamber alittle blindly. “ L et al these good people go about
their tasks.”

Dy Jrond’ s brows drew down, as though a hundred thoughtsflitted behind his eyes, and he
scarcely knew which to grasp first. He glanced at Betriz, and at Cazaril. “Y our household . . . your
household must be increased to match your new dignity. | shall seetoit.”

“I cannot think about all these things now. Tomorrow will be soon enough. For tonight, my lord
Chancdllor, please leave me to my sorrow.”

“Of course, Royesse.” Dy Jirona bowed, and made to depart.

“Oh,” Iselle added, “ pray do not dispatch any courier to my mother until | can write aletter to
indude”

In the doorway, dy Jironal paused and gave another half bow in acknowledgment. “ Certainly.”

As Betriz escorted Iselle out, the royesse murmured to Cazaril in passing, “ Cazaril, ‘tend onmein
haf an hour. | must think.”

Cazaril bent hishead.

The crowd of courtiersin the antechamber and sitting room dispersed, but for Teldez’ s secretary,
who stood looking bereft and useless. Only the acolytes and servants whose task it now was to wash
and prepare the royse’ s body remained. The stunned and distraught chorus of cantors sang one last
prayer, thistime athrenody for the passage of the dead, their voices choked and wavering, and then
they, too, turned to make their way out.

Cazaril was not sureif hishead or his belly ached more. He fled into his own chamber at the end of
the hallway, shut the door behind him, and braced himsdlf for Dondo’ snightly ondaught, not, hisknotting
somach told him, to be any further delayed.

Hisfamiliar cramps doubled him over asusud, but to his surprise, Dondo was silent tonight. Was
he, too, daunted by Teidez’ s deeth? If Dondo had intended the boy’ s destruction to follow from Orico’s,
he had it now—too late to serve any purpose he’d pursued inlife.

Cazaril did not find the sllence arespite. His heightened sengtivity to that malevolent presence
assured him Dondo was till trapped within him. Hungry. Angry. Thinking? Intelligence had not been a
notable characteristic of Dondo’ s spewing before now. Perhaps the shock of his death was passing off.
Leaving . .. what? A waiting. A stalking? Dondo had been a competent hunter, once.

It occurred to Cazaril that while the demon might seek only to fill its two soul-buckets and return to
itsmaster, Dondo likely did not share that desire. The belly of his best enemy was a hateful prison to
him, but neither the Bastard’ s purging hell nor the chilled forgetfulness of agods-rejected ghost wasa
very satifactory dternative fate. Exactly what else might be possible Cazaril could scarcely imagine, but
he wasintensaly awarethat if Dondo sought aphysical form through which to reenter theworld, hisown
was closest to hand. One way or another. His hands kneaded his belly, and he tried to decide, for the
hundredth time, how fast histumor was redly growing.

The cramps and the wracking quarter hour of terror passed. Iselle’ srequest returned to hismind.
Composing the necessary |etter to Istainforming her of her son’ s desth would be excruciating; little
wonder Iselle should desire assistance. Unequdl to the task though Cazaril felt himsdlf to be, whatever
she asked of himin her grief and devastation he must undertake to supply. He uncurled himsalf, heaved



out of bed, and climbed the sairs.

Hefound Iselle aready seated at his antechamber desk, his best parchment, pens, and sealing wax
laid out before her. Extracandles werelit dl around the chamber, driving back the dark. Upon asquare
of sk, Betriz wasjust laying out and counting over an odd little pile of ornaments: brooches, rings, and
the pale glowing heap of Dondo’ s rope of pearlsthat Cazaril had not yet had opportunity to ddiver to
the Temple.

Isdlewas frowning down &t the blank page and turning her sedl ring round and round on her thumb.
She glanced up, and said in alow voice, “ Good, you' re here. Close the door.”

He shut it quietly behind him. “ At your service, Royesse”
“I pray so, Cazaril: | pray s0.” Her eyes searched him.
Betriz said, in aworried voice, “Heisso sick, Isdle. Areyou sure?’

“I am sure of nothing but that | have no timeleft. And no other choices.” She drew along bresth.
“Cazaril, tomorrow morning | want you to ride to Ibraas my envoy to arrange my marriage to Royse
Bergon.”

Cazaril blinked, laboring to catch up with abaggage train of thought evidently dready far down the
road. “ Chancdllor dy Jrond will never let meleave”

“Ofcourse it can’t be openly.” Isdle made an impatient gesture. “ So you will ridefirst to Vaenda,
whichisnearly on theway, asmy persona courier to take the news of my brother’ s desth to my mother.
Dy Jrond will agree, delighted, he'll think, to see the back of you—he' Il doubtless evenlend you a
courier’ s baton by which to commandeer horses from the Chancellery’ s posting houses. Y ou know by
noon tomorrow he’ll have stuffed my household with his spies”

“That wasvery clear.”

“But after you stop in Vaenda, you' Il ride not back to Cardegoss, but on to Zagosur, or wherever
Royse Bergon isto be found. In the meantime, | will insst that Teidez be buried in Vaenda, hisbeloved
home.”

“Teidez couldn’t wait to get out of Vaenda,” Cazaril pointed out, beginning to fed dizzy.

“Yes, well, dy Jrond doesn’t know that, does he? The chancellor would not let me out of
Cardegoss and hiseye for any other reason, but he cannot deny the demands of family piety. | will enlist
Sara’ ssupport in the project, too, first thing tomorrow morning.”

“Y ou are doubly in mourning now, for your brother and his. He cannot foist another fiancé upon
you for monthsyet.”

She shook her head. “An hour ago, | became the future of Chalion. Dy Jironal must take and keep
hold of meif he meansto control that future. The critical moment is not the beginning of my mourning for
Teidez, but of the beginning of my mourning for Orico. At which time—and not before—I passinto dy
Jrond’ s control absolutely. Unless| am married first.

“Oncel”m out of Cardegoss, | mean not to go back. In thiswesather, Teidez’ s cortege could be
weeks on the road. And if the weather doesn’t cooperate, I’ll find other delays. By thetime you return
with Royse Bergon, | should till be safein Vdenda”

“Wait, what—r etur nwith Royse Bergon?’

“Y es, of course you must bring him to me. Think it through. If | leave Chdion to bewed in lbra, dy
Jrond will declare mein rebdlion, forcing meto return at the head of a.column of foreign troops. But if |
seize my ground from the very first ingtant, | will never haveto wrest it back. You taught me that!”

ldid...?



Sheleaned forward, growing moreintent. “1 will have Royse Bergon, yes, but | will not give up
Chalion to get him, no, not one yard of soil. Not to dy Jirona, and not to the Fox either. These are my
terms. Bergon and | will each of usinherit our respective crownsto ourselves. Bergon will hold authority
in Chdion asroya-consort, and | will hold authority in lbra as royina-consort, each through the other,
reciprocally and equally. Our future son—the Mother and Father willing—to inherit and join theminto
one crown thereefter. But my future authority in Chdionisto bemine , not made over as dowry to my
spouse. | will not be turned into a Sara, amere and disregarded wife, sllenced in my own councils”

“The Fox will be greedy for more.”

Her chin came up. “Thisiswhy | must have you as my envoy and no other. If you cannot get me
Royse Bergon on termsthat do not violate my future sovereignty, then turn around and ride home. And
upon Orico’ sdeath, | will raise my banner againgt dy Jrond myself.” Her mouth setinagrim ling; her
black shadow roiled. “ Curse or no curse, | will not be Martou dy Jrond’shbridled mareto rideto his
spurring.”

Y es—Isdle had the nerve, the will, and the wit to resist dy Jironal as Orico did not; as Teidez
would never have. Cazaril could seeit in her eyes, could see armies with pennoned lances writhing in the
black dark hanging around her like apall of smoke from aburning town. Thiswasthe form that the
curse of her House would take in the next generation: not persond sorrow, but civil war between roya
and noble faction, tearing the country gpart from end to end.

Unless she could shrug off House and curse both, and pass into the protection of Bergon . . .
“I will ridefor you, Royesse”

“Good.” She sat back and swept her hand over the blank parchments. “Now we must make
severd letters. Thefirst shdl be your letter of authority to the Fox, and | think it should bein my own
hand. Y ou’ ve read and written treaties. Y ou must tell me al the right phrases, so | do not sound like an
ignorant girl.”

“I'll do my best, but am no lawyer, Isdle”

She shrugged. “If we succeed, | will have swordsto back my words. And if we do not, no legdl
niceties will make them stand. Let them be plain and clear. Begin . . .”

A gruding three-quarters of an hour of lip-biting concentration resulted in aclean draft, which Isdle
sgned with aflourish and sealed with her sedl ring. Betriz, meanwhile, had finished collecting and
inventorying the little pile of coinsand jewdry.

“Isthat al the coin we have?’ asked Isdle.
“Unfortunately, yes” sghed Betriz.

“Wdl, he'll just have to pawn the jewelry when he getsto Vaenda, or some other safe place.”
Iselle wrapped the silk around the gauds and shoved them across the table to Cazaril. “ Y our purse, my
lord. Daughter grant it is enough to get you there and back.”

“More than enough, if | am not cheated.”

“Mind you, thisisto spend, not save. Y ou are to put on agood show as my representativein Ibra.
Remember to dress. And Royse Bergonisto travd in astyle befitting his rank and mine, and no shame
to Chdion.”

“That could betricky. | mean, without the army. | will bend my thoughtsto it. Much will depend on,
well, anumber of unsettled things. Which reminds me. We must have a secure means of communication.
Dy Jrond or hisspieswill surely be making al effortsto intercept any |etters you receive.”

I‘Ah.ll



“Thereisavery ample cipher that is nonetheless nearly impossible to break. It depends upon
having two copies of the same printing of some book. One goes with me, one stays with you two.
Three-number sequences pick out words—page number, line number, and rank in the line—which the
recipient then works backward to find the word again. Y ou do not aways use the same numberings for
the same words, but find them on another page, if you can. There are better ciphers, but thereisno time
to teach themtoyou. I, uh . . . have not two of any book, though.”

“I will find two such books before you leave tomorrow,” said Betriz surdily.

“Thank you.” Cazaril rubbed hisforehead. It was madness to undertake to ride, sick and maybe
bleeding, over the mountainsin midwinter. Hewould fal off hishorse into the snows and freeze, and he
and hishorseand his|etters of authorization would &l be eaten by the wolves.

“Isdle. My heartiswilling. But my body is occupied territory, haftaid waste. | am afraid | will fail in
thejourney. My friend March dy Pdliar isagood rider and astrong sword arm. May | offer him asyour
envoy instead?’

Isdlefrowned in thought. “I think it will beadue of witswith the Fox for the hand of Bergon, not a
duel of stedl. Better to send the witsto Ibraand keep the sword in Chalion.”

Beguiling thought, to leave Isdlle and Betriz not unguarded after al, but with astrong friend to call
upon . . . afriend with friends, aye. “In either case, may | bring him into our councils tomorrow?’

Iselle glanced across at Betriz; Cazaril did not see any clear signal pass between them, but Iselle
nodded decisively. “Y es. Bring him to me a the earliest possible instant.”

The royesse pulled another piece of paper toward her and picked up afresh quill. “Now | shdl
write apersond |etter to the Royse Bergon, which you shall take sealed and pass to him unopened. And
after that” —she 9ghed—"the | etter to my mother. | think you cannot help me with either of these. Go
get some deep, whileyou can.”

Dismissed, he rose and bowed.

As he reached the door, she added softly, “I’m glad it shal be you to tdl her the news, Cazaril, and
not some random Chancellery courier. Though it will be hard.” She drew a deep bresth and bent to the
paper. The candlelight made her amber hair glow in an aureole about her abstracted face. Cazaril |eft her
in the pool of light, and stepped into the darkness of the cold corridor.

CAZARIL WASAWAKENED AT DAWN BY INSISTENT KNOCKINGat his chamber
door. When he ssumbled out of bed and went to unlock it he found not the page with some summons
that he’ d expected, but Pdlli.

The normaly neat Pdlli looked as though he had dressed in the dark, by guess; his hair was bent
with deep and sticking out in odd directions. His eyes were wide and dark. The yawning dy Gura
brothers, looking deepy but cheerful, smiled at Cazaril from their station in the corridor as Pl
shouldered within. Cazaril handed out his bedside candle for thetdler of them, Ferda, to light from the
wall sconce; he handed it back to hislord and commander Palli, who took it with hands that shook
dightly. Pdlli didn’t spesk till the door closed behind him and Cazaril.

“Bagtard’ sdemons, Caz! What isdl this about?”’
“Which what?' asked Cazaril in some confusion.

Pdli lit another brace of candles on Cazaril’ s washstand and whirled about. “ Pray for guidance, you
sad. Inmy deep, if you please. | waskilled fivetimesin my dreamslast night, I’ [l have you know. Riding
somewhere. Each time more horribly. In the last dream, my horses ate me. | don’t want to put my leg
across anything, horse, mule, or sawhorse, for aweek at least!”

“Oh.” Cazaril blinked, taking thisin. It seemed clear enough. “In that case, | don’t want you to ride



anywhere.”
“That’sardief.”

“I must go mysdf.”
“Go where? In thiswesther? It’ s snowing now, you know.”

“Ah, it wanted only that. Hasn’t anyone told you yet? Royse Teidez died about midnight last night,
of hisinfected wound.”

Pdli’ sface abruptly sobered; hismouth formed asilent “O.” “That changesthingsin Chaion.”

“Indeed. Let me dress, and then come upstairs with me.” Hagtily, Cazaril splashed chill water on his
face and shrugged into yesterday’ s clothes.

In the chambers above, Cazaril found Betriz o till dressed inlast night’ s black-and-lavender
court mourning. It was plain she had not yet dept. Cazaril drew the dy Gura brothers out of sight of the
corridor and closed them in his office antechamber. He and Palli entered the Sitting room.

Betriz' s hand touched a sealed packet waiting on asmal table. “All the letters are ready to go to” —
sheglanced at Pdli and hestated—*“Vadenda”

“Islsdleadeegp?’ Cazaril asked quietly.

“Regting only. She’ll want to see you. Both.” Betriz disappeared into the bedchambersfor a
moment, from which floated low murmuring, then returned with apair of books under her arm.

“| snesked down to the roya’ slibrary and found two identical volumes. There weren’t many true
duplicates. | thought I’ d better take the biggest, so as to have more words to choose from.”

“Good,” said Cazaril, and took one from her. He glanced at it, and choked back a black laugh.
Ordoal , read the gold | etters on the spine. The Fivefold Pathway . “Perfect. | need to brush up on my
theology.” Helaid it down with the packet of letters.

Iselle emerged, wrapped in aheavy blue velvet dressng gown from which the white lace of her
nightgown peeped. Her amber hair cascaded down across her shoulders. Her face was as pale and
puffy with lack of deep asBetriz's. She nodded to Cazaril and to Pdli. “My lord dy Pdliar. Thank you
for comingtomy ad.”

“I,uh...” said Pdlli. He cast arather desperate glance at Cazaril,What am | agreeing to?

“Will heridefor you?’' Betriz asked Cazaril anxioudy. *Y ou should not attempt this, you know you
should not.”

“Ah...no. Pdli, ingead I’ m asking you to swear service and protection to the Royesse Isdlle,
personaly, in the names of the gods, and especidly the Lady of Spring. Thereisno treason inthis; sheis
the rightful Heiress of Chalion. And you will thus have the honor of being thefirst of her courtiersto do
0.

“I,1,1...1 canswear my fealty in addition to what | have sworn to your brother Orico, lady. |
cannot swear to you ingtead of to him.”

“| do not ask for your service before what you giveto Orico. | only ask for your service before
what you giveto Orico’s chancdlor.”

“Now, that | can do,” said Pdlli, brightening. “And with awill.” He kissed Isdle’ sforehead, hands,
and dippers, and, still knedling before her skirts, swore the oaths of alord of Chalion, witnessed by
Betriz and Cazaril. He added, <till on hisknees, “What would you think, Royesse, of Lord dy Yarrin as
the next holy generd of the Daughter’ s Order?’

“I think . . . such gresat preferences are not yet mine to give. But he would certainly be more



acceptable to me than any candidate from dy Jirond’sclan.”
Pdli nodded dow approva of her measured words and rose to hisfeet. “1’ll et him know.”

“Isdlewill need dl the practical support you can give her, dl through the funerd for Teidez,” said
Cazaril to Pdli. “Heisto beburied in Vaenda Might | suggest she salect your troop from Paliar to be
part of the royse’s cortege? It will give you good excuse to confer often, and will assure that you are by
her sde when sherides out of Cardegoss.”

“Oh, quick thinking,” said Isdle.

Cazail didn’t fed quick. Hefdt hiswitswere laboring along after I1sdlle’ s as though in boots coated
with twenty pounds of mud. Each. The authority that had fallen to her last night seemed to have released
some coiled energy within her; she burned with it, inside her cocoon of darkness. He was afraid to close
hiseyes, lest heseeit blazing in there ill.

“But must you ride alone, Cazaril?’ asked Betriz unhappily. “I don’t likethat.”

Iselle pursed her lips. “Asfar as Vadenda, | think he must. Thereis scarcely anyonein Cardegoss|
would trust to digpatch with him.” She studied Cazaril in doubt. “1n Vaenda, perhaps my grandmother
may supply men. In truth, you should not arrive at the Fox’ s court alone and unattended. | don’t want us
to appear desperate to him.” She added atrifle bitterly, “ Although we are.”

Betriz plucked at her black velvets. “But what if you fal ill on the road? Suppose your tumor grows
worse? And who would know to burn your body if you die?’

PAli’ s head swiveled round. “ Tumor? Cazaril! What isthis, now?’

“Cazail, didn’t you tdl him?1 thought he was your friend!” Betriz turned to Pdlli. “He meansto
jump on a horse and ride—ride! —off to Ibrawith a great uncanny murderous tumor in hisgut, and no
help ontheroad. | don’t think that’ sbrave, | think it’ sstupid . To lbrahe must go, for want of any other
equal to the deed, but not alone like thig!”

Pdli sat back, histhumb across hislips, and studied Cazaril through narrowing eyes. He said at last,
“I thought you looked sick.”

“Yes, well, there’ s nothing to be done about it.”
“Um...justhow bad ...l mean,um, areyou...”

“Am | dying? Y es. How soon? No one knows. Which makes my life different from yours, as
Learned Umegat points out, not at al. Well, who wantsto diein bed?’

“Youdid, you dways said. Of extreme old age, in bed, with somebody’ swife”

“Mine, by preference,” Cazaril Sghed. “Ah, well.” He managed not to look at Betriz. “My degth is
the gods’ problem. For me, | ride as soon as a horse can be saddled.” He grunted to his feet, and
collected the book and the packet.

Palli glanced at Betriz, who clenched her hands together and stared beseechingly at him. He
muttered an oath under his breath, stood, and strode abruptly to the door to the antechamber, which he
jerked open. Foix dy Gura, his ear to the other Sde, staggered upright, and blinked and smiled at his
commander. His brother Ferda, leaning on the opposite wall, snorted.

“Hdlo, boys,” said Pdlli smoothly. “1 have alittle task for you.”

CAZARIL,PALLI AT HISHEELS, STRODE OUT THEZANGREgates dressed for winter
riding, the saddlebag dung over his shoulder heavy with achange of clothes, asmdl fortune, theology,
and arguabl e treason.

Hefound the dy Gura brothers aready in the stable yard before him. Sped back to Y arrin Palace



by Pdli’ s urgent orders, they had aso changed out of their blue-and-white court dressinto garb more
practical for riding, with tall and well-worn boots.

Betriz was with them, wrapped in awhite wool cloak. They had their heads close together, and
Betriz was gesticul ating emphatically. Foix glanced up to see Cazaril gpproaching; hisbroad face setina
sober and rather intimidated expression. He made amotion, and said something; Betriz glanced over her
shoulder, and the conversation abruptly ceased. The brothers turned around and made small bowsto
Cazaril. Betriz stared at him steadily, asif hisface were somelesson he’d set her to memorize.

“Ferdal” said Pdlli. The horse-master came to attention before him. Palli withdrew two lettersfrom
his vest-cloak, one sedled, one merely folded. “ This’—he handed the folded paper to Ferda—"isa
letter of authorization from me, asalord dedicat of the Daughter’ s Order, entitling you to whatever
assistance you may need to draft from our sister chapters on your journey. Any costs to be settled up
with meat Pdliar. This other”—he handed across the sealed | etter—"isfor you to open in Vaenda”

Ferda nodded, and tucked them both away. The second letter of hand put the dy Gura brothers
under Cazaril’ s command in the name of the Daughter, with no other detalls. Thelr trip to Ibrawas going
to make an interesting surprise for them.

Pdlli walked about them, inspecting with acommander’ seye. *Y ou have enough warm clothes?
Armed for bandits?’ They displayed polished swords and readied crossbows—bowstrings protected
from dampness, with asufficiency of quarrds—gear al in good condition. Only afew flakes of snow
now spun through the moist air to land on wool and leather and hair, there to melt to smdl droplets. The
dawn snowfdl had proved amere dusting, herein town. In the hillsit would likely be heavier.

From beneath her cloak, Betriz produced a fluffy white object. Cazaril blinked it into focusasafur
hat in the syle of Chdion’ s hardy southern mountaineers, with flaps meant to be folded down over the
earswith the fur inward and tied under the chin. While both men and women wore smilar styles, thisone
was clearly meant for alady, in white rabbit skin with flowers brocaded in gold thread over the crown.
“Cazail, | thought you might need thisin the high passes”

Foix raised his brows and grinned, and Ferda snickered behind his hand. “ Fetching,” he said.

Betriz reddened. “ It wasthe only thing | could find in thetime | had,” she said defensively. “ Better
than having your earsfreezel”

“Indeed,” said Cazaril gravely. “1 do not have so good ahat. | shal be very grateful.” Ignoring the
grinning youths, hetook it from her and kndlt to pack it carefully in his saddlebag. It wasn’t just agesture
to gratify Betriz, though he smiled inwardly a her sniff in Ferda’ s direction; when the brothers met the
winter wind in the border mountains, those grins would vanish soon enough.

Iselle appeared through the gates, in avelvet cloak so dark apurple asto be amost black, attended
by ashivering Chancellery clerk who handed over anumbered courier’ s baton in exchange for Cazaril’s
signaturein hisledger. He clapped the ledger shut and scurried back over the drawbridge and out of the
cold.

“You were ableto get dy Jrona’ sorder?’ Cazaril inquired, tucking the baton into a secureinner
pocket of his coat. The baton would command its bearer fresh horses, food, and clean, if hard and
narrow, bedsin any Chancellery posting house on the main roads across Chalion.

“Not dy Jrond’s. Orico’s. Orico istill royain Chaion, though even the Chancellery clerk had to
be reminded of thefact.” 1sdlle snorted softly. “The gods go with you, Cazaril .”

“Alas, yes,” he sghed, then redlized that had been not an observation, but afarewell. He bowed his
head to kiss her chilled hands. Betriz eyed him sideways. He hesitated, then cleared histhroat and took
her hands aswell. Her fingers spasmed around his at the touch of hislips, and her bresth drew in, but
her eyes stared away over his head. He straightened to see the dy Gura brothers shrinking under her



glower.

A Zangre groom led out three saddled courier horses. Palli clasped hands with his cousins. Ferda
took the reins of what proved to be Cazaril’ shorse, arangy roan that matched his height. The muscular
Foix hastened to give him aleg up, and as he settled in the saddle with afaint grunt inquired anxioudly,
“Areyou dl right, Sr?’

They hadn’t even started yet; what had Betriz been tdling them?“ Yes, it’sdl fine,” Cazaril assured
him. “Thank you.” Ferda presented him with hisreins, and Foix assisted him in tying on his precious
saddlebags. Ferdaleapt lightly aboard his horse, his brother climbed more heavily onto his, and they
garted out of the stable yard. Cazaril turned in his saddle to watch Isalle and Betriz making their way
back across the drawbridge and through the Zangre’ s great gate. Betriz looked back, and raised her
hand high; Cazaril returned the salute. Then the horses rounded the first corner, and the buildings of
Cardegoss hid the gate from hisview. A single crow followed them, swooping from gutter to cornice.

Onthefirst street, they met Chancellor dy Jrond riding dowly up from Jirona Paace, flanked by
two armed retainers on foot. He' d obvioudy been home to wash and eat and change his clothes, and
attend to his more urgent correspondence. Judging from his gray face and bloodshot eyes, he’d had no
more deep than |sdlle the night past.

Dy Jrond reined in, and gave Cazaril an odd little sdlute. “Where away, Lord Cazaril” —hiseye
took in the light courier saddles, stamped with the castle-and-leopard of Chalion—*upon my Chancellery
'shorses?’

Cazaril returned ahdf bow from hissaddle. “Vaenda, my lord. The Royesse Iselle decided she did
not want some stranger bearing the bad news to her mother and grandmother, and has dispatched me as
her courier.”

“Mad Ista, eh?” Dy Jrond’slips screwed up. “1 do not envy you that task.”

“Indeed.” Cazaril |et hisvoice go hopeful. “ Order me back to Isdle’sside, and | shdl obey you at
once.”

“No, no.” Dy Jrond’slip curled just dightly in satisfaction. 1 can think of no man morefitted for
this sad duty. Ride on. Oh—when do you mean to return?’

“I’m not yet sure. 1sdlle desired me to be sure her mother was going to be dl right before |
returned. | do not expect Istato take the newswell.”

“Truly. Wdl, we'll watch for you.”

| wager you will.He and dy Jirona exchanged guarded nods, and the two partiesrode onin their
oppositedirections. Cazaril glanced back to catch dy Jirona glancing back, just before he turned the
corner toward the Zangre’ s gates. Dy Jironal would know no ambush could now catch Cazaril’ s start on
the courier horses. The return was another opportunity. Except that 1 won’t be coming back on this
road .

Or at dl?He’ d turned over in hismind dl the disastersthat might follow failure; what would be his
fateif he succeeded? What did the gods do with used saints? He’ d never to his knowledge met one,
save perhaps, now, Umegat . . . athought that was not, upon consideration, very reassuring.

They reached the city gate and crossed over the bridge to the river road. Fonsa' s crow did not
follow farther, but perched upon the gate’ s high crendllations and vented afew sad caws, which echoed
asthey descended into the ravine. The Zangre’ s cliff wal, naked of verdurein the winter, rose high and
stark acrossthe dark, rapid water of the river. Cazaril wondered if Betriz would watch from one of the
cadtle’ s high windows as they passed dong the road. He wouldn’t be able to see her up there, so high
and shadowed.



His bleak thoughts were scattered by the thud and splash of hooves. An inbound courier flashed
past them, galloping horse lathered and blowing. He—no, she—waved a them in passing. Femde
couriers were much favored by some of the Chancellery’ s horse-masters, at least on the safer routes, for
they claimed their light weight and light hands spared the animas. Foix waved back, and turned in his
saddle to watch her flying black braids. Cazaril didn’t think he was just admiring her horsemanship.

Ferda nudged his mount up next to Cazaril’s. “May we galop now, my lord?’ he asked hopefully.
“Daylight is dear, and these beasts are fresh.”

But five gods, |’ m not. Cazaril took abreath of grim anticipation. “Yes.”

He clapped his booted heelsto the roan’ s side, and the animal bounded into along-strided canter.
The road opened before them across the snow-streaked dun landscape, winding into gray mists heavy
with thefaint sweet rot of winter vegetation. Vanishing into uncertainty.

They cameto Vaendaat duskon the following day. The town bulked black against a pewter sky,
its deepening shadows relieved here and there by the orange flare of sometorch or candle, faint sparks
of light and life. They’ d had no remounts on the branch road to VVaenda, courier stations being reserved
for the route to the Baocian provincia seat of Taryoon, so the last eg had been along onefor the
horses. Cazaril was content to let the tired beasts walk, heads down on along rein, the remaining stretch
through the city and up the hill. He wished he could stop here, stop, and sink down by the side of the
road, and not move for days. In minutes, it would be histask to tell amother that her son was dead. Of
all thetrids he expected to face on this journey, thiswas the wordt.

Too soon, they reached the Provincara’ s castle gates. The guards recognized him at once and ran
shouting for the servants; the groom Demi held his horse, and wasthefirst to ask,Why are you here, my
lord? Thefirst, but not thelast.

“I bear messagesto the Provincaraand the Lady Ista,” Cazaril replied shortly, bent over his
pommel. Foix popped up at his horse’ s shoulder, staring up expectantly; Cazaril heaved his off leg up
over the horse’ s haunches, kicked free of the other stirrup, and dropped to his feet. His knees buckled,
and he would have falen then, but for the strong hand that caught hiselbow. They’ d made good time.
He wondered dizzily how dearly he would pay for it. He stood amoment, trembling, till his balance
returned to him. “Is Ser dy Ferrg here?’

“He has escorted the Provincarato awedding feast in town,” Demi told him. “I don’t know when
they mean to return.”

“Oh,” said Cazaril. He was almost too tired to think. He’ d been so exhausted last night, he’ dfdlen
adeep in the posting-house bunk within minutes of being steered to it by hishelpers, and dept even
through Dondo. Wait for the Provincara? He' d meant to report to her first, and let her determine how to
tell her daughter.No. Thisis unbearable. Get it over with. “Inthat case, | will seethe Lady Istafirst.”

He added, “ The horses need to be rubbed down and watered and fed. These are Ferda and Foix
dy Gura, men of good family in Pdlliar. Please see that they aregiven . . . everything. We've not egten.”
Nor washed, but that was obvious, everyone’ s sweat-soaked woolens were splashed with winter road
mud, hands grimed, faces streaked with dirt. They were all three blinking and weary in the torchlight of
the courtyard. Cazaril’ sfingers, stiff from clutching hisreinsin the cold since dawn, plucked at theties of
his saddlebags. Foix took that task from him, too, and pulled the bags off the horse. Cazaril rather
determinedly took them back from him, folded them over hisarm, and turned. “Take meto Istanow,
please” hesadfantly. “1 have lettersfor her from the Royesse Isdle”

A house servant led him within, and up the sairsin the new building. The man had to wait for
Cazaril to climb dowly after him. Hislegsfdlt likelead. Murmurs rose and fell between the man and the
royina’ s attendants, as he negotiated Cazaril’ sentry to her chambers. The air within was perfumed with
bowls of dried flower petals and aglow with candldight and warmth from the corner fireplace. Cazaril



fet huge and awkward and filthy in thisdainty sitting room.

Istasat on acushioned bench, dressed in warm wraps, her dun hair bound in athick rope down her
back. Like Sara, the inky shadow of the curse hung about her.So. | wasright in that guess.

Istaturned toward him; her eyes widened, and her face stiffened. She surely knew something was
terribly wrong just by his sudden presence here. The hundred ways to break the newsto her gently that
he' d rehearsed during the long hours of riding seemed to fdl through hisfingers, under the pressure of
those dark, dilated eyes. Any delay now would be crudl beyond measure. Hefell to one knee before
her, and cleared histhroat.

“Fird. Isdlleiswel. Hold to that.” Heinhaed. “ Second. Teidez died two nights ago, from an
infected wound.”

The two women attending upon Ista cried out, and clutched each other. Istabarely moved, but for
alittleflinch, asif aninvisble arrow had struck her. She vented along, wordless exhaation.

“Y ou understand my words, Royina?’” Cazaril said hesitantly.

“Oh, yes,” she breathed. One corner of her mouth turned up; Cazaril could not cdl it asmile. It was
nothing like asmile, that black irony. “When it istoo-long-anticipated, ablow falsasardief, you see.
Thewaiting isover. | can stop fearing, now. Can you understand that?”

Cazaril nodded.

After amoment of silence, broken only by the sobbing of one of her women, she added quietly,
“How came he by thiswound? Hunting? Or something . . . edse?’

“Not . .. hunting exactly. Inaway it was. ..” Cazaril licked hislips, chapped with the cold. “ Lady,
do you see anythingodd about me?’

“I see only with my eyes, now. I’ ve been blind for years, you see. You see?’
Her emphasis made her meaning very plain, Cazaril thought. “Yes”
She nodded and sat back. “I thought so. Thereisalook about one who sees withthose eyes”

A trembling attendant crept up to Ista, and said in an overly light voice, “ Lady, perhaps you should
come away to bed, now. Y our lady mother will surely be back soon .. .” She shot Cazaril ameaningful
look over her shoulder; clearly, the woman thought Ista was going into one of her mad fugues. Into what
everyone thought was one of her fugues. Had Ista ever been mad?

Cazaril sat back on hishedls. “ Please leave us now. | must have some private speech with the
royinaon matters of some urgency.”

“Sr, mylord...” Thewoman managed afase smile, and whispered in hisear, “We dare not leave
her in this stricken hour—she might do herself some harm.”

Cazail climbed to hisfull height, and took both ladies by the arms, and steered them gently but
inexorably out the door. “I will undertake to guard her. Here, you may wait in this chamber acrossthe
hal, andif | need you, | will cdl out, dl right?” He shut both doors upon their protests.

Istawaited unmoving, but for her hands. She held afine lace handkerchief, which she commenced
to folding, over and over, into smaler and smaller squares. Cazaril grunted down to Sit cross-legged on
thefloor at her feet and stare up into that wide-eyed, chaky face.

“I have seen the Zangre’ sghosts,” he said.
“YS.”

“More. | have seen the dark cloud that hangs over your House. The Golden Generd’ s curse, the
bane of Fonsa’sheirs”



“Ves”
“Y ou know of it, then?’

“Oh, yes”

“It hangs about you now.”

“yes”

“It hung about Orico, and Sara. Isdle—and Teidez.”
“Yes.” Shetilted her head and stared away.

Cazaril thought about a state of shock he had seen sometimes come upon men in battle, between
the moment ablow fdll, and the time their bodies fell; men who should have been unconscious, should
have been dead, staggering about yet for atime, accomplishing, sometimes, extraordinary acts. Wasthis
quiet coherence such a shock, soon to melt—should he seizeit? Or had |ta ever redly been incoherent?
Or did we just not understand her?

“Orico has become very ill. How | came by my second sight isall of a piece with thisblack tangle.
But please, please, lady, tell me how you came to know. What did you see, and when, and how? | must
understand. Because | think—I fear—it has been given to me, it hasfallen to me, to act. Y et nothing has
told me what that action must be. Even second sight cannot pierce this dark.”

Her browswent up. “I cantell you truths. | cannot give you understanding. For how can one give
what one does not possess? | have alwaystold the truth.”

“Yes. | seethat now.” Hetook adaring breath. “ But have you ever told al of it?’

She sucked on her lower lip amoment, studying him. Her trembling hands, seeming to belong to
some other |sta than the one of this carven face, began unfolding the tight knot of the handkerchief again
upon her knee. Sowly, she nodded. Her voice was so low, Cazaril had to tilt his head to be sure of
catching al her words.

“It began when | became pregnant with Isdle. Thevisions. The second sight came and went. |
thought it was an effect of my pregnancy—bearing turns somewomen’ sbrains. The physcians
convinced me of that, for atime. | saw the blind ghogts drifting. | saw the dark cloud hanging upon las,
and young Orico. | heard voices. | dreamed of the gods, of the Golden General, of Fonsaand histwo
faithful companions burning in histower. Of Chdion burning like the tower.

“ After Isdlle was born, the visions ceased. | thought | had been mad, and then got well again.”

The eye could not seeitsdlf, not even the inner eye.He had been granted Umegat, been granted
knowledge bought at others’ cost and handed to him as agift. How frightened would he be by now, if he
were gill groping for explanations of the inexplicable?

“Then | became pregnant again, with Teidez. And the visions began again, twice as bad as before.
It was unbesrable to think myself mad. Only when | threatened to kill mysdlf did las confessto methat it
was the curse, and that he knew it. Had always known of it.”

And how betrayed, to find that those who’ d known the truth hadn’t told him, had |eft him to stagger
about in isolated terror?

“I was horrified that | had brought my two children into this dire danger. | prayed and prayed to the
godsthat it might belifted, or that they would tell me how it might be lifted, that they would spare the
innocent.

“Then the Mother of Summer came to me, when | was round to bursting with Teidez. Notina
dream, not while | was deeping, but when | was awake and sober, in the broad day. She stood as close
to me asyou are now, and | fell to my knees. | could have touched her robe, if I’d dared. Her breath



was a perfume, like wildflowersin the summer grasses. Her face wastoo beautiful for my eyesto
comprehend, it was like staring into the sun. Her voicewas music.”

Ista’ slips softened; even now, the peace of that vision echoed briefly in her face, aflash of beauty
like the reflection of sunlight on dark waters. But her brows tightened again, and she spoke on, bending
forward, growing, if possible, more shadowed, more intent.

“She said that the gods sought to take the curse back, that it did not belong in thisworld, that it was
agift to the Golden Generd that he had spilt improperly. She said that the gods might draw the curse
back to them only through the will of aman who would lay down hislife three timesfor the House of
Chdion.”

Cazaril hesitated. The sound of hisown breath in his nostrils seemed enough to drown out that quiet
voice. But the question rose hel plesdy to hislips, though he cursed himsdlf for sounding afool. “Um. ..
| don’t suppose that three men could lay down their lives once each, instead?’

“No.” Her lips curved in that weird ironic not-smile. “Y ou see the problem.”
“I...1...1don’'t seethe solution, though. Wasit atrick, this. . . prophecy?’

Her hands opened briefly, ambiguoudy, then began folding the handkerchief again. “1 told las. He
told Lord dy Lutez, of course; las kept nothing from dy L utez, except for me. Except for me.”

Historicd curiogity overcame Cazaril. Now that they were comradesin . . . sainthood, or something
likeit, it seemed easy to talk to Ista. The ease was lunatic, tilted, fragile, if he blinked it would be gone
beyond recdl, and yet . . . saint to saint and soul to soul, for thisfloating moment it was an intimacy
Stranger and more soaring than lover to lover. He began to understand why Umegat had fallen upon him
with such hunger. “Whatwas their rdaionship, realy?’

She shrugged. “ They were lovers since before | was born. Who wasl| to judge them? Dy Lutez
loved las; | loved las. lasloved us both. Hetried so hard, cared so much, trying to bear the weight of al
his dead brothers and his father Fonsa, too. He’d worn himself near to death with the caring, and yet it
al went wrong, and wrong again.”

She hesitated for atime, and Cazaril wasterrified for an instant that he had inadvertently done
something to bring this flow of confidencesto an end. But gpparently shewas marshaling . . . not her
thoughts, but her heart: for she went on, even moredowly. “1 don’t remember now whoseideait first
was. We sat in anight council, the three of us, after Teidez wasborn. | till had the sight. We knew both
of our children were drawn into this dark thing, and poor Orico, too. ‘ Save my children,’ lascried,
laying hisforehead down upon the table, weeping. * Save my children.” And Lord dy Lutez said, * For the
lovel bear you, | will try; | will darethis sacrifice.” *

He scarcely dared whisper it. “ But five gods, how?’

Her head jerked. “We discussed a hundred schemes; how might onekill aman, and yet bring him
back to die again? Impossible, and yet not quite. Wefinaly settled on drowning asthe best to try. It
would occasion the least physicd injury, and there were many stories of people who'’ d been brought
back from drowning. Dy Lutez rode out to investigate some of them, to try to determine the trick of it.”

Cazail’ sbreath huffed out. Drowning, oh, gods. And in the coldest of cold blood . . . hishands
were shaking, too, now. Her voice went on, quiet and relentless.

“We swore a physician to secrecy, and descended to the dungeons of the Zangre. Dy Lutez let
himself be stripped and bound, arms and legs tight to his body, and hung upside down over the tank. We
lowered him down headfirst. And raised him again, when he stopped struggling at last . . .~

“And he’d died?’ said Cazaril softly. “Then the treason chargewas. . .”
“Died indeed, but not for the last time. We revived him, just barely.”



“Oh”

“Oh, it wasworking, though!” Her hands clenched. “I could fed it, | could seeit, the crack inthe
curse! But dy Lutez—nhis nerve broke. The next night, he would not undertake the second immersion.
Hecried | wastrying to assassinate him, for jealousy’ssake. Thenlasand | . . . made amistake.”

Cazaril could see where thiswas going, now. Closing his eyeswould not spare him from seeing. He
forced them to stay open, and on her face.

“We seized him, and made the second trial by force. He screamed and wept . . . laswavered, |
cried, ‘ But we haveto! Think of the children!” But thistime when we drew him out, he was drowned
dead, and not al our tears and prayers revived him then.

“las was shattered. | was distraught. My inner vision was stripped from my eyes. The gods turned
their facesfromme. . ”

“Then the treason charge was false.” Profoundly fal se.

“Yes. A lie to hideour sins. To explain the body.” Her bresth drew in. “But hisfamily was alowed
to inherit his estate—nothing was attaindered.”

“Except hisreputation. His public honor.” An honor that had been dl in al to proud dy Lutez; who
had valued al hiswedth and glory but as outward sgnsof it.

“It was done in the panic of the moment, and then we could not draw back from it. Of all our
regrets, | think that one gnawed |as the mos, in the months after.

“laswould not try again, would not try to find another volunteer. It had to be awilling sacrifice, you
See; no struggling murder would have doneit, but only aman stepping forth of hisown valition, with eyes
wide-open. lasturned hisface to the wal and died of grief and guilt” —her hands stretched the scrap of
lace dmogt to tearing—*leaving me done with two little children and no way to protect or save them
fromthis...black...thing ...” Shedrew breath, her chest heaving. But she did not spird into
hysteria, as Cazaril, tensing to oring up and call for her attendants, feared. As her breathing dowed, he
let hismuscles dacken again. “But you,” she said a last. “ The gods have touched you?’

“Y%"
I‘I a,n mr.r.y.”

An unsteady laugh left hislips. “ Aye.” He rubbed the back of his neck. It was histurn for
confession, now. He might shade the truth with others, for expediency’ s sake. Not with Ista. He owed
her weight for welght and vaue for vaue. Wound for wound. “How much news had you from
Cardegoss of Isdlle’ s brief betrotha, and Lord Dondo dy Jirond’ sfae?

“One messenger followed atop another before we could cel ebrate—we could not tell what to make
of it”

“Celebrate? A forty-year-old matched to a Sixteen-year-old?’

Her chin came up, for amoment o like Iselle that Cazaril caught his breath. “lasand | were further
gpart in age than that.”

Ah. Yes. That would tend to give her adifferent view of such things. “Dondo wasno las, my lady.
He was corrupt—debauched—impious, an embezzler—and | am almost certain he had Ser dy Sanda
murdered. Maybe even by his own hand. He was colluding with his brother Martou to gain complete
control of the House of Chaion, through Orico, Teidez—and Isdle.”

Ista’ s hand touched her throat. “1 met Martou, years ago, at court. He dready aspired then to be
the next Lord dy Lutez. Dy Lutez, the brightest, noblest star ever to shinein the court of Chaion—
Martou might have studied to clean his boots, barely. Dondo, | never met.”



“Dondo was adisagter. | first encountered him years ago, and he had no character then. He grew
worse with age. Iselle was distraught, and furious to have him forced upon her. She prayed to the gods
to release her from this abominable match, but the gods. . . didn’t answer. So | did.

“| stalked him for aday, intending to assassinate him for her, but | couldn’t get near him. So |
prayed to the Bastard for amiracle of death magic. And | was granted it.”

After amoment, Ita’ s eyebrows went up. “Why aren’t you dead?’

“I thought | was dying. When | awoke to find Dondo dead without me, | didn’t know wheat to think.
But Umegat determined Iselle’ s prayers had brought down a second miracle, and the Lady of Spring
had spared my life from the Bastard’ s demon, but only temporarily. Saint Umegat—I thought hewasa
groom—" His story was growing hopelesdly tangled. He took a deep breath, and backed up and
explained about Umegat and the miracle of the menagerie, and how it had preserved poor Oricoin the
teeth of the curse.

“Except that Dondo, before he died, when he till thought he was about to be married to Isdlle, told
Teldez it was the other way around—that the menagerie was an evil Roknari sorcery set up to sicken
Orico. And Teidez bdieved him. Five days ago, he took his Baocian guard and dew nearly every sacred
animd init, and only by chancefailed to day the saint aswell. He took a scratch from Orico’ sdying
leopard—I swear, it was only ascratch! If | had redlized . . . The wound became poisoned. Hisend
was. .."” Cazaril remembered who hewastalkingto. “. . . wasvery quick.”

“Poor Teidez,” whispered Ista, staring away. “My poor Teidez. Y ou were born to be betrayed, |
think.”

“Anyway,” finished Cazaril, “because of this strange concatenation of miracles, the deeth demon
and the ghost of Dondo were bound in my belly. Encapsulated in some kind of tumor, evidently. When
they arerdeased, | will die”

Ista’ sgrieving face went till. Her eyesrose to search Cazaril’ sface. “ That would betwice,” she
sad.
“Ah...eh?

Her hands abandoned the tortured handkerchief, and went out to grip Cazaril’ s collar. Her gaze
became scorching, dmost painful initsintengity. Her breath camefagter. “ Areyou Isdle’sdy Lutez?’

“1,1,1,” ssammered Cazaril; his ssomach sank.

“Twice. Twice. But how to accomplish thethird? Oh. Oh. Oh...” Her eyeswere dilated, the
pupils pulsing. Her lips shivered with hope. “ What are you?”

“I, 1, ’'monly Cazaril, my lady! | am no dy Lutez, | am sure. | am not brilliant, or rich, or strong. Or
beautiful, the gods know. Or brave, though | fight when I’ m trapped, | suppose.”

She made an impatient gesture. “ Take away dl those ornaments—stripped, naked, upside down,
the man ill shone. Faithful. Unto death. Only . . . not unto two deaths. Or three.”

“|—thisis madness, now. Thisisnot theway | intend to break the curse, | promiseyou.” Five gods,
notdrowning . “1 have another plan to rescue Isdlefromit.”

Her eyes probed him, still with that frightening wildness. “Have the gods spoken to you, then?’
“No. | go by my reason.”
She sat back, to hisrelief releasing him, and her brows crimped in puzzlement. “Reason? In this?’

“Sara—and you—married into the House and the curse of Chalion. | think Isdle can marry out of
it. This escape could not have been available to Teidez, but now . . . | amon my way to lbra, totry to
arange lsdle’ smarriage with lbra’ snew Heir, Royse Bergon. Dy Jironal will seek to prevent this,



because it will spdl the end of his power in Chalion. Iselle meansto dip away from him by bringing
Teidez’ sbody back hereto Vaendato be buried.” Cazaril detailed Isdlle’ s plan to ride with the cortege,
then rendezvous with Bergon in Vaenda

“Maybe,” breathed Ista. “Maybe. . .”
He was unsure what she wasreferring to. Shewas il giving him an extremely unsettling look.
“Y our mother,” he said. “Does she know of all this? The curse, thetruetae of dy Lutez?’

“| tried to tell her, once. She decided | wastruly mad. It’ s not abad life, being mad, you know. It
has its advantages. Y ou don’t have to make any decisions. What to eat, what to wear, wheretogo . . .
who lives, who dies. . . You cantry it yoursdlf, if you like. Just tell the truth. Tell people you are
pregnant with ademon and aghost, and you have atumor that talks vilely to you, and the gods guard
your steps, and see what happens next.” Her throaty laugh did not incline Cazaril to smileaong. Her lips
twisted. “Don’t look so alarmed, Lord Cazaril. If | repest your story, you have only to deny me, and |
will be thought mad, not you.”

“I'. .. think you have been denied enough. Lady.”
Shebit her lip and looked away; her body trembled.

Cazaril shifted, and was reminded of his saddlebag, leaning againgt hiship. “Isdlewroteyou a
|etter, and one to her grandmother, and charged me to deliver them to you.” He burrowed into the bag,
found his packet of correspondence, and handed Ista her |etter. His hands were shaking from fatigue
and hunger. Among other things. “I should go get rid of thisdirt and eat something. By the timethe
Provincarareturns, perhaps | can make mysdf fit for her company.”

Istaheld the letter to her breast. “ Call my ladiesto me, then. | shdl retire now, | think. No reason
moreto wake. . .”

Cazaril glanced up sharply. “Isdle. Isdleisareason to wake.”

“Ah. Yes. One more hostage to go. Then | can deep forever.” Sheleaned forward and patted his
shoulder in an odd reassurance. “But for now | will just degp tonight. I’ m so tired. | think | must have
donedl my mourning and wailing in advance, and thereis noneleft in me now. All emptied out.”

“| understand, lady.”
“Y es, you do. How strange.”

Cazaril reached gingerly out to the bench, pushed himself up, and went to let the weepy attendants
back in. Ista set her teeth and suffered them to descend upon her. Cazaril hoisted his saddlebags and
bowed himsdlf out.

AWASH, A CHANGE OF CLOTHES, AND A HOT MEALdid much to restore Cazaril
physicaly, though hismind still reded from his conversation with Ista. When the servants set him to await
the Provincara’ sreturn in her quiet little parlor in the new building, he was grateful for the chanceto
marsha histhoughts. A cheerful firewas set for him in the chamber’ sexcellent fireplace. Achingin every
bone, he sat in her cushioned chair, Spped well-watered wine, and tried not to nod off. The old lady
was not likely to stay out very late.

Indeed, she soon appeared, flanked by her cousin-companion Lady dy Hueltar and the grave Ser
dy Ferrg. She was dressed in gala splendor in green satins and velvets, glittering with jewels, but one
look at her ashen face told Cazaril that the bad news had aready been blurted to her by some excited
servant. Cazaril lurched to hisfeet, and bowed.

She gripped his hands, searching hisface. “Cazaril, isit true?’
“Teidez has died, suddenly, of aninfection. Isdleiswell” —he took abreath—" and Heiress of



Chdion.”
“Poor boy! Poor boy! Have you told Istayet?’
“Ves”
“Oh, dear. How did shetakeit?’

WAl did not describe it. Cazaril chose, “ Calmly, Your Grace. At least, she did not fly into any sort
of wild pdlter, as|’d feared. | think the blows her life has dedlt her have left her numb. | don’t know how
she’ll betomorrow. Her attendants have put her to bed.”

The Provincara vented a sigh and blinked back tears.

Cazaril knelt to his saddiebags. “Isdlle entrusted me with aletter for you. And thereisanote for
you, Ser dy Ferrg), from Betriz. She did not have time to write much.” He handed out the two sealed
missives. “They will both be coming here. Isdle meansto have Teidez buried in Vaenda.”

“Oh,” said the Provincara, cracking the cold wax of theletter’ s sedl, careless of where the sprinkles
fell. “Oh, how | long to see her.” Her eyes devoured the penned lines. “ Short,” she complained. Her
gray eyebrowswent up. “ Cazaril will explain everything to you, she says”

“Yes, Your Grace. | have much to tell you, some of it in confidence.”

She waved out her companions. “Go, | will cal you back.” Dy Ferrgl was breaking open his|etter
by the time he reached the door.

She sat with arustle of fabric, till clutching the paper, and gestured Cazaril to another chair, which
he pulled up to her knee. “I must seeto Ista before she degps.”

“I’ll try to be succinct, Y our Grace. Thisiswhat | have learned this season in Cardegoss. What |
went through to learniit . . .” That cost, the cracking open of hisworld, Ista had understood at once; he
was not sure the Provincarawould grasp it. “ Doesn’ t matter now. But Archdivine Mendend in
Cardegoss can confirm thetruth of it al, if you get achanceat him. Tel him | sent you, and he will deny
you nothing.”

Her browswent up. “How isit you bend an archdivine?’
Cazaril snorted softly. “I pull rank.”

She sat up, her lipsthinning. “ Cazaril, don’t make stupid jokes with me. Y ou grow as cryptic as
Isa”

Yes, Ista’ s self-protective sense of —not humor, irony—Ilikdywas irritating, a close quarters. Ista.
Who spoke for Ista?“ Provincara. . . your daughter is heartbroken, ravaged in will. Shelongsfor the
release of death. But sheis not mad. The gods are not so merciful.”

The old woman hunched, as though hiswords grated over araw spot. “Her grief is extravagant.
Was no woman ever widowed before? Has nonelost achild? |’ ve suffered both, but | did not moan and
mope and carry on so, not for years. | cried my hour, yes, but then | continued about my duties. If sheis
not broken in reason, then sheisvastly self-indulgent.”

Could he make her understand Ista’ s differences without violating Ista’ stacit confidences? Well,
even apartia truth might help. He bent his head to hers. “It all goes back to the great war of Fonsathe
Fairly-Wise with the Golden Generd . . .” In the plainest possible terms, he detailed the inner workings
of the curse upon the history of the House of Chalion. There were enough other disastersin las'sreign
that he scarcely needed to touch on thefal of dy Lutez. Orico’simpotence, the dow corruption of his
advisors, thefailure of both his policies and his hedlth brought the tale to the present.

TheProvincarascowled. “Isdl thisvileluck awork of Roknari black magic, then?’



“Not ... asl understand it. It isaspillage, aperverson of someineffable divinity, lost fromits
proper place.”

She shrugged. “Close enough. If it actslike black magic, then black magicit is. The practical
guestion is, how to counter it?’

Cazaril wasn't sure about that close enough. Surely only correct understanding could lead to
correct action. Istaand las had tried to force a solution, as though the curse were magic, to be
countered by magic. A rite done by rote.

She added, “ And doesthislink to thiswild tale we heard of Dondo dy Jronal being murdered by
desth magic?’

That, at least, he could answer, none better. He had aready decided to strip out as much of the
unnatural detail as possible from her version of events. He did not think her confidence in him would be
augmented by his babbling of demons, ghosts, saints, second sight, and even more grotesque things.
More than enough remained to astound her. He began with the tale of Isdlle’ s disastrous betrothdl,
athough he did not attribute the source of Dondo’ s death miracle, conceding hisact of murder ashe’d
conceded I9a’s.

The Provincarawas not so squeamish. “If Lord Dondo was as bad asyou say,” she sniffed, “| shall
say prayersfor that unknown benefactor!”

“Indeed, Y our Grace. | pray for him daily.”
“And Dondo amere younger son—for Isdle!l What wasthat fool Orico thinking?’

Abandoning the ineffable, he presented the menagerie to her asamarvel devised by the Templeto
preserve Orico’ sfaling hedth, true enough asfar asit went. She grasped ingtantly the secret politica
purpose of Dondo’ s setting Teidez to its—and Orico’ s—destruction, and ground her teeth. She moaned
for Teidez’ s betrayd . But the news that Vaendamust now prepare for afuneral, awedding, and awar,
possibly smultaneoudly, revitdized her.

“Can Isdle count on her uncle dy Baocia' s support?’ Cazaril asked her. “How many others can he
and you bring in againg dy Jrond’ sfaction?’

The Provincara made rapid inventory of the lords she might draw into Vaenda, ostensibly for
Teidez' sfunerd, infact to pry Isellefrom dy Jrond’ shands. Thelist impressed him. After dl her
decades of poalitical observation in Chalion, the Provincaradidn’t even need to look at amap to plan her
tactics.

“Havethemridein for Teidez’ sfunerd with every man they can mudter,” said Cazaxil. “Especidly,
we must control the roads between here and Ibra, to guarantee the safety of Royse Bergon.”

“Difficult,” said the Provincara, Stting back with her lips puraing. “ Some of dy Jrona’ s own lands,
and those of his brothers-in-law, lie between here and the border. Y ou should have atroop to ride with
you. | will gtrip Vaendato give you the men.”

“No,” sad Cazaril dowly. “You’ll need dl your men when Isdlle arrives, which may well be before
| can return. And if | take atroop to lbra, our speed will be limited. We cannot hope to obtain remounts
on the road for so large acompany, and maintaining secrecy would become impossible. Better we
should travel outward light and fast and unmarked. Save the troop to meet us coming back. Oh, and
beware, your Baocian captain you sent with Teidez sold himself to Dondo—he cannot be trusted. You'll
have to find someway to replace him when he returns.”

The Provincaraswore. “Bastard’ sdemons, I'll have hisears”

They made plansto pass his ciphered lettersto Isdlle, and hersto him, through Vaenda, making it
appear to dy Jrona’ sspiesthat Cazaril till wasin her grandmother’s company. The Provincara



undertook to pawn some of Isdlle’ sjewdry for him on the morrow, at the best rate, to raise the coin he’d
need for the next part of hisjourney. They settled a dozen other practicd detailsin as many minutes. Her
very determination made her god-proof, Cazaril imagined; for dl her attention to pious ceremony, no

god was going to dip into that iron will even edgewise. The gods had given her less perilous gifts, and he
was grateful enough for them.

“You understand,” he said at last, “| think this marriage scheme may rescuelsdle. | don’t know that
itwill dso savelsta” Neither Ista, drifting sadly about the castle of Vaenda, nor Orico, lying blind and
bloated in the Zangre. And no exhortation of the Provincarato Istato bestir herself would be of any use,
whilethisblack thing still choked her like a poisoned fog.

“If it only rescues Isdle from the clutches of Chancellor dy Jrond, it will satisfy me. | can’t believe
Orico made such vile provisonsin hiswill.” That lega note had exercised her dmost more than the
supernatural matters. “ Taking my granddaughter from me without even consulting me!”

Cazaril fingered hisbeard. “ Y ou redize, if dl this succeeds, your granddaughter will become your
liegelord. Royinain her own right of al Chalion, and royina-consort of Ibra.”

Her lips screwed up. “ That’ s the maddest part of al. She’sjust agirl! Not but that she dways had
more wits than poor Teidez. What can all the gods of Chdion be thinking, to place such achild on the
throne at Cardegoss!”

Cazaril said mildly, “Perhapsthat the restoration of Chaion isthework of avery long lifetime, and
that no one so old asyou or | could liveto seeit through.”

She snorted. “Y ou’ re barely more than a child yoursdlf. Children in charge of the whole world these
days, no wonder it’sal gone mad. Wdll . . . well. We must bustle about tomorrow. Five gods, Cazaril,
go deep, though | doubt | shal. You look like death warmed over, and you haven’t my yearsto excuse
you.”

Creakily, he clambered to his feet and bowed himself out. The Provincara’ s bursts of irate energy
werefragile. It would take dl her retainers’ aid to prevent her from exhausting hersdlf dangeroudy. He
found the anxioudy waiting Lady dy Hudtar in the next room, and sent her in to attend upon her lady
cousin.

THEY GAVECAZARIL BACK HISCHILLY, HONORABLE, customary chamber in the main
keep. He did gratefully between heated sheets. It was as much like coming home as anything he’d
experienced for years. Y et his new eyes rendered familiar places strange again; the world made strange
as hewas remade, over and over, and no placeto rest at last.

Dondo, indl hismotley ghostly glory, scarcely kept Cazaril awake that night. He had become a
danger dmost too routine to be dreaded. Fresh fears assailed Cazaril now.

Memory of theterrible hopein Ista’ s eyes unnerved him. And the reflection that tomorrow, he
would mount a horse whose every stride would carry him closer to the sea.

Cazaril regretfully gave up use ofthe Chancellery’ s courier remounts when they left Vaenda, in
favor of secrecy. No merit in handing dy Jrona asigned record of their route and destination. Armed
with Pdli’ sletter of recommendation, they instead arranged exchanges for fresh horses at local town
chapters of the Daughter’ s Order. At thefoot of the mountains on the western frontier, they were
obliged to dedl with aloca horse trader for the sturdy and surefooted mulesto carry them over the
heights.

The man had clearly been making afine living for years skinning desperate travelers. Ferdalooked
over the beadts offered them, and said indignantly, “ This one has heaves. And if that oneisn’t throwing
out asplint, my lord, 1’1l eat your hat!” The horsetrader and hefdl at once into acrimonious argument.

Cazail, leaning in exhaustion on the corrd rail and thinking only of how much he didn’t want to



throw aleg over any animal, spavined or not, for the next thousand years, at last straightened and let
himsdlf through the gate. He walked out into the herd of milling horses and mules, stirred up by the
rough-and-ready capture of their rejected comrades, spread his hands, and closed his eyes. “If it please
you, Lady, give usthree good mules.”

At anudge at hisside, he opened them again. A curious mule, itsbrown eyeslimpid, stared at him.
Two more muscled in, their long ears waggling; the tallest one, dark brown with a creamy nose, rested
its chin on his shoulder and breathed out a contented-sounding snort, Spraying the environs.

“Thank you, Lady,” muttered Cazaril. And more loudly, “All right. Follow me.” He plodded back
through the hoof-pocked muck to the gate. The three mulesfdl in behind, snuffling with interest.

“We'll take these three,” hetold the horse trader, who, along with Ferda, had fallen silent and was
gtaring openmouthed.

The horse trader found hisvoicefirgt. “But—~but those are my three best animalsl”

“Yes. | know.” Helet himself back out, leaving the horse trader to hold the gate againgt the three
muleswho il tried to follow him, shouldering up heavily againgt the boards and making anxious mulish
noises. “Ferda, cometo aprice. I’'m going to go lie down in that lovely straw stack. Wake me when we’
resaddledup...”

His mule proved hedlthy, steady, and bored. There was nothing better, in Cazaril’ sview, on these
treacherous mountain trails than abored mule. The fiery steeds Ferda favored for making time over the
flats could have climbed no faster on these breath-stealing dopes, besides making a menace of
themsaves with their nervous sdling on the narrow places. And the mule’ sgentle amble didn’t churn his
guts. Although if the goddess granted Her saint mules, he didn’t know why Shedidn’t dso givehim
better weather.

The dy Gura brothers stopped laughing at Cazaril’ s hat about hafway up the pass over the Bastard’
s Teeth range. Hefolded the fine fur flaps down over his ears and tied their strings under his chin before
the deet, driven by the tumbling updrafts, started stinging their faces. He squinted into the wind between
thelaid-back ears of hislaboring mule at the track winding up through rocks and ice, and mentally
measured out the daylight left to them.

After atime, Ferdareined back beside him. “My lord, should we take shelter from this blizzard?’

“Blizzard?’ Cazaxil brushed ice spiculesfrom his beard, and blinked. Oh. Pdliar’ swinterswere
mild, sodden rather than snowy, and the brothers had never been out of their province before. “If this
were ablizzard, you wouldn’t be able to see your mule’ s earsfrom where you sit. Thisisn't unsafe.
Merdly unpleasant.”

Ferdamade aface of dismay, but pulled hishood strings tighter and bent into the wind. Indeed, ina
few more minutes they broke out of the squal, and vishility returned; the high vale opened out before
their eyes. A few fingers of pale sunlight poked down through silvery clouds to dapple the long dopes—
falling away downward.

Cazaril pointed, and shouted encouragingly, “Ibral”

THE WEATHER MODERATED ASTHEY STARTED THEIlong descent toward the coast,
though the grunting mules shuffled no faster. The rugged border mountains gave way to less daunting
hills, humped and brown, with broad valleys winding between. When they |eft the snow behind Cazail
reluctantly permitted Ferdato trade in their excellent mulesfor swifter horses. A succession of improving
roads and increasingly civilized inns brought them in just two more daysto the river course that ran down
to Zagosur. They passed through outlying farms, and over bridges acrossirrigation canals swollen with
the winter rains.

They debouched from the river valey to find the city risng up before them: gray walls, ablocky



jumble of whitewashed houses with roofs of the distinctive greenttile of thisregion, the fortress at its
crown, the famous harbor at itsfeet. The sea stretched out beyond, sted gray, the endless level horizon
of it streaked with aqualight. The salt-and-sea-wrack smell of low tide, wafting inland on a cold breeze,
made Cazaril’ s head jerk back. Foix inhaed deeply, his eyes aight with fascination as he drank in his
first 9ght of the sea.

Pdli’ sletter and the dy Gurabrothers’ rank secured them shelter at the Daughter’ s house off
Zagosur' smain Temple plaza. Cazaril sent the boysto buy, beg, or borrow formal dress of their order,
while hetook himself off to atailor. The newsthat the tailor might name his price so long as he produced
something swiftly launched aflurry of activity that resulted in Cazaril emerging, little more than an hour
later, with atolerable verson of Chalionese court mourning garb under hisarm.

After achilly sponge bath, Cazaril quickly dipped into aheavy lavender-gray brocade tunic, very
high-necked, thick dark purple wool trousers, and his cleaned and polished boots. He adjusted the
sword belt and sword Ser dy Ferrgl had lent him so long ago, rather worn but ooking more honorable
thereby, and siwung the satisfying weight of ablack slk-velvet vest-cloak over thewhole. One of Isdle’s
remaining rings, asquare-cut amethy, just fit over Cazaril’ slittle finger, itsisolated heavy gold
suggesting restraint rather than poverty. Between the court mourning and the gray streaksin his beard,
he fancied the result was as grave and dignified as could be wished. Serious. He packaged up his
precious diplomatic letters and tucked them under hisarm, collected his outriders, who had refurbished
themsalvesin neat blue and white, and led the way through the narrow, winding streets up the hill to the
Great Fox’slar.

Cazail’ s appearance and bearing brought him before the Roya of Ibra’ s castle warder. Showing his
letters and their sealsto thisofficid sped him in turn to the roya’ s own secretary, who met them standing
in abare whitewashed antechamber, chilly with Zagosur’ s perpetua winter damp.

The secretary was spare, middle-aged, and harried. Cazaril favored him with a haf bow, equd to
equd.

“| am the Cadtillar dy Cazaril, and | come from Cardegoss on a diplomatic mission of some
urgency. | bear |etters of introduction to the royaand Royse Bergon dy |brafrom the Royesse Isdlle dy
Chalion.” He displayed their seals, but folded them back to his chest when the secretary reached for
them. “| received these from the royesse’ s own hand. She bade me ddliver them into the roya’ sown

The secretary’ shead tilted judicioudy. “I’ [l ssewhat | can do for you, my lord, but theroyaisvery
plagued with petitioners, mostly relatives of former rebels attempting to intercede for the roya’ s mercy,
which is stretched thin at present.” He looked Cazaril up and down. “| think perhaps no one haswarned
you—the roya hasforbid the court to wear mourning for the late Heir of Ibra, as he died in astate of
unreconciled rebellion. Only those who wish to cast their defiance in the roya’ steeth are wearing that
sad garb, and most of them have the presence of mind to do it in, ah, asence. If you do not intend the
insult, 1 suggest you go change before you beg an audience.”

Cazail’ s brows went up. “Is no one here before me with the news? We rode fast, but | didn’t think
we had outdistanced it. | do not wear these bruised colorsfor the Heir of 1bra, but for the Heir of
Chalion. Royse Teidez died barely aweek ago, suddenly, of an infection.”

“Oh,” said the secretary, startled. “Oh.” He regained his balance smoothly. “My condolences
indeed to the House of Chdion, to lose so bright ahope.” He hesitated. “ L etters from theRoyesse I selle
, doyou say?’

“Aye.” Cazaril added, for good measure, “RoyaOrico liesgravely ill, and does not do business, or
s0 it was when we |eft Cardegossin haste.”

The secretary’ s mouth opened, and closed. Hefindly said, “ Comewith me,” and ledthemto a



more comfortable chamber, with asmall firein acorner fireplace. “1’1l go seewhat | can do.”

Cazaril lowered himsdf into acushioned chair near the gentle glow. Foix took a bench, though
Ferda prowled about, frowning in an unfocused fashion at thewall hangings.

“Will they see us, Sr?” asked Ferda. “To haveridden al thisway, only to be kept waiting on the
doorstep like some peddler .. .”

“Oh, yes. They’ll seeus” Cazaril smiled dightly, as abreathless servant arrived to offer the
travelers wine and the little spiced shortbread cakes, slamped with an Ibran seal, which were a Zagosur
Specidty.

“Why doesthisdog have no legs?’ Foix inquired, staring atrifle cross-eyed at the indented creature
before biting into his cake.

“Itisaseadog. It has paddlesin place of paws, and chasesfish. They make colonies upon the
shore, here and there down the coast toward Darthaca.” Cazaril allowed the servant to pour him but a
swallow of wine, partly for sobriety, partly to avoid waste; as he’ d anticipated, he’ d barely wet hislips
before the secretary returned.

The man bowed lower than before. “Comethisway, if it please you, my lord, gentlemen.”

Ferda gulped down his glassful of dark Ibran wine, and Foix brushed crumbs from hiswhite wool
vest-cloak. They hastily followed Cazaril and the secretary, who led them up some stairsand acrossa
little arched stone bridge to anewer part of the fortress. After more turnings, they cameto apair of
double doors carved with sea creatures in the Roknari style.

These swung open to emit awell-dressed lord, arm in arm with another courtier, complaining, “But
| waited five daysfor thisaudience! What isthisfoolery—!”

“You'll just haveto wait alittle longer, my lord,” said the courtier, guiding him off with afirm hand
under his elbow.

The secretary bowed Cazaril and the dy Gura brothersinside, and announced their names and
ranks.

It was not athrone room, but alessformal receiving chamber, set up for conference, not ceremony.
A broad table, roomy enough to spread out maps and documents, occupied one end. Thelong far wall
was pierced with arow of doors with square windowpanes set top to bottom, giving onto a
bal cony-cum-battlement that in turn overlooked the harbor and shipyard that were the heart of Zagosur’s
wedth and power. The slvery sealight, diffuse and pae, illuminated the chamber through the generous
glass, making the candle flamesin the sconces seem wan.

Half a dozen men were present, but Cazaril’ s eye had no trouble picking out the Fox and his son.
At seventy-odd, the roya of Ibrawas stringy, balding, the russet hair of hisyounger days reduced to a
wispy fringe of white around his pate. But he remained vigorous, not fragile with hisyears, dert and
relaxed in his cushioned chair. Thetal youth standing at his side had the straight brown Darthacan hair of
hislate mother, though tinged with reddish highlights, worn just long enough to cushion ahelmet, cut
bluntly.He looks healthy, at least. Good . . . His sea-green vest-cloak was set with hundreds of pearls
in patterns of curling surf, which madeit swing in e egant, weighty ripples when he turned toward these
new vistors.

The man sanding on the Fox’ s other side was proclaimed by his chain of office to be the chancellor
of Ibra. A wary and intimidated-looking fellow, he was the—from al reports, overworked—servant of
the Fox, not ariva for his power. Another man’s badges marked him asa sealord, an admira of Ibra’s
fleet.

Cazaril went to one knee before the Fox, not too ungracefully despite his saddle-tiffness and



aches, and bowed hishead. “My lord, | bring sad news from lbra of the death of Royse Teidez, and
urgent letters from his Sster the Royesse Isdle” He proffered |sdlle’ sletter of hisauthority.

The Fox cracked the sedl, and scanned rapidly down the smple penned lines. His brows climbed,
and he glanced back keenly at Cazaril. “Most interesting. Rise, my lord Ambassador,” he murmured.

Cazaril took abreath, and managed to surge back to hisfeet without having either to push off the
floor with hishand or, worse, catch himsdf on theroya’ s chair. He looked up to find Royse Bergon
garing hard a him, hislips parted in afrown. Cazaril blinked, and favored him with atentative nod and
smile. He was quite awell-made young man, witha, even-featured, perhaps handsome when he wasn’t
scowling so. No squint, no hanging lip—alittle stocky, but fit, not fat. And not forty. Y oung,
clean-shaven, but with avigor in the shadow on his chin that promised he was grown to virility. Cazaril
thought 1selle should be pleased.

Bergon’ s stare intengfied. “ Speak again!” he said.

“Excuse me, my lord?’ Cazaril stepped back, startled, asthe royse stepped forward and circled
him, his eyes searching him up and down, his breath coming fagter.

“Take off your shirt!” Bergon demanded suddenly.
“What?’
“Take off your shirt, take off your shirt!”

“My lord—Royse Bergon—" Cazaril wasthrown back in memory to the ghastly scene engineered
by dy Jronal to dander him to Orico. But there were no sacred crows here in Zagosur to rescue him.
Helowered hisvoice. “1 beg you, my lord, do not shame mein this company.”

“Please, S, ayear and more ago, in thefal, were you not rescued from a Roknari galley off the
coast of lbra?’

“Oh.Yes...?

“Take off your shirt!” The royse was practicaly dancing, circling around him again; Cazaril felt
dizzy. He glanced at the Fox, who looked as baffled as everyone el se, but waved his hand curioudly,
endorsing theroyse’ s peculiar demand. Confused and frightened, Cazaril complied, popping the frogs of
histunic and dipping it off together with his vest-cloak, and folding the garments over hisarm. He set his
jaw, trying to stand with dignity, to bear whatever humiliation came next.

“You'reCaz ! You'reCaz !” Bergon cried. Hisfrown had changed to ademented grin. Y e gods,
the royse was mad, and after dl this pelting gallop over plain and mountain, unfit for Iselle after dl—

“Why, yes, so my friends cal me—" Cazaril’ swords were choked off asthe royse abruptly flung
hisarms around him, and nearly lifted him off hisfeet.

“Father,” Bergon cried joyoudy, “thisisthe man! Thisisthe man!”

“What,” Cazaril began, and then, by sometrick of angle and shift of voice, he knew. Cazaril’ sown
gape turned to grin. The boy has grown! Roll him back ayear in time and four inchesin height, erasethe
beard-shadow, shave the head, add a peck of puppy fat and ablistering sunburn . . . “Five gods,” he
bresthed. *“ Danni? Danni!”

The royse grabbed his hands and kissed them. “Where did yougo ?1 fell sick for aweek after |
was brought home, and when | finally set men to look for you, you’ d disappeared. | found other men
from the ship, but not you, and none knew where you’ d gone.”

“I wasill dso, inthe Mother’ s hospitd herein Zagosur. Then |, um, walked hometo Chdion.”

“Here! Right heredl thetime! | shdl burst. Ah! But | sent men to the hospitals—oh, how did they
miss you there? | thought you must have died of your injuries, they were so fearsome.”



“I was sure he must have died,” said the Fox dowly, watching this play with unreadable eyes. “Not
to have cometo collect the very great debt my House owed to him.”

“| did not know . . . who you were, Royse Bergon.”
The Fox’ sgray eyebrows shot up. “Truly?’

“No, Father,” Bergon confirmed eagerly. “I told no onewho | was. | used the nickname Mama
used to cal me by when | waslittle. It seemed to me more unsafe to claim my rank than to pass
anonymoudly.” He added to Cazaril, “When my late brother’ s bravos kidnapped me, they did not tell the
Roknari captain who | was. They meant meto dieonthegdley, | think.”

“The secrecy wasfoolish, Royse,” chided Cazaril. “The Roknari would surely have set you aside
for ransom.”

“Yes, agreat ransom, and politica concessionswrung from my father, too, no doubt, if I'd alowed
myself to be made hostage in my own name.” Bergon'’ s jaw tightened. “No. | would not hand myself to
them to play that game.”

“S0,” said the Fox in an odd voice, staring up at Cazaril, “you did not interpose your body to save
the royse of Ibrafrom defilement, but merely to save some random boy.”

“Random dave boy. My lord.” Cazaril’ slipstwisted, as he watched the Fox trying to work out just
what this made Cazaril, hero or fool.

“| wonder at your wits.”

“I'm sure | was half-witted by then,” Cazaril conceded amiably. “1”d been on the galleys since
was sold as a prisoner of war after thefall of Gotorget.”

The Fox’ s eyes narrowed. “ Oh. So you' rethat Cazaril, en?’

Cazaril essayed him asmall bow, wondering what he had heard of that fruitless campaign, and
shook out histunic. Bergon hastened to help him don it again. Cazaril found himself the object of stunned
garesfrom every man in the room, including Ferdaand Foix. Histilted grin barely kept back bubbling
laughter, though underneath the laughter seethed anew terror that he could scarcely name.How long
have | been walking down this road?

He pulled out the last | etter in his packet, and swept a degper bow to Royse Bergon. “Asthe
document your respected father holds attests, | come as spokesman for aproud and beautiful lady, and
| come not just to him, but to you. The Heiress of Chaion begs your hand in marriage.” He handed the
seded missveto the startled Bergon. “Inthis, | will et the Royesse I selle spesk for hersdlf, which sheis
mogt fit to do by virtue of her singular intellect, her natura right, and her holy purpose. After that, | will
have much dseto tdl you, Royse”

“I’m eager to hear you, Lord Cazaril.” Bergon, after ataut glance around the chamber, took himsalf
off to awindow-door, where he popped the letter’ s sedl and read it a once, hislips softening with
wonde.

Amazement, too, touched the Fox’ slips, though it rendered them anything but soft. Cazaril had no
doubt he’d put the man’ switsto the gallop. For his own wits he now prayed for wings.

CAZARIL AND HIS COMPANIONS WERE, OF COURSE, invited to dine that night in the
roya’shal. Near sunset, Cazaril and Bergon went walking together along the seastrand below the
fortress. It was as close to private speech as he was likely to obtain, Cazaril thought, waving the dy
Guras back to trail aong through the sand out of earshot. The growl of the surf cloaked the sound of
their voices. A few white gulls swooped and cried, as piercing as any crow, or pecked at the smelly sea
wrack on the wet sand, and Cazaril was reminded that these scavengers with their cold golden eyes
were sacred to the Bastard in Ibra.



Bergon bade his own heavily armed guard walk at a distance, too, though he did not seek to
dispense with them. The silent routine of his precautions reminded Cazaril once more that civil war inthis
country was but lately ended, and Bergon had been both piece and player in that vicious game aready.
A piecethat had played himsdif, it seemed.

“I’ll never forget thefirst timel met you,” said Bergon, “when they dropped me down beside you
on the gdley bench. For amoment you frightened me more than the Roknari did.”

Cazaril grinned. “What, just because | was a scaly, scabbed, burnt scarecrow, hairy and stinking?’

Bergon grinned back. “ Something like that,” he admitted sheepishly. “But then you smiled, and said
Good evening, young sir , for dl theworld asif you were inviting me to share atavern bench and not a
rowing bench.”

“Wdl, you were a novelty, of whichwe didn’t get many.”
“I thought about it alot, later. I’ m sure | wasn't thinking too clearly & thetime—"
“Naturdly not. Y ou arrived well roughed-up.”

“Truly. Kidnapped, frightened—I’ d just collected my first red beating—but you helped me. Told
me how to go on, what to expect, taught me how to survive. Y ou gave me extrawater twice from your
own portion—"

“Eh, only when you really needed it. | was aready used to the hesat, as desiccated as| wasliketo
get. After atime one can tdll the difference between mere discomfort and the feverish look of aman
skirting collapse. It was very important that you not faint a your oar, you see.”

“Youwerekind.”
Cazaril shrugged. “Why not? What could it cost me, after al?’

Bergon shook his head. “ Any man can be kind when he is comfortable. I’ d dways thought kindness
atrivid virtue, therefore. But when we were hungry, thirsty, sick, frightened, with our deaths shouting at
us, inthe heart of horror, you were dtill as unfailingly courteous as a gentleman at his ease before hisown
hearth.”

“Eventsmay be horrible or inescapable.Men have dways a choice—if not whether, then how, they
may endure.”

“Yes, but . .. | hadn’t known that before | saw it. That was when | began to believe it was possible
to survive. And | don’t mean just my body.”

Cazaril smiled wryly. “I wastaken for haf-cracked by then, you know.”

Bergon shook his head again, and kicked up alittle silver sand with his boot as they paced aong.
The westering sun picked out the foxy copper highlightsin his dark Darthacan hair.

Bergon'’ slate mother had been perceived in Chadion as avirago, a Darthacan interloper suspected
of fomenting her hushand’ s strife with hisHelr on her son’ s behaf. But Bergon seemed to remember her
fondly; asachild he’ d been through two seges with her, cut off from hisfather’ sforcesin the intermittent
war with hishalf brother. He was clearly accustomed to strong-minded women with avoiceinmen’s
councils. When he and Cazaril had shared the oar bench he had spoken of his dead mother, dthoughin
disguised terms, when he’ d been trying to encourage himself. Not of hislive father. Bergon’s precocious
wit and self-control as demondtrated in the dire days on the galley weren't, Cazaril reflected, entirely the
legacy of the Fox.

Cazail’ s smile broadened. “ So let metell you,” he began, “al about the Royesse Iselledy Chalion

Bergon hung on Cazaril’ swords as he described | selle’ swinding amber hair and her bright gray



eyes, her wide and laughing mouth, her horsemanship and her scholarship. Her undaunted, steedy nerve,
her rapid assessment of emergencies. Sdlling Iselle to Bergon seemed approximately asdifficult as selling
food to starving men, water to the parched, or cloaks to the naked in ablizzard, and he hadn’t even
touched yet on the part about her being due to inherit aroyacy. The boy seemed half in love dready.
The Fox would be agreater chalenge; the Fox would suspect a catch. Cazaril had no intention of
confiding the catch to the Fox. Bergon was another matter.For you, the truth.

“Thereisadarker urgency to Royesse Isdlle’ s plea,” Cazaril continued, as they reached the end of
the crescent of beach and turned about again. “ Thisisin the degpest confidence, as she praysto have
safe confidence in you as her husband. For your ear done.” Hedrew in seaair, and dl hiscourage. “It
all goes back to the war of Fonsathe Fairly-Wise and the Golden Generd . . "

They made two more turns along the stretch of sand, crossing back over their own tracks, before
Cazail’ stalewastold. The sun, going down in ared bal, was nearly touching the flat sea horizon, and
the breaking waves shimmered in dark and wondrous colors, gnawing their way up the beach asthetide
turned. Cazaril was asfrank and full with Bergon as he’ d been with Ista, keeping nothing back save Ist&’
sconfession, not even his own persond haunting by Dondo. Bergon’ sface, made ruddy by the light,
was et in profound thought when hefinished.

“Lord Cazaxil, if thiscame from any man’slipsbut yours, | doubt | would bdieveit. I’ dthink him

“ Although madness may be an effect of these events, Roysg, it isnot the cause. It’sdl red. I've
seenit. | hdf think I am drowninginit.” An unfortunate turn of phrase, but the sea growling so close at
hand was making Cazaril nervous. He wondered if Bergon had noticed Cazaril ways turned so asto
put the royse between him and the surf.

“Y ou would make me like the hero of some nursemaid’ stale, rescuing thefar lady from
enchantment with akiss”

Cazaril cleared histhroat. “Well, rather more than akiss, | think. A marriage must be consummeated
to belegdly binding. Theologicdly binding, likewise, | would assume.”

The royse gave him an indecipherable glance. He didn’t speak for afew more paces. Then he said,
“I’ ve seen your integrity in action. It . . . widened my world. I’ d been raised by my father, whoisa
prudent, cautious man, aways looking for men’ s hidden, selfish motivations. No one can cheat him. But |
"ve seen him cheat himsdlf. If you understand what | mean.”

HYaH

“It was very foolish of you, to attack thet vile Roknari gdley-man.”
“Y&”

“And yet, | think, given the same circumstances, you would do it again.”

“Knowing what | know now . . . it would be harder. But | would hope. . . | would pray, Royse,
that the godswould still lend me such foolishnessin my need.”

“What isthis astonishing foolishness, that shines brighter than al my father’ s gold? Can you teach
me to be such afool too, Caz?’
“Oh,” breathed Cazaril, “1’m sureof it.”

* * %

CAZARIL MET WITH THEFOX IN THE COOL OF THEfollowing morning. He was escorted
again to the high, bright chamber overlooking the sea, but thistime for amore private conference, just
himsdf, theroya, and theroya’ s secretary. The secretary sat at the end of the table, along with a pile of



paper, new quills, and aready supply of ink. The Fox sat on thelong side, fiddling with agame of castles
and riders, its pieces exquisitely carved of cora and jade, the board fashioned of polished malachite,
onyx, and white marble. Cazaril bowed, and, at the roya’ swave of invitation, seeted himsdlf acrossfrom
him.

“Doyou play?’ the Fox inquired.

“No, my lord,” said Cazaxil regretfully. “Or only very indifferently.”

“Ah. Pity.” The Fox pushed the board alittle to one side. “ Bergon is very warmed with your
description of this paragon of Chalion. Y ou do your job well, Ambassador.”

“Thatisdl my hope”

The royatouched Isdlle’ sletter of credentid, lying on the glossy wood. “ Extraordinary document.
Y ou know it binds the royesse to whatever you sign in her name.”

“Yes, dr.”

“Her authority to charge you so is questionable, you know. There isthe matter of her age, for one
thing.”

“Wadll, gr, if you do not recognize her right to make her own marriage tregty, | suppose there’s
nothing for me to do but mount my horse and ride back to Chalion.”

“No, no, | didn’t sayl questioned it!” A dight panic tinged the old roya’ svoice.
Cazaril suppressed asmile. “Indeed, i, to treat with usis public acknowledgment of her authority.”

“Hm. Indeed, indeed. Y oung people, so trugting. It’ swhy we old people must guard their interests.”
He picked up the other list Cazaril had given him last night. “1’ ve studied your suggested clausesfor the
marriage contract. We have much to discuss.”

“Excuse me, Sir. Those are not suggested. Those are required. If you wish to propose additional
items, | will hear you.”

Theroyaarched hisbrowsat him. “ Surely not. Just taking one—this matter of inheritance during the
minority of their heir, if they are so blessed. One accident with ahorse, and the royinaof Chalion
becomes regent of Ibral It won’t do. Bergon bearstherisks of the battlefield, which hiswifewill not.”

“Wdl, which we hope shewill not. Or elsel am curioudy poorly informed of the hitory of 1bra, my
lord. | thought the royse’ s mother won two sieges?’

The Fox cleared histhroat.

“Inany case,” Cazaril continued, “we maintain that therisk isreciproca, and so must be the clause.
Iselle bearstherisks of childbirth, which Bergon never will. One breech birth, and he could become
regent of Chalion. How many of your wives have outlived you, Sr?’

The Fox took a breath, paused, and went on, “And then there’ sthisnaming clause!”

A few minutes of gentle argument determined that Bergon dy Ibra-Chalion was no more
euphonious than Bergon dy Chaion-Ibra, and that clause, too, was alowed to stand.

The Fox pursed hislips and frowned thoughtfully. “1 understand you are alandless man, Lord
Cazaril. How isit that the royesse does not reward you as befits your rank?’

“She rewards me as befits hers. Isdleis not royinaof Chaion—yet.”

“Huh. 1, on the other hand, am the present roya of Ibra, and have the power to dispense.. . . much.”
Cazail merdly amiled.

Encouraged, the Fox spoke of an elegant villa overlooking the sea, and placed a cord castle piece



upon the table between them. Fascinated to see where thiswas going, Cazaril refrained from observing
how little he cared for the sight of the sea. The Fox spoke of fine horses, and an estate to graze them
upon, and how inappropriate he found Clause Three. Some riders were added. Cazaril made neutral
noises. The Fox breathed ddlicately of the money whereby aman might dress himsdlf as befit an Ibran
rank rather higher than cadtillar, and how Clause Six might profitably be rewritten. A jade castle piece
joined the growing set. The secretary made notes. With each wordless murmur from Cazaril, both
respect and contempt grew in the Fox’ s eyes, though asthe pile grew he remarked in atone of some
pain, “You play better than | expected, Cadtillar.”

At last the Fox sat back and waved at hislittle pile of offering symbols. “How doesit suit you,
Cazaril? What do you think thisgirl can giveyou that | cannot better, eh?’

Cazail’ s smile broadened to acheerful grin. “Why, sr. | believe shewill give me an etatein
Chalion that will suit me perfectly. One pace wide and two paces|ong, to be minein perpetuity.” Gently,
S0 ashot to imply an insult either given or taken, he stretched out his hand and pushed the pieces back
toward the Fox. “1 should probably explain, | bear atumor in my gut, that | expect to kill me shortly.
These prizesarefor living men, | think. Not dying ones.”

The Fox’ slips moved; astonishment and dismay flickered in hisface, and the faintest flash of
unaccustomed shame, quickly suppressed. A brief bark of laughter escaped him. “Five gods! Thegirl
has wit and ruthlessness enough to teach me my trade! No wonder she gave you such powers. By the
Bastard’ sbdls, she’s sent me an unbribeable ambassador!”

Three thoughts marched across Cazaril’ s mind: first, that 1selle had no such crafty plan, second, that
wereit to be pointed out to her, she would sayHm! and file the notion away against some future need,
and third, that the Fox did not need to know about thefirst.

The Fox sobered, staring more closely at Cazaril. “1 am sorry for your affliction, Cadtillar. Itisno
laughing matter. Bergon’ s mother died of atumor in her breast, taken untimely young—just thirty-six,
shewas. All the grief she married in me could not daunt her, but a theend . . . ah, well.”

“I"'mthirty-sx,” Cazaril couldn’t help observing rather sadly.
The Fox blinked. “Y oudon’t look well, then.”
“No,” Cazaril agreed. He picked up thelist of clauses. “Now, Sir, about this marriage contract . . .”

In the end, Cazaril gave away nothing on hislist, and obtained agreement to it al. The Fox, rueful
and reding, offered some intelligent additions to the contingency clausesto which Cazaril happily agreed.
The Fox whined alittle, for form’ s sake, and made frequent reference to the submission due a husband
from awife—a so not aprominent feature of recent Ibran history, Cazaril diplomaticaly did not point out
—and to the unnatura strong-mindedness of women who rode too much.

“Take heart, r,” Cazaril consoled him. “It isnot your destiny today to win aroyacy for your son. It
istowin anempire for your grandson.”

The Fox brightened. Even his secretary smiled.
Findly, the Fox offered him the castles and riders s, for a persona memento.

“For mysdf, | think | shal decline,” said Cazaril, eyeing the egant piecesregretfully. A better
thought struck him. “But if you care to have them packaged up, | should be pleased to carry them back
to Chalion as your persond betrothd gift to your future daughter-in-law.”

The Fox laughed and shook his head. “Would that | had a courtier who offered me so much loyalty
for so little reward. Do you truly want nothing for yoursdf, Cazaril?”

“1 want time.”



The Fox snorted regretfully. “Don’t we all. For that, you must apply to the gods, not the roya of
lbra.”

Cazaril |t this one pass, though hislipstwitched. “I’d at least like to live to see I selle safely wed.
Thisisagift you canindeed give me, i, by hastening these mattersdong.” He added, “And it istruly
urgent that Bergon become royse-consort of Chalion before Martou dy Jirona can become regent of
Chdion.”

Even the Fox was forced to nod judicioudy ét this.

THAT NIGHT AFTER THE ROYA’S CUSTOMARY BANQUET, and after he’ d shaken off
Bergon who, if he could not stuff him with the honors Cazaril steadfastly declined, seemed to want to
stuff him at least with food, Cazaril sopped in at the temple. Its high round halls were quiet and somber
at thishour, nearly empty of worshippers, though thewall lights aswell asthe centra fire burned steadily,
and a couple of acolytes kept night watch. He returned their cordial good evenings, and walked through
the tile-decorated archway into the Daughter’ s court.

Beautiful prayer rugs were woven by the maidens and ladies of 1bra, who donated them to the
temples asapious act, saving the knees and bodies of petitioners from the marble chill of the floors.
Cazaril thought that if the custom were imported to Chalion aong with Bergon, it could well improvethe
rate of winter worship there. Mats of al sizes, colors, and designs were ranged around the Lady’ sdtar.
Cazaril chose abroad thick one, dense with wool and dightly blurry representations of spring flowers,
and laid himself down upon it. Prayer, not drunken deep, he reminded himsdlf, was his purpose here. . .

On the way to lbra, he'd seized the chance a every rura rudimentary Daughter’ shouse, while
Ferda saw to the horses, to pray: for Orico’ s preservation, for Isdle’ sand Betriz’' s safety, for Ista’s
solace. Above dl, intimidated by the Fox’ s reputation, he’ d begged for the success of hismission. That
prayer, it seemed, had been answered in advance. How far in advance? His outflung hands traced over
the threads of hisrug, passed loop by loop through some patient woman’ s hands. Or maybe she hadn’t
been patient. Maybe she’ d been tired, or irritated, or distracted, or hungry, or angry. Maybe she had
been dying. But her hands had kept moving, al the same.

How long have | been walking down this road?

Once, hewould have traced his allegiance to the Lady’ s affairs to a coin dropped in the Baocian
winter mud by aclumsy soldier. Now he was by no means so sure, and by no means sure he liked the
new answer.

The nightmare of the galleys came before the coin in the mud. Had al hispain and fear and agony
there been manipulated by the godsto their ends? Was he nothing but a puppet on astring? Or was that,
amule on arope, baky and stubborn, to be whipped aong? He scarcely knew whether he felt wonder
or rage. He considered Umegat’ s ins stence that gods could not seize aman’ swill, but only wait for it to
be offered. When had he signed up forthat ?

Oh.
Then.

One gtarving, cold, desperate night at Gotorget, he’ d walked his commander’ s rounds upon the
battlements. On the highest tower, he’ d dismissed the famished, fainting boy on guard to go below for a
time and get what refreshment he could, and stood the watch himsdlf. He' d stared out at the enemy’s
campfires, glowing mockingly in the ruined village, in the vdley, on theridges al around, spesking of
abundant warmith, and cooking food, and confidence, and al the things his company lacked within the
walls. And thought of how he’d schemed, and temporized, and exhorted his men to faithfulness, plugged
holes fought sorties scraped for unclean food bloodied his sword at the scaling ladders and above dl,
prayed. Till he’d cometo the end of prayers.



In hisyouth at Cazaril, he’ d followed the common path of most highborn young men, and become a
lay dedicat of the Brother’s Order, with its military promises and aspirations. He' d sent up his prayers,
when he’ d bothered to pray at dl, by rote to the god assigned to him by his sex, his age, and hisrank.
On the tower in the dark, it seemed to him that following that unquestioned path had brought him, step
by step, into thisimpossible snare, abandoned by his own side and his god both.

He'd worn his Brother’ smeda insde his shirt snce the ceremony of his dedication a age thirteen,
just before he' d left Cazaril to be apprenticed as apage in the old provincar’ s household. That night on
the tower, tears of fatigue and despair—and yes, rage—running down hisface, he’ dtorn it off and flung
it over the battlement, denying the god who’ d denied him. The spinning dip of gold had disappeared into
the darkness without asound. And he’ d flung himself prone on the stones, as he lay now, and sworn that
any other god could pick him up who willed, or none, so long asthe men who had trusted him were let
out of thistrap. Asfor himsdf, hewas done. Done.

Nothing, of course, happened.
Widl, eventudly it Sarted torain.

Intime, he'd picked himself back up off the pavement, ashamed of his tantrum, grateful that none of
his men had witnessed the performance. The next watch came on, and he’ d gone down in silence.
Where nothing more happened for some weeks, till the arrival of that well-fed courier with the news that
it had al beeninvain, and al their blood and sacrifice was to be sold for gold to go into dy Jirond’ s
coffers.

And his men were marched to safety.
And hisfeet a one went down another road . . .

What wasit that Ista had said?The gods’ most savage curses come to us as answers to our own
prayers. Prayer isa dangerous business.

So, in choosing to share one’ swill with the gods, wasit enough to choose once, like Sgning up to a
military company with an oath? Or did one have to choose and choose and choose again, every day? Or
was it both? Could he step off this road anytime, get on ahorse, and ride to, say, Darthaca, to anew
name, anew life? Just like Umegat’ s postulated hundred other Cazarils, who’ d not even shown up for
duty. Abandoning, of course, dl who'd trusted him, Isdle and Istaand the Provincara, Palli and Betriz

But not, alas, Dondo.

He squirmed alittle on the mat, uncomfortably aware of the pressurein hisbdly, trying to convince
himsdlf it was just the Fox’ s banquet, and not histumor creeping to hideous new growth. Racing to some
grotesque completion, waiting only for the Lady’ s hand to fater. Maybe the gods had learned from Ista’s
mistake, from dy Lutez’ sfailure of nerve, aswell? Maybe they were making sure their mule couldn’t
desertinthemiddlelike dy Lutez thistime. .. ?

Except into death. That door was dways gjar. What waited him on the other side? The Bastard's
hell? Ghostly dissolution? Peace?

Bah.

On the other side of the Temple plaza, in the Daughter’ s house, what waited him was a nice soft
bed. That his brain had reached this feverish spin was agood sign he ought to go get in it. Thiswasn’t
prayer anyway, it wasjust argument with the gods.

Prayer, he suspected as he hoisted himself up and turned for the door, was putting one foot in front
of the other. Moving dl the same.

At thelast moment, with principles agreed upon, tresties written out in multiple copiesin afair court



hand, sgned by al parties and their witnesses, and sedled, practicaities nearly brought dl to ahalt. The
Fox, not without reason in Cazaril’ s view, balked at sending his son into Chalion with o little guarantee
of his persond safety. But the roya had neither the men nor the money in hiswar-weary royacy toraise a
large force to guard Bergon, and Cazaril was fearful of the effect upon Chdion of taking arms acrossthe
border, even in so fair acause. Their debate grew heated; the Fox, shamed by the reminder that he
owed Bergon’ svery lifeto Cazaril, took to avoiding Cazaril’ s petitionsin away that reminded Cazaril
forcibly of Orico.

Cazaril received Isdlle’ sfirgt ciphered | etter, viathe rdlay of couriers from the Daughter’ s Order that
he had set up on their outbound route. It had been penned just four days after he had left Cardegoss,
and was brief, amply confirming that Teidez’ sfunerd rites had taken place without incident, and that
Isdlle would leave the capitd that afternoon with his cortege for Vaenda and the interment. She noted,
with obviousrdief,Our prayers were answered—the sacred animals showed the Son of Autumn has
taken him up after all. | pray he will find ease in the god’s good company. She added, My eldest
brother lives, and has back sight in one eye. But he remains very swollen. He stays at home, abed.
More chillingly, shereported: Our enemy has set two of his nieces as ladies-in-waiting in my
household. | will not be able to write often. The Lady speed your embassy.

Helooked in vain for a postscript from Betriz, nearly missing it till he turned the paper over. Minute
numbersin her ditinctive hand lay half-hidden benesth the cracked wax of the sedl itself. He scraped at
the residue with histhumbnail. The brief notation thus revealed led him to a page toward the back of the
book, one of Ordol’smost lyrica prayers. a passionate pleafor the safety of abeloved onewho
traveled far from home. How many years—decades—had it been since someone far away had prayed
just for him? Cazaril wasn't even sureif this had been meant for his eyes, or only for those of the gods,
but he touched thetiny cipher secretly to the five sacred points, lingering alittle on hislips, before leaving
his chamber to seek Bergon.

He shared the other side of the letter with the royse, who studied it, and the code system, with
fascination. Cazaril composed abrief notetelling of the success of hismission, and Bergon, histongue
clamped between histeeth, laborioudy ciphered out aletter in his own hand to go to his new betrothed
dongwithit.

Cazaril counted daysin his head. It wasimpossible that dy Jrona not have spiesin the court of
Ibra. Sooner or later, Cazaril’ s appearance there must be reported back to Cardegoss. How soon?
Would dy Jronal guessthat Cazaril’ s negotiationson Isdlle’ s behalf had prospered so stunningly? Would
he seize the royesse’ s person, would he caculate Cazaril’ s next move, would hetry to intercept Bergon
inChdion?

After severa days of the deadlock over the royse’ s safety, Cazaril, in aburst of genius, sent Bergon
into argue hisown case. Thiswas an envoy the Fox could not evade, not even in his private chambers.
Bergon was young and energetic, hisimagination passionately engaged, and the Fox was old and tired.
Worse, or perhaps, from Cazaril’ s point of view, better, atown in South Ibra of the late Heir’ s party
rose in a'ms about some failure of treaty, and the Fox was forced to muster men to ride out to pacify it
again. Frenzied with the dilemma, torn between his great hopes and hisicy fearsfor his sole surviving
son, the Fox threw the resolution back upon Bergon and his coterie.

Resolution, Cazaril was discovering, was one thing Bergon did not lack. The royse quickly
endorsed Cazaril’ s schemeto trave lightly and in disguise across the hostile country between the Ibran
border and Vaenda. For escort Bergon chose, besides Cazaril and the dy Guras, only three close
companions. two young lbran lords, dy Tagille and dy Cembuer, and the only dightly older March dy
Sould.

The enthusiastic dy Tagille proposed that they travel asaparty of Ibran merchants bound for
Cardegoss. Cazaril did ingst that al the men, noble or humble, who rode with the royse be experienced



inarms. The group assembled within aday of Bergon’sdecision, in what Cazaril prayed was secrecy, a
oneof dy Tagille's manors outside Zagosur. It was not, Cazaril discovered, so small acompany asall
that; with servants, it came to over adozen mounted men and abaggage train of haf adozen mules. In
addition the servants|ed four fine matched white Ibran mountain ponies meant asa gift for Bergon's
betrothed, in the meantime doubling as spare mounts.

They started off in high spirits; the companions obvioudy thought it a high and noble adventure.
Bergon was more sober and thoughtful, which pleased Cazaril, who fdlt as though he were leading a
party of children into caverns of madness. But at least in Bergon’ s case, not blindly. Which was better
than the gods had done forhim, Cazaril reflected darkly. He wondered if the curse could be tricking him,
leading them dl into war and not out of it. Dy Jrond hadn’t started out so corrupt, either.

Being limited to the speed of the dowest pack mule, the pace was not so painful asthe raceto
Zagosur had been. The climb up from the coast to the base of the Bastard’ s Teeth took four full days.
Another letter from Isdle caught up with Cazaril there, this one written some fourteen days after he’d
departed Cardegoss. She reported Teidez buried with due ceremony in Vaenda, and her successin her
ploy of remaining there, extending her visit to her bereaved mother and grandmother. Dy Jrond had
been forced to return to Cardegoss by reports of Orico’ sworsening ill heath. Unfortunately, he had left
behind not only hisfemale spies, but dso severd companies of soldiersto guard Chalion’s new Helress.I’
m taking thought what to do about them, Isdlle reported, aturn of phrase that brought up the hairson
the back of Cazaril’ s neck. She also included a private letter to Bergon, which Cazaril passed along
unopened. Bergon didn’t shareits contents, but he smiled frequently over Ordol’s pages as he
deciphered it, head bent close to the candlesin their stuffy inn chamber.

More encouragingly, the Provincarahad included aletter of her own, declaring that Iselle had
received private promises of support for the Ibran marriage not only from her uncle the provincar of
Baocia, but three other provincars as well. Bergon would have defenders, when he arrived.

When Cazaril showed this note to Bergon, the royse nodded decisively. “ Good. We go on.”

They suffered a check nonethel ess here, when discouraged travel ers coming back down the road to
their inn that night reported the pass blocked with new snow. Consulting the map and his memory,
Cazaril led the company instead aday’ sride to the north, to ahigher and less frequented pass il
reported clear. The reports proved correct, but two horses strained their hocks on the climb. Asthey
neared the divide, the March dy Sould, who claimed himsalf more comfortable on the deck of aship
than the back of a horse, and who had been growing quieter and quieter al morning, suddenly leaned
over the Side of his saddle and vomited.

The company bunched to awheezing hat on thetrail, while Cazaril, Bergon, and Ferda consulted,
and the usualy witty dy Sould mumbled embarrassed and disturbingly muddled gpol ogies and protests.

“Should we stop and build afire, and try to warm him?’ the royse asked in worry, staring around
the desolate dopes.

Cazaril, himsdf standing half-bent-over, replied, “ He' s dazed asaman in ahigh fever, but he’ snot
hot. He' s seacoast-bred. | think thisis not an infection, but rather a sickness that sometimes overcomes
lowlandersin the heights. In elther case, it will be better to care for him down out of this miserable rocky
wilderness”

Ferda, eyeing him sideways, asked, “How areyou doing, my lord?’
Bergon, too, frowned at him in concern.
“Nothing that stopping and sitting down herewill improve. Let’ s push on.”

They mounted again, Bergon riding near to dy Sould when thetrail permitted. The sick man clung to
his saddle with grim determination. Within haf an hour, Foix gave athin and breathless whoop, and



pointed to the cairn of rocks that marked the Ibra-Chalion border. The company cheered, and paused
briefly to add their stones. They began the descent, steeper even than the climb. Dy Sould grew no
worse, reassuring Cazaril of hisdiagnosis. Cazaril grew no better, but then, he didn’t expect to.

In the afternoon, they came over the lower lip of abarren vale and dropped into athick pine wood.
The air seemed richer here, even if only with the sharp delicious scent of the pines, and the bed of
needles underfoot cushioned the horses’ sorefeet. The Sghing trees shdtered them dl from thewind’s
prying fingers. Asthey rounded a curve, Cazaril’ s ears picked up the muffled thump of trotting hooves
from the path ahead, thefirst fellow traveler they had encountered al day; just onerider, though, so no
danger to their number.

The rider was a grizzled man with fierce bushy eyebrows and beard, dressed in stained legthers. He
hailed them and, alittle to Cazaril’ s surprise, pulled up his shaggy horse acrosstheir path.

“| am castle warder to the Cadtillar dy Zavar. We saw your company coming down the vale, when
the clouds broke. My lord sends me to warn you, there isa storm blowing up the valley. He invites you
to shelter with him till theworst is past.”

Dy Tagille greeted this offer of hospitdity with ddight. Bergon dropped back and lowered hisvoice
to Cazaril. “ Do you think we ought, Caz?’

“I'mnot sure. ..” Hetried to think if he’d ever heard of aCadtillar dy Zavar.

Bergon glanced at hisfriend dy Sould, drooping over hispommel. “I’d give much to get him
indoors. We are many, and armed.”

Cazaril dlowed, “We’ d not make good speed in ablizzard, besidestherisk of losing thetrail.”

The grizzled castle warder called out, “ Suit yourselves, gentlemen, but sinceit’smy job to collect
the bodies from the ditchesin thisdistrict come spring, | d take it asapersond favor if you’ d accept.
The sorm will blow through before morning, I’ d guess.”

“Wdl, I’'m glad we at least got over the pass before thisbroke. Yes,” decided Bergon. Heraised
hisvoice. “We thank you, sir, and do accept your lord’ skind offer!”

The grizzled man saluted, and nudged his horse back down the road. A mile farther on, he whedled
to the left and led them up afainter trail through the tdl, dark pines. The path dropped, then rose steeply
for atime, zigzagging. The horses’ haunches bunched and surged, pushing them uphill. Away through the
trees, Cazaril could hear the distant squabbling and cawing of aflock of crows, and was comforted in

memory.
They broke out into the gray light upon arocky spur. Perched on the outcrop rose asmall and

rather dilapidated fortress built of undressed native stone. An encouraging curl of smoke rosefromits
chimney.

They passed under afieldstone arch into a courtyard paved with dates; a stable opened directly
onto it, aswell as abroad wooden portico over the doors leading into the main hall. Its margins were
cluttered with tools, barrels, and odd trash. Curing deer hides were nailed up to the stable wall. Some
tough-looking men, servants or grooms or guards or al threein thisrough rura household, moved from
the portico to help with the party’ s horses and mules. But it was the nearly haf dozen new ghosts,
whirling frantically about the courtyard, that opened Cazaril’ s eyes wide and stopped the breath in his
throdt.

That they were fresh, he could tell by their crisp gray outlines, till holding the formsthey’d had in
life: three men, awoman, and aweeping boy. The woman-shape pointed to the grizzled man. Whitefire
streamed from her mouth, silent screams.

Cazaril jerked his horse back beside Bergon's, leaned over, and muttered, “ Thisisatrap. Look to



your weapons. Passtheword.” Bergon fell back beside dy Tagille, who in turn bent to spesk quietly to
apair of the party’ sgrooms. Cazaril smiled in dissmulation, and sidied his horse over to Foix’ s, where
he held up his hand before his mouth asif sharing ajest, and repeated the warning. Foix smiled blandly
and nodded. His eyes darted around the courtyard, counting up the odds, as he leaned toward his
brother.

The odds did not seemiill, but for that rangy lout up on the wooden perch beside the gate, leaning
againg the inner wall, acrossbow dangling, asif casudly, from his hand. Except that it was cocked.
Cazaril maneuvered back by Bergon, putting himsdlf and his horse between the royse and the gate. * *
Ware bowman,” he breathed. “ Duck under amule.”

The ghosts were darting from place to place about the yard, pointing out concealed men behind the
barrdls and tools, shadowed in the gdls, and, apparently, waiting just inside the main door. Cazaril
revised his opinion of the odds. The grizzled man motioned to one of his men, and the gate swung shut
behind the party. Cazaril twisted in his saddle and dug his hand into his saddlebag. Hisfingers touched
sk, then the smooth coolness of round beads; he had not pawned Dondo’ s pearlsin Zagosur because
the price was disadvantageous there, so close to the source. He swept his hand up, drawing out the
glistening rope of them in agrand gesture. As he swung the string around his head, he popped the cord
with histhumb. Pearls spewed off the end of the line and bounced about the date-paved court. The
gtartled toughs laughed, and began to dive for them.

Cazaril dropped hisarm, and shouted, “Now!”

The grizzled commander, who had apparently been just about to shout asimilar order, was taken
aback. Cazaril’smen drew gted fird, faling upon the distracted enemy. Cazaril haf fell out of hissaddle
just before acrossbow bolt thunked into it. His horse reared and bolted, and he scrambled to pull his
own sword out of its scabbard.

Foix, blessthe boy, had managed to get his own crossbow quietly unshipped before the chaos of
shouting men and plunging horses struck. One of the mae ghosts streaked past Cazaril’ sinner eye, and
pointed at an obscured shape dodging aong the top of the portico. Cazaril tapped Foix’sarm, and
shouted, “Up there!” Foix cocked and whirled just as a second bowman popped up; Cazaril could
swear the frantic ghost tried to guide the quarrdl. 1t entered the bowman’ sright eye and dropped him
ingtantly. Foix ducked and began recocking; the ratcheting mechanism whirred.

Cazaril, turning to seek an enemy, found one seeking him. From the main door, sted drawn, barged
adartlingly familiar form: Ser dy Jod, dy Jrond’ s stirrup-man, whom Cazaril had last seenin
Cardegoss. Cazaril raised hissword just in time to deflect dy Joa’ sfirst furious blow. Hisbely twinged,
cramped, then knotted agonizingly asthey circled briefly for advantage, and then dy Jod borein.

Theexcruciating belly pain drained the strength from Cazaril’ sarm, amost doubling him over; he
barely beat off the next attack, and counterattack was suddenly out of the question. Out of the corner of
his eye, he saw the female ghost curl tightly in upon hersdf. She—or was that a pearl >—or both united,
somehow did under dy Joa’ sboot. Dy Jod skidded violently and unexpectedly forward, flailing for
balance. Cazaril’ s point rammed through his throat and lodged briefly in the bones of his neck.

A hideous shock ran up Cazaril’sarm. Not just his belly but hiswhole body seemed to cramp, and
hisvison blurred and darkened. Within him, Dondo screamed in triumph. The desth demon surged up
like awhirling fire behind his eyes, eager and implacable. Cazaril convulsed, vomiting. In Cazaril’s
uncontrolled recoail, his sword ripped out Sdeways, vessals spurted, and dy Joa collapsed at hisfeet ina
welter of blood.

Cazaril found himsdlf on his hands and knees on the icy dates, his sword, dropped from his
nerveless hand, gtill ringing faintly. Hewas trembling al over so badly he could not stand up again. He
gpat bile from hiswatering mouth. On hissword’ s point, asit lay on the stone, dy Joal’ s wet blood



steamed and smoked, blackening. Surges of nausea swept through his swollen and pulsing abdomen.

Insde him, Dondo wailed and howled in frustrated rage, dowly smothered again to silence. The
demon settled back like astalking cat onits belly, watchful and tense. Cazaril clenched and unclenched
his hand, just to be sure he was ill in possession of his own body.

S0. The death demon wasn’t fussy whose soulsfilled its buckets, so long as there were two of
them. Cazaril’ sand Dondo’ s, Cazaril’ s and some other killer’ s—or victim’ s—hewasn’t just sure which,
or if it even mattered, under the circumstances. Dondo clearly had hoped to cling to hisbody, and let
Cazaxil’ s soul beripped away. Leaving Dondo in, so to speak, possession. Dondo’ s goa's and those of
the demon were, it ssemed, dightly divergent. The demon would be happy if Cazaril died in any way a
al. Dondo wanted a murder, or amurdering.

Sunk strengthless to the stones, tears leaking between his eydids, Cazaril became aware that the
noise had died down. A hand touched his elbow, and he flinched. Foix’ s distressed voice cameto his
ear, “My lord? My lord, are you wounded?’

“Not . .. not stabbed,” Cazaril got out. He blinked, wheezing. He reached out for his blade, then
jerked his hand back, fingertips stinging. The steel was hot to the touch. Ferda appeared on his other
sde, and the two brothers drew him to hisfeet. He stood shivering with reaction.

“Areyou sureyou’redl right?’ said Ferda. “ That dark-haired lady in Cardegoss promised usthe
royesse would have our earsif we did not bring you back to her dive.”

“Yes” put in Foix, “and thatshe would have the rest of our skinsfor adrum head, thereafter.”

“Your skinsare safe, for now.” Cazaril rubbed hiswatering eyes and straightened alittle, staring
around. A sergeantly-looking groom, sword out, had haf adozen of the toughs lying facedown on the
datesin surrender. Three more bandits sat leaning against the stable wall, moaning and bleeding.
Another servant was dragging up the body of the dead crossbhowman.

Cazaril scowled down at dy Jod, lying sprawled before him. They hadn’t exchanged a single word
intheir brief encounter. He was deeply sorry he’d torn out the bravo’ slying throat. His presence here
implied much, but confirmed nothing. Was he dy Jrond’ s agent or acting on hisown?

“The leader—whereishe? | want to put him to the question.”
“Over there, my lord” —Foix pointed—*but I’ m afraid hewon’t be answering.”
Bergon was just rising from the examination of an unmoving body; the grizzled man, das.

Ferdasaid uneadily, in atone of gpology, “He fought fiercely and wouldn’t surrender. He had
wounded two of our grooms, so Foix finally downed him with a crossbow bolt.”

“Do you think heredly wasthe castle warder here, my lord?’ Foix added.
“No.”

Bergon picked hisway over to him, sword in hand, and looked him up and down in worry. “What
do we do now, Caz?’

The female ghost, grown somewhat less agitated, was beckoning him toward the gate. One of the
male ghosts, equdly urgent, was beckoning him toward the main door. “I . . . | follow, momentarily.”

“What?" said Bergon.

Cazaril tore his gaze away from what only hisinner eye saw. “Lock them” —he nodded toward
their surrendered foes—" up in agtal, and set aguard. Whole and wounded together for now. We'll
tend to them after our own. Then send a body of able men to search the premises, seeif there are any
more hiding. Or . . . or anybody else. Hiding. Or . . . whatever.” His eye returned to the gate, where the
streaming woman beckoned again. “ Foix, bring your bow and sword and come with me.”



“Should we not take more men, lord?’
“No, | don’tthink 0. .."

Leaving Bergon and Ferda to direct the mopping-up, Cazaril at last headed for the gate. Foix
followed, staring as Cazaril turned without hesitation down a path into the pines. Asthey waked along it,
the cries of the crows grew louder. Cazaril braced himself. The path opened out onto the edge of a
steep ravine.

“Bagtard’ shell,” whispered Foix. He lowered his bow and touched the five theologica points,
forehead-lip-navel-groin-heart, in awarding gesture.

They’ d found the bodies.

They were thrown upon the midden, tumbled down the edge of the crevasse atop years of kitchen
and stable yard waste. One younger man, two older; inthisrural placeit was not possibleto digtinguish
certainly master from man by dress, asal wore practica working leasthers and woolens. The woman,
plump and homely and middle-aged, was stripped naked, as was the boy, who appeared to have been
about five. Both mutilated according to acruel humor. Violated, too, probably. Dead about a day,
Cazaril judged by the progress the crows had made. The woman-ghost was weeping silently, and the
child-ghost clung to her and wailed. They were not god-rejected souls, then, just sundered, till dizzied
from their deaths and unable to find their way without proper ceremonies.

Cazail fdl to hisknees, and whispered, “Lady. If | am divein thisplace, you must be, too. If it
please you, give these poor spirits ease.”

The ghostly faces changed, rippling from woe to wonder; the insubstantial bodies blurred like sun
diffractionsin ahigh, feathered cloud, then vanished.

After about aminute Cazaril said muzzily, “Help me up, please.”

The bewildered Foix levered him up with ahand under his elbow. Cazaril staggered around and
started back up the path.

“My lord, should we not ook around for others?’
“No, that’sdl.”
Foix followed him without another word.

In the date-paved courtyard, they found Ferdaand an armed groom just emerging again from the
main doorway.

“Did you find anyone dse?’ Cazaril asked him.

“No, my lord.”

Beside the door, only the young mae ghost il lingered, dthough itsluminescent body seemed to
be ribboning away like smokein awind. It writhed in akind of agony, gesturing Cazaril on. What dire
urgency wasit that turned it from the open arms of the goddessto cling to this wounded world?*“ Yes,
yes, I’'mcoming,” Cazaril told it.

It dipped insde; Cazaril motioned Foix and Ferda, looking uneasily at him, to follow on. They
passed through the main hall and under agalery, back through the kitchens, and down some wooden
stairsto adark, stone-walled storeroom.

“Did you search in here?’ Cazaril called over his shoulder.
“Yes, my lord,” said Ferda

“Get morelight.” He stared intently at the ghost, which was now circling the room in agitation,
whirling in atightening spirdl. Cazaril pointed. “Movethose barrels”



Foix rolled them aside. Ferda clattered back down from the kitchen with a brace of tallow candles,
their flames yellow and smoky but bright in the gloom. Concedl ed beneath the barrelsthey found astone
dabinthefloor withanironring set init. Cazaril motioned to Foix again; the boy grabbed thering and
strained, and shifted the dab up and aside, reveding narrow steps descending into utter blackness.

From bdow, afaint voice cried out.

The ghost bent to Cazaril, seeming to kiss hisforehead, hands, and feet, and then streamed away
into eternity. A faint blue sparkle, like achord of music made visible, glittered for amoment in Cazaril’s
second sight, and was gone. Ferda, the candlesin one hand and his drawn sword in the other, cautiousy
descended the stone steps.

Clamor and babble wafted back up through the dank dot. In afew moments, Ferda appeared
again, supporting up the stairs adisheveled stout old man, hisface bruised and battered, hislegs shaking.
Following in hiswake, weeping for gladness, adozen other equally shattered people climbed one by one.

The freed prisonersdl fell upon Ferdaand Foix with questions and tales at once, inundating them;
Cazaril leaned unobtrusively upon abarrd and pieced together the picture. The stout man proved the
red Cadtillar dy Zavar, adistraught middle-aged woman his castillara, and two young people ason and a
—in Cazail’ sview, miraculoudy spared—daughter. The rest were servants and dependents of thisrura
household.

Dy Joa and histroop had descended upon them yesterday, at first seeming merely rough travelers.
Only when a couple of the bravos had made to molest the cadtillar’ s cook, and her husbhand and the real
castle warder had gone to her defense and attempted to g ect the unwelcome visitors, had steel been
drawn. It truly was the house’ s custom to take in benighted or storm-threatened wayfarers from the road
over the pass. No one here had known or recognized dy Joal or any of his men.

The old cadtillar gripped Ferda’ s cloak anxioudy. “My eder son, does he live? Have you seen him?
Hewent to my castlewarder’said. . .”

“Was he ayoung man of about these men’ sage’ —Cazaril nodded to the dy Gura brothers—
“dressed in wool and legthers like your own?’

“Aye...” Theold man’sfacedrained in anticipation.
“Heisinthe care of the gods, and much comforted there,” Cazaril reported factualy.

Criesof grief greeted this news, wearily, Cazaril mounted the Sairsto the kitchen in themob’s
wake, asthey spread out to regain their house, recover their dead, and care for the wounded.

“My lord,” Ferdamurmured to him, as Cazaril paused briefly to warm himsalf by the kitchen fire,
“had you ever been to this house before?’

] NO_”

“Then how did you—I heard nothing, when | looked in that cdllar. | would have |eft those poor
peopleto die of thirst and hunger and madnessin the dark.”

“| think dy Joa’ s men would have confessed to them, before the night was done.” Cazaril frowned
grimly. “Among the many other things| intend to learn from them.”

The captured bravos, under a duress Cazaril was happy to alow and the freed housemen eager to
supply, told their haf of the tale soon enough. They were amixed lot, including some lawlessand
impoverished discharged soldiers who had followed the grizzled man, and afew loca hirdings, one of
whom had led them to dy Zavar’ s holding for sake of its amazing vantage of the road fromits highest
tower. Dy Jodl, riding to the Ibran border done and in ahurry, had picked them all up from atown at
the foot of these mountains, where they had formerly eked out aliving dternating between guarding
travelers and robbing them.



The bravos knew only that dy Joa had come there looking to waylay a man expected to beriding
over the passes from Ibra. They did not know who their new employer redlly was, although they’d
despised his courtier’ s clothes and mannerisms. It was abundantly clear to Cazaril that dy Joal had not
been in control of the men he’d hastily hired. When the dtercation about the cook had tipped over into
violence, he’ d not had either the nerve or the muscleto stop it, administer discipline, or restore order
before events had run their ugly course.

Bergon, disturbed, drew Cazaril asdein the flickering torchlight of the courtyard wherethis
rough-and-ready interrogation was taking place. “Caz, did | bring thiswretched chance down upon
poor dy Zavar’s good people?’

“No, Royse. It’sclear dy Jod was expecting only me, riding back aslsdlle’s courier. Chancellor dy
Jrond has sought to tear me from her service for some time—secretly nate me, if there proved no
other way. How | wish | hadn’t killed that fool! I”d give my teeth to know how much dy Jrona knows
by now.”

“Areyou sure the chancellor set thistrap?’

Cazaril hesitated. “Dy Joa had a persona grudge against me, but . . . the world knew merely that I’
driddento Vaenda. Dy Joa could only have had surmise of my true route from dy Jrona. Therefore,
we may be certain dy Jrona had some report of me from his spiesin lbra. His knowledge of our red
amlags—but not, | think, by much. Dy Joa was a stopgap, hurriedly dispatched. And certainly not the
only such agent. Something €se must follow.”

“How soon?’

“I don’t know. Dy Jirona commands the Order of the Son; he can draw on its men as soon as he
can evolve aplaugble enough lie by which to move them.”

Bergon tapped his sheathed sword againgt his leather-clad thigh, and frowned up at the sky, which
was clearing as evening fell. The mountain spinesto the west were black silhouettes againgt alingering
green glow, and thefirst stars shone overhead. The grizzled man’ stale of an gpproaching blizzard had
proved amere decoy, dthough alight snow squal that had blown through earlier might have been the
seed of theidea “The moonisnearly full, and will bewel up by midnight. If we ride both night and day,
perchance we can push across this disturbed country before dy Jrona can bring up any more
reinforcements.”

Cazaril nodded. “Let him rush hismen to patrol aborder that we're dready across? Good. | likeit.”
Bergon studied him in doubt. “Buit . . . will you be ableto ride, Caz?’

“I’d rather ride than fight.”

Bergon sghed agreement. “Yes”

THE GRATEFUL, GRIEVINGCASTILLAR DY ZAVARpressed dl the refreshment his disrupted
household could spare upon them. Bergon decided to leave the mules, injured grooms, and lamed
horsesin his care, to follow on when they could, and lighten his own party thereby. Ferda selected the
fastest, soundest horses, and made sure they were rubbed down well and fed and rested until timeto
gart. March dy Sould had recovered after afew hours of rest in this more nourishing air, and inssted on
accompanying theroyse. Dy Cembuer, who had suffered a broken arm and some freely bleeding cutsin
the courtyard fight, undertook to stay with the grooms and baggage and assist dy Zavar until al were
ready to travel.

The problem of justice upon the brigands, Cazaril wasrdlieved to leaveto their victims. Bergon's
midnight departure would spare them having to witness the hangings at dawn. He | eft the scattered
portion of Dondo’ s pearlsfor the stricken household to collect, and tucked the remains of the rope back
in his saddlebag.



Theroyse’s cavalcade took to the road again when the moon rose over the hills before them, filling
the snowy vaeswith liquid light. There would be no turning aside now before Vaenda

They retraced Cazaril’ s outbound route across western Chaion, changing horses at obscure rura
posts of the Daughter’s Order. At every stop he inquired anxioudy for any further ciphered messages
from Isdle or newsfrom Vaendathat might reved thetactica situation into which they rushed. He grew
increasingly uneasy a the absence of letters. In the origind plan, they had envisoned I sdlle waiting with
her grandmother and mother, guarded by her uncle dy Baocia’ stroops. Cazaril feared thisided
condition no longer held.

They checked a midevening twenty-five miles short of Vdenda at the village of PAma. Theregion
around Palmawas noted for itsfine pasturage; a post of the Daughter’ s Order there devoted itsdlf to
raising and training remounts for the Temple. Cazaril was certain of obtaining fresh horsesin PAma. He
prayed for fresh intelligence aswell.

Cazaril did not so much dismount from hisblown horse asfdl dowly, dl in apiece, asif hisbody
were carved from asingle block of wood. Both Ferda and Foix had to support him through the order’s
gprawling compound. They brought him into a shabbily comfortable chamber, where abright fire burned
in afieldstonefireplace. A plain pine table had been hastily cleared of someone’s card game. The
dedicat-commander of the post hurried in to wait upon them. The man glanced uncertainly from dy
Tagilleto dy Sould; his gaze passed over Bergon, who' d dressed as a groom since the border for caution
’ssake. The commander fell into gpol ogetic confusion when the royse was introduced, and sent his
lieutenant scurrying for food and drink to offer his distinguished company.

Cazaril st by thetablein acushioned chair, wonderfully unlike a saddle even if the room did ill
seem to be rocking around him. He was beginning to didike horses dmost as much as he didiked boats.
His head felt stuffed with wool, and hisbody didn’t bear thinking about. He broke into the exchange of
courtly amenitiesto croak, “What word have you from Vaenda? Do you hold any new messages from
the Royesse Isdlle?’ Ferda pressed a glass of watered wineinto his hand, and he gulped haf of it at
once.

The dedicat-commander gave him alittle understanding headshake, hislipstightening. “ Chancellor
dy Jrona marched athousand more of his men into the town last week. He has another thousand
bivouacked aong theriver. They patrol the countryside, looking for you. Searchers have stopped here
twice. He holds Vaendatight in hisgrip.”

“Didn’t Provincar dy Baocia have any men there?’

“Y es, two companies, but they were badly outhumbered. No one would start the fight at Royse
Teidez' sinterment, and after that they dared not.”

“Have you heard from March dy Pdliar?’

“He used to bring the | etters. We' ve had no direct word from the royesse for five days. It’s
rumored that sheisvery ill and seesno one.”

Bergon’ s eyes widened in darm. Cazaril squinted and rubbed hisaching head. “111? Isdle?Wdll . ..
maybe. Or else held close-confined by dy Jrond, and theillnessatae put about.” Had one of Cazaril’s
lettersfallen into the wrong hands? He had feared they might have to either spirit the royesse out of
Vaenda, or break her free by force of arms, preferably the former. He hadn’t planned what to do if she
had falen, perhaps, too sick to ride at this critical moment.

His muzzy brain evolved amad vision of somehow snesking Bergon in to her, over the rooftops and
bal conies like alover in apoem. No. A night of secret love between them might break the curse, channel
it back somehow to the gods who had spilled it, but he couldn’t see how it would miraculously make
away with two thousand or so very fleshly soldiers.



“Does Orico Hill live?’ he asked at |ast.
“Asfar aswe've heard.”

“We can do nothing moretonight.” Hewouldn’t trust any plan that came out of histired brain
tonight. “Tomorrow, Foix and Ferdaand | will go into Vaendaon foot, in disguise, and reconnoiter. |
promise you | can passfor aroad vagabond. If we can’t see our way clear, then fal back to Provincar
dy Baocia' s peoplein Taryoon, and plan again.”

“Canyou wak, my lord?" asked Foix in adubious voice.

Right now, hewasn’t sureif he could stand up. He glowered hel plesdly at Foix, who wastired but
resilient, pink rather than gray after daysin the saddle. Y outh. Eh. “By tomorrow, | will.” He rubbed his
face. “Do dy Jrond’ s men realize they are not guardians but prison-keepers? That they are being led
into possible treason againg the rightful Heiress?’

The dedicat-commander sat back, and opened his hands. “ Such charges are being flung about like
snowballs from both parties right now. Rumorsthat the royesse has sent agentsinto Ibrato contract a
marriage with the new Heir are flying everywhere” He gave Royse Bergon an apologetic nod.

So much for the secrecy of hismission. He consdered the pitfalls of potentia party linesin Chalion.
Isdlle and Orico versusdy Jirond, dl right. Iselle versus Orico and Dy Jrond . . . hideoudy dangerous.

“The news has had amixed reception,” the commander continued. “ The ladieslook on Bergon with
gpprova and want to make aromance of it dl, becauseit’ ssaid that heis brave and well-favored.
Soberer heads worry that Isdlle may sell Chalion to the Fox, because sheis, ah, young and
inexperienced.”

In other words, foolish and flighty. Sober heads had much to learn. Cazaril’ slips drew back on a
dry grin. “No,” he mumbled. “We have not done that.” He redlized that he was speaking to his knees,
his forehead having unaccountably sunk to the table and anchored there.

After about aminute Bergon’ s voice murmured gently in hisear, “ Caz? Are you avake?’
“Mm.”

“Would you like to go to bed, my lord?’ the dedicat-commander inquired after another pause.
“ M m-’l

He whimpered alittle as strong hands under each arm forced him to his feet. Ferdaand Foix,
leading him off somewhere, crudly. The table had been soft enough . . . He didn’t even remember fdling
into the bed.

SOMEONE WAS SHAKING HIS SHOULDER.
A hideoudy cheerful voice bellowed in hisear, “ Rise and ride, Captain Sunshine!”

He spasmed and clawed at his covers, tried to Sit up, and thought better of the effort. He pulled
open hisglued-shut eyelids, blinking in the candldight. Theidentity of the voicefinaly penetrated. “ Pali!
You'redivel” He meant to shout joyfully. At least it came out audibly. “What timeisit?’ He struggled
again to st up, making it onto one elbow. He seemed to be in some evicted officer-dedicat’ splainly
furnished bedchamber.

“About an hour before dawn. We’ve been riding dl night. Iselle sent meto find you.” Heraised his
brace of candles higher. Bergon was standing anxioudly &t his shoulder, and Foix too. “Bastard’s
demons, Caz, you look like death on atrencher.”

“That . . . has been observed.” He lay back down. Palli was here. Pdlli was here, and dl was well.
He could shove Bergon and dl hisburdens off onto him, lie here, and not get up. Die alone and in peace,
taking Dondo out of the world with him. “Take Royse Bergon and his company to Isdlle. Leave me—"



“What, for dy Jrona’s patrolsto find? Not if | value my future fortune asacourtier! Isdle wants
you safewith her in Taryoon.”

“Taryoon? Not Vaenda?' Heblinked. “ Safe?” Thistime he did struggle up, and dl theway to his
feet, where he passed out.

The black fog lifted, and he found Bergon, round-eyed, holding him dumped on the edge of the bed.
“St aminutewith your head down,” Pali advised.

Cazaril obediently bent over hisaching belly. If Dondo had visited him last night, he’d not been
home. The ghost had kicked him afew timesin his deep, though, it felt like. From the inside out.

Bergon sad softly, “He ate nothing when we camein last night. He collapsed straightaway, and we
put him to bed.”

“Right,” said Palli, and jerked histhumb at the hovering Foix, who nodded and dipped out of the
room.

“Taryoon?’ Cazaril mumbled from the vicinity of hisknees.

“Aye. She gave d| two thousand of dy Jrond’s men the dip, shedid. Well, first of all, before that,
her uncle dy Baocia pulled his men out and went home. Thefools|et him go; thought it was adanger
removed from their midst. Y es, and made freeto move at will! Then Isdle rode out five days running,
awayswith atroop of dy Jrond’s cavary for escort, and gave them more exercise than they cared for.
Had *em absolutely convinced she meant to escape whileriding. So when she and Lady Betriz went
walking out one day with old Lady dy Hueltar, they let her go by. | waswaiting with two saddled
horses, and two women to change cloaks with *em and go back with the old lady. We were gone down
that ravinesofast . . . The old Provincara undertook to conced she’d flown for aslong as possible, pass
it off that shewasill in her mother’ s chambers. They’ ve doubtless tumbled to it by now, but I’ Il wager
she was safe with her unclein Taryoon before Vaendaknew she was gone. Five gods, those girls can
ride! Sixty miles cross-country between dusk and dawn under afull moon, and only one change of
horses.”

“Girls?’ said Cazaril. “Is Lady Betriz safe, too?’
“Oh, aye. Both of 'em chipper as songbirds, when | lft em. Made mefed old.”

Cazaril squinted up at Pdli, five yearshisjunior, but let this pass. “ Ser dy Ferrg . . . the Provincara,
Lady Isa?’

Pdli’ s face sobered. “ Still hostagesin Vdenda. They dl told the girlsto go on, you know.”
“Ah”

Foix brought him abowl! of bean porridge, hot and aromatic, on atray, and Bergon himself
arranged his pillows and helped him st up to eet it. Cazaril had thought he was ravenous, yet found
himsalf unable to force down more than afew bites. Palli was keen to get away while the darkness il
cloaked their numbers. Cazaril struggled to oblige, letting Foix help him back into his clothes. He
dreaded the attempit to ride again.

Inthe post’ s stable yard, he found that their escort, a dozen men of the Daughter’ s Order who'’d
followed Pdli from Taryoon, waited with ahorse litter dung between two mounts. Indignant &t first, he
let Bergon persuade him into it, and the caval cade swung away into the graying dark. The rough back
roads and trails they took made the litter jounce and sway nauseatingly. After half an hour of this, he
cried for mercy, and undertook to climb on a horse. Someone had thought to bring dong a
smooth-paced ambler for thisvery purpose, and he clung to the saddle and endured its rippling gait
while they swung wide around Vaendaand its occupiers’ patrols.



In the afternoon, they dropped down from some wooded s opes onto awider road, and Pdlli rode
adongsde him. Pdlli eyed him curioudy, alittle Sdeways.

“I hear you do miracleswith mules”
“Not me. The goddess.” Cazaril’ s smile twisted. “ She hasaway with mules, it seems.”
“I'm dso told you’ re strangely hard on brigands.”

“We were astrong company, well armed. If the brigands hadn’t been set onto us by dy Jod, they
would never have attempted us.”

“Dy Jod was one of dy Jrond’s best swords. Foix saysyou took him down in seconds.”
“That was amistake. Besides, hisfoot dipped.”

Pdli’ slipstwitched. “ Y ou don’t have to go around telling people that, you know.” He stared ahead
between his horse’ s bobbing earsfor atime. “ So, the boy you defended on the Roknari galley was
Bergon himsdf.”

“Y es. Kidnapped by his brother’ sbravos, it turned out. Now | know why the Ibran fleet rowed so
hard after us.”

“Did you never guesswho heredlly was? Then or later?’

“No. Hehad . . . he had aded more sdf-control than even | redlized at the time. That onewill
make aroyaworth following, when he comesinto hisown.”

Pdli glanced ahead to where Bergon rode with dy Sould, and signed himself in wonder. “ The gods
are on our sde, right enough. Can wefail?’

Cazaril snorted bitterly. “Yes” He thought of 1sta, Umegat, the tonguel ess groom. Of the desthly
graitshe wasin. “And when wefail, the gods do, too.” He didn’t think he’ d ever quite redized that
before, not in thoseterms.

At least Isdlle was safe for now behind the shield of her uncle; as Heiress, she would attract other
ambitious men to her sde. She would have many, not least Bergon himself, to protect her from her
enemies, dthough advisors wise enough to aso protect her from her friends might be harder for her to
comeby. . .. But what provision againgt the looming hazards could he effect for Betriz?

“Did you get the chance to know Lady Betriz better while you escorted the cortege to Vaenda,
and after?’ he asked Pdli.

“Oh, aye”

“Beautiful girl, don’t you think? Did you get much conversation with her father, Ser dy Ferrg?’
“Yes. A most honorable man.”

“So | thought, too.”

“She’ svery worried for him right now,” Pdlli added.

“I canimagine. And him for her, both now and later. If . . . if dl goeswell, shewill be afavorite of
the future royina. That kind of political influence could be worth far more to a shrewd man than amere
materia dowry. If the man had the wit to seeit.”

“No question of it.”

“She’ sintdligent, energetic. . .”

“Rideswell, too.” Pdli’ stone was oddly dry.

Cazaril swdlowed, and with an effort at a casud tone got out, “ Couldn’t you just see her asthe



future Marchessdy Pdliar?’

Pdli’ s mouth turned up on one side. “I fear my suit would be hopeless. | believe she has another
man in her eye. Judging from al the questions she’ s asked me about him, anyway.”

“Oh?Who?" Hetried, briefly and without success, to convince himself Betriz dreamed of, say, dy
Rina, or one of the other courtiers of Cardegoss. . . eh. Lightweights, the lot of them. Few of the
younger men had the wedlth or influence, and none the wit, to make her agood match. In fact, now
Cazaril cameto consider the matter, none of them was good enough for her.

“It wasin confidence. But | definitely think you should ask her dl about it, when we get to
Taryoon.” Pdlli smiled, and urged his horse forward.

Cazail consdered theimplications of Pdli’ ssmile, and of the white fur hat still tucked into his
saddlebags. The woman you love, loves you? Had he any real doubt of it? There was, das, more than
enough impediment to twist thisjoyous suspicion into sorrow. Too late, too late, too late. For her
fiddity he could return her only grief; hisbier would be too hard and narrow to offer as awedding bed.

It wasagrace notein thisletha tangle nonetheless, like finding asurvivor in ashipwreck or aflower
blooming in aburned-over fidd. Wl . .. well, she must smply get over her ill-fated attachment to him.
And he must exert the utmost self-control not to encourage it in her. He wondered if he could promote
Pdli to her if he put it asthe last request of adying man.

Fifteen miles out from Taryoon, they were met by alarge Baocian guard company. They had ahand
litter, and relays of men to carry it doft; too far gone by now to be anything but grateful, Cazaril let
himsdlf be loaded into it without protest. He even dept for acouple of hours, lumping aong wrapped in
afeather quilt, his aching head cushioned by pillows. He woke at length and watched the dreary
darkening winter landscape wobble past him like adream.

o, thiswas dying. It didn’t seem asbad, lying down.But please, just let me live to see this curse
lifted from Iselle. It was agreat work, one any man might look back on and say, That was my life; it
was enough. He asked nothing more now but to be permitted to finish what he’d Sarted. Isdlle’s
wedding, and Betriz made safe—if the gods would but give him those two gifts, he thought he could go
inquiet content.I’mtired.

THEY ENTERED THE GATES OF THEBAOCIAN PROVINCIAL capital of Taryoon an hour
after sunset. Curious citizens collected in the path of their little procession, or marched besideit with
torchesto light the way, or hurried out to watch from bal conies as they passed. On three occasions,
women tossed down flowers, which after their first uncertain flinch, Bergon’ s Ibran companions caught;
it helped that the ladies had good aim. The young lords sent hopeful and enthusiastic kisses through the
ar inreturn. They left interested murmursin their wake, especialy up on the balconies. Near the city
center Bergon and hisfriends, escorted by Pdli, were diverted to the town palace of the wealthy March
dy Huesta, one of the provincar’ s chief supporters and, not coincidentaly, his brother-in-law. The
Baocian guard carried Cazaril’ slitter on at asmart pace to the provincar’s own new palace, down the
street from the cramped and lowering old fortress.

Clutching his precious saddlebags containing the future of two countries, Cazaril was brought by dy
Baocia' s castle warder to afire-warmed bedchamber. Numerous wax lights revealed two waiting
man-servants with a hip bath, extra hot water, soap, scissors, scents, and towels. A third man boreina
tray of mild white cheese, fruit cakes, and quantities of hot herb tea. Someone was taking no chances
with Cazaril’ swardrobe, and had laid out a change of clothing on the bed, court mourning complete
from fresh undergarments through brocades and velvets out to asilver and amethyst belt. The
transformation from road wreckage to courtier took barely twenty minutes.

From hisfilthy saddlebags Cazaril drew his packet of documents, wrapped in oilcloth around silk,
and checked them for dirt and bloodstains. Nothing untoward had leaked in. He discarded the grubby



oilcloth and tucked the offerings under hisarm. The castle warder guided Cazaril through a courtyard
where workmen labored by torchlight to lay down the last paving stones, and into an adjoining building.
They passed through a series of roomsto a spacioustiled chamber softened with rugs and wall hangings.
Man-high iron candel abras holding five lights each, intricately wrought, shed awarming glow. Isdlesatin
alarge carved chair by thefar wall, attended by Betriz and the provincar, aso adl in court mourning.

They looked up as he entered, the women eagerly, the middle-aged dy Baocia’ sexpresson
tempered with caution. Isdle’ suncle bore only adight resemblance to hisyounger sster Ista, being solid
rather than frail, though he was not overtdl ether, and he shared Ista’ sdun hair color, gone grizzled. Dy
Baociawas attended in turn by a stout man Cazaril took for his secretary, and an ederly felow in the
five-colored robes of the archdivine of Taryoon. Cazaril eyed him hopefully for any flicker of god light,
but hewas only aplain devout.

Thedark cloud still hung thickly about Isdllein Cazaril’ s second sight, though, roiling in aduggish
and sullen fashion.But not for much longer, by the Lady’ s grace.

“Wecome home, Cadtillar,” said Isdale. The warmth of her voice was like acaress on hisbrow, her
use of histitle acovert warning.

Cazaril Sgned himsdlf. “Five gods, Royesse, dl iswdl.”

“You havethetreaties?’ dy Baocia asked, his gaze fixing on the packets under Cazaril’ sarm. He
hald out an anxious hand. “ There has been much concern over them in our councils.”

Cazaril amiled dightly and walked past him to kned at I1sdlle’ sfeet, managing with careful effort not
to grunt with pain, or pitch over in unseemly clumsiness. He brushed hislips across the backs of the
hands she held out to him, and pressed the packet of documentsin them, and them aone, asthey turned
pam up. “All isasyou commanded.”

Her eyes were bright with appreciation. “I thank you, Cazaril.” She glanced up at her uncle’s
secretary. “ Fetch achair for my ambassador, please. He has ridden long and hard, with little rest.” She
began folding back the silk.

The secretary brought up achair with awool-stuffed cushion. Cazaril smiled rather fixedly in thanks
and considered the problem of getting up again gracefully. Rather to his embarrassment, Betriz knelt to
hisside, and after a second more, the archdivine to his other, and both contrived to hoist him up. Betriz’s
dark eyes searched him, lingering briefly and fearfully on his tumor-distended midsection, but she could
do no more here than smile in encouragement.

Isdlle was reading the marriage contract, though she spared a moment as Cazaril sested himsdlf to
cast asmdl smilein hisdirection. Cazaril watched and waited. As she finished each page she handed the
rectangle of caligraphed and ink-stamped parchment up to her hovering uncle, who had them fairly
snatched in turn by the archdivine. The secretary waslast in line, but no lessintent in hisperusd. He
collected the pages reverently back into order asthey cameto him.

Dy Baociaclutched his hands together and watched as the archdivine’ s eyes sped down the last
page. He held the parchment out silently to the stout secretary.

“Wdl?’ said the provincar.

“She hasn't sold Chalion.” The archdivine sgned himself and opened both hands palm out in thanks
to the gods. “ She’ s bought Ibral My congratul ations, Royesse, to your ambassador—and to you.”

“Tousadl,” said dy Baocia All three men werelooking vastly more cheerful.

Cazaril cleared histhroat. “Indeed, but | trust you will not say as much to Royse Bergon. The
treaties are potentialy advantageous to both sides, after al.” He glanced at dy Baocia' s secretary.
“Though perhapsit would alay people’ sfearsto have the articles copied out in alarge fair hand and



posted on the wall beside your paace doors, for everyoneto read.”

Dy Baociafrowned uncertainly, but the archdivine nodded, and said, “A very wise suggestion,
Cadillar.”

“It would please me very much,” said Isellein asoft voice. “I pray you, Uncle, haveit seento.”

A breathless page burst into the chamber, to skid to a stop before dy Baociaand blurt, “Y our lady
says Royse Bergon’ s party ‘ proaches at the gate, and you are to ‘tend on her a once to welcome him.”

“I'monmy way.” The provincar took abreath and smiled at hisniece. “And so we bring your lover
to you. Remember now, you must demand all the kisses of submission, brow, hands, and feet. Chalion
must be seen to rule lbra. Guard the pride and honor of your House. We must not let him put himself
aboveyou, or hewill quickly become overweening. Y ou must start as you mean to go on.”

Isdle’ seyes narrowed. Around her, the shadow darkened, seeming to tighten itsgrip.

Cazaril sat up, and shot her alook of darm and atiny headshake. “Royse Bergon has pride a so,
no less honorable than your own, Royesse. And he will stand before his own lords here, too.”

She hegitated; then her lipsfirmed. “Ishall start as| mean to go on.” Her voice was suddenly not
soft at all, but stedd-edged. She gestured at the contract. “ The substance of our equality isthere, Uncle.
My pride demands no greater show. We shall exchange the kisses of welcome, each to each, upon our
hands done.” The darkness uncurled alittle; Cazaril felt an odd shiver, asthough some predatory
shadow had passed over his head and flown on, thwarted.

“An admirable discretion,” Cazaril endorsed thisin relief.

The page, dancing from foot to foot, held open the door for the provincar, who swept out in haste.
“Lord Cazaril, how was your journey?’ Betriz taxed himinthisinterlude. “Youlook so. . . tired.”
“A weary lot of riding, but it all went well enough.” He shifted in his seat and smiled up at her.

Her dark brows arched. “| think we must have Ferdaand Foix in, to tell usmore. Surdly it was not
so plainand dull asthat.”

“Wél, we had alittle trouble with brigandsin the mountains. Dy Jrond’sdoing, I’ mfarly sure.
Bergon acquitted himself very well. The Fox . . . went easier than | expected, for areason | didn’t.” He
leaned forward, and lowered his voice to them both. “Y ou remember my benchmate on the galeys| told
of, Danni, the boy of good family?’

Betriz nodded, and Isdle said, “1 am not likely to forget.”

“I didn’t guess how good afamily. Danni was an dias Bergon gave, to keep himsdlf secret from his
captors. It seems hiskidnapping was aploy of lbra’slate Heir. Bergon recognized me when | stood
before the Ibran court—hehad changed and grown amost out of reckoning.”

Idle’ slips parted in astonishment. After amoment she breathed, “ Surelythe goddess gave you to
rre”

“Yes” headmitted rdluctantly. “1’ ve cometo that conclusion myself.”

Her eyesturned toward the double doors on the opposite side of the chamber. Her hands twisted
in her 1ap in asudden flush of nerves. “How shdl | recognize him? Is he—is he well-favored?’

“I don’t know how ladiesjudge such things—"

The doors swung wide. A great mob of persons surged through: pages, hangers-on, dy Baociaand
hiswife, Bergon and dy Sould and dy Tagille, and Pali bringing up the rear. The Ibrans had been treated
to baths aswell, and wore the best clothes they’ d managed to pack in their meager bags, supplemented,
Cazaril wasfarly sure, with some judicious emergency borrowings. Bergon’ seyesflicked inasmiling



panic from Betriz to Isdlle, and settled on Isdlle. Isdle gazed from face to face among the three strange
Ibransin amomentary terror.

Tdl Pdli, standing behind Bergon, pointed at the royse and mouthed, Thisone! Isdle’ sgray eyes
brightened, and her pale cheeks flooded with color.

Iselle held out her hands. “My lord Bergon dy Ibra,” she said in avoicethat only quavered alittle.
“Wecometo Chaion.”

“My lady Isdledy Chdion,” Bergon, striding up to her, returned breathlesdy. “ Dy Ibrathanks
you.” He knelt to one knee, and kissed her hands. She bent her head, and kissed his.

Bergon rose again and introduced his companions, who bowed properly. With adight scrape, the
provincar and the archdivine, with their own hands, brought up a chair for Bergon and set it by Isdle’s
on the other side from Cazaril. From aleather pouch dy Tagille held out, Bergon produced hisroyal
greeting-gift, anecklace of fine emerads—one of the last of hismother’ s pieces not pawned by the Fox
to buy arms. The white horses unfortunately were till back on the road somewhere. Bergon had been
going to bring arope of new Ibran pearls, but had made the substitution on Cazaril’ s most earnest
advice.

Dy Baociamade alittle speech of welcome, which would have been rather longer if 1sdlle’ saunt,
catching her niece’ s eye, had not seized apausein his periodsto invite the assembled company into the
next room to partake of refreshments. The young couple was | eft to have some private speech, and bent
their heads together, largely inaudible to the eager eavesdroppers who lingered by the open doors and
frequently peeked in to see how they were getting aong.

Cazaril was not least forward among this number, craning his neck anxioudy from his repositioned
chair and dternating between nibbling on little cakes and biting his knuckles. Their voices grew
sometimes louder, sometimes softer; Bergon gestured, and 1selle twice laughed out loud, and threetimes
drew in her breath, her hands going to her lips, eyeswidening. Iselle lowered her voice and spoke
earnestly; Bergon tilted his head and listened intently, and never took his eyes from her face, except
twiceto glance out at Cazaril, after which they lowered their voices il further.

Lady Betriz brought him a glass of watered wine, nodding at his grateful thanks. Cazaril felt he
could guess who had taken the thought to have the hot water and servants and food and clothes waiting
ready for him. Her fresh skin glowed golden in the candlelight, smooth and youthful, but her somber
dress and pulled-back hair lent her an unexpectedly mature elegance. An ardent energy, on the verge of
moving into power and wisdom. . .

“How did you leave thingsin Vaenda, do you think?’ Cazaril asked her.

Her smile sobered. “ Tense. But we hope with Isdlle drawn out, it will grow less so. Surely dy
Jrona will not dare offer violence to the widow and mother-in-law of Royalas?’

“Mm, not as hisfirst move. In desperation, anything becomes possible.”
“That’strue. Or at least, people stop arguing with you about what’ s possible and what’ snot.”

Cazaril conddered the young women’ swild night ride that hed flipped their tactical Situation so
abruptly topside-to. “How did you get away?’

“Well, dy Jronal had apparently expected usdl to cower in the castle, intimidated by his show of
arms. Y ou can imagine how that sat with the old Provincara. Hiswomen spieswatched Isdlledl the
time, but not me. | took Nan and we went about the town, doing little domestic errands for the
household, and observing. Hismen’s defenses all faced outward, prepared to repel would-be rescuers.
And no one could keep us from going to the temple, where Lord dy Pdliar stayed, to pray for Orico’s
hedth.” Her smile dimpled. “We became very pious, for atime.” Thedimplefaded. “Then the
Provincara got word, | don’t know through what source, that the chancellor had dispatched his younger



son with atroop of his House cavary to secure Isdlle and bring her in haste back to Cardegoss, because
Orico was dying. Which may betrue, for al we know, but all the better reason not to place hersdlf in dy
Jrond’ s hands. So escape became urgent, and it was done.”

Palli had drifted over to listen; dy Baocia strolled up to join them.

Cazaril gave dy Baociaanod. “Y our lady mother wrote me of promises of support from your
fellow provincars. Have you gained any more assurances?’

Dy Baociarattled off alist of names of men he had written to, or heard from. It was not aslong as
Cazaril would haveliked.

“Thuswords. What of troops?’

Dy Baociashrugged. “ Two of my neighbors have promised more materia support to Isdle, at
need. They don’t rdish the sight of the chancellor’ s persond troops occupying one of my towns any
morethan | do. The third—well, he’s married to one of dy Jrond’sdaughters. He Sitstight for the
moment, saying aslittle as possible to anyone.”

“Understandable. Where is dy Jrona now, does anyone know?’

“In Cardegoss, wethink,” said Pdli. “The Daughter’ smilitary order till remainswithout aholy
generd. Dy Jrond feared to absent himsdlf for long from Orico’ssidelest dy Yarrin get in and persuade
Oricoto hisparty. Orico himsdf ishanging by athread, dy Y arrin reports secretly to me. Sick, but not, |
think, witless; the roya seemsto be using hisown illnessto delay decision, trying to offend no one.”

“Sounds very like him.” Cazaril fingered his beard and glanced up at dy Baocia. “ Speaking of the
Temple’ ssoldiers, how large aforce of the Brother’ s Order is stationed in Taryoon™?”

“Just acompany, about two hundred men,” the provincar answered. “We are not garrisoned
heavily like Guarida or other of the provinces bordering the Roknari princedoms.”

That was two hundred men insde Taryoon’ swalls, Cazaril reflected.

Dy Baociaread hislook. “ The archdivine will have speech with their commander later tonight. |
think the marriage treaty will do much to persuade him that the new Heiressisloyd to, ah, the future of
Chdion.”

“Still, they do have their oaths of obedience,” murmured Pdlli. “1t would be preferable not to strain
them to bresking.”

Cazaril consdered riding times and distances. “Word of 1sdlle’ sflight from Vaendawill surely have
reached Cardegoss by now. News of Bergon’sarrival must follow onitshedls. At that point dy Jrond
will see the regency he counted upon dipping through hisfingers.”

Dy Baociasmiled in dation. “ At that point, it will be over. Events are moving much faster than he—
or indeed, anyone—could have anticipated.” The sdelong look he cast Cazaril tinged respect with awe.

“Better that way,” said Cazaril. “He must not be pricked into making moves he cannot later back
away from.” If two sides, both cursed, struck against each other in civil war, it was perfectly possible for
both sdesto lose. It would be the perfect culmination of the Golden Generd’ sdesth gift for dl of
Chdion to collgpse in upon itsdlf in such agony.Winning consisted of finessing the struggle so asto avert
bloodshed. Although when Bergon moved Isdlle out of the shadow, it would presumably |eave poor
Orico il init, and dy Jrond sharing hisnomind master’ sfate . . .And what of Ista, then? “Bluntly,
much depends upon when the roya dies. He could linger, you know.” The curse would surely twist
Orico toward whatever fate was most ghastly. Thiswould seem amore reliable guide if there were not
S0 very many ways disasters could play out. Umegat’ s menagerie had been averting, Cazaril redized, a
ded more evil than just ill hedth. “Looking ahead, we must consider what sopsto offer to Chancellor dy
Jrond’ s pride—both before Isdlle’ s ascent to the royacy, and after.”



“I don’t think he'll be content with sops, Caz,” Palli objected. “He’ sbeen royaof Chdionindl but
name for over adecade.”

“Then surdy he must be gettingtired ,” sighed Cazaril. “ Some plumsto his sonswould soften him.
Family loyalty ishisweakness, hisblind sde.” Or so the curse suggested, which deformed al virtueto an
obversevice. “Ease him out, but show favor to hisclan . . . pull histeeth dowly and gently, andit’s
done.” He glanced up at Betriz, listening intently; yes, she could be counted on to report this debate to
Idle later.

In the other chamber, Iselle and Bergon rose. Shelaid her hand on his proffered arm, and they both
stole shy glances at their partner; two persons looking more pleased with each other, Cazaril was hard
put to imagine. Although when I sdlle entered the reception room with her fiancé and glanced around
triumphantly a the assembled company, she looked quite as pleased with herself. Bergon’s pride had a
dightly more dazzled air, though he spared Cazaril, scrambling up from his seat, areassuringly
determined nod.

“TheHeiressof Chdion,” said Isdlle, and paused.
“And the Heir of Ibra,” Bergon put in.

“Are pleased to announce that we will take our marriage oaths,” 1sdlle continued, “ before the gods,
our noble Ibran guests, and the people of thistown . . .”

“In the temple of Taryoon at noon upon the day after tomorrow,” Bergon finished.

Thelittle crowd broke into cheers and congratulations. And, Cazaril had no doubt, calculations of
the speed at which a.column of enemy troops might ride; to which the answer worked out,Not that fast.
United and mutualy strengthened, the two young leaders could move at need theresfter in close
coordination. Once |selle was married out from under the curse, time was on their Sde. Every day
would gain them more support. Unstrung by the most profound relief, Cazaril sank back into hischair,
grinning with the pain of the anguished cramp in hisgut.

In apalace frantic with preparations, Cazaril found himsalf the next day the only man with nothing to
do. Isdle had arrived in Taryoon with little more than the clothes sherode in; al of Cazaril’s
correspondence and books of her chambers were gill in Cardegoss. When he attempted to wait upon
her and inquire what duties she desired of him, he found her rooms crammed with mildly hysterical
tire-women being directed by her Aunt dy Baocia, al charging in and out with piles of garmentsin their
ams.

Isdlle fought her head out through aswaddling of silksto gasp, “Y ou’ ve just ridden over eight
hundred mileson my behdf. Gorest , Cazaril.” She held her arm out obediently while awoman tried a
deeve uponit. “No, better—compose two letters for my uncle’ s clerk to copy out, oneto al the
provincars of Chalion, and oneto every Temple archdivine, announcing my marriage. Something they
can read out to the people. That should be anice, quiet task. When you have al seventeen—no, sixteen

“Seventeen,” put in her aunt, from the vicinity of her hem. *Y our uncle will want onefor his
chancellery records. Stand straight.”

“When dl are made ready, set them aside for me and Bergon to sign tomorrow after the wedding,
and then seethat they are sent out.” She nodded firmly, to the annoyance of the tire-woman trying to
adjust her neckline.

Cazaril bowed himsdf out before he was stuck with apin, and leaned amoment over the gdlery
raling.

The day was exquisitely fair, promising spring. The sky was a pale-washed blue, and mild sunlight
flooded the newly paved courtyard, where gardeners were carting in orange treesin full flower in tubs,



rolling them out to stand around the now-bubbling fountain. He diverted apassing servant and had a
writing table brought out and set in the sun for himself. And achair with athick, soft cushion, because
while alot of those eight hundred miles were now ablur in hismind, his backside seemed to remember
them dl. Heleaned back with the warm light faling on hisface, and his eyes closed, composing his
periods, then bent forward to scribble. Dy Baocia' s clerk carried off the resultsfor copying outina
much fairer hand than Cazaril’ s soon enough, and then he just leaned back with his eyes closed, period.

Hedidn’t even open them for the gpproaching footsteps, till aclank on histable surprised him. He
looked up to find a servant, directed by Lady Betriz, setting down atray with tea, ajug of milk, adish of
dried fruit, and bread glazed with nuts and honey. She dismissed the servant and poured the tea hersdlf,
and pressed the bread upon him, sitting on the edge of the fountain to watch him est it.

“Y our face looks very gaunt again. Haven't you been eating properly?’ sheinquired severely.
“I have no idea. What lovely sunshinethisid | hope it holds through tomorrow.”
“Lady dy Baociathinksit will, though she said we might have rain again by the Daughter’ s Day.”

The scent of the orange blossoms pooled in the shelter of the court, seeming to mix with the honey
in his mouth. He swallowed tea to chase the bread and observed in idle wonder, “In three days’ timeit
will be exactly ayear since | waked into the castle of Vadenda. | wanted to be ascullion.”

Her dimpleflashed. “I remember. It waslast Daughter’ s Day eve that we first met each other, at the
Provincara’ stable.”

“Oh, | saw you before that. Riding into the courtyard with Isdleand . . . and Teidez.” And poor dy
Sanda .

Shelooked stricken. “Y ou did? Where were you? | didn’t seeyou.”

“Sitting on the bench by thewall. Y ou were too busy being scolded by your father for galloping to
noticeme.”

“Oh.” Shesghed, and trailed her hand through the fountain’ slittle pool, then shook off the cold
drops with afrown. The Daughter of Spring might have breathed out today’ sair, but it was ill Old
Winter’ swater. “It seems a hundred years ago, not just one.”

“Tome, it seemsan eyeblink. Time. . . outruns me now. Which explainswhy | wheeze o, no
doubt.” He added quietly after amoment, “Has I selle confided to her uncle about the curse we seek to
break tomorrow?’

“No, of coursenot.” At hisraised brows, she added, “Isdleis|sta’ s daughter. She cannot speak of
it, lest men say sheismad, too. And use it asan excuseto seize. . . everything. Dy Jirond thought of it.
At Teidez’ sinterment, he never missed a chance to pass some little comment on Iselleto any lord or
provincar in earshot. If she wept, wasn't it too extravagant; if she laughed, how odd that she should do
so a her brother’ sfunerd; if she spoke, he whispered that shewas frenetic; if shefell slent, wasn't she
grown srangely gloomy? And you could justwatch men begin to see what he told them they were
seeing, whether it was there or not. Toward the end of hisvisit there, he even said such thingsin her
hearing, to seeif he could frighten and enrage her, and then accuse her of becoming an unbalanced
virago. And he circulated outright lies, aswell. But | and Nan and the Provincarawere onto hislittle
game by then, and we warned Isdlle, and she kept her temper in his company.”

“Ah. Excdllent girl "

She nodded. “But as soon as we heard the chancellor’ s men were coming to fetch her back to
Cardegoss, Isdlle was frantic to escape Vaenda. Because once he’ d got her close-confined, he could
put about any story he pleased of her behavior, and who would there be to deny it? He might get the
provincars of Chalion to approve the extension of hisregency for the poor mad girl for aslong ashe



pleased, without ever having to raise asword.” Shetook a breath. “ And so she dares not mention the
curse”

“| see. Sheiswiseto bewary. Well, the godswilling it will soon be over.”
“The gods and the Cadtillar dy Cazaril.”

He made alittle warding gesture and took another sip of tea. “When did dy Jrona learn | was gone
to lbra?’

“| don’t think he guessed anything till after the cortege reached VVaenda, and you weren't to be
found there. The old Provincara said he received some reports from his Ibran spies—I think that’ s partly
why, anxious as he was to get back and block dy Y arrin from Orico, he would not leave Vdendatill he
had his own household troopsingalled there.”

“He sent nsto intercept me at the border. | wonder if he thought | would just be returning
aone, with the next round of negotiations?1 don’t think he expected Royse Bergon so soon.”

“No onedid. Except Isdlle.” She rubbed her fingers across the fine black wool of her vest-cloak
lying over her knee. Her next glance up at him was uncomfortably penetrating. “While you have spent
yoursdlf trying to save Isdlle. . . have you discovered how to save yourself?”

Hewas silent amoment, then said smply, “No.”
“It's...it"snot right.”

He glanced vagudly around the ddlicioudy sunny court, avoiding her eyes. “I like thisnice new
building. It hasno ghodtsinit a al, do you know?’

“You' re changing the subject.” Her frown deepened. “Y ou do that alot when you don’t want to
talk about something. | just redized.”

“Betriz...” He softened hisvoice. “Our feet were set on different pathsfrom the night | called
down death upon Dondo. | can’t go back. Y ou are going to beliving, and | am not. We can’t goon
together, evenif . .. wdl, wejust can’t”

“Y ou don’t know how much timeyou’ re given. It could be weeks. Months. But if an hour isal the
gift the gods give us, dl the moreinsult to the godsto scorniit.”

“It’ s not the shortage of time.” He shifted miserably. “It’ s the abundance of company. Think of us
aonetogether—you, me, Dondo, the desth demon . . . am | not ahorror to you?’ Histone grew almost
pleading. “| assureyou I’ m ahorror to me!”

She glanced a his gut, then stared off across the courtyard, her jaw set mulishly. “1 do not believe
that being haunted is catching. Do you think | lack the courage?’

“Never that,” he breathed.
She addressed her feet inagrowl. “I’d sscorm heaven for you, if | knew whereit was.”

“What, didn’t you read old Ordol’ s book while you were helping Isdlle cipher those | etters? He
clamsthat the gods, and we, are both right here dl the time, a shadow’ s thickness apart. We'veno
distanceto cross at al to get to each other.” | can see their world fromwhere | sit, in fact. So Ordol
was right. “But you cannot force the gods. It’ sonly fair, | suppose. They cannot force us, either.”

“You'redoing itagain . Twigting thetopic.”

“What are you planning to wear tomorrow? Shall it be pretty? Y ou’ re not alowed to outshine the
bride, you know.”

Sheglared a him.



Up on the gdlery, Lady dy Baocia popped out of Isdle’s chambers and called down to Betriz a
complicated question involving what seemed to Cazaril agreat many different fabrics. Betriz waved back
and rose reluctantly to her feet. She flung rather sharply over her shoulder, as she made for the staircase,
“Wdll, that may dl be s0, and you as doomed as you plesse, but if 1" m thrown from a horse tomorrow
and break my neck, | hope you fed afool!”

“Moreof afool,” he murmured to the swish of her retreating skirts. The bright courtyard was ablur
in his disobedient eyes, and he rubbed them clear with a hard, surreptitious swipe of hisdeeve.

THE WEDDING DAY DAWNED ASFAIR ASHOPED. The orange-blossom-scented
courtyard was crowded asit could hold when Isdlle, attended by her aunt and Betriz, appeared at the
top of the gdlery stairs. Cazaril tilted hisface up and squinted happily. The tire-women had performed
heroic feats with silks and satins, garbing her in dl the shades of blue proper for abride. Her blue
vest-cloak was trimmed with as many Ibran pearls as could be found in Taryoon, patterned as a frieze of
stylized leopards. A smattering of applause broke out as, moving alittle siffly in dl her finery, she smiled
and descended the steps. Her hair gleamed like ariver of treasure in the sunlight. Two dy Baocia
girl-cousins managed her train, under the sporadic direction of their mother. Even the curse seemed to
wrap about her like sometrailing sable robe.But not for much longer . . .

Cazaril obediently fell in beside Provincar dy Baocia, and so found himself helping to lead the
parade afoot through twisting streetsto Taryoon’ s nearby temple. Through awonder of coordination,
Bergon’ s procession from March dy Huesta’' s palace arrived at the temple portico simultaneoudy with
Isdle’s. The royse wore the reds and oranges of his age and sex, and an expression of determined
bravery that would not have been out of place on aman storming abastion. Palli and his dozen
soldier-brothersin court dress of their order had joined the royse’ s party along with Foix and Ferda, so
asnot to let the Ibrans ook, and perhaps fedl, so outnumbered. Despite the short notice, Cazaril
caculated that over athousand persons of rank crowded into the temple’ s round center court; and what
seemed the entire citizenry of Taryoon lined the routes of the royesse and royse. A festiva mood had
clearly seized the city.

The two processions coalesced in aswirl of color and entered the sacred precincts. Taryoon had
good temple singers, and the enthusiagtic choir made the wallsfairly ring with their songs. The young
couple, led by the archdivine, entered each of the temple’slobesin turn. They knelt and prayed upon
new carpetsfor the blessng of each god: to the Daughter and the Son, in thanksfor their protectionin life
'sjourney o far; and to the Mother and the Father, in hopes of passing into their company in due course.

By theology and tradition, the Bastard had no officid placein aceremony of marriage, but all
prudent couples sent aplacating gift anyway. Cazaril and dy Tagille had been commissioned to play holy
courierstoday. They received the offerings from Bergon and Isdlle and, dong with asmall but earnestly
loud detachment of singing children, marched around the outside of the main building to the Bastard’ s
tower. A smiling, white-robed divine stood ready to receive them inside at the atar.

Theroya couple had been forced to borrow clothes, money, food, and housing for this day, but
Bergon did not shortchange the god; dy Tagillelad down afat purse of 1bran gold aong with his
prayers. |sdlle sent apromise, written in her own hand, to undertake payment of roof repairs upon the
Bastard’ stower in Cardegoss when she became royinathere. Cazaril added a gift of his own—the
blood-tainted rope of pearls, al the resdue of Dondo’ s broken string that had not fallen to the brigands.
Such adifficult and cursed item was, absolutely without question, the god’ sjust affair, and Cazaxil
breathed asigh of rdief when it was off hishands at last.

Proceeding back aong the walkway from the Bastard’ s tower behind the dightly wobbly choir of
urchins, Cazaril glanced at the crowd and caught his breath. A man, middle-aged—around him hung a
subdued gray light like awinter’ s day. When Cazaril closed his eyes, thefaint light till glowed there. He
looked again with hisfirst sght. The man wore the black-and-gray robes and red shoulder braid of an



officer of the Taryoon Municipa Court—jprobably a petty judge. And petty saint of the Father, as Clara
had been of the Mother in Cardegoss. . . ?

The man was staring back at Cazaril in openmouthed astonishment, his face drained. There was no
chance for them to exchange any word here, as Cazaril was drawn back into the ceremoniesinsde the
high, echoing court of the temple, but Cazaril resolved to ask the archdivine about him at thefirgt
opportunity.

At the central fire, the newly married royse and royesse each made a short speech, then the
archdivine, Cazaril, and everyone el se paraded back through the banner-hung streetsto dy Baocia's
new palace. There, agrand feast waslaid on to fill the afternoon and the celebrators to happy repletion.
The food was dl the more amazing for having been assembled in just two days, Cazaril suspected
supplies had been robbed from the Daughter’ s Day fegtival, coming up. But he didn’t think the goddess
would begrudge them. As principa guests, both Cazaril and the archdivine had placesto hold, so he didn
't get achancefor private speech until the after-dinner music and dancing drew the younger people off
to the courtyards. At that point, the two men he sought found him.

The petty judge stood at the archdivine’ s shoulder looking unnerved. Cazaril and he exchanged a
sdelong look asthe archdivine performed a hasty introduction.

“My lord dy Cazaril—may | present to you the Honorable Paginine. He serves the municipality of
Taryoon . ..” Thearchdivinelowered hisvoice. “He saysyou are god-touched. Isthis so?’

“Alas, yes” sghed Cazaril. Paginine nodded in anl thought so sort of way. Cazaril glanced around
and drew the pair aside. It was hard to find a private spot; they ended up in atiny inner court off one of
the palace’ s Sde entrances. Music and laughter carried through the darkening air. A servant lit torchesin
wall brackets and returned insde. Overhead, high clouds moved acrossthefirst stars.

“Y our colleague the archdivine of Cardegoss knows dl about me,” Cazaril told the archdivine of
Taryoon.

“Oh.” The archdivine blinked and looked vagtly relieved. Cazaril thought it was amisplaced
confidence, but he dected not to rob it from him. “Mendend is an excdlent falow.”

“The Father of Winter has given you some gift, | see,” Cazaril said to the petty judge. “What isit?’

Paginine ducked his head nervoudy. “ Sometimes—not every time—He permits me to know who is
lyinginmy judiciar’ s chamber, and who istelling the truth.” Paginine hesitated. “I1t doesn’t dways do as
much good asyou’ d think.”

Cazaril vented ashort laugh.

Paginine brightened visbly to both Cazaril’ sinner and outer eye, and smiled dryly. “Ah, you
understand.”

“Oh, yes”

“But you, Sir . . .” Paginine turned to the archdivine with atroubled look. “I said god-touched, but
that hardly describeswhat I’m seeing. It . . . it dmosthurts to look at him. Threetimessincel wasgiven
the sight | have met otherswho are also god-afflicted, but I’ ve never seen anything like him.”

“Saint Umegat in Cardegoss said | looked like aburning city,” Cazaril admitted.
“That’s...” Paginineeyed him Sdewise. “That’swdl put.”

“He was aman of words.” Once.

“What isyour gift?’

“I,uh...Ithink lam the gift, actualy. To the Royesse Isdle”



The archdivine touched his hand to hislips, then hastily sgned himself. “ So that explainsthe stories
circulating about you!”

“What gtories?’ said Cazail in bewilderment.

“But Lord Cazaril,” the judge brokein, “what isthat terrible shadow hanging about Royesse |sdlle?
That isno godly thing! Do you seeit, too?’

“I'm. .. working onit. Getting rid of that ugly thing seemsto be my god-given task. | think I'm
amog done”

“Oh, that’ sardief.” Pagininelooked much happier.

Cazaril redized he wanted nothing so much asto take Paginine aside to talk shop.How do you deal
with these matters? The archdivine might be pious, perhaps agood administrator, possbly alearned
theologian, but Cazaril suspected he didn’t understand the discomforts of the saint trade. Paginine’s
bitter smiletold al. Cazaril wanted to go get drunk with him, and compare complaints.

To Cazaril’ s embarrassment, the archdivine bowed low to him, and said in an awed, hushed voice,
“Blessed Sir, isthere anything | can do for you?’

Betriz' s question echoed in hismind,Have you discovered how to save your self? Maybe you
couldn’t save yourself. Maybe you had to take turns saving each other . . . “Tonight, no. Tomorrow . ..
later in the week, thereisa persona matter | should like to wait upon you about. If | may.”

“Certainly, Blessed Sir. | am at your service.”

They returned to the party. Cazaril was exhausted, and longed for bed, but the courtyard below his
chamber door was full of noisy revelers. A bresthless Betriz asked him once to dance, from which
exercise he amilingly excused himsdlf; shedidn’t lack for partners. Her gaze checked him often, as he sat
watching from the wal and nursing hiswatered wine. He did not lack for company, asastring of men
and women struck up friendly conversations with him, angling for employment in the futureroyina’s
court. To dl of them he returned courteous but noncommittal replies.

The Ibran lords were collecting Chalionese ladies rather as spilled honey collected ants, and looking
very happy indeed. Halfway through the evening, Lord dy Cembuer arrived, completing their company
and their ddight. The Ibrans exchanged tales of their respective journeys, to the awe and fascination of
their eeger Chdioneselisteners. To Cazaril’ sintense political pleasure, Bergon was cast asthe hero of
this romantic adventure, with Iselle no less as heroine for her night ride from Vaenda. As appedling
unifying myths went, this one was going to beet dy Jrond’ s feeble fable of Poor Mad Isdlle dl hollow,
Cazaril rather thought. And ourtale istrue!

At last came the hour and the ceremony Cazaril had been breathlesdy awaiting, where Bergon and
Iselle were conducted up to their bedchamber. Neither, Cazaril was pleased to note, had drunk enough
to become inebriated. Since his own wine had somehow grown less watered as the evening progressed,
he found himself alittle tongue-tied when the royse and royesse called him up to the foot of the staircase
to give and receive ceremonid kisses of thanks upon their hands. Moved, he signed himself and called
down hopeful blessings on their heads. The solemn grateful intengity of their return gazes discomfited him.

Lady dy Baocia had arranged asmadl choir to Sing prayersto waft the couple on their way upgtairs;
the crystal voices served to suppress the ribaldry to manageable proportions. I1selle was no more than
beautifully blushing and starry-eyed when she and Bergon leaned over therailing to give smiling thanksto
al, and throw down flowers.

They disappeared into the candidlit glow of their suite, and the doors swung shut behind them. Two
of dy Baocia' s officerstook up station on the gallery to guard their repose. In alittle while, most of the
tire-women and attendants emerged, including Lady Betriz. She wasingtantly carried off by Pdli and dy
Tagillefor more dancing.



The revelslooked to continuetill dawn, but to Cazaril’ srdief amisty rain began to sft down out of
the chilling sky, driving the musicians and dancers out of his courtyard and indoorsto the adjoining
building. Slowly, his hand heavy on therailing, Cazaril climbed the Sairsto his own chamber, around the
gdlery corner from the royse and royesse’ s.My duty is done. Now what?

He scarcely knew. A vast mord terror seemed lifted from his shoulders. Only hewould live and die
by his choices—and mistakes—now.| refuseto regret. | will not look back . A moment of balance,
on the cusp of past and future.

He rather thought he would look up thelittle judge again tomorrow. The man’ s company might well
relievehislondiness.

ACTUALLY, I’'M NOT NEARLY LONELY ENOUGH, he thought not much later asDondo’s
incoherent obscene bellows, released by their hour of ascendance, came roaring up to hisinward ear.
The sundered ghost was more wild with fury tonight than Cazaril had ever experienced it, itslast vestiges
of intelligence and sanity shredding away initsrage. Cazaril could imagine why, and grinned through his
agony as herolled on hisbed, curled around the ghastly pulsing painin hisbelly.

He dmost blacked out, then forced himself up, and to consciousness, horrified by the possibility
that the fiendishly aroused Dondo might try to take over hisbody while he was dtill diveinit and useit
for some vile assault upon Iselle and Bergon. He writhed on the floor in something resembling
convulsions, choking back the screams and filth that tried to fly from hismouth, no longer surewhose
wordsthey were.

When the attack passed, he lay panting on the cold boards, his nightgown rucked up around
himsdlf, hisfingernailstorn and bloody. He had vomited, and lay init. He touched hiswet beard to find
spittle flayed to foam hanging around hislips. His somach—or had that grotesque out-bulging been a
dream?—had returned to its former mild distenson, though hiswhole abdomina sheet till ached and
quivered like torn muscles after some overtorqued exertion.

| can’t go on like this much longer . Something had to give way—his body, his sanity, his bregth.
Hisfaith. Something.

Herose, and cleaned up the floor, and washed himsdlf at his basin and found a clean dry shirt for a
nightdress, then straightened his swest-stained twisted sheets, lit all the candlesin the room, and crawled
back into bed. Helay eyeswide, devouring the light.

AT LENGTH, THE SOUNDS OF SERVANTS' MURMURSand quiet footsteps along the
gdlery told him the pal ace was awakening. He must have dozed, for his candles were burned out, and
he didn’t remember them guttering. Gray light seeped in under his door and through his shuitters.

There would be morning prayers. Morning prayers seemed agood plan, even if the idea of
attempting to move was daunting. Cazaril rose. Sowly. Well, hiswasn’t going to be the only hangover in
Taryoon thismorning. Evenifhe hadn’t been drunk. The household had put off court mourning for the
wedding; he selected among the garments that had been bestowed upon him, achieving what he hoped
was a sober yet cheerful result.

He went down to the courtyard to await the sun and the young people. No sun wasto be had yet;
the rain had stopped, but the sky was clouded and chill. Cazaril used his handkerchief to dry the stone
edge of the fountain and seated himsdlf. He exchanged a smile and agood morning with an old
servingwoman who passed by with linens. A crow stalked about on the far end of the courtyard, looking
for dropped scraps of food. Cazaril exchanged atilted stare with it, but the bird evinced no specia
fascination with him. Upon consideration, he was more relieved than otherwise at its avian indifference.

At lagt, up on the gdlery, the doors Cazaril was waiting for svung open. The degpy Baocian guards
bracketing them stood to attention. VWomen’ s voices sounded, and one man’s, low and cheerful. Bergon
and | selle appeared, dressed for morning prayers, her hand set lightly upon his proffered arm. They



swung about to descend the stairs Side by side, and stepped out of the gallery’ s shadow.
No . . . the shadow followed them.
Cazaril squeezed his eyes shut and open again. His breath stopped.
The choking cloud that wrapped Iselle, now wrapped Bergon, too.

Iselle smiled across at her husband, and Bergon smiled back at her; last night, they had looked
excited and tired and alittle scared. This morning, they looked like two people in love. With blackness
boiling up around them both like the smoke from aburning ship.

Asthey approached, Isdle sang him a cheerful, “Good morning, Lord Caz!”

Bergon grinned, and said, “Will you not join us, Sr? We have much to give thanks together for this
morning, do we not?’

Cazail’ slips drew back onthetravesty of asmile.“I ... 1 ... alittlelater. | left something in my
room.”

He heaved himsdlf up and rushed past them up the stairs. He turned and looked again from the
gdlery asthey passed out of the courtyard. Still trailing shadows.

He dammed the door of his chamber behind himself and stood gasping, almost weeping. Gods.
Gods. What have | done?

| haven’t freed Iselle. I’ ve cursed Bergon.

Distraught, Cazaril kept to hischamber al morning. In the afternoon a page knocked, with the
unwelcome news that the royse and royesse desired him to attend upon them in their rooms. Cazaril
consdered feigning illness, though he hardly need feign. No, for Iselle would surdly bring physicians
down upon him, probably in packs—he remembered the last time, with Rojeras, and shuddered. With a
boundless rdluctance, he straightened his garments, making himself presentable, and walked out around
the gallery to theroyd suite.

Thegtting room’ s high casement windows were open to the cool spring light. Iselle and Bergon, il
in festive dress from the noon banquet at the March dy Huesta’ s paace, awaited him. They sat around
the corner from each other at atable that bore paper, parchment, and new pens, with athird chair pulled
invitingly to the other side. Their heads, amber and brown, were bent together in low-voiced
conversation. The shadow till boiled dowly around them, viscous as hot tar. At Cazaril’ s step, they
both looked up a him and smiled. He moistened hislips and bowed, his face tiff.

Iselle gestured at the papers. “ Our next most urgent task isto compose aletter to my brother
Orico, to acquaint him of the steps we have taken, and assure him of our most loya submission. | think
we should include extracts of dl the articles of our marriage most favorable to Chalion, to help reconcile
himtoit, don’t you think?’

Cazaril cleared histhroat and swallowed.

Bergon’ sbrows drew inward. “ Caz, you look aspaeasa. .. um. Areyou al right? Please, Sit
down!”

Cazaril managed atiny headshake. Again he was tempted to flee into some maingering lie—or
ha f-truth, now, for he was feding sick enough. “Nothingisdl right,” he whispered. He sank to one knee
before the royse. “| have made avast mistake. I’'m sorry. I'm sorry.”

Idle’ swary, startled face blurred in hisvison. “Lord Caz .. . 7

“Y our marriage’ —he swallowed again, and forced his numb lips to speak on—*has not lifted the
cursefrom Isdleas|’d hoped. Instead, it has spread it to you both.”



“What?” breathed Bergon.

Tears clogged Cazaril’ svoice. “And now | know not whattodo . . .”

“How do you know this?’ Isdlle asked urgently.

“I can seeit. | can seeit on you both now. If anything, it’s even darker and thicker. More grasping.”
Bergon’slips parted in dismay. “Did | . . . did we do something wrong? Somehow?’

“No, no! But both Saraand Ista married into the House of Chdion, and into the curse. | thought it
was because men and women were different, that it somehow followed the male line of Fonsa’ sheirs
aong with the name.”

“But | an Fonsa'shelr, too,” said Isdle dowly. “And flesh and blood are more than just names.
When two become wed, it doesn’t mean that one disappears and only the other remains. We arejoined,
not subsumed. Oh, isthere nothing we can do? There must be something!”

“Istasaid,” Cazaril began, and stopped. He was not at al sure he wanted to tell these two decisive
young people what 1sta had said. Isdlle might take thought again . . .

Ignorance is not stupidity, but it might as well be, Isdle had cried. It was much too late to
shelter her now. By the wrath of the gods, she wasto be the next royinaof Chalion. With theright to
rule came the duty to protect—the privilege of receiving protection had to be left behind with childhood’ s
other toys. Even protection from bitter knowledge. Especially from knowledge.

Cazaril swalowed to unlock histhroat. “Ista said there was another way.”

He climbed into the chair and sat heavily. In abroken voice, in terms so plain asto be amost brutal,
Cazaril repeated the tale Ista had told him of Lord dy Lutez, Roya las, and her vision of the goddess. Of
the two dark hdllish nightsin the Zangre’ s dungeons with the bound man and the vat of icy water. When
he finished, both hislistenerswere pae and staring.

“| thought—I feared—I might bethe one,” Cazaril said. “Because of the night | tried to barter my
lifefor Dondo’ s death. | wasterrified that | might bethe one.lsdle’sdy Lutez , aslstanamed me. But |
swear beforedl thegods, if | thought it would work, I’ d have you take me outside right now and drown
me in the courtyard fountain. Twice. But | cannot become the sacrifice now. My second degth must be
my lagt, for the death demon will fly away with my soul and Dondo’s, and | don’t see how there can be
any getting it back into my body then.” He rubbed hiswet eyeswith the back of his hand.

Bergon gazed at hisnew wife asif hiseyes could swalow her. Hefinaly said huskily, “What about
me?’

“What?' said Isdlle.

“| undertook to come here to save you from thisthing. So, the method’ sjust got alittle harder, that’
sdl. I’'mnot afraid of the water. What if you drowned me?’

Cazail’ sand Isdle’ singtant protests tumbled out together; Cazaril gave way with alittle wave of his
hand. Isdlle repeated, “ It wastried once. It wastried, and it didn’t work. I’ m not about to drown either
one of you, thank you very much! No, nor hang you either, nor any other horrid thing you can think of.
No!”

“Beddes,” Cazaril put in, “the goddess' swords were, aman must lay down hislife three timesfor
the House of Chalion. Notof the House of Chaion.” At least, according to Ista. Had she repeated her
vision verbatim? Or did her words embed some treacherous error? Never mind, so long asthey
deterred Bergon from his horrifying suggestion. “I don’t think you can break the curse from the inside, or
it would have been | as, not dy Lutez, who put himsdlf into the barrel. And, five gods forgive me, Bergon,
you are now ingdethisthing.”



“It fedswrong anyway,” said Isdlle, her eyes narrowing. “ Some kind of cheat. What was that thing
you told me Saint Umegat said, when you’ d asked him what you should do? About daily duties?’

“Hesad | should do my daily duties asthey cameto me.”

“Well, and s0. Surely the gods are not done with us.” She drummed her fingers on the tabletop. “It
occursto me. . . my mother lay down twice in childbed for the House of Chdion. She never had the
chancefor athird such trid. That is certainly aduty that the gods giveto one.”

Cazaril consdered the havoc that the curse might wreak, intersecting with the hazards of pregnancy
and childbirth asit had intersected with the chances of 1as's and Orico’ s battles, and shivered.
Barrennesslike Sara’ swasthe least of the potentia disasters. “Five gods, Isdlle, | think we’'d do better
to put meinto the barrdl.”

“And besides,” said Bergon, “the goddess said aman. She did say aman, didn’t She, Caz?’
“Uh...that wasLady Ista’s account of the words, yes.”

“The divines say, when the godsingtruct men in their pious duties, they mean women, too,” Iselle
growled. “You can’'t haveit both ways. Anyway, | lived under the curse for sixteen years, unknowing. |
survived somehow.”

But it’s getting worse now. Sronger. Teidez’ s death seemed afair exampleto Cazaril of its
working out—the boy’ s specid strengths and virtues, few asthey had been, dl twisted to adireill. Isdle
and Bergon between them had many strengths and virtues. The scope for the curse’ sdistortions was
immense

Iselle and Bergon were gripping hands across the tabletop. 1selle knuckled her eyeswith her free
hand, pinched the bridge of her nose, and sniffed deeply.

“Curseor no curse,” she said, “we must make dutiful submission to Orico, and at once. So that dy
Jrona cannot declare meto bein revalt. If only | were by Orico, | know | could persuade him of the
benefit of thismarriageto Chdion!”

“Oricoisvery persuadable” Cazaril admitted dryly. “It’ smeking himstay persuaded that’ sthe
difficult part.”

“Yes, and | don’t forget for amoment that dy Jirond iswith Orico in Cardegoss. My greatest fear
isthat the chancellor may, upon hearing this news, somehow persuade Orico to again change the terms
of hiswill.”

“ Attach enough of the provincars of Chdion to your party, Royesse, and they may bewilling to help
you resist any such late codicils”

Iselle frowned deeply. “1 wish we might go up to Cardegoss. | should be by Orico, if this provesto
be his deathbed. We should be in the capita when events unfold.”

Cazaril paused, then sad, “ Difficult. Y ou must not put yourself in dy Jrond’ s hands.”

“I had not planned to go unattended.” Her smile flashed darkly, like the moon on aknife blade.
“But we should seize every legd nicety aswell asevery tactica advantage. It would be well to remind
thelords of Chalion that al the chancellor’ slegd power flowsto him through the roya. Only.”

Bergon said uneasily, *'Y ou know the man better than | do. Do you think dy Jrond will just Sit till
a thisnews?”

“Thelonger he can be induced to sit, the better. We gain support daily.”
“Haveyou heard anything of dy Jrond’ sresponse?’ Cazaril asked.
“Not yet,” said Bergon.



Thetimelag ran both ways, das. “Let me know at onceif you do.” Cazaril drew along bresth,
flattened out a clean sheet of paper, and picked up aquill. “Now. How do you two wish to style
yourselves. .. ?’

THE PROBLEM OF HOW TO DELIVER THISPOLITICALLYvitd missvewasatrifle
delicate, Cazaril reflected, crossing the courtyard below the royal chambers with the signed and sedled
document in his hands. It would not do to tossit into acourier bag for delivery at the gdlop to the
Zangre Chancellery. The article needed a del egation of men of rank not only to giveit, and Isdleand
Bergon, the proper weight, but also to assure that it was delivered to Orico and not dy Jironal.
Trustworthy men must read the letter out accurately to the dying royain his blindness, and give politic
answersto any questions Orico might have about his Sister’ s precipitate nuptias. Lords and divines—
some of each, Cazaril decided. Isdlle’ s uncle wasfitted to recommend suitable men who might ride out
fast, and tonight. His stride lengthened, as he started in search of apage or servant to tell him dy Baocia's
wheresbouts.

Under thetiled archway into the court, he met Palli and dy Baociahimsdlf, hurrying in. They, too,
both gtill wore their banquet garb.

“Caz!” Pdli halled him. “Wherewereyou at dinner?’

“Redting. | . .. had abad night.”

“What, and here I’ d have sworn you were the only one of us who went to bed sober.”
Cazaril let thisone pass. “What' sthis?’

Pdli held up asheaf of opened letters. “Newsfrom dy Y arrin in Cardegoss, sent in haste by
Temple courier. | thought the royse and royesse should know at once. Dy Jirona rode out of the Zangre
before midmorning yesterday, none knowswhere.”

“Did hetake troops—no, tell it once. Come on.” Cazaril turned on hished and led the way back
up the gdlery stairsto the roya chambers. One of Isdlle’ s servants admitted them, and went to bring the
young couple out to the Sitting room again. While they were waiting Cazaril showed them the | etter to
Orico and explained its contents. The provincar nodded judicioudy, and named somelikely lordsfor the
task of carrying it to Cardegoss.

Iselle and Bergon entered, I1sdlle till patting her braided hair into place, and the three men bowed to
them. Royse Bergon, at once dert to the papersin Palli’ s hand, bade them be seated around the table.

Pdli repeated hisnews of dy Jrond. “The chancellor took only alight force of his household
cavalry. It seemed to dy Y arrin that he meant to ride either ashort way, or very fast.”

“What news of my brother Orico?’ asked Isdlle.

“Well, here...” Pdli passed the letter to her for examination. “With dy Jrona out of the way, dy
Yarrin tried a onceto get in to see the roya, but Royina Sara said he was adeep, and refused to disturb
his rest for any supplication. Since she had undertaken to smugglein dy Y arrin before despite dy Jrondl,
he fears the royamay have taken aturn for theworse.”

“What’ sthe other letter?” asked Bergon.

“Old news, but interesting dl the same,” said Pdlli. “ Cazaril, what in theworld isthe old archdivine
saying about you? The commander of the Taryoon troop of the Order of the Son cameto me, al
atremble—he seemsto think you’ re god-touched and dares not approach you. He wanted to talk to a
man who bore Temple oaths like himsdf. He' d received a copy of an order that had gone out from the
Chancdllery to dl the military posts of the Order of the Son in western Chaion—for your arres, if it
please you, for treason. Y ou are dandered—"

“Agan? murmured Cazaril, taking the letter.



“And accused of sneaking into Ibrato sall Chalion to the Fox. Which, since dl the world now
knowsthered case, fdlsatrifleflat.”

Cazaril scanned down the order. “1 see. Thiswas his net to catch meif his assassnsfailed at the
border. He set it out abit too late, I’ m afraid. Asyou say, old news.”

“Yes, but it has asequel. Thisobedient fool of atroop commander sent aletter in turnto dy Jirond,
admitting he’ d seen you but excusing himsdf from arresting you. He protested that the arrest order was
clearly amisapprehension. That you had acted under the Royesse Isdle’ s orders, and had done great
good for Chdion, and no treason; that the marriage was immensdly popular with the people of Taryoon.
And that everyone thinksthe royesse is extremely beautiful, too. That the new Heiress was seen by
everyone aswise and good, and a grest relief and hope after the disasters of Orico’ sreign.”

Dy Baociasnorted. “Which, asthey are concomitantly the disasters of dy Jironal’ s reign, works out
to an unintended insult. Or wasit unintended?’

“I rather think so. The man is, um, plain-minded and plainspoken. He says he meant it to help
persuade dy Jirond to turn to the royesse’ s support.”

“It’ smore likely to effect the opposite,” said Cazaril dowly. “It would persuade dy Jrond that his
own support isfailing rapidly and that he had better take action at once to shore it up. When would dy
Jrona have received this sage advice from his subordinate?’

Pdli’ slipstwisted. “Early yesterday morning.”

“Wadll . . . there’snothing in it that he would not have received from other sources by then, |
suppose.” Cazaril passed the order over to Bergon, waiting with keen interest.

“So, dy Jrond’sout of Cardegoss,” said Isdle thoughtfully.
“Yes, but gone where?’ asked Pdli.

Dy Baociapulled hislip. “If heleft with so few men, it hasto be to somewherethat hisforcesare
mustered. Somewhere within striking distance of Taryoon. That means either to his son-in-law the
provincar of Thistan, to our east, or to Vaenda, to our northwest.”

“Thiganisactualy closer to us” said Cazail.
“But in Vdenda, he holds my mother and sster hostage,” said dy Baociagrimly.

“No more now than before,” said Iselle, her voice stiff with suppressed worry. “ They bade me go,
Uncle...

Bergon was listening with close atention. The Ibran royse had grown up with civil war, Cazaril was
reminded; he might be disturbed, but he showed no signs of panic.

“I think we should ride straight for Cardegoss while dy Jirond isout of it, and take possession,”
sadlisdle.

“If we are to mount such aforay,” her uncle demurred, “we should take Vaendafirg, free our
family, and secure our base. But if dy Jirond is mustering men to attack Taryoon, | do not wish to strip it
of defenses”

Iselle gestured urgently. “But if Bergon and | are out of Taryoon, dy Jirond will have no reason to
attack it. Nor Valendaether. I1t’s me he wants—musthave”

“Thevison of dy Jrona ambushing your column on the road, where you are out in the open and
vulnerable, doesn’t gppea to me much either,” said Cazaril.

“How many men could you spare to escort usto Cardegoss, Uncle?’ Isdlle asked. “Mounted. The
foot soldiersto follow at their best speed. And how soon could they be mustered?”



“I could have five hundred of horse by tomorrow night, and a thousand of foot the day after,” dy
Baociaadmitted rather reluctantly. “My two good neighbors could send as many, but not as soon.”

Dy Baociacould pull out double that number from his hat, Cazaril thought, if he weren’t hedging.
Too great acare could be asfatal astoo great a carel essness when the moment came to hazard all.

Iselle folded her handsin her |ap and frowned fiercely. “ Then have them make ready. We will keep
the predawn vigil of prayersfor the Daughter’ s Day and attend the procession as we had planned.
Uncle, Lord dy Pdliar, if it please you send out what men you can find to ridein al directionsfor news
of dy Jrond’s movements. And then we’ll see what new information we have by tomorrow night, and
takeafind decisonthen.”

The two men bowed, and hurried out; Iselle bade Cazaril stay a moment.

“| did not wish to argue with my uncle,” she said to himin atone of doubt, “but | think Vaendaisa
distraction. What do you think, Cazaril?’

“From the point of view of theroyaand royinaof Chdion-lbra. . . it does not command a position
of geographic importance. Whoever may hold it.”

“Then let it beasink for dy Jrona’ sforcesinstead of our own. But | suspect my uncle will be
difficult about it.”

Bergon cleared histhroat. “ The road to Valenda and the road to Cardegoss run together for the
first stage. We could put it about that we were making for Vaenda, but then strike for Cardegoss
ingteed at the fork.”

“Put it about to who?”’

“Everyone. Pretty nearly. Then whatever spiesdy Jrond has among uswill send him haring off in
thewrong direction.”

Yes, actudly, thiswas the son of the Fox of Ibra. . . Cazaril’ s brows twitched up in approva.
Isdlethought it over, then frowned. “It works only if my uncle’smenwill follow us”

“If welead, they’ Il have no choice but to follow us, | think.”

“My hopeisto avoid awar, not start one,” said Isdlle.

“Thennot marching up to atown full of the chancdlor’ s forces makes sense, don’t you think?’ said
Bergon.

Iselle smiled mitily, leaned over, and kissed him on the cheek; he touched the spot in mild wonder.
“We dhdl both take thought until tomorrow,” she announced. “ Cazaril, start that |etter toward my brother
Orico dl the same, asif we meant to St tight here in Taryoon. Perchance we shdl overtakeit on the
road and deliver it ourselves.”

WITH DYBAOCIA’SAND THE ARCHDIVINE’S GUIDANCE, Cazaril found no lack of
eager volunteersin town or temple to take the royesse’ sl etter to Cardegoss. Men seemed to be flocking
to theroya couple’ s side. Those who' d missed the wedding itsdlf were now pouring into town for the
Daughter’ s Day celébration tomorrow. All that youth and beauty acted as a powerful talisman upon men’
shearts, the Lady of Spring’ s season of renewa was being strongly identified with Isdle’ simpending
reign. Thetrick would be to get the governance of Chaion on amore even footing while the mood held,
S0 that it might still stand strong in less happy hours. Surely no witness herein Taryoon would ever quite
forget thistime of hope; it would till linger in their eyes when they looked at an older 1selle and Bergon.

Thus Cazaril oversaw aparty of adozen grave men climb into their saddles at atime of night when
most men were climbing into their beds. He gave the officid documents into the hands of asenior divine,
asober lord who had risen high in the Order of the Father. The March dy Sould rode with them, as



Bergon’ switness and spokesman. The earnest ambassadors clattered out of the temple plaza, and Pali
walked Cazaril back to dy Baocia' s palace and wished him good night.

Thelittledigracting flurry of action fading in hismind, Cazaril’ s steps grew heavy again as he
climbed the stairs of his courtyard galery. The weight of the curse was a secret burden dragging down
al bright hopes. A younger Orico had started out hisreign just as eager and willing as|sdlle, adozen
years ago. Asif he’ d bdieved then that if only he appliedenough effort, goodwill, steady virtue, he could
overcome the black blight. But it had al gonewrong. . . .

There were worse fates than becoming Isdle’ sdy Lutez, Cazaril reflected. He might become Isdlle’s
dy Jironal . How much frustration, how much corrosion could aloya man endure before going mad,
watching such along dow drain of youth and hope into age and despair? And yet, whatever Orico had
been, he had held on long enough for the next generation to gain its chance. Like some doomed little
hero holding back a dike of woe, and drowning while the others escaped the tide.

Cazaril readied himsdf for bed, and hisnightly attack, but Dondo was surprisingly quiescent.
Exhausted? Recouping hisforces? Waiting . . . Despite that maevolent presence and promise, Cazaril
dept at last.

* * %

ASERVANT WOKE HIM AN HOUR BEFORE DAWN ANDIed him by candldight down into
the courtyard, where the roya couple’ sinner household wasto haveitsholy vigil. Thear was chill and
fogay, but afew faint sars directly overhead promised afair dawning soon. Ibran-style prayer mats had
been arranged around the central fountain, and each person took their station upon them, on knees or
prone asthey were so moved; Iselle and Bergon knelt side by side. Lady Betriz placed hersalf between
the royesse and Cazaril. Dy Tagille and dy Cembuer, yawning, hurried in to join them on the outer ring
of rugs, with some haf adozen other persons of lesser rank. A divine from the temple led a short prayer
aoud, theninvited dl to meditate upon the blessings of the turning season. All over Taryoon, winter’s
fireswere being extinguished. When al wasin readiness, the last candles were blown out. A profound
darkness and silence descended.

Quietly, Cazaril laid himsdf prone upon hisrug, arms outstretched. He told over the couple of
Spring prayers he knew three times each, but then gave up trying to fill his mind with rote words to keep
histhoughts out. If helet histhoughts run their course, perhaps some silence would follow. Andinit he
might heer . . . what?

He changed the subject, Betriz had charged, when the answers were too difficult for him. He'd tried
to do so to the gods. He hadn’t fooled them ether, apparently.

Ista had been given her chanceto lift the curse, and failed; and had failed, it seemed, for her
generation. If hefailed, he suspected he would not be alowed to go around to try again. So would Isdle
or Bergon or both get to be the new Orico, holding back the tide until they foundered, to create the next
chance?

They will be vastly unlucky in their children. He knew it, suddenly, with acold clarity. The
whole of their scheme for peace and order rode upon the hope of a strong, bright heir to follow them
both. They would pour themsalves until empty into children miscarried, dead, mad, exiled, betrayed . . .

I’d storm heaven for you, if | knew where it was.

He knew where it was. It was on the other side of every living person, every living creature, as
close asthe other side of acoin, the other side of adoor. Every soul was a potentia portal to the gods.|
wonder what would happen if we all opened up at once? Would it flood the world with miracle,
drain heaven? He had a sudden vision of saintsasthe gods'’ irrigation system, like the one around
Zagosur; arationa and careful opening and closing of duice gatesto ddliver each little soul-farm itsjust
portion of benison. Except that thisfelt more like floodwaters backed up behind a cracking dam.



Ghosts were exiles upon the wrong border, people turned insde out. Why didn’t it work the other
way around? What would it be like to be an anti-ghost of flesh let loosein aworld of spirit? Would one
be frugtratingly invisible to mogt spirits, impotent there, as ghosts were invisible to most men?

And if | can see ghosts sundered from their bodies, why | can’t see them when they're still in
their bodies?Had he ever tried? How many people were ranged around him right now? He closed his
eyes and tried to see them in the dark with hisinner ght. His senses were till confused by matter;
somewhere in the outer rank of prayer rugs, someone started to snore, and was nudged awake with a
gtartled grunt by a snickering companion. If only it worked that way, it would be like seeing through a
window into heaven.

If the gods saw people’ s souls but not their bodies, in mirror to the way people saw bodies but not
souls, it might explain why the gods were so careless of such things as appearance, or other bodily
functions. Such aspain? Was pain anilluson, fromthe gods’ point of view? Perhaps heaven was not a
place, but merely an angle of view, avantage, a perspective.

And at the moment of death, we dlide through altogether. Losing our anchor in matter,
gaining . . . what?Degth ripped a hole between the worlds.

And if one death ripped alittle hole in the world, quickly healed, what would it taketo rip abigger
hole? Not a mere postern gate to dip out of, but awide breach, mined and sapped, one that holy armies
might pour in through?

If a god died, what kind of hole would it rip between earth and heaven?What was the Golden
Generd’ sblessing-curse anyway, this exiledthing from the other sde? What kind of porta had the
Roknari genius opened for himsdlf, what kind of channd had hebeen ... ?

Cazail’ sswollen belly cramped, and herolled alittle Sdewaysto giveit ease.l am a most peculiar
locus at present. Two exilesfrom theworld of spirit were trapped insde hisflesh. The demon, which
did not belong here at dl, and Dondo, who should have left but was anchored by his unrdinquished sins.
Dondo did not desire the gods. Dondo was aclot of self-will, aleaden plug, digging into hisbody with
clawslike grappling hooks. If not for Dondo, he could run away.

Could 1?

Heimaginedit . . . suppose thislethal anchor were suddenly and—ha—miraculoudy removed. He
could run away . . . but then he’ d never know how it might have worked out. That Cazaril. If only he’d
hung on another day, another mile, he might have saved the world. But he quit just an hour too
soon . . . Now,there was adamnation to make the sundered ghosts seem afaint quaint amusement. A
lifime—an eternity ?—of second-guessing himsdlf.

But the only way ever to know forcertain wasto rideit out al the way to his destruction.

Five gods, | am surely mad. | believe | would limp all the way to the Bastard’s hell for that
frightful curiosity’s sake.

Around him, he could hear the others breathing, the occasond little rustle of fabric. The fountain
burbled gently. The sounds comforted him. He felt very aone, but at least it wasin good company.

Welcome to sainthood, Cazaril. By the gods’ blessings, you get to host miracles! The catchiis,
you don’t get to choose what they are. . . .

Betriz had it exactly backward. It wasn’t a case of storming heaven. It was a case of |letting heaven
storm you. Could an old Siege-master learn to surrender, to open his gates?

Into your hands, O lords of light, I commend my soul. Do what you must to mend the world. |
am at your service.

The sky was brightening, turning from Father Winter’ sgray to the Daughter’ sown fine blue. In the



shadowed court, Cazaril could see the shapes of his companions begin to shade and fill with thelight’s
gift of color. The scent of the orange blossoms hung heavily in the dawn damp, and more faintly, the
perfume of Betriz’' shair. Cazaril pushed back up onto his knees, ftiff and cold.

From somewherein the palace, aman’sbelow split the air, and was abruptly cut off. A woman
shrieked.

Cazaril put ahand to the pavement, shoving himsdlf to hisfeet, and pushed back his vest-cloak
from his sword hilt. All around him, the others were rising and looking about in darm.

“Dy Tagille” Bergon mationed to his Ibran companion. “ Go see.”
Dy Tagille nodded and departed at arun.

Dy Cembuer, hisright arm still in ading, clenched and unclenched hisleft hand, awkwardly freed
his sword hilt, and began striding after him. “We should bar the gate.”

Cazaril glanced around the courtyard, and at the tiled archway. Its decorative wrought-iron gate
swung wide after dy Tagille. Was there another entrance? “ Royesse, Royse, Betriz, you must not get
trapped in here.” Heran after dy Cembuer, his heart dready pounding. If he could get them out before
the—

A frantic page pelted through as dy Cembuer reached the archway. “My lords, help, armed men
have broken into the palace!” Helooked wildly over his shoulder.

And here they are. Two men, swords out, ran in the page’ strack. Dy Cembuer, trying to push the
gate shut with hissword in hisleft hand, barely ducked the first blow. Then Cazaril was upon them. His
first swing was wild, and histarget parried it with a clang that echoed around the court.

“Get out!” he screamed over his shoulder. “ Over theroofsif you haveto!” Could Isdleclimbin her
court dress? He could not look to seeif he was obeyed, for his opponent recovered and bore in hard.
The bravos, soldiers, whatever they were, wore ordinary street clothes, no identifying colors or badges
—the better to infiltrate the city inlittle groups, mixed in with the festival crowd, no doubt.

Dy Cembuer dashed hisman. A heavy return blow landed on his broken arm, and he whitened and
fell back with amuffled cry. Another soldier appeared around the corner and ran toward the archway,
wearing the Baocian colors of green and black, and for amoment Cazaril’ s heart lifted in hope. Until he
recognized him as Teidez’ s suborned guard captain—growing ever more expert in betrayal, apparently.

The Baocian captain’ slips drew back as he saw Cazaril, and he gripped his sword grimly, moving
in beside his comrade. Cazaril had neither breathing space nor a hand freeto try to close the gate on
them again, and besides, dy Cembuer’ s opponent had falen in the path. Cazaril did not darefal back.
This narrow choke point forced them to come a him one at atime, the best odds he waslikely to get
today. His hand was growing numb from the ringing blows transmitted up hisblade into hishilt, and his
gut was cramping. But his every gasping bresth bought another stride of running time for Bergon and
Iselle and Betriz. One step, two steps, five steps. . . Wherewas dy Tagille? Nine steps, eleven, fifteen
... How many men were coming up after these? His blade hacked a piece out of hisfirst attacker’sjaw,
and the man redled back with abloody cry, but it only left the guard captain with a better angle for
attack. The man till wore Dondo’ s green ring. It flashed as his sword darted and parried. Forty steps.
Fifty...

Cazaril fought in an exatation of terror, so hard-pressed to defend himsdlf that the supernatural
dangers of asuccessful thrust of his own, of the death demon tearing his soul out of hisbody aong with
hisdying victim’s, scarcely seemed to agpply. Cazaril’ sworld narrowed; he no longer sought to win the
day, or thisfight, or hislife, but merely another stride. Each Stride alittle victory. Sixty . . . something . . .
he was|osing count. Begin again.One. Two. Three. . .

| am probably going to die now. Twice was no charm. He howled inside with the waste of it, mad



with regret that he could not dieenough . His arm was shaking with fatigue. This gate wanted a
swordsman, not a secretary, but the royesse’ s private holy vigil had included only the few nobles. Was
no one coming up behind him in support? Surely even the old servants could grab something and throw it
... Twenty-two . . .

Could hefal back acrossthe courtyard to the stairs? Was the roya party gone up the stairs yet?
Hethrew afrantic glance backward, amistake, for helogt his rhythm; with ascree of metal, the captain’s
sword snaked hisfrom histingling grip. His blade clattered across the stone, spinning. The Baocian bore
Cazaril violently backward through the archway and knocked him to the pavement. Half adozen
attackers surged through the gate after the captain and spread out across the courtyard; a couple of
them, prudent and experienced, kicked him in passing to keep him down. He till didn’t know who they
were, but he had no doubtwhose they were.

Coughing, herolled on hissdein timeto seedy Jrond, swearing, stride through the gatein the
wake of another half dozen men. Dy Cembuer was till down, bent in on himsdlf, teeth clenched in
agony. Were |selle and Bergon safe away? Down a servants’ stair, over the roof tiles? Pray the gods
they had not panicked and barricaded themsalvesin their chambers. . . Dy Jirond headed toward the
gairsto the galery, where alittle knot of his men waited to make a concerted rush.

“Martou!” Cazaril bellowed, wrenching over and up onto his knees.

Dy Jrona swung round as though spun on the end of arope. “Youl” At hismotion, the Baocian
guard captain and another soldier grasped Cazaril by the arms, bending them up behind him, and
dragged him to hisfest.

“You aretoo latel” Cazaril cdled. “ She’ swed and bedded, and there’ sno way you can undo it
now. Chaion owns Ibra at the fairest price ever paid, and dl the country celebrates its good fortune.
Sheisthe Child of Spring and the ddlight of the gods. Y ou can’t win againgt her. Give over! Save your
life, and the lives of your men.”

“Wed?" snarled dy Jirond. “Widowed, if needs be. Sheisamad traitor and the whore of Ibraand
accursed, and I’ ll not haveit!” Hewhirled again toward the Sairs.

“You'rethewhore, Martou! Y ou sold Gotorget for Roknari money that | refused, and you sold me
to the gdlleysto stop my mouth!” Cazaril glared around franticaly at the hesitating troop. Fifty-five,
fifty-six, fifty-seven . . . “Thisliar sdlshisown men. Follow him, and you risk betraya the first moment
he smdls profit!”

Dy Jrona turned again, drawing hissword. “1’ll siop your mouth, you miserable fool! Hold himup .
Wait, no—

The two men holding Cazaril jerked alittle apart, their eyeswidening, asdy Jronad began to Stride
forward, twiting for amighty two-handed swing. “My lord, it’smurder,” faltered the man holding Cazaril
'sleft arm. The beheading arc was blocked by Cazaril’ s captors, and dy Jirona changed in mid-career
to aviolent low thrugt, lunging forward with al the weight of hisfury behind hisarm.

The stedl pierced silk brocade and skin and muscle and drove through Cazaril’ s gut, and Cazaril
was nearly jerked off hisfeet with theforce of it.

Sound ceased. The sword was diding through him as dowly as a pearl dropped in honey, and as
painlesdy. Dy Jrond’ sred face was frozen in arictus of rage. On either side of Cazaril, his captors bent
and leaned away, mouths creeping open on startled cries that never emerged.

With ayowl of triumph that only Cazaril heard, the desth demon coursed up the sword blade,
leaving it red-hot in itswake, and into dy Jrond’ s hand. With a scream of anguish, ablack syrup that
was Dondo poured after. Crackling blue-white sparks grew around dy Jrona’ ssword arm likeivy
twining, and then spiraled around hiswhole body. Sowly, dy Jrond’ s head tilted back, and whitefire



came from his mouth as his soul was uprooted from him. His hair stood on end, and his eyeswidened
and boiled white. The driven sword still moved with hisfaling weight, and Cazaril’ sflesh Szzled around
it. White and black and red whirled together, braided round each other, and flowed away in no
direction. Cazail’ s perception was drawn into the twisting cyclone’ swake, up out of hisbody likea
rising column of smoke. Three deaths and ademon al bound together. They flowed into a bluePresence

Cazaxil’ smind exploded.

He opened outward, and outward, and outward till, till &l theworld lay below him asif seen from
ahigh mountain. But not the realm of matter. Thiswas alandscape of soul-stuff; colors he could not
name, of ashattering brilliance, bore him up upon aglorious turbulence. He could hear al the minds of
the world whispering, asighing likewind in aforest—if one could but digtinguish, smultaneoudy and
separately, the song of each leaf. And dl theworld’ s cries of pain and woe. And shame and joy. And
hope and despair and aspiration . . . A thousand thousand moments from a thousand thousand lives
poured through his distending spirit.

From the surface below him, little bubbles of soul-color were boiling up one by one and floating into
aturning dance, hundreds, thousands, like great raindropsfaling upward . . .1t isthe dying, pouring in
through the rents of the worldsinto this place. Souls gestated by matter in theworld, dying into this
strange new birth. Too much, too much, too much . . . Hismind could not hold it dl, and the visions
burg from him like water faling through hisfingers.

He' d once thought of the Lady of Spring asasort of pleasant, gentle young woman, in hisvague
and youthful conceptudizations. The divines and Ordol had honed it scarcely further than to amenta
picture of aniceimmorta lady. This overwhelming Mind listened to every cry or song intheworld a
once. She watched the souls spird up in dl their terrible complex beauty with the ddight of agardener
inhaling the scent of Her flowers. And now this Mind turned Her attention fully upon Cazaxil.

Cazaril melted, and was cupped in Her hands. He thought She drank him, siphoning him out of the
violent concatenation of the dy Jironal brothers and the demon, who shot avayelsewhere . Hewas
blown from Her lips again, back down in atightening spird through the great dash in the world that was
his desth, and once again into hisbody. Dy Jrona’s sword blade was just emerging from his back.
Blood bloomed around the metd point like arose.

And now to work, the Lady whispered.Open to me, sweet Cazaril .
Can | watch?he asked tremuloudly.
Whatever you can bear, is permitted.

He sank back in alanguid ease, asthe goddess flowed through him into the world. Hislips curved
upinasmile, or started to; hisfleshly body was as duggish asthose of the men around himin the
courtyard. He seemed to be sinking to hisknees. Dy Jirona’ s corpse had not yet finished faling to the
pavement, although his dead hand had spasmed from his sword hilt. Dy Cembuer waslifting himsalf
upon his good arm, his mouth opening upon acry that was going to eventualy become, Cazaril! Some
men were throwing themsalves prone. Some were starting to run.

The goddess drew the curse of Chalion likethick black wool into Her hands. Lifting it from Isdle
and Bergon, somewhere in the streets of Taryoon. From Istain Vaenda. From Sarain Cardegoss.
From dl theland of Chalion, mountain to mountain, river to plain. Cazaril could not sense Orico inthe
dark fog. The Lady spun it out again through Cazaril. Asit twisted through him into the other realm, its
darknessfell away, and then hewasn’t sureif it was athread or astream of bright clean water, or wine,
or something even more wonderful.

Another Presence, solemn and gray, waited there, and took it up. And took it in. And sighed in
something like relief, or completion, or balance.l think it was the blood of a god. Spilled, soiled, drawn



up again, cleaned, and returned et last . . .
| don’t understand. Was Ista mistaken? Did | miscount my deaths?
The goddess laughed. Think it through . . .

Then the vast blue Presence poured out of the world through him like ariver thundering over a
waterfdl. The beauty of atriumpha music he knew he would never quite remember, till he cameto Her
realm again, cracked hisheart. The great rent drew closed. Hedled. Sedled.

And, abruptly asthat, it al was gone.

THE CRACK OF THE STONE PAVEMENT HITTING HISkneeswas hisfirst returning
sensation. Desperately, he held himsalf upright, Sitting on his hedl's, so as not to wrench the sword blade
around in hisflesh. The hilt and a handspan of bright blade hung below his downward-turning gaze,
driven at a crooked upward angle into his stomach just below and to the left of hisnavel. The point
seemed to come out somewhere to the right of his spine, and higher.Now camethe pain. Ashedrew his
first shuddering bresth, the weapon bobbed atrifle. The stink of cauterized flesh assailed his nodtrils,
mixed with acelestid perfume like spring flowers. He trembled with shock and cold. Hetried to hold

very ill.
He had adistressing urgeto giggle. That would hurt. More. . .

Not dl the scorched-meat smell was from him. Dy Jrond lay before him. Cazaril had seen corpses
burned from the outs de in—never before from theinsde out. The chancdlor’ s hair and clothes smoked
alittle, but then went out without catching to flame.

Cazail’ s attention was arrested by a pebble that lay on the pavement near his knee. It was sodense
. Sopersistent. The gods could not lift so much as afeather, but he, amere human, might pick up this
ancient unchanging object and place it wherever he wished, even into his pocket. He wondered why he
had never appreciated the stubborn fiddlity of matter. A dried leaf lay nearby, even more sunning in its
complexity. Matter invented so manyforms , and then went on to generate beauty beyond itself, minds
and soulsrigng up out of it like melody from an instrument . . . matter was an amazement to the gods.
Matter remembered itsalf so very clearly. He could not think why he had failed to notice it before. His
own shaking hand was amiracle, aswas the fine meta sword in hisbely, and the orange treesin the tubs
—onewastipped over now, wonderfully fractured and spilling—and the tubs, and the birdsong starting
inthe morning, and the water—water! Five gods, water! —in the fountain, and the morning light filtering
intothesky . ..

“Lord Cazaril?” came afaint voice from hiselbow.
He glanced aside to find that dy Cembuer had crept up to him.
“What was that?” Dy Cembuer sounded very closeto tears.

“Some miracles.” Too many in one place a onetime. He was overwhelmed with miracles. They
filled hiseyesin every direction.

Speaking was amigtake, for the vibration stirred the pain in hisgut. Though hecould spesk; the
sword did not appear to have pierced hislung. He imagined how much it would hurt to cough blood, just
now.Gut wound, then. | will be dead again in three days. He could smdl afant scent of shit, mixed
with the scorched mesat and the goddess’ s perfume. And sobbing . . . no, wait, the deadly fecd smell
was not coming from him, yet. The Baocian captain was curled up in atight ball on hissdealittieway
off, hisarmslocked around his head, weeping. He did not seem to have any wound. Ah. Yes. He had
been the nearest living witness. The goddess must have brushed againgt him, in Her passage.

Cazaril risked another breath. “What did you see?’ he asked dy Cembuer.
“That man—wasthat dy Jrond?’



Cazaril nodded, atiny careful nod.

“When he stabbed you, there was a hellish crack, and he burst into bluefire. Heis. . . what did . . .
did the gods gtrike him down?’

“Not exactly. It was. . . alittle more complicated than that . . .” It seemed strangely quiet in the
courtyard. Cazaril risked turning his head. About half of the bravos, and afew servants of I1sdlle’s
household, werelaid flat on the ground. Some were mumbling rapidly under their breeths; otherswere
crying like the Baocian captain. Therest had vanished.

Cazaril thought he could see now why aman had to lay down hislife three timesto do this. And
here he’ d imagined the gods were being arbitrary and difficult for the sake of some arcane punishment.
He' d needed thefirst two desths just for thepractice . Thefirst, to learn how to accept death in the body
—nhisflogging on the galey, that had been. He hadnot miscounted—that death had not been for the
House of Chdion at thetime. But it had become so, with Iselle’ smarriage to Bergon and its
consummation; the joining of two into one, that had shared the curse so horrifyingly between them, had
agpparently aso portioned out this sacrifice. Bergon’ s secret dowry, eh. Cazaril hoped he might livelong
enough to tell him, and that the royse would be pleased. His second acceptance, of death of the soul,
had been in the lonely company of crowsin Fonsa’ stower. So that when he came at last to thisone, he
could offer the goddess a smooth and steady partnering . . . humbling paralelsinvolving the training of
mules offered themsealves to hismind.

Footsteps sounded. Cazaril glanced up to see dy Tagille, winded and disheveled but with his sword
sheathed, running into the courtyard. He dashed up to them and stopped abruptly. “Bastard’ shell.” He
glanced aside at hisIbran comrade. “ Areyou dl right, dy Cembuer?’

“Sons of bitches broke my arm again.He' sthe scary one. What’ s happening out there?’

“Dy Baociaralied his men, and has driven the invaders out of the palace. It’sal very confused right
now, but the rest of them seem to be running through town trying to get to the temple.”

“Toassal it?’” dy Cembuer asked in darm. Hetried to struggleto hisfeet again.

“No. To surrender to armed men who will not try to tear them limb from limb. It ssemsevery citizen
of Taryoon has taken to the streets after them. The women are the worst. Bastard’ shell,” he repeated,
garing at dy Jrona’ s smoking corpse, “some Chalionese soldier was screaming and babbling that he'd
seen dy Jirond struck by lightning from aclear blue sky for the sacrilege of offering battle on the
Daughter’sDay. And | scarcely believed him.”

“| saw it, too,” said dy Cembuer. “ There was a horrible noise. He didn’t even havetimeto cry out.”

Dy Tagille dragged the corpse alittie way off and knelt in front of Cazaril, saring fearfully at his
skewered stomach and then into hisface. “Lord Cazaril, we must try to draw this sword from you. Best
wedoit at once.”

“No...wait..."” Cazaril had once seen aman plugged with a crosshow bolt live for half an hour,
until the bolt was drawn out; his blood had gushed forth then, and he’d died. 1 want to see Lady Betriz
firg”

“My lord, you cannot Sit there with asword stuck through you!”

“Well,” said Cazaril reasonably, “1 surely cannotmove . . .” Trying to talk made him pant. Not
good. He was shivering and very cold. But the throbbing pain was not as devastating as he’ d expected,
probably because he’ d managed to hold so still. Aslong ashe heldvery ill, it wasn’t much worse than
Dondo’ sclawings.

Other men arrived in the courtyard. Babble and noise and cries from the wounded washed between
the walls, and tales repested over and over inrising voices. Cazaril ignored it dl, taken up with his



pebble again. He wondered where it had come from, how it had arrived there. What it had been before

itwasapebble. A rock? A mountain? Where? For how many years? It filled hismind. And if apebble

could fill hismind, what might amountain do? The gods held mountainsin their minds, and dl else

besides, dl at once. Everything, with the same attention he gave to one thing. He had seen that, through

the Lady’ seyes. If it had endured for longer than that infinitesmal blink, he thought his soul would have

burgt. Asit was hefet strangely stretched. Had that glimpse been agift, or just a careless chance?
“Cazail?

A trembling voice, the voice he had been waiting for. Helooked up. If the pebble was amazing,
Betriz’ sface was astounding. The structure of her nose aone could have held him entranced for hours.
He abandoned the pebble at once for this better entertainment. But water welled up, shimmering, in her
brown eyes, and her face was drained of color. That wasn’t right. Worst of al, her dimples had gone
into hiding.

“Thereyou are,” he said happily. His voice was amuzzy croak. “Kiss me now.”

She gulped, kndt, shuffled up to him on her knees, and stretched her neck. Her lips were warm.
The perfume of her mouth was nothing a al like agoddess’s, but like a human woman’s, and very good
withal. Hislips were cold, and he pressed them to hers as much to borrow her heat and youth as
anything. So. He' d been swvimming in miracle every day of hislife, and hadn’t even knownit.

He eased his head back. “ All right.” He did not add, That’ s enough , because it wasn't. “You can
draw the sword out now.”

Men moved around him, mostly worried-looking strangers. Betriz rubbed her face, undid the frogs
of histunic, and stood and hovered. Someone gripped his shoulders. A page proffered afolded pad to
clap to hiswound, and someone e se held lengths of bandages ready to wrap historso.

Cazaril squinted in uncertainty. Betriz was here: therefore, Isdle must be, must be. . . “Isdle?
Bergon?’
“I'm here, Lord Caz.” 1sdlle’ svoice came off to hisside.

Shemoved around in front of him, staring & him in extreme dismay. She had shed her heavily
embroidered outer robesin her flight, and still seemed atrifle breathless. She had dso shed the black
cloak of thecurse. . . had she not? Y es, he decided. Hisinner vision was darkening, but he did not
migtekethis.

“Bergoniswithmy uncle,” she continued, “helping to clear dy Jrond’ sremaining men fromthe
area” Her voicewasfirminitsdisregard of the tears running down her face.

“The black shadow islifted,” hetold her, “from you and Bergon. From everyone.”
“How?’

“I'll tll you dl about it, if | live.”

“Cazail!”

He grinned briefly at the familiar, exasperated cadences around his name.

“You live, then!” Her voice wavered. “1—I command you!”

Dy Tagillekndt infront of Cazaril.

Cazaril gave him ashort nod. “Draw it.”

“Very sraight and smoothly, Lord dy Tagille,” Isdleinsgtructed tensdly, “so as not to cut him any
worse.”

“Aye, my lady.” Dy Tagillelicked hislipsin gpprehenson and grasped the sword’ shilt.



“Carefully,” gasped Cazaril, “but notquite so dowly,please.. . .”

The blade left him; awarm gush of liquid spurted from the mouth of hiswound after it. Cazaril had
hoped to pass out, but he only swayed as pads were clapped to him and held hard fore and aft. He
stared down expecting to see hislap awash in blood, but no flood of red met hissight; it wasaclear
liquid, merely tinged with pink. Sword must have lanced my tumor . Which wasnot , it appeared, and
the Bastard fry Rojerasfor inflicting that nightmare upon him, suffed with some grotesque demon fetus
after dl. Hetried not to think, At least not anymore. A murmur of astonishment passed among thering
of watchers asthe scent of celestid flowers from this exudation filled the air.

Helet himsdf fal, boneess and unresigting, into hiseager helpers’ arms. He did manageto
surreptitiously scoop up his pebble before the willing hands bore him off up the stairsto his bedchamber.
They were excited and frightened, but he was growing delightfully relaxed. It seemed he wasto be
fussed over, lovely. When Betriz held his hand, as he was eased into his bed, he gripped hersand did
not let go.

A tapping and low voices at hischamber door drew Cazaril from hisdoze. Theroom wasdim. A
sngle candle flame pushing back a deep dark told him night wasfalen. He heard the physician, who had
been gtting with him, murmuring, “Heisdeeping, Roy—Royina. . .”

“No, I'mnot,” Cazaril cdled eagerly. “Comein.” Hetensed hisarmsto push himsdf upright, then
thought better of it. He added, “Make more light. A deal morelight. | want to seeyou.”

A greet party of persons shuffled into his chamber, attempting to make themselves quiet and gentle,
like a parade gone suddenly shy. Iselle and Bergon, with Betriz and Pdlli attendant upon them; the
archdivine of Taryoon, with thelittle judge of the Father staring around in hiswake. They quitefilled the
room. Cazaril smiled up amiably at them from his horizonta paradise of clean linensand stillnessas
candle was held to candle and the flames multiplied.

Bergon looked down at him in gpprehension and whispered hoarsely to the physician, “How ishe?’

“He passed aded of blood in hiswater earlier, but lesstonight. He has no fever yet. | daren’t let
him have more than afew sips of teg, till we know how his gut wound progresses. | don’t know how
much pain he bears.”

Cazaril decided he preferred to spesk for himsdlf. “1 hurt, no doubt of that.” He made another
feeble attempt to roll up, and winced. “I would sit up alittle. I cannot talk looking up al your noseslike
this” Pdli and Bergon rushed to help gently raise him, plumping pillows behind him.

“Thank you,” said Isdlle to the physician, who bowed and, taking the royd hint, stepped out of the
way.

Cazaril eased back with asigh, and said, “What has transpired? |s Taryoon under attack? And don’
t talk in those funereal whispers, either.”

Isdlle smiled from the foot of hisbed. “Much has happened,” shetold him, her voice reverting to its
normal firm timbre. “Dy Jrona had men advancing asfast asthey could march from both his son-in-law
in Thistan and from Vaenda, to follow up in support of his spies and abductors got in at thefestiva. Late
last night the column coming down the road from Vaenda met the delegation carrying our letter to Orico
in Cardegoss, and captured them.”

“Alive, yes?’ said Cazail indarm.
“There was some scuffle, but none killed, thank the gods. Much debate followed in their camp.”

W, hehad sent the most sensible, persuasive men of weight and worth that Taryoon could muster
for that embassy.

“Later in the afternoon, we sent out parties of parley. Weincluded some of dy Jirona’smenwho



had witnessed the fight in the courtyard, and . . . and whatever that miraculous blue firewas that killed
him, to explain and to testify. They cried and gibbered alot, but they were very convincing. Cazaril, what
really —oh, and they say Orico isdead.”

Cazaril Sghed.l knew that. “When?’

The archdivine of Taryoon replied, “ There’ s some confusion about that. A Temple courier rode
through to usthis afternoon with the news. She bore me aletter from Archdivine Mendend in Cardegoss
saying it wasthe night after the royesse’ s—the royina’ swedding. But dy Jrona’smen al say hetold
them Orico had died the night before it, and so he was now rightful regent of Chdion. | suppose hewas
lying. I’ m not sure it matters, now.”

But it might have mattered, had eventstaken adifferent path . . . Cazaril frowned in curious
Speculation.

“Inany case,” put in Bergon, “between the news of dy Jronal’ s startling taking-off, and thefallure
and capture of their infiltrators,and the redlization that they marched not againgt arebellious Helress, but
their rightful royina, the columns have broken up. The men are returning to their homes. I’ m just back
from overseeing that.” Indeed, he was mud-splashed, bright-eyed with the exuberance of success—and
relief.

“Do you think the truce will hold?” asked Cazaril. “ Dy Jrona held the strings of avery consderable
network of power and relaions, al of whom still havether interests at risk.”

Pdli grunted, and shook his head. “ They have not the backing of forces from the Order of the Son,
now it’s headless—worse, they’ ve the near certainty that control of the order will pass out of their
faction now. | think the Jrona clan will learn caution.”

“The provincar of Thistan has dready sent usaletter of submisson,” putinlsdle, “just arrived. It
looks to have been hastily penned. We plan to wait one more day to be sure the roads are clear, and to
give thanksto the godsin the temple of Taryoon. Then Bergon and | will ride for Cardegoss with a
contingent of my uncle’s cavary, for Orico’ sfunera and my coronation.” Her mouth turned down. “I
fear wewill haveto leave you herefor atime, Lord Caz.”

He glanced a Betriz, watching him, her eyes dark with concern. Where Isdlerode, Betriz, her first
courtier, must needsfollow.

Isdlewent on, “Don’t speak if it painsyou too much, but Cazaril . . . whathappened inthe
courtyard? Did the Daughtertruly strike dy Jrond dead with abolt of lightning?’

“His body looked it, | must say,” said Bergon. “ Allcooked . I ve never seen anything likeit.”

“That isagood story,” said Cazaril dowly, “and will do for most men. Y ou here should know the
truth, but . . . 1 think thistruth should go no further, en?’

Isdlle quietly bade the physician excuse himsdlf. She glanced curioudly at the littlejudge. “And this
gentleman, Cazail ?’

“The Honorable Paginineis. . . isin the way of being acolleague of mine. He should stay, and the
archdivineaswell.”

Cazaril found his audience ranged around his bed, staring a him rather breathlesdy. Nether
Paginine nor the archdivine, nor Palli, knew the preamble about Dondo and the death demon, Cazaril
redized, and so hefound himsdaf compelled to revert to that beginning, though in asfew words as he
could make come out sensibly. At least he hoped it sounded coherent, and not like the ravings of a
madmean.

“Archdivine Mendend in Cardegoss knowsdl thistae,” he assured the shocked-looking pair from
Taryoon. Pdli’ s mouth was twisted in something between astonishment and indignation; Cazaril evaded



hiseyeatrifle guiltily. “But when dy Jrond bade his men hold me unarmed, and ran me through—when
he murdered me, the desth demon bore usal off in an unbalanced confusion of killersand victims. That
is, the demon bore the pair of them, but somehow my soul was attached, and followed . . . what | saw
then. . .thegoddess. ..” hisvoicefaltered. “I don’t know how to open my mouth and push out the
universeinwords. It won't fit. If | had dl thewordsin dl the languagesin the world that ever were or
will be, and spoketill the end of time, it fill couldn’t . . .” Hewas shivering, suddenly, his eyes blurred
with tears.

“But you weren't redly dead, wereyou?’ said Palli uneedily.

“Oh, yes. Just for alittlewhile. . . for an odd angle of little that came out, um, very large. If | had
not died in truth, | could not have ripped open the wall between the worlds, and the goddess could not
have reached in to take back the curse. Which was adrop of the Father’ sblood, as nearly as| could
tell, though how the Golden Generd came by such agift | know not. That’ s ametaphor, by theway. I'm
sorry. | havenot . . . | have not the words for what | saw. Talking about it islike trying to weave a box
of shadowsinwhich to carry water.” And our souls are parched. “The Lady of Spring let melook
through Her eyes, and though my second sight is taken back—I think—my eyes do not seem to work
quitethe same asthey did . . .”

The archdivine signed himsdlf. Paginine cleared histhroat, and said diffidently, “Indeed, my lord,
you do not make that grest roaring light about you anymore.”

“Do | not? Oh, good.” Cazaril added eagerly, “But the black cloak about Isdlle and Bergon, it is
goneaswell, yes?’

“Yes, my lord. Royse, Roying, if it please you. The shadow seemsto be lifted dtogether.”

“So dl iswell. Gods, demons, ghosts, the whole company, al gone. There’ s nothing odd Ieft about
me now,” said Cazaril happily.

Paginine screwed up hisfacein an expression that was not quite appalled, not quite alaugh. “I
would not go so far asto say that, my lord,” he murmured.

The archdivine nudged Paginine, and whispered, “ But he speaks the truth, yes? Wild asit seems

“Oh, yes, Your Reverence. | have no doubt of that.” The bland stare he traded Cazaril bore rather
more understanding than that of the archdivine’s, who was looking astonished and overawed.

“Tomorrow,” lsdlle announced, “Bergon and | shall make athanksgiving procession to the temple,
walking barefoot to Sgn our gratitude to the gods.”

Cazaril said in muzzy worry, “Oh. Oh, do be careful, then. Don’t step on any broken glass or old
nals, now.”

“We shdl watch out for each other’ s steps the whole way,” Bergon promised him.

Cazaril added aside to Betriz, his hand creegping across the coverlet to touch hers, “Y ou know, | am
not haunted anymore. Quite aload off my mind, in more waysthan one. Very liberating to a man, that
sort of thing . . .” Hisvoice was dropping in volume, raspy with fatigue. Her hand turned under his, and
gave a secret squeeze.

“We should withdraw and let you rest,” said Isdlle, frowning in renewed worry. “Is there anything
you desire, Cazaril? Anything at al?’

About to replyNo, nothing , he said instead, “Oh. Yes. | want music.”
“Musc?

“Perhaps some very quiet music,” Betriz ventured. “To lull himto deep.”



Bergon amiled. “If it please you, then, seetoit, Lady Betriz.” The mob withdrew, tiptoeing loudly.
The physician returned. He let Cazaril drink tea, in trade for making more blood-tinted pissfor him to
examine suspicioudy by candldight and growl at in an unsettling fashion.

At length, Betriz came back with a nervous-looking young lutenist who appeared to have been
wakened out of a sound deep for this command performance. But he worked hisfingers, tuned up, and
played seven short pieces. None of them was the right one; none evoked the Lady and Her
soul-flowers, till he played an eighth, an interlaced counterpoint of surpassing sweetness. That onehad a
faint echo of heaveninit. Cazaril had him play it through twice more, and cried alittle, upon which Betriz
ingsted that he was too tired and must deep now, and bore the young man off again.

And Cazail ill hadn’t had achanceto tell her about her nose. When hetried to explain this
miracle to the physician, the man responded by giving him alarge spoonful of syrup of poppies, after
which they ceased to darm each other for the rest of the night.

IN THREE DAYS' TIME HISWOUNDS STOPPED LEAKINGscented fluid, closing cleanly,
and the physician permitted Cazaril thin grud for bregkfast. Thisrevived him enough toinsst on being
alowed out to St in the spring sun of the courtyard. The expedition seemed to require an inordinate
number of servants and helpers, but at last he was guided carefully down the stairs and into achair lined
with wool-padded and feather-stuffed cushions, with hisfeet propped up on another cushioned chair.

He shooed away his hel pers and gave himsdlf over to amost ddliciousidleness. The fountain burbled
soothingly. Thetreesin the tubs unfurled more fragrant flowers. A pair of little orange-and-black birds
dtitched the air, bringing dry grass and twigsto build anest tucked up in the carvings on one of the gallery
’ssupporting posts. An ambitious litter of paper and penslay forgotten on the smdll table at Cazaril’s
elbow as he watched them flit back and forth.

Dy Baocia' s palace was very quiet, with itsroyal guestsand itslord and lady al goneto
Cardegoss. Cazaril therefore smiled with lazy delight when the wrought-iron gate under the end archway
swung aside to admit Palli. The march had been assigned by his new royinathe dull task of keeping
watch over her convaescent secretary while everyone else went off to the grand eventsin the capitd,
which seemed to Cazaril rather an unfair reward for Pali’ svadiant service. Palli had attended upon him
so fathfully, Cazaril felt quite guilty for wishing Isslle might have spared Lady Betriz ingtead.

Pdlli, grinning, gave him amock saute and seated himsdlf on the fountain’ s edge. “Well, Cadtillar!
Y ou look better. Very vertica indeed. But what’ sthis’—he gestured to the table—"work? Before they
left yesterday your ladies charged meto enforce avery long list of things you were not to do, most of
which you will be glad to know | have forgotten, but I’ m surework was high oniit.”

“No suchthing,” said Cazaril. “1 was going to attempt some poetry after the manner of Behar, but
then there were these birds . . . there goes one now.” He paused to mark the orange-and-black flash.
“People compliment birds for being great builders, but redly, these two seem terribly clumsy. Perhaps
they are young birds, and thisistheir first try. Persstent, though. Although | supposeif | wasto attempt
to build a hut using only my mouth, | would do no better. | should write apoem in praise of birds. If
meatter that gets up and walks about, like you, is miraculous, how much more marvelous is matter that
getsup and flied”

Pdli’ s mouth quirked in bemusement. “Isthis poetry or fever, Caz?’
“Oh, itisagreat infection of poetry, acontagion of hymns. The gods delight in poets, you know.
Songs and poetry, being of the same stuff as souls, can crossinto their world dmost unimpeded. Stone

carvers, now . . . eventhe gods arein awe of stone carvers.” He squinted in the sun and grinned back at
Pdli.

“Nevertheless” murmured Pdli dryly, “one fedsthat your quatrain yesterday morning to Lady Betriz
'snose was atactica mistake.”



“I wasnot making fun of her!” Cazaril protested indignantly. “Was she dtill angry a me when she
|eft?”

“No, no, shewasn’t angry! Shewas persuaded it was fever, and was very worried withal. If | were
you, I'dclamit for fever.”

“I could not write apoem to al of her just yet. | tried. Too overwhelming.”
“Well, if you must scribble paeansto her body parts, pick lips. Lips are more romantic than noses.”
“Why?" asked Cazaril. “1sn’t every part of her an amazement?’

“Yes, but wekisslips. We don’t kiss noses. Normally. Men write poems to the objects of our
desirein order to lurethem closer.”

“How practical. In that case, you’ d think men would write more poemsto ladies’ private parts.”

“Theladieswould hit us. Lips are asafe compromise, being as it were a stand-in or stepping-stone
to the greater mysteries.”

“Hah. Anyway, | desireall of her. Nose and lips and feet and all the parts between, and her soul,
without which her mere body would be al <till and cold and claylike, and start to rot, and be not an
object of desreatall .”

“Agh!” Pdli ran his hand through his hair. “My friend, you do not understand romance.”

“I promiseyou, | do not understand anything anymore. | am glorioudy bewildered.” Helay back in
his cushions and laughed softly.

Pdli snorted, and bent forward to pick up the paper from the top of the pile, the only one so far
with writing on it. He glanced down it, and hisbrowsrose. “What’ sthis? Thisisn’t about ladies’ noses.”
Hisface sobered; his gaze traveled back to the top of the page, and down once more. “In fact, I’'mnot
just surewhat it’ s about. Although it makes the hairs stand up on the backs of my arms. . .”

“Oh, that. It’snothing, | fear. | wastrying—but it wasn't'—Cazaril’ s hands waved helplessly, and
came back to touch his brow—"it wasn't what | saw.” He added in explanation, “| thought in poetry the
words might bear more freight, exist on both sides of the wall between the worlds, as people do. So far |
"mjudt cregting waste paper, fit only for lighting afire.”

“Hm,” said Palli. Unobtrusively, he folded up the paper and tucked it inside his vest-cloak.

“I'll try again,” sghed Cazaril. “Maybe | can get it right someday. | must write some hymnsto
metter, too. Birds. Stones. That would please the Lady, | think.”

Pdli blinked. “To lure Her closer?”’

“Might.”

“Dangerous stuff, this poetry. | think 1’1l stick to action, mysdlf.”

Cazaril grinned a him. “Watch out, my lord Dedicat. Action can be prayer, t0o.”

Whispers and muffled giggles sounded from the end of the gdllery. Cazaril looked up to see some
servant women and boys crouched behind the carved railings, peeking through a him. Pdli followed his
glance. Onegirl popped up boldly and waved at them. Amiably, Cazaril waved back. The gigglesrose
to acrescendo, and the women scurried off. Palli scratched his ear and regarded Cazaril with wry
inquiry.

Cazaril explained, “People have been snesking in al morning to see the spot where poor dy Jirona
was struck down. If he’ snot careful, Lord dy Baociawill lose his nice new courtyard to ashrine.”

Pdli cleared histhroat. “ Actudly, Caz, they’ re sneaking in to peek atyou . A couple of dy Baocia's



servants are charging admission to conduct the curious in and out of the paace. | was of two minds
whether to quash the enterprise, but if they’ re bothering you, 1 will . . .” He shifted, asif torise.

“Oh. Oh, no, don’t trouble them. | have made agreat deal of extrawork for the palace servants.
Let them profit abit.”

Pdli snorted, but shrugged acquiescence. “ And you still have no fever?’

“| wasn't sure at first, but no. That physician findly let me egt, dthough not enough. | am hedling, |
think.”

“That’samiraclein itsdf, worth avaidato see”

“Yes. |’'m not quite sureif putting me back into the world thisway was a parting gift of the Lady, or
just achance benefit of Her need to have someone on this side to hold open the gate for Her. Ordol was
right about the gods being parsmonious. Well, it’ sdl right either way. We shal surely meet again
someday.” Heleaned back, staring into the sky, the Lady’sown blue. Hislips curled up, unwilled.

“Y ou were the soberest fellow | ever met, and now you grin al thetime. Caz, are you sure She got
your soul back in right way round?’

Cazaril laughed out loud. “Maybe not! Y ou know how it iswhen you travel. Y ou pack al your
thingsin your saddlebags, and by the journey’ s end, they seem to have doubled in volume and are
hanging out every which way, even though you’ d swear you added nothing . . .” He patted histhigh.
“Perhaps | am just not packed into this battered old case as nedtly as | used to be.”

Pdli shook his head in wonder. “ And so now you leak poetry. Huh.”

TEN MORE DAY SOF HEALING LEFTCAZARIL NOT ATal bored with resting, if only his
ease were not so empty of the people he desired. At last hislonging for them overcame hisrevulsion at
the prospect of getting on ahorse again, and he set Pdlli to arranging their journey. Palli’ s protests at this
premature exercise were perfunctory, easily overborne, as he was no less anxious than Cazaril to see
how events in Cardegoss went on.

Cazaril and hisescort, including the ever-faithful Ferdaand Foix, traveled up the road in thefine
westher in gentle, easy stages, aworld apart from winter’ s desperate ride. Each evening Cazaril was
helped from his horse swearing that tomorrow they would go more dowly, and each morning he found
himsalf even more eager to push on. At length the distant Zangre again rose before hiseyes. Againgt the
backdrop of puffy white clouds, blue sky, and green fidlds, it seemed arich ornament to the landscape.

A few miles out of Cardegoss they encountered another procession on theroad. Meninthelivery
of the provincar of Labran escorted three carts and atrailing tail of mules and servants. Two of the carts
were piled with baggage. Thethird cart’s canvas top, rolled up to open the sides to the spring scenery,
shaded severd ladies.

Theladies' cart pulled to the Sde of the road and a servingwoman leaned out to call to one of the
outriders. The Labran sergeant bent his head to her, rode up in turn to Pdlli and Cazaril, and saluted.

“If it please you, drs, if one of you isthe Cadtillar dy Cazaril, my lady the Dowager Royina Sarabid
—begs,” he corrected himsdf, “you to wait upon her.”

The present provincar of Labran, Cazaril was reminded, was Royina Sara’ s nephew. He gathered
that he was witnessing her remova —or retreai—to her family estates there. He returned the sdlute. “|
am entirely a theroyina’ ssarvice.”

Foix helped Cazaril from hishorse. Steps were let down from the back of the cart, and the ladies
and maidservants descended to stroll together about the fallow field nearby and examine the spring

wildflowers. Sararemained seated in the shadow of the canvas. “Please you, Cadtillar,” she called softly,
“I am glad for this chance crossing. Can you bide with me amoment?’



“I am honored, lady.” He ducked his head and climbed into the cart, seating himself on the padded
bench opposite hers. The baggage mules plodded on past them. A peaceful, distant murmur enveloped
the scene, of birdsong, low voices, the bridle-jingle and champing of the horses et to graze by the
roadside, and the occasond trill of laugher from the maidservants.

Sarawas dressed now in asimply cut gown and vest-cloak of lavender and black, mourning for
poor doomed Orico, presumably.

“My apologies,” said Cazaril, with an acknowledging nod at her garb, “for not atending theroya’'s
funera. | was not yet recovered enough to travel.”

She waved thisaway. “From what |sdle and Bergon and Lady Betriz havetold me, itisamiracle
you survived your wounds.”

“Yes well ... precisdly.”
She gave him an oddly sympethetic look.
“Orico was taken up safdly, then?” Cazaril asked.

“Yes, by the Bastard. Asgods-rgected in death ashewasin life. It stirred a bit of unpleasant
speculation about his parentage, aas.”

“Not 0, lady. Hewas surely las’s child. | think the Bastard has been specia guardian of his House
snce Fonsa’ sreign. And so thistime the god picked firgt, not last.”

She shrugged her thin shoulders. “A sorry guardianship, if so. On the day before he died, Orico
said to methat he wished he’ d been born the son of awoodcutter, and not the son of the roya of
Chalion. Of dl the epitaphs on his degth, his own seemsthe most appositeto me.” Her voice grew a
shade more sour. “Martou dy Jirond, they say, was taken up by the Father.”

“So | had heard. They sent hisbody to his daughter in Thistan to take charge of. Wéll, he, too, had
his part to play, and little enough joy it brought himin theend.” He offered after amoment, “1 can
persondly guarantee you, though, his brother Dondo was carried to the Bastard’ shell.”

A smadl, grim smile curved her lips. “Perchance he may learn better mannersthere.”
There seemed nothing to add to this, as epitaphs went.

Cazaril wasreminded of acuriosity, and diffidently cleared histhroat. “ The day before Orico died.
And which day would that have been, my lady?’

Her eyesflew to his, and her dark brows went up. After amoment she said, “Why, the day after
Isdle’ swedding, of course.”

“Not the day before? Martou dy Jrona seemed strangely misinformed, then. Not to mention
prematurein certain of hisactions. And. . . it seemsto mevery like acertain cursed luck, to diejust a
day before one’srescue.”

“I, and Orico’ sphysician, and Archdivine Mendena, who dl attended on him together, will all
swear that Orico yet lived to speak to usthat afternoon and evening, and did not breathe his sad last
until early the next morning.” She met his gaze very directly indeed, her lipsstill setin that same grim
curve. “And so Iselle’ smarriage to Royse Bergon is unassailably valid.”

And thusalegd quibble was rendered unavailable to disaffected lords as a pretext for defiance.
Cazaril imagined it, her daylong secret deathwatch beside the gdlid bloated corpse of her husband. What
had she thought about, what had she reflected upon, as the hours crept by in that sealed chamber? And
yet she had made of that horror apragmatic gift for Iselle and Bergon, for the House of Chdion that she
was departing. He pictured her suddenly as atidy housewife, sweeping out her old familiar roomsfor the
last time, and leaving avase of flowers on the hearth for the new owners.



“I...think | see”

“I think you do. Y ou aways had very seeing eyes, Cadtillar.” She added after amoment, “And a
discreet tongue.”

“A condition of my service, Royina”

“Y ou have served the House of Chalion well. Better, perhaps, than it deserved.”
“But not half sowell asit needed.”

She sghed agreement.

He made politeinquiry after her plans; she wasindeed returning to her home province, to teke
resdence a acountry estate happily to be entirely under her own direction. She seemed not just
resigned but eager to escape Cardegoss and leave it to her successors. Cazaril, rising, wished her well,
and asafejourney, with al hisheart. He kissed her hands; shein turn kissed his and, briefly, touched her
fingertipsto hisforehead as he bent to her.

He watched her train of carts rumble away, wincing in sympathy asthey jounced over theruts. The
roads of Chaion could use improvement, Cazaril decided, and he had ridden over enough of them to
know. He’ d seen roads in the Archipelago made wide and smooth for al weethers—perhaps I selle and
Bergon needed to import some Roknari masons. Better roads, with fewer bandits on them, would do a
world of good for Chalion. Chalion-lbra, he corrected this thought, and smiled as Foix gave him aleg up
onto hishorse.

Pdli had sent Ferda gallopingahead while Cazaril lingered by the roadside to speak with Royina
Sara Asaresult, the Zangre' s castle warder and an array of servants were waiting to greet the party
from Taryoon when they rode at last into the castle courtyard. The castle warder bowed to Cazaril as
the grooms helped him down from his horse. Cazaril stretched, carefully, and asked in an eager voice,
“Are Royinalsdle and Royse Bergon within?”

“No, my lord. They arejust this hour gone to the temple, for the ceremonies of investiture for Lord
dy Yarrin and Royse Bergon.”

The new royina had, as anticipated, selected dy Y arrin for the new holy genera of the Daughter’s
Order. The appointment of Bergon to the Son’ s generaship was, in Cazaril’ sview, abrilliant stroke to
recover direct control of that important military arm for the royacy, and remove it as abone of
contention among the high lords of Chalion. It had been Iselle’s own idea, too, when they had discussed
the matter before she and Bergon had left Taryoon. Cazaril had pointed out that while she could not in
honor fail to reward dy Y arrin’ sloydty with the appointment he’ d so ardently desired, dy Yarrin was
not ayoung man; in time, the generalship of the Daughter, too, must revert to the royacy.

“Ah!” cried Pdli. “Today, isit?1sthe ceremony till going forward, then?’
“I believe so, March.”

“If I hurry, perhaps | can see some of it. Cazaril, may | leave you to the good care of this
gentleman? My lord warder, see that he takes hisrest. Heis not nearly so recovered from hislate
wounds as hewill try to make you believe.”

Pdli reined his horse around and gave Cazaril acheery salute. “I shdl return with dl the tale for you
whenit’sdone.” Followed by hislittle company, he trotted back out the gate.

Grooms and servants whisked away horses and baggage. Cazaril refused, in what he hoped was a
dignified manner, the support of the castle warder’ s proffered arm, at least until they should have
reached the stairs. The castle warder called him back as he started toward the main block.

“Y our room has been moved by order of theroyinato las's Tower,” the castle warder explained,



“that you may be near her and theroyse.”

“Oh.” That had apleasing sound to it. Agreeably, Cazaril followed the man up to the third floor,
where Royse Bergon and his Ibran courtiers had taken their new residence, although Bergon had
evidently chosen another officia bedchamber for himsdlf than the one Orico had lately died in. Not,
Cazaril was given to understand, that the royse dept there. Iselle had just moved into the old royina’s
auite, above. The castle warder showed Cazaril to the room near Bergon’ sthat was to be his. Someone
had moved histrunk and few possessions over from hisold chamber, and entirely new clothing for
tonight’ s banquet was dready laid out waiting. Cazaril let the servants bring him wash water, but then
shooed them away and lay down obediently to rest.

Thislasted about ten minutes. He rose again and prowled up one flight to examine his new office
arrangements. A maidservant, recognizing him, curtsied him past. He poked his nose into the chamber
Sarahad kept for her secretary. As he expected, it was now filled with hisrecords, books, and ledgers
from the royesse’ sformer household, with agreat many more added. Unexpectedly, aneat dark-haired
fellow, who looked to be about thirty years old, manned his broad desk. He wore the gray robe and
carmine shoulder braid of adivine of the Father, and was scratching figuresinto one of Cazaril’sown
account books. Opened correspondence lay fanned out at hisleft hand, and alarger stack of finished
lettersrose at hisright.

He glanced up a Cazaril in polite but cool inquiry. “May | hdp you, Sr?’

“l—excuse me, | do not believe we have met. Who are you?’

“I am Learned Bonneret, Royinalsdle’ s private secretary.”

Cazaril’ s mouth opened, and shut.But I’ m Royina Iselle’s private secretary! “A temporary
gppointment, isit?’

Bonneret’ s eyebrows went up. “Well, | trust it shall be permanent.”

“How came you by the post?’

“ Archdivine Mendend was kind enough to recommend meto the royina.”

“Lady?’

“Excuseme?’

“You arelately appointed?’

“These two weeks past, Sr.” Bonneret frowned in faint annoyance. “ Ah—you have the advantage
of me, | believe?’

Quitethereverse.“Theroyina. . . didn't tell me,” said Cazaril. Was he discarded, shunted from his
position of trust? Granted, the avalanche of tasks attendant upon Isdlle’ s ascension to the royacy was
hardly going to hat while Cazaril dowly recovered; someone had to attend to them. And, Cazaril noted
by the outgoing inscriptions, Bonneret had beautiful handwriting. The divine was frowning more deeply at
him. He supplied, “My nameis Cazaril.”

Bonneret’ s frown evaporated, to be replaced with an even more alarming awed smile; he dropped
hisquill, spattering ink, and scrambled abruptly to hisfeet. “My lord dy Cazaril! | an honored!” He
bowed low. “Whatmay | do to help you, my lord?’ he repeated, in avery different tone.

This eager courtesy daunted Cazaril far more than Bonneret’ sformer superciliousness. He mumbled
some incoherent excuse for hisintrusion, pleaded weariness from the road, and fled back downgtairs.

Hefilled alittle time inventorying his clothing and too-few books and arranging them in hisnew
chamber. Amazingly, nothing seemed to be missing from his possessions. He wandered to his narrow
window, which looked down over the town. He swung his casement wide and craned his neck out, but



no sacred crows flew in to visit him. With the curse broken, the menagerie gone, did they till roost in
Fonsa’'s Tower? He studied the temple domes, and made plans to seek out Umegat at hisfirst
opportunity. Then he sat in bewilderment.

He was shaken, and knew it partly for an effect of fatigue. His energy was still fragile, spasmodic.
His healing gut wound ached from the morning’ s riding, athough not as much as when Dondo had used
to claw him from theinsde. He was glorioudy unoccupied, afact that done had been enough to keep
him ecgtatically happy for days. It didn’t seem to be working this afternoon, though. All his urgent push
to arrive here made this quiet rest that everybody thought he ought to be having fed rather aletdown.

His mood darkened. Maybe there was no use for him in this new Chalion-1bra. 1selle would need
more |learned, smoother men now to help manage her vastly enlarged affairs than abattered and, well,
strange ex-soldier with aweakness for poetry. Worse—to be culled from Isdle’ s service was to be
exiled from Betriz’' sdaily presence. No one would light hisreading candles at dusk, or make him wear
warm unfashionable hats, or noticeif hefdl ill and bring him frightening physicians, or pray for his safety
when hewasfar from home. . ..

He heard the clatter and noise of what he presumed was |selle and Bergon’ s party returning from
the ceremonies a the temple, but even at an angle hiswindow did not give aview onto the courtyard.
He ought to rush out to greet them.No. I’ mresting. That sounded mulish and petulant even to hisown
inward ear.Don’t be a fool. But adreary fatigue anchored himin his chair.

Before he could overcome his wash of meancholy, Bergon himsdf bustled into his chamber, and
then it became impossible to stay down-at-the-mouth. The royse was still wearing the brown, orange,
and yedllow robes of the holy genera of the Son’ s Order, with its broad sword belt ornamented with the
symbols of autumn, dl looking alot better on him than they ever had on old gray dy Jrond. If Bergon
was not ajoy to the god, there was no pleasing Him at al. Cazaril rose, and Bergon embraced him,
inquired after histrip from Taryoon and his healing, barely waited for the answer, tried to tell himin turn
of eight things at once, then burst out laughing at himself.

“Therewill betimefor al thisshortly. Right now | am on amission from my wifethe royina of
Chadlion. But tdl mefirst and privatdly, Lord Caz—do you love the Lady Betriz?’

Cazaril blinked. “I ... she. .. very fond, Royse.”

“Good. | mean, | wassureof it, but Isdleinssted | ask first. Now, and very important—are you
willing to be shaved?”’

“l—what?’ Cazaril’ s hand went to hisbeard. It was not at al as scraggly asit had started out, it
had filled in nicely, he thought, and besides, he kept it neatly trimmed. “Is there some reason you ask me
this? Not that it matters greatly, beards grow back, | suppose. . .”

“But you' re not madly attached to it or anything, right?’

“Not madly, no. My hand was shaky for atime after the galleys, and | did not care to carve mysdlf
bloody, but | could not afford abarber. Then | just became used to it.”

“Good.” Bergon returned to the doorway, and thrust his head through to the corridor. “All right,
comein.”

A barber and a servant holding a can of hot water trooped in at the royse’ s command. The barber
made Cazaril sit, and whipped his cloth around him. Cazaril found himsalf sogped up before he could
make remark. The servant held the basin beneath his chin as the barber, humming under his breath, went
to work with his stedl. Cazaril stared down cross-eyed over his nose as blobs of soapy gray and black
hair solatted into the tin basin. The barber made unsettling little chirping noises, but &t last smiled in
satisfaction and grandly gestured the basin away. “ There, my lord!” Some work with ahot towd and a
cold lavender-scented tincture that stung completed his artistic effort. The royse dropped a coin into the



barber’ s hand that made him bow low and, murmuring compliments, retreat backwards through the door
agan.

Feminine giggles sounded from the halway. A voice, not quite low enough, whispered, “ See, Isdllel
He doestoo have achin. Told you.”

“Y es, you wereright. Quite anice one.”

Isdlle staked inwith her back straight, trying to be very royd in her eaborate gown from the
investiture, but couldn’t keep her gravity; shelooked at Cazaril and burst into laughter. At her shoulder
Betriz, amogt asfindy dressed, was dl dimples and bright brown eyes and a complex hairstyle that
seemed to involve alot of black ringlets framing her face, bouncing in afascinating manner asshe
moved. Isdle’ s hand went to her lips. “ Five gods, Cazaril! Once you’ re fetched out from behind that
gray hedge, you’ re not o old after dl!”

“Not oldat dl,” corrected Betriz sturdily.

He had risen at the royesse’ s entry, and swept them a courtly bow. His hand, unwilled, went to
touch his unaccustomedly naked and cool chin. No one had offered him amirror by which to examine
the cause of dl thisfemae hilarity.

“All ready,” reported Bergon mysterioudy.

Isdle, smiling, took Betriz’ s hand. Bergon grasped Cazaril’s. 1sdlle struck a pose and announced, in
avoice suited to athrone room, “My best-beloved and most loyd lady Betriz dy Ferrgl has begged a
boon of me, which | grant with al the gladness of my heart. And as you have no father now, Lord
Cazaril, Bergon and | shall take his place asyour liege lords. She has asked for your hand. Asit pleases
Usgreatly that Our two most bel oved servants should also love each other, be you betrothed with Our
goodwill.”

Bergon turned up hishand with Cazaril’ sinit; Betriz's descended upon it, capped by Isdlle’s. The
royse and royina pressed their hands together, and stood back, both grinning.

“But, but, but,” ssammered Cazaril. “But thisis very wrong, |sdle—Bergon—to sacrifice this
maiden to reward my gray hairsisarepugnant thing!” He did not let go of Betriz's hand.

“Wejust got rid of your gray hairs,” pointed out Iselle. Shelooked him over judicioudy. “It’ savast
improvement, | haveto agree.”

Bergon observed, “And | must say, she doesn’t ook very repulsed.”

Betriz’ sdimples were as deep as ever Cazaril had seen them, and her merry eyes gleamed up at
him through her demurely sweeping lashes.

“But...but...”

“And anyway,” Isdlle continued briskly, “1"m not sacrificing her to you asareward for your loyalty. |
"m bestowing you on her asareward forher loyaty. So there”

“Oh. Oh, well, that’ s better, then . . .” Cazaril squinted, trying to reorient his spinning mind. “But . . .
surely there are greater lords. . . richer . . . younger, handsomer . . . moreworthy . . ."

“Yes, wdl, shedidn’t ask for them. She asked for you. No accounting for taste, en?’ said Bergon,
eyesdight.

“And | must quibblewith at least part of your estimate, Cazaril,” Betriz said bresthlesdy. “ Thereare
no more worthy lordsthan you in Chalion.” Her grip, in his, tightened.

“Wait,” said Cazaril, feding he was diding down adope of snow, tractionless. Soft, warm snow. “I
have no lands, no money. How can | support awife?’



“I plan to make the chancellorship asdaried position,” said Isdlle.

“Asthe Fox hasdonein lbra? Very wise, Royina, to have your principal servants’ principd
loyalties be to the royacy, and not divided between crown and clan as dy Jirona’ swas. Who shall you
appoint to replace him? | have afew ideas—"

“Cazaxil!” Her fond exasperation made familiar cadence with hisname. “ Of course it’ syou, who did
youthink | should appoint? Surely that went without saying! The duty must be yours.”

Cazaril sat down heavily in hislate barber chair, still not releasing his clutch on Betriz’ shand. “ Right
now?’ hesadfantly.

Her chin came up. “No, no, of course not! Tonight we feast. Tomorrow will do.”
“If you' refedling up to it by then,” Bergon put in hadtily.

“It'savast task.” Wish for bread, and be handed a banquet . . . between those who sought to
overprotect him and those who sacrificed his comfort mercilessy to their amswithout a second thought,
Cazaril decided herather preferred the latter. Chancellor dy Cazaril. My lord Chancellor. Hislips
moved, as he shaped the syllables, and crooked up.

“We shdl do these announcements all over again publicly tonight after dinner,” said Isdlle, “so dress
yourself suitably, Cazaril. Bergon and | shal present the chain of office to you then, before the court.
Betriz, attend upon me’ —her lips curved—*“in alittlewhile” Shetucked her hand through Bergon’sarm
and drew the royse out after her. The door swung sht.

Cazaril snaked hisarm around Betriz’ swaist and pulled her, ruthlesdy and not at al shyly, down
upon hislap. She squeaked in surprise.

“Lips, en?” he murmured, and fastened histo hers.

Pausing for breath sometime later, she pulled her head back and happily rubbed her chin, then his.
“And now your kisses do not make meitch!”

IT WASLATE THE FOLLOWING MORNING BEFORECazaril was at |ast able to seek out
Umegat at the Bastard’ shouse. A respectful acolyte ushered him to a pair of rooms on the third floor;
the tongueless groom, Daris, answered the knock and bowed Cazaril inside. Cazaril was not surprised
to find him wearing the garb of alay dedicat of the order, tidy and white. Daris rubbed his chin and
gestured at Cazaril’ s bare face, uttering some smiling remark that Cazaril was just as glad he could not
make out. The thumbless man beckoned him through the chamber, furnished up as asitting room, and
out to alittle wooden ba cony, festooned with twining vines and rose geraniumsin pots, overlooking the
Temple Square.

Umegat, also dressed in clean white, sat at atiny table in the cool shade, and Cazaril wasthrilled to
see paper and quill and ink before him. Daris hagtily brought achair, that Cazaril might St before Umegat
could try to rise. Daris mouthed an inviting hum; Umegat interpreted an offer of hospitality, and Cazaril
agreed to tea, which Daris bustled away to fetch.

“What’sthis?’ Cazaril waved eagerly at the papers. “Have you your writing back?’

Umegat grimaced. “ So far, | seem to be back to age five. Would that some of the rest of me was
so rgjuvenated.” Hetilted the page to show alabored exercise of cruddy drawn letters. “1 keep putting
them back in my mind, and they keep faling out again. My hand haslogt its clevernessfor the quill—and
yet | can ill play the lute nearly asbadly asever! The physicianingststhat | amimproving, and |
supposeit isso, for | could not do so little as this amonth ago. The words scuttle about on the page like
crabs, but every so often | catch one.” He glanced up, and shrugged away his struggles. “But you! Great
doingsin Taryoon, were they not? Mendena says you had asword stuck through you.”

“Punctured front to back,” admitted Cazaril. “But it carved out Lord Dondo and the demon, which



made it atogether worth the pain. The Lady spared me from the killing fever, after.”
Umegat glanced after Daris. “ Then you got off lightly.”
“Miraculoudy s0.”

Umegat leaned alittle forward across the table and gazed closdly into hisface. “Hm. Hm. You' ve
been keeping high company, | see”

“Have you your second sight back?’ asked Cazaril, startled.
“No. It’sjust alook a man gets, that one learnsto recognize.”

Indeed. Umegat had it, too. It seemed that if aman was god-touched, and yet not pushed
atogether off-baance, it left him mysterioudy centered thereafter. *Y ou have seen your god, too.” It
was not aquestion.

“Onceor twice,” Umegat admitted.
“How long doesiit take to recover?’

“I’m not sureyet.” Umegat rubbed hislips thoughtfully, studying Cazaril. “ Tell me—if you can—
whatyousaw ... ?

It was not just the learned theol ogian talking shop; Cazaril saw the flash of fathomless god-hunger in
the Roknari’ sgray eyes.Do | ook like that, when | speak of Her”? No wonder men look at me
strangely.

Cazaril told thetale, starting from his precipitate departure from Cardegoss riding to the royesse’s
ordering. Teaarrived, was consumed, and the cups refilled before he came to the end of it. Daris
hunkered in the doorway, listening; Cazaril supposed he need not ask after the ex-groom’ sdiscretion.
When hetried to describe his gathering-in by the Lady, he became tongue-tangled. Umegat hung on his
halting words, lips parted.

“Poetry—poetry might doit,” said Cazaril. “I need words that mean more than they mean, words
not just with height and width, but depth and weight and, and other dimensionsthat | cannot even name.”

“Hm,” said Umegat. “I tried to recapture the god with music, for atime, after my first . . .
experience. | had not the gift, alas.”

Cazaril nodded. He asked diffidently, “1s there anything you—either of you—need, that | can
command? |selle has yesterday made me chancellor of Chalion, so | suppose | can command, well,
rather alot.”

Umegat’ s brows flicked up; he favored Cazaril with alittle congratulatory bow, from his seet. “ That
waswell done of the young royina.”

Cazaril grimaced. “1 keep thinking about dead men’ s boots, actualy.”

Umegat’ s smile glimmered. “I understand. Asfor us, the Temple caresfor its ex-saints reasonably
well, and suppliesus | that we can presently use. | like these rooms, this city, thisspring air, my
company. | hope the god will yet grant me an interesting task or two, before I’ m done. Although, by
preference, not with animals. Or royaty.”

Cazaril made amotion of sympathy. “1 suppose you knew poor Orico aswell asamost anyone,
except perhaps Sara”

“I saw him nearly every day for six years. He spoke to me most frankly, toward the end. | hope |
was aconsolation to him.”

Cazaril heditated. “For what it’ sworth, | came to the conclusion that he was something of ahero.”



Umegat nodded briefly. “ So did 1. In afrustrating sort of way. He was a sacrifice, surely.” He
sghed. “Wel, itisaparticular Snto permit grief for what is gone to poison the praise for what blessngs
remantous”

The tongueless man rose from his silent spot to take away theteathings.

“Thank you, Daris,” said Umegat, and patted the hand that touched him briefly on the shoulder;
Daris gathered up the cups and plates and padded off.

Cazaril gared curioudy after him. “Have you known him long?’
“About twenty years.”

“Then he was not just your assistant in the menagerie. . .” Cazaril lowered hisvoice. “Washe
martyred back then?’

“No. Not yet.”
“Oh”

Umegat smiled. “Don’t look so glum, Lord Cazaril. We get better. That was yesterday. Thisis
today. | shall ask hispermissonto tell you thetde of it sometime.”

“| should be honored with his confidence.”
“All iswel, andif it’s not, then at least each day brings us closer to our god.”

“I had noticed that. | had alittle trouble tracking time, the first few days after . . . after | saw the
Lady. Time, and scale, both dtered out of reckoning.”

A light knock sounded upon the chamber door. Daris emerged from the other room and went to
admit awhite-smocked young dedicat who held abook in her hand.

“Ah.” Umegat brightened. “It ismy reader. Make your bow to the Lord Chancellor, Dedicat.” He
added in explanation, “They send adelinquent dedicat to read to me for an hour aday, asalight
punishment for small infractions of the house rules. Have you decided what rule you mean to break
tomorrow, girl?’

The dedicat grinned sheepishly. “I”m thinking, Learned Umegat.”

“Wadl if you run out of idess, | will harken back to my youth and seeif | can’t remember afew
more.”

The dedicat tipped the book toward Cazaril. “1 thought | would be sent to read dull theology to the
divine, but instead he wanted this book of tales.”

Cazail glanced over the volume, an Ibran import judging by the printer’ smark, with interest.

“It’ safine concalt, “ said Umegat. “ The author follows agroup of travelersto apilgrimage shrine,
and has each onetd| hisor her talein turn. Very, ah, holy.”

“Actudly, my lord,” the dedicat whispered, “some of them are very lewd.”

“I seel must dust off Ordol’ s sermon on the lessons of the flesh. | have promised the dedicat time
off from the Bastard’ s penances for her blushes. | fear she believesme.” Umegat smiled.

“I, ah ... should be very pleased to borrow that book, when you' refinished withiit,” Cazaril said
hopefully.

“I’ll haveit sent up to you, my lord.”

Cazaril made hisfarewdlls. He recrossed the five-sded Temple Square and headed uphill, but

turned aside before the Zangre camein sight and made hisway to Provincar dy Baocia’ stown paace.
The blocky old stone building resembled Jrona Pdace, though much smdler, with no windows onits



lower floor, and its next floor’ s casements protected by wrought-iron grilles. It had been reopened not
only for itslord and lady but aso the old Provincaraand Lady Ista, who had arrived from Vaenda Full
to bursting, its former sullen empty silence wasturned to bustle. Cazaril sated hisrank and businessto a
bowing porter, and was whisked insde without question or delay .

The porter led him to ahigh sunny chamber at the back of the house. Here he found Dowager
Royinalgtadtting out on alittleiron-railed ba cony overlooking the small herb garden and stable mews.
She dismissed her attendant woman and gestured Cazaril to the vacated chair, dmost knee to knee with
her. Ista’ sdun hair was negatly braided today, wreathing her head; both her face and her dress seemed
somehow crigper, more clearly defined than Cazaril had ever seen them before.

“Thisisapleasant place,” Cazaril observed, easng himself down in the chair.

“Yes, | likethisroom. It isthe one | had when | was agirl, when my father brought us up to the
capita with him, which was not often. Best of al, | cannot seethe Zangrefromit.” She gazed down into
the domestic square of garden, embroidered with green, protected and contained.

“Y ou came to the banquet there last night.” He had only been able to exchange afew forma words
with her in that company, Istamerdly congratulating him on his chancellorship and his betrothd, and
departing early “Y ou looked very well, too, | must say. | could seelsdlewas gratified.”

Sheinclined her head. “1 eat there to please her. | do not care to deep there.”
“| suppose the ghosts are till about. | cannot see them now, to my greet relief.”

“Nor |, with sight or second sight, but | fed them asachill inthewalls. Or perhapsit’sjust the
memory of them that chillsme.” She rubbed her arms asif to warm them. | abhor the Zangre.”

“I understand the poor ghosts much better now than when they firgt terrified me,” said Cazaril
diffidently. “1 thought their exile and eroson was aregjection by the gods, at first, adamnation, but now |
know it for amercy. When the souls are taken up, they remember themsealves. . . the minds possess
their livesdl whole, dl at once, asthe gods do, with nearly the terrible clarity that matter remembers
itsdf. For some. . . for somethat heaven would be as unbearable as any hell, and so the gods release
them to forgetfulness.”

“Forgetfulness. That smudged oblivion seems avery heaven to me now. | pray to be such aghog, |
think.”

| fear it isa mercy you shall be denied. Cazaril cleared histhroat. “Y ou know the curseislifted off
of Isdleand Bergon, and dl, and banished out of Chdion?’

“Yes. Isdlehastold me of it, to the limit of her understanding, but | knew it when it happened. My
ladies were dressing me to go down to the Daughter’ s Day morning prayers. There was nothing to see,
nothing to hear or fed, but it was asthough afog had lifted from my mind. | did not redlize how closdly it
had cloaked me round, like aclammy mist on the skin of my soul, till it waslifted. | was sorry then, for |
thought it meant you had died.”

“Died indeed, but the Lady put me back into the world. Well, into my body. My friend Palli would
have it that She put me back in upside down.” His smileflickered.

Istalooked away. “ The curse’ slifting made my pain more clear, and yet more distant. It felt very
strange”
He cleared histhroat. “Y ou wereright, Lady Ista, about the prophecy. Thethree deaths. | was

wrong with my marriage scheme, wrong and determined to be so, because | was afraid. Y our way
seemed too hard. And yet it cameright despite mysdlf, in the end, by the Lady’ sgrace.”

She nodded. “I would have doneit mysdf, if | could have.My sacrifice was evidently not deemed
acceptable.” Bitternesstinged her voice.



“It was not a matter of—that’ s not the reason,” protested Cazaril. “Wadll, itisbut it isn't. It hasto
do with the shape of your soul, not itsworthiness. Y ou have to make a cup of yoursdlf, to receive that
pouring out. Y ou are asword. Y ou were always a sword. Like your mother and your daughter, too—
ged spinesrunin thewomen of your family. | realize now why | never saw saints, before. Theworld
does not crash upon their willslike waves upon arock, or part around them like the wake of aship.
Instead they are supple, and swim through the world as silently asfishes”

Her brows rose at him, though whether in agreement, disagreement, or some politeirony he was
not sure.

“Where will you go now?’ he asked her. “Now that you are better, that is.”

She shrugged. “My mother growsfrail. | suppose we shall reverse chairs, and | shal attend upon
her in the castle of VVaenda as she attended upon me. | should prefer to go somewhere that | have never
been before. Not VValenda, not Cardegoss. Someplace with no memories.”

He could not argue with this. He thought on Umegat, not exactly her spiritua superior, but so
experienced in loss and woe as to have recovery down to nearly aroutine. Ista had yet another twenty
yearsto find her way to a balance like that. At about the age Ista was now, retrieving the broken body
of hisfriend from whatever episode of horrors had shattered him, perhaps Umegat had railed and wailed
as heart-rendingly as she had, or cursed the gods as coldly as her frozen silences. “1 shdl haveto have
you meet my friend Umegat,” hetold Ista. *He was the saint given to preserve Orico. Ex-saint, now, as
youand | are, too. | think . . . | think you and he could have some interesting conversations.”

She opened her hand, warily, neither encouraging thisidea nor denying its possibility. Cazaril
resolved to pursue thelr introduction, later.

Attempting to turn her thoughts to happier matters, he asked after Isdle’ s coronation, which Ista
and the proud and eager Provincarahad arrived in Cardegossjust in time to attend. He’ d so far asked
some four or five people to describeit to him, but he hadn’t grown tired of the accounts yet. She grew
animated for alittle, her delight in her daughter’ svictory softening her face and illuminating her eyes. The
fate of Teidez lay between them untouched, asif by mutual assent. Thiswas not the day to pressthose
tender wounds, lest they break and bleed anew; some later, stronger hour would be time enough to
speak of thelost boy.

At length, he bowed his head and made to bid her good day. Ista, suddenly urgent, leaned forward
to touch him, for thefirgt time, upon his hand.

“Blessme, Cazaril, before you go.”

He was taken aback. “Lady, | am no more saint now than you are, and surely not agod, to call
down blessingsat my will.” Andyet .. . . hewasn't aroyesse, either, but he had borne the proxy for one
to Ibra, and made binding contract in her name.Lady of Spring, if ever | served You, redeem Your
debt to me now. Helicked hislips. “But I will try.”

He leaned forward, and placed his hand on Ista’ swhite brow. He did not know where the words
camefrom, but they roseto hislips nonethel ess.

“Thisisatrue prophecy, astrue asyours ever were. When the soulsrise up in glory, yours shal not
be shunned nor sundered, but shall be the prize of the gods’ gardens. Even your darkness shal be
treasured then, and al your pain made holy.”

He sat back and shut his mouth abruptly, asasurge of terror ran through him.Isit well, isitill, am
| afool?

Ista’ seyesfilled with tearsthat did not fall. Her hand, cupped upward upon her knee, grew ill.
She ducked her head in clumsy acceptance, as avkwardly asachild taking itsfirst step. In ashaken
voice shesad, “You do that very well, Cazaril, for aman who clamsto be an amateur.”



He swallowed, nodded back, smiled, took hisleave, and fled into the street. As he turned up the
hill, his stride lengthened despite the dope. Hisladies would be waiting.
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