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Chapter One

The ky wasraining sars.
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Euan Rohelay in the frozen sedge. Theriver gleamed below, solid with ice from bank to bank. The
brighter sarsreflected in it asthey fell, stresks of gold and white and pallid green.

Hewas dizzy with cold and hunger and long running—and there were the damned imperids, yet again,
between him and his hope of escape. Though winter had set in early and hard, the border was crawling
with them. Every ford, every possible crossing was guarded.

For days Euan had been struggling adong the river, while the hunting grew more and more scant, and the
cold set in deep and hard. He was ready to swear that the emperor's patrols were waiting for him, even
herding him, driving him farther and farther downriver. His own country seemed to mock him, risngin
steep dopes black with pine and white with snow, so near he could amost reach out and touch, but

impossbly far.

He could appreciate irony. He had come out of the heart of the empire, abig redheaded man in aworld
of little dark people, with aprice on his head and a cry of treason that echoed till, months after his
stroke against the emperor had failed—and none of the emperor's hounds had been ableto find him. But
then, why would they trouble themsalves? All they had to do was close the border.

Hewas trapped like abear in apit. They would herd him al the way down to the sea, then corner him on
the sand—or they would catch him much sooner, when cold and starvation and sheer snarling frustration
made him drop his guard.

Maybe he would die and cheat them of their revenge. They could do what they liked with his corpse—he
would not be using it any longer. Even soft imperiad's might turn savage toward the man who had reduced
their emperor to impotence, disrupted their holy Dance, and come near to destroying their herd of horse

mages.

Hislipsdrew back from histeeth when he thought of those gtiff-necked foolswith their overweening
arrogance and their worship of fat white horses. At least six of them were dead, and good riddance, too.

One of them was till dive, and that might be good, or it might be very, very bad. If he closed hiseyes,
he could see her face. Itslineswere burned in his memory, just as he had seen her in that last, desperate
meeting. Black hair intouded curls, smooth rounded cheeks and firm chin, and eyes neither brown nor
green, flecked with gold. She was bruised, filthy, staggering, with one arm hanging limp—>but she held his
lifein her one good hand.

She could have killed him. He would have bared histhroat for the knife. He could have killed he—and
by the One God, truly he should have, because she had betrayed him and broken her word and brought
down hisplot againgt her empire.

She had let him go. And he had let her live. Because of her he had failed, but aso because of her, he had
escaped.

That might have been no mercy. He had won through to the border, but the border was closed. The
emperor's legionarieswould do her killing for her.

Twenty of them camped now between him and the river. He was not getting across tonight.

Hisbely griped with hunger. He did hisbest to ignoreit. There were no villages or farmsteads within a
day's hard dog—more than that for aman as worn down as he was. The last rabbit he had managed to
snare was long since esten, down to the hide and sinew. He would be starting in on his boots next, unless
he went mad and tried to raid the patrol's stores.



Maybe that was not so mad. Mogt of the patrol were adeep. Their sentrieswere vigilant—and well
hidden—but he knew where each of them was.

Therewasalight in the captain's tent, but no movement. Probably the man had falen adeep over his
dispatches.

Euan gathered what strength he had. He had to do it soon or he would freeze where helay. Slipin,
snatch what he could, dip out and across theriver. He could do that.

He could dig, too, but he would dieif he stayed where he was. Die doing something or die doing
nothing—that was not a choice he found difficult.

Heflexed his stiffened fingers and rose to a crouch. He had to stop then until the world stopped spinning.
He drew deep breaths, though the air burned hislungs with cold.

When he was as steady as he was going to get, he crept forward through the sedge. The moonlight was
very bright and its color was strange—as if the moon had turned to fire.

The hairs of his nape stood on end. He flung himself flat, just asthe fire came down.

It struck with aroar that consumed everything there was. The earth heaved under him. A blast of heat
shocked him, then asquall of scading rain. He gagged on the reek of hot metd.

Helay blinded, deafened, and soaked through al hislayers of rags and leather and furs. His skin stung
with burns. For along while he smply lay, clinging to the earth that had gone mercifully till again.

He suspected that he might be dead. Every account of the One God's hell told of fire and darkness, heat
and cold together, and the screams of the damned rising to such a pitch that the ears were pummeled into
Slence

If he was deed, then the dead could fed bodily pain. Shakily helifted himself to his elbows.

The sky was il raining stars. Theriver's gleam was dulled—spattered with earth and mud and fragments
that must be ash. The camp wasasmoldering ruin.

All the horses were dead or dying, and the men were down in the ashes of their tents, writhing in agony
or dseteribly still. Even Euan's dulled ears could hear the screams of the wounded—and from the
sound, those wounds were mortal. The tents were shredded or, on the upriver side, completely gone.
The earth gaped where they had been.

Euan's clothes had been amass of tatters even before the fire came down. What was fabric was
scorched and what was fur was singed, but most of it was intact. Snow and sedge between them had
protected him.

He bowed to the strength of the One God who had hurled a star out of the sky to defend His
worshipper. He only had to hope that there was enough of him left to make it across the river—and
enough provisions|eft in the camp to feed him before he went.

If nothing €l se, he could feast on horse mesat. There would be a certain pleasure in that, considering how
the imperia s worshipped the beasts. He staggered erect and made hiswobbling way down the hill to the
remains of the camp.



None of the legionaries had escaped. Those few who had not died outright, Euan put out of their misery.

The gtink of roasted meat made his ssomach churn. When he diced off abit from ahorse's haunch, he
found he could not edt it. He put it away thriftily in histraveling bag, then tried to forget he had it.

There was bread in the ashes of one of the fires on the camp's edge. It was well baked and savory—a
miracle of sorts. He disciplined himself to eet it in small bites, well spaced apart to spare histoo long
deprived stomach, as he prowled the ruins.

The blasted pit was till smoldering. Every grain of sense shouted a him to stay far away, but he could
not make himsdf ligten. It was asif aspdll drew him to the place where the star had falen.

Amid the embers and ash in the heart of the pit, something gleamed. It was absolute stupidity, but he
found away down the crumbling sdesinto the new-made and intoxicatingly warm bowl.

The star lay in the center in abed of ash. In spite of the light he had seen, it was dark, lumpen and
unlovely, anirregular black stone half the size of hisclenched figt.

The hest of itsfdl wasill init. He had afirepot, stolen from atrader outside atown whose name he had
never troubled to learn, and it wasjust large enough to hold the starstone.

The thing was shockingly heavy. He dmost dropped the pot, but he caught it just in time. The weight of
the heavenswasinit.

It was much harder to climb out of the pit than it had been to go down into it. The sides were steep and
dippery with mud and melting ice. Euan came dangeroudy close to surrendering—to diding back to the
bottom and lying there until death or daylight took him.

In the end it was not courage that got him out. It was pride. However he wanted to be remembered, it
was not asthe prince of the Calletani who gave up and died in ahole.

Helay on the edge, plastered with mud and gasping for bresth. He had no memory of the climb, but his
armsand legs were aching and hisfingers sung.

Gingerly herolled onto his back. The stars had stopped falling.

The onein his bag weighed him down as he rose. Wisdom might have persuaded him to drop it, but he
had paid too dearly for it dready. He stood as straight as he could under it.

Therewas till food to find and ariver to cross. He scavenged abag of flour that had been shielded by a
legionary's body, awhed of cheese that was only half melted, two more loaves of bread that had been
baking under stones and so were preserved from destruction, and gar of thick, sweet imperia wine.
Therewas more, but al the horses were dead and that was as much as he could carry.

He stopped to eat alittle bread and nibble abit of cheese. Near where he was sitting, the captain's tent
gtill stood, scorched but upright. The captain had come out when the fire fell—his body lay sprawled in
front of the flap, crigped and charred, with the marks of rank still gleaming on his coat.

Insde the tent, something moved.

Euan sat perfectly Hill. 1t was only thewind. But if that was so, then the wind blew nowhere else. The
night was cam. Even the moon seemed to be holding its bregath.

A shape rose up out of the ashes. It was clothed in aglimmering garment, like something spun out of



moonlight. When it slood upright, it stretched long arms and groaned, shaking off a scattering of ash and
cooling embers.

The shimmer tore and did away like the caul from anewborn caf. A man stood in the ashes, whole and
unharmed, fixing glittering eyeson Euan. "Yourelate," hesad.

Chapter Two

Euan was not often speechless. He did not often find himsdlf face to face with aman he had never
expected to meet inthis of al places, either—till less aman who should have been dead a dozen times
over.

"Gothard,” he said. Histonewas as cold asthe air. "There was ameseting? | must have missed the

His sometime dly and cordid enemy looked him up and down with that particular flavor of arrogance
which marked an imperid noble. By blood and looks he was only half of one, but his spirit did nothing by
halves. "One of the patrols should have captured you days ago. How did you manage to escape?’

"Apologies,” said Euan, dry asdust. "Clearly | failed to do my duty—whatever that was."

Gothard was bardly listening, which did not surprise Euan in the least. "Every stone | scried showed the
same thing—you in the legions hands, ready to be taken back to Aureliafor trid and inevitable
execution. And yet you eluded them dl. That'sinteresting. Very."

"I'msure,” said Euan. He rose carefully, and not only because he was ill weak. He did not trust thisman
at dl."l takeit you weren't acaptive, either? Don't tell me you've got thelegionsin your pay. That'safair
trick, consdering what you tried to do to their emperor.”

Who, he did not add, happened to be Gothard's father. That particular family quarrel served Euan well.
He was not about to take issue with it.

Gothard's lip twisted. "Clearly you don't understand how easy it iSto get possession of legionaries gear if
you happen to have dliesin the ranks. Those were my men. | don't suppose you've found any of them
dive?'

"None who would want to stay that way," Euan said. "Wasthat your star? Did you cdl it down?"

"Would I had such power," Gothard said with an edge of honest envy. "Thisisastroke of the gods. It
cost me twenty men—buit it gained me you. Maybe you'll prove to be worth the exchange.”

Euan's lips drew back from histeeth. "What makes you think | want anything to do with you?"'

Gothard'sgrin wasjust asferd and just as empty of humor. "Of course you do. I'm your kinsman—and |
know the empirewell. Y ou can use me, just as| can useyou.”

"I'm not taking you acrosstheriver," Euan said. "Y ou're atraitor to your kin aready. | doubt you'll be
any different on the other sde of the border.”

"Y ou know what | want," Gothard said.



"Y ou wanted to be emperor,” said Euan. "Now that'sfailed. What's next? A plot against the high king?"

"I don't want to be king of the tribes,” Gothard said. "'I'll leave that for you. | want the throne of Aurdlia,
just as| dways have. We haven't failed, cousin. We've merdly suffered a setback.”

Euan threw back his head and laughed until he choked. "A setback? All our men dead, the emperor not
only dive but well, and the two of us hunted with every resource the empire can command—I call that a
crashing defeet.”

"Doyou?' said Gothard. "The emperor's dive but not entirely well, the hunt has not succeeded in finding,
let done capturing elther of us, and the empire's magic iswounded to the heart. Do you know what it
meansthat half a dozen horse mages are dead? They ill have their Master, but only one other of the
highest rank il lives, and | broke him before the Dance began.”

"Then he took your magic stone and drove you out,” Euan said. "That's not as broken as| might like."

Gothard's face flushed dark in the moonlight, but he did not give way to hisfit of temper. "Yes, |
underestimated him, and that was amistake. But that won't give back what | took away. His powers are
in shards. Maybe helll be of some use as ariding master, but as amaster of the white gods art, he's done
for. And so, for al useful purposes, are the horse mages. They'll be years gaining back even a portion of
what they log."

"I do hopeyou'reright,” Euan said, "because theré'sawar coming, and now we have an enemy whao's
not just defending hislands againgt invasion. He's out for vengeance.™

"All the better for us," said Gothard. "Anger blindsaman—as| know better than any."

"Soyou do," said Euan swestly. He turned on his hedl. It was a somewhat longer way to theriver than if
he walked by Gothard, but he was not eager to risk ablade in the belly.

Unfortunately for his hopes of escape, he was much weaker than he wanted to be—and Gothard was
well fed and armed with magic. His hand gripped Euan's arm and spun him back.

Euan struck it aside with force enough to make Gothard hiss with pain, but the moment for escape had
passed. He was not going anywhere until thiswas over.

"Suppose | take you with me," he said. "What's our bargain?Y ou help me become high king and | help
you become emperor? What guarantee does either of us have that well get what we wish for?"

"Therearefew certaintiesin life,” Gothard said. "Don't you love agood gamble? Therés acrown for you
and athrone for me, and power enough for the two of us. Or we're both dead and probably damned.”

"| can't say | didike those odds," Euan said. "Come on, then. Take what you need and follow. | want to
be well away from theriver by sunup.”

"Inamoment," Gothard said. "Wait here."

Euan considered telling him what he could do with his damned arrogance, or better yet, walking avay
while Gothard did whatever he had taken it into his head to do. But curiosity held Euan where he
was—and weakness, if he was honest with himsdlf. The hegt of the sar'sfdl was nearly gone. The cold
was snking into hisbones.

Gothard strode directly toward the pit where the star had falen. Euan knew what he was looking for. He
was amage of stones, after al, and the star was a stone.



It weighed heavier than ever in Euan'straveling bag. A hunted renegade, stripped of hiswarband, needed
every scrap of hope or glory that he could get his hands on if he wanted to stand up before dl the tribes
and declare himsdlf fit to be high king. Thiswas agift from the One, apiece of heaven. It carried
tremendous power.

How much more power might it carry if astone mage wielded it—and if that stone mage was sworn to
Euan?

Gothard was awrathful man and aborn traitor, and he was probably mad. But he had powers that Euan
could use—if Euan could kegp him firmly in hand.

Thiswasanight for taking risks. Euan stood on the edge of the pit and looked down. Gothard was
crawling on hands and knees, muttering what might be spells, or morelikely curses.

Thefirepot was cold. The starstone felt asif it had turned to ice. It was so cold it burned Euan's hand as
he held it up. "Isthiswhat you're looking for?"

Gothard's back straightened. The pae oval of hisface turned toward the moon. His eyes glowed like an
animd's

Hisvoice echoed faintly againgt the sdes of the pit. "Where did you find that?"

"Not far from where you're standing,” Euan said. "It was hotter than fire then. Now it's bloody cold.”
"What were you thinking to do with it?"

"Make mysdf highking," Euan sad.

"Areyou astone mage, then?

Euan refrained from bridling at his mockery. "No, but you are. What will you givein return for this?*
"What do you want?' Gothard asked. "We've dready bargained for the high kingship.”

"Now I'm assured of it," said Euan. "Widd your powersfor me. Help me win the war that's coming.
Then well talk about the empire were going to take.”

"All with asingle sone," Gothard said, but Euan could hear the yearning in him.

Euan could fed the power in the stone, too, though thank the One, he had no magic to work with it. His
soul was clean of that.

"Thisisadar," hesad. "Therés nothing stronger for your kind, isthere? | seeit in your eyes. You've
never lusted for awoman the way you lust for this. Thisis every bit of magic you lost when your brother
took your master stone—and as much again, and more that 1'm no doubt too feebleminded to
comprehend. | want my share of it, cousin. Swear by it—swear you'll wield it in my cause.”

"l swear," Gothard said. His eyes were on the stone.

It was growing warmer in Euan's hand, or else hisfingers were too numb to tell the difference. 1t seemed
both heavier and lighter.

Its power was changing. Gothard was changing it—without even laying ahand onit.

Euan refused to give way to awe. He would use amage for his purposes, but thiswas till a haf-blood



imperid with thetaint of treason on him. Gothard would keep his oath exactly aslong asit served his
purpose, and hot a moment longer.

Euan would have to make sure thet that was avery long time. He was aching, frozen, dizzy with hunger
and exhaugtion, but he laughed. He was on hisway home, and he was going to be high king.

Chapter Three

Euan Rohe walked into hisfather's dun ahandful of days before the dark of the year. A bitter rain was
fdling, but the west was clear, athin line of pae blue benegth the lowering cloud.

The dun was older than the Calletani, awalled fort of rammed earth and weatherworn stone. Thewall
enclosed a hdf-ruined tower and aclutter of round houses built like the traveling tents of the people. The
king's house was built around the tower, with hishall in the center. All of it sat onalow hill that rose
abruptly out of along roll of downs.

In milder seasonsit was avast expanse of grass and heather shot through with the silver lines of rivers.
Now it was awilderness of ice and drifted snow, whipped with wind and deet.

Gothard could have brought them there on the backs of dragons, or conjured chariots out of the air
around the star-stone. It was Euan who had insisted on taking the hard way on foot over the mountains
and through the forests into the heart-lands of the Cdletani. It was along road and grueling, but it was
honest.

It had aso given Gothard ample time to learn the ways and powers of the stone. Euan had no objection
to the provender it brought, either the game that walked into his snares or the wine that appeared in his
cup. It kept them both aive and walking. It protected them againgt either discovery or attack, and
smoothed their way as much as Euan's scrupleswould allow.

"Y ou're as stubborn as the damned horse-gods,”" Gothard had muttered one evening, while ablizzard
howled outside the sphere of light and warmth that he had conjured from the stone. "They won't fly,
ether. The harder their worshippers struggle, the happier they are.”

"That'sthe way of gods," Euan said.

Gothard had snarled at that, but Euan refused to change his mind. Magic was a dangerous temptation.
Hewould useit if he had to, but he refused to become dependent on it.

They walked, therefore, and Gothard played with the stone, working petty magics and smdl evilsthat
made him titter to himsalf when he thought Euan was adeep. Gothard had never been what Euan would
cal sane, but since he had gotten hold of the starstone, he had been growing steadily worse. He was not
quite howling mad, but he was on hisway there.

He had been talking to himself for two days when they passed the gates of the dun—along ramble that
Euan had stopped paying attention to within the first hour. Part of him listened for Sgns of immediate
threat, but it al seemed to be focused on the riders and their fat white horse-gods, Gothard's dearly
loathed brother, his even more dearly loathed father, and occasionaly the sister whom he dirdy
underestimated. Gothard, in trueimperia style, had convinced himsdlf that the femaes of hiskind had
neither srength nor intelligence.



At last, under thelow and heavy lintel of Dun Eidyn's gate, he stopped his babbling. There were no
guards at the gate, and only a single sentry snoring on the wall above. The two wanderers went not only
unchallenged but unnaticed.

Euan resolved to do something about that at his earliest opportunity. Winter it might be, but armies could
gtill march and raiding parties rampage through unprotected camps and ill-guarded duns.

There was no one abroad within the walls. Smoke curled from the roofs of the round houses, and lights
glimmered benesth doors and through cracks in shuttered windows. Even the dogs had taken shelter
againg the storm, which with the coming of dark had changed to deet.

The door to the king's house was unbarred, and a so unguarded. The guard who should have been there
wasindgde with the ret, in the warmth and the smoky firdlight of the hdl, finishing thelast of the day's
mesal and passing jars of wine and skins of de and mead. The songs had begun, the vaunting that would
bring each warrior to hisfeet with the tae of hisown exploits and those of hisancestorsfor asfar back
astherest would let him go.

Euan stood in the shadow of the doorway, letting it Sweep over him. Five years he had been away,
fighting hisfather'swar and living as a hostage among the Aurelians. He needed timeto believe that he
was back at last—and to see what had become of his people in the time since he was gone.

He recognized many of the faces, though some had gone grey and not afew had gained new scarsor lost
an eyeor alimb. Too many were missing, and a surprising number were new—young, most of those.
They had been in the children's house when Euan lft, or had come to the tribe as hostages or in marriage
aliances

There were more than he remembered. They filled the circle of the hal, overflowing to the edges. There
were more shields and wegpons hung on the walls, and agood number of those were bright and new, not
yet darkened with smoke or age.

He had feared to find aweskened clan and afaltering people, but these were strong. They were eating
well for the dead of winter—the remains of an ox turned on the spit in the center, and the head of awild
boar stood on a spear beside the high seat. The king was wearing its hide for amantle over aprofusion
of plaids and a clashing array of golden ornaments.

The old man was gaunt and the heavy plaits of hishair and mustaches had gone snow-white, but his back
was dill straight and his hand was steady as he drank from a skull-cup. The pae bone was bound with
gold and set with chunks of river amber, and the wineinsde was asred as blood. It wasimperia
wine—drinking defiance, theking liked to call it.

He was arrogant enough to leave his dun unguarded and his doors unbarred. Some downy-cheeked
Stranger was chanting, badly, the lay of abattle Euan himsalf had fought in. People were aready hooting
and pounding the tables to make him stop.

Euan raised his voice above the din, drawling the words asif he had dl the time in the world. "Now, now,
that's not such abad vaunt for astripling. HE's even got hisfather killing three generds, and there were
only two that | remember—and | killed them both. Look, that's old Aegidiuss skull my father'sdrinking
from, and there'sthe nick where | split it, too."

While he spoke, he moved out into the light. He knew what he looked like, wrapped in rags and filthy
tatters, with ice melting and dripping from his matted beard. He dlowed agrin to split it, flashing it over
them dl, until it cameto rest on hisfather'sface.



It was expressonless, a schooled and roya mask, but the yellow wolf-eyes were glittering. Euan met
them steadily. "Good evening, Father," he said.

The hal had gone silent except for the crackling of flames on the hearth. No one even breathed. Out of
the corner of hiseye Euan caught the flick of fingers. Someonewastrying to expe him asif hewerea
ghogt or anight spirit.

That made him want to laugh, but he held the laughter ingde. He had played his hand. The next move
was hisfather's.

Nidl theking studied him for along while. Euan knew better than to think that downesswasthe wine
fuddling the old man's brain. Nidl was clearer-headed with a bdlyful of wine than most men were cold
sober.

Atlast hesad, "So. You madeit back. Took you long enough.” Hefilled the late General Aegidiuss skull
to the brim and held it out. "Thiswill warm your bones."

That was agreat honor. Euan bent his head to acknowledgeit, but he did not leave the door quite yet. "I
brought you agift,” hesaid.

He held his breath. Gothard might choose to be difficult—it would be like him. But he came forward at
Euan'sgesture.

He was even more rough and wild afigure than Euan, with his mad eyes and his pale, set face. He stank
of magic, so strong it caught at the back of Euan'sthroat.

"Uncle" Gothard said in hismincing imperia accent. "I'm pleased to see you well."

Theking did not look pleased, but neither would Euan have said he was displeased. The bastard son of
the Aurdian emperor and a Calletani princess was a potent hostage—even without the starstone.

Nial would have to know about that, but not in front of the wholeroyal clan.
Maybe he caught awnhiff of it. Anyone with anose could. His eyebrows rose, but he asked no questions.

"Nephew," he said. He beckoned to the servant who stood closest. "Take him, feed him. Give him what
he wantsto drink."

Gothard had been disposed of, and he could not fail to know it. Euan did not find it reassuring that he
bowed to the king and let the servant take him to alower table—not terribly low, but not the king'stable,
ather. A flare of temper would have been more honest, and a blast of magic would have been dmost
comforting.

Now Euan would have to watch him aswedll asthe rest of them. But then, that had been true from the
moment Gothard shed the skin of hismagical protection and stood up in the camp he had failed to save.
Gothard was no more or less untrustworthy than he had ever been.

For Euan there was a place beside his father and the best cut of the ox that remained. Tomorrow he
would be looking out for daggersin the back, but tonight he was the prince again, the king's heir. He was
home.

Chapter Four



Euan woke in bed with no memory of having been brought there. He had lasted through four cups of the
strong, sweet wine and uncounted rounds of bragging from the king's warband. They were courting
him—eyeing the king's age and his youth, and reckoning the odds.

Thewinewas il in him, making his head pound, but he grinned at the heavy beams of the celling. He
wasin the tower, in one of the rooms above the hal—he recognized the carving. Rough shapes of men
and beasts ran in askein dong the beam. Like the tower, they were older than his people. He had known
them since hewasachild.

Hisfacefdt different. His hand found acleanly shaven chin and tidily trimmed mustaches. Therest of him
was clean, too, and the knots and mats were out of hishair.

He sat up. He was still bone-thin—no miracles there—but months of crusted dirt were blessedly gone.
Hewas dressed in finely woven breeks, green checked with blue in aweave and a pattern that he knew.
The same pattern in rougher and heavier wool marked the blanket that covered him. There was aheavy
torque around his neck, and rings swung in his ears and clasped hisarms and wrists. He wasright royally
attired, and every ornament was soft and heavy gold.

He hardly needed to ook toward the door to know who stood there, waiting for him to notice her. She
was nearly as old as hisfather, but where agelay on Nidl like hoarfrogt, on Murnahisfirst wife and
queen, it was hardly more than akiss of autumn chill. Her hair had darkened abit with the years, but it
was still asmuch gold asred. Her skin was milk-white, her features carved clean, dmost too strong for
beauty. They were dl the more beautiful for that.

She looked like a certain imperiad woman—not the coloring, the One God knew, but the shape and cast
of her face and the keenness of her moss-green eyes asthey studied him. It startled him to reglize how
like Vaeriashewas.

Wéll, hethought, at least histaste was consstent. He let the smile escape. "Mother! Y ou haven't changed
abit."

"I would hope not," she said. "Whereas you—what have you been living on? Grass and rainwater?'
"Near enough,” he said. "I'm home now. Y ou can feed me up to your heart's content.”
Shefrowned dightly. "Areyou? Areyou redly home?'

"For good and dl," hesaid. "I'll tell you stories when therestime. I've seen the white gods Dance,
Mother. I've brought an empireto its knees. It got up again, staggering and stumbling, but it was agood

beginning.”
"All menloveto brag,” shesad.
"Ah," said Euan, "but my bragsaredl true."

"I'm sure,” she said asif to dismiss hisfoolishness, but her eyes were smiling. "There's breakfast when
you're ready. After that, your father will see you. Something about agift, he said.”

Euan nodded. "Y oull betherefor that?"

"Should | be?'



He shrugged. "If it anusesyou.”
"It might."

She left him with asmile to keep him warm, and aparcel that proved to be ashirt and aplaid and apair
of new boots, soft doeskin cut to fit hisfeet exactly. Someone must have been stitching dl night long.

It was blissto dressin clean clothes, warm and well made and without arip or atear to let thewind in.
There were weapons, too, the bone-handled dagger that every man of the Calletani carried, the long bow
and the heavy boar-spear and the lighter throwing spear and the double-headed axe, and the great sword
that was aslong as awdl-grown child wastall.

Heleft al but the dagger in their places. The day was dark as he went out, but the sun was well
up—somewhere on the other side of the clouds. Last night's glimmer of clear sky had been ataunt. Snow
wasfaling thick and hard, and wind howled around the tower.

It could how! dll it liked. Euan was safe out of its reach.

There wasfood in the hall, barley bread and the remains of last night's roast, with abarrel of deto wash
it down. Euan ate and drank just enough to settle his ssomach. If he had been playing the game properly,
he would have lingered for an hour, bantering with the clansmen who were up and about, but he was il
half in the long dream of flight. His feet carried him to the room where the king dept and rested and held
private audiences.

It was the same room he remembered. Just before he went away, the trophies of two legions had been
brought there. They were gill sanding against the wal. The armor of the generds, their shields and the
standards with their golden wreaths and remembrances of old battles, gleamed asif they had been taken
only yesterday.

They struck Euan strangely For most of five years he had lived in the empire, surrounded by guardsin
armor very like that. Seeing them, he understood, at last, that he had escaped. He wasfree.

Maybe it was only adifferent kind of bondage. His father was sitting in the generd's chair that he had
taken with the rest of the trophies. Away from the clan and its eyes and whispers, Nial dlowed himsdlf to
fed hisage. He dumped asif with exhaustion, and his face was drawn and haggard.

He straightened somewhat as Euan came through the door. The gladnessin his eyes was quickly hooded.

That might have been smply because other guests had arrived before Euan. Two priests of the One
stood in front of the king. Gothard perched on a stool, more or |ess between them.

Euan tried to breathe shallowly. No matter their age or rank, priests aways stank of clotted blood and
old graves. These were an old one and ayoung one, as far as he could tell. They stripped themselves of
every scrap of hair, even to the eyelashes—or their rites did it for them—and they were as gaunt asthe
king and far less clean. Bathing for themwasasn.

The one who might have been older so might have been of high rank. He wore a necklace of infants
skulls, and armlets pieced together of tiny finger bones. The other's face and body were ridged with
scars, o many and so close together that there was no telling what he had looked like before. Only his
hands and feet were untouched, and those were smooth and seemed young. He was very haly, to have
offered himsdlf up for so much pain.



Euan's mother was not in evidence, but there was a curtain behind hisfather, with awhisper of movement
init. She wasthere, watching and listening.

He breathed out dowly. Gothard grinned. He had been washed and shaved and made presentable, just
as Euan had. Oddly, in breeks and plaid and with his chin shaven but his mustaches | eft to grow, he
looked more like an imperia rather than less. In that country he wastdler and fairer and blunter-featured
than the rest of hiskin. Here, he was asmalish dark man with a sharp, long-nosed face, playing at being
one of the Cdlletani.

He seemed to be enjoying the game. "Don't worry, cousin,” he said. "I've told them al about it. Y ou don't
haveto say athing."

"Really?" sad Euan. "About what 7"

"Why," said Gothard, opening hishand to reved the star-stone, "this." Heflipped it into the air, then
caught it, laughing asthe priestsflinched. "1 know you thought we should bring it on gradudly, but | think
it's better to have it out in the open. All the better—and sooner—to get where we want to go."

"And whereisthat?' Euan inquired.

Gothard's eyes narrowed. " So you're going to play stupid? | told them who found it, too. Y ou're agreat
giver of gifts, cousin. The soneto me, and me—uwith the stone—to your father. Y our people will love
you for it."

"They'll love me more when | help them conquer Aurdlia,”" Euan said. "Y ou are going to do that, yes?
Y ou won't renege?’

"I'll keep my word,” said Gothard, "as long as you keep yours."

"Weareal men of our word,” theking said. "Tdl us again, nephew, what a starstone can do for us
besides be an omen for the war."

"It'savery good omen," Gothard said. "So isthe fact that it came into the hands of a stone mage. The
Oneislooking after you, uncle. Thisisgoing to win your war for you."

"I hope we can bdlievethat,” said Nidl.

"Look," said Gothard. He held the stonein his cupped hands. It never seemed heavy when he held it, but
it was getting darker—Euan did not think hewasimagining it. It looked like a piece of sky behind the
gars, or alump of nothingness.

Thingswere moving init. They were not shapes—if anything they were shapel ess—but they had volition.
There wasintdligence in them. They groped toward anything that had light or form, and devoured it.

The priests had gone perfectly still. Euan had seen fear before. He was a fighting man. He had caused it
more times than he could count. But to see fear in the eyes of priests, who by their nature feared nothing,
even death itsedf—that gave him pause.

Gothard smiled. The movements of the dark things were reflected in hisface. His eyelids were lowered.
His eyeswere dmost deepy. He had an oddly sated look. "Yes," he said softly. "Oh, yes."

The stone stirred in his hands. Euan's eye was not quite fast enough to follow what it did. It did not move,
exactly. It reached.



The younger priest had no timeto recoil. Formlessness coiled around him. When he opened his mouth to
scream, it poured down histhroat.

It ate him from theinsde out. There was pain—Euan could have no doubt of that. The eyeswerethelast
to go, and the horror in them would haunt him until he died.

When the last of the priest was gone, the thing that had consumed him flowed back into the stone.
Gothard's handsthat held it were unharmed. His smile was as bright as ever. "Well?' he said. "Do you
likeit? Wecan do it to awholearmy if welike, or the whole world. Or just the generds. Y ou only have
to choose."

"The greatest gift of the Oneisoblivion,” Nidl said. "Would you give such agift to our enemies?’
"Would you give such agift to your people?’

"It'sagtrong thing," theking said, "and it'svictory. It'saso magic. We don't traffic with magic here.”
"Evenif itwill winthewar?'

"Somevictoriesare not worth winning." Nidl bent his head dightly. The remaining priest stiffened, but he
laid ahand on Gothard's shoulder.

Euan watched Gothard consider blasting them both. Then evidently he decided to humor them. Helet the
priest raise him to hisfeet and lead him away.

For along while after he was gone, Euan had nothing to say. Nial seemed even more stooped and
haggard than he had when Euan camein.

At lagt the king said, " That's atroublesome gift you've given me."
"Yourerefusngit?'

Nidl drew adeep breath. It rasped in waysthat Euan did not like. "I'd be afool to do that. But | don't
haveto let it turn on me, ether.”

"Y ou know we're going to have to use him," Euan said. "Every time the Aurdlians have raised armies
againg us, we've won afew skirmishes, even taken out alegion or two—then they've won the war. We
can outfight and outmaneuver them, but when they bring in their mages, we have no defense.”

"We havethe One," Nidl said. "He exacts aprice, but he protects us."
"The priceisdamnably high,” said Euan.

"He takes blood and pain and leaves our soulsto find their own oblivion. Thisthing will take them
al—down to the last glimmer of exigtence."

"lsn't that what we want?' Euan demanded. "lsn't the Unmaking our dearest prayer?”

"Not if magic bringsit," hisfather said. "l thank you for the gift of our kinsman. Asahostage he has
consderable worth. For therest...the One will decide. It's beyond the likes of me.”

"Y ou arethe king of the people,” Euan said. "Nothing should be beyond you."

"You think s0?" said Niall. He seemed amused rather than angry. "'Y ou're young. Y ou have strong
dreams. When I'm gone, you'll take the people where they need to go. Until then, thisis my place and



thisismy decison—however cowardly it may seem to you.”
"Never cowardly,” Euan said. "Whatever el se you are, you could never bethat.”
Nial shrugged. "I'mwhat | am. Go now, amuse yoursdlf. It'salong time until spring.”

Not so long, Euan thought, to get ready for awar that had been brewing since long before either them
was born—the war that would bring Aureliadown. But he kept his thoughts to himsdlf. The winter was
long enough and he had a greet dedl of strength to recover. He could forget hisworriesfor awhile, and
smply let himsdlf be.

But first he had athing he must do. The women'srooms were away behind the men's, well gpart from the
hall. They were much smaller and darker and more crowded, and they opened on either the kitchens or
the long room where the looms stood, threaded with the plaids and war cloaks of the clan.

His mother'sroom lay on the other side of the weavers hal. He had to walk through the rows of weavers
at their looms, aware of their stares and whispers. He was aman in women's country. He had to pay the
toll accordingly.

Shewas not in the room, but he had not expected her to be. The bed was narrow and allittle short, but it
waswarm and soft. Helay on it and drew up hisknees. The smell of her wrapped around him, the clean
scent of herbs with an undertone of musk and smoke.

Hedid not exactly fal adeep. He was aware of the room around him and the voices of women outside,
risng over the clacking of thelooms.

Still, he was not exactly awake, either. The bed had grown much wider. Someone else was lying with her
back to him. Her breathing was deep and regular asif she dept, but her shoulders weretight.

Her skin was smooth, like cream, and more golden than white. Her hair was blue-black, cropped into
curls. Heran his hand from her nape down the track of her spine to the sweet curve of her buttocks. She
never moved, but her breathing caught.

Hefollowed his hand with kisses. She was breathing more rapidly now. He willed her to turn and ook
into hisface. Her name was on hislips, shaped without sound. Valeria.

Chapter Five

"You'renot Amma."
The voice most definitely was not Vaerids, nor wasit Murnas. It was achild's, sharp and imperious.

The golden-skinned lover was gone. Euan's mother's bed was as narrow as ever. A child was standing
over him, glowering.

It was ayoung child but long-legged, with amane of coppery hair imperfectly contained in aplait, and
fierceyelow eyes. By the single plait and the half-outgrown breeks, it was male—too young yet for the
warriors house, but old enough to be well weaned.



Euan shook off the fog of the dream. "I'm not your amma,” he agreed. "'I'm waiting for my mother."
"Wait somewheredse" the child said. "Thisis Ammas room."

"Not unless she sharesit with my mother," Euan said. His eyes narrowed. "My nameis Euan. What is
yours?'

"No one's named meyet," the child said.

Euan's browsrose. A child without a name was a child without a father—because it was the father who
raised the child before the clan, gave him his name and bound him to the people. This one seemed not to
find any shameinit.

"Who isyour mother?' Euan asked him.
"Mother'sdead,” the child said. "Wher€e's the other one?'
Ahat—"

"Thelady. Where did she go?'

Euan's nape prickled. "Y ou saw her?!

"She's pretty,” the child said.

"Vey pretty," Euan sad alittlefaintly.

He was beginning to think thiswas adream, too. A child of the people who saw the unseen was either
fed to the wolves or handed over to the priesthood. Somehow he could not seethis bright child asa
priest.

He seemed very solid, but then, so had Vderia Maybethiswas dl adeluson, some deight of Gothard's
to trap Euan in the starstone.

If he let hismind run that way, he would turn as mad as Gothard. He sat up and breathed deep. The air
smelled and tasted redl. The child in front of him did not go away.

Hewasred, then. So was Euan's mother, coming up behind him. "Ah, wolfling," she sad, "there you are.
Brigid'slooking for you."

The child shrugged that off. "Therésaman in your bed, Amma."
"So | see” Murnasaid. "Go on now. I'll find you later and well visit the hound puppies.”

This child was not easily bribed. Hisjaw set and his eyes narrowed. But Murna had raised many achild.
Her own eyes narrowed even more formidably than his.

He was headstrong but he was no fool. He sulked and dragged, but he went where he wastold.
Thefog was leaving Euan's wits—and none too soon, ether. "'l don't supposethat's mine,” he said.
"So hismother said.” Murna sat on the stool that stood at the end of the bed.

"Who was she?'

"Her name was Deirafrom Dun Grdloch," Murnasaid. "Her father was—"



"l remember," Euan said.

That had been another winter before another war. There was a gathering of the clans around Dun Eidyn,
to celebrate the dark of the year and plan the spring's battles. It would be far from Euan'sfirst battle, but
it would be hisfirst war againgt the empire.

Hewasfull of himself that night, and full of honey meed, too. He looked up from his newly emptied cup
to meet apair of eyesthe color of dark amber. Gradudly hetook in the rest of her, smooth oval face,
negtly braided hair the precise color of her eyes, and tall body, well rounded, with deep breasts and
broad hips.

When he smiled at her, she did not smile back. She lowered her eyes as a modest woman should do, but
she watched him sdelong.

Hefound her in his bed that night, curled up, asdeep. When he touched her, she woke completely. She
was older than he was but till amaiden—though he did not know that until after it was done. He did not
know her name, ether, not for the nine nights she spent in his bed.

They spoke of everything but that—the world and the peoplein it, the One, the empire, the dreams they
had and the life they hoped for. She wasthefirst mortal creature hetold of his dearest dream, not only to
be high king but to St in the throne of the emperor in Aurdlia. She did not laugh at him, either. She said,
"I'll make you a son to give you strength, and to stand beside you when you take that throne.”

"I'mgoingtodoit,” hesad.

"I know you are," she said. Her eyeswere dark in the lamplight, drinking in hisface. Therewas
something odd about her expression—not sad, exactly, but somehow wistful.

Then she kissed him and he forgot everything e se. Five years after, he remembered little of that night but
warmth and laughter and such pleasure as aman could never forget.

Toward dawn, she kissed him one last time, letting it linger, then drew away as she had done at the end
of each night. But she paused, bending down again. Her voice was soft in hisear. "Deira," shesaid. "My
nameisDara"

He reached for her to keep her with him. He opened his mouth to ask her the rest of it—her father's
name, her clan, everything—nbut she dipped away. That day the people of Dun Graloch left the
gathering. That night, his bed was empty. Deirawas gone.

He meant to find her. But first there was the war, then they logt it, then he was sent as ahostage into
Aurdia. He had not forgotten her, but five years was along time. He would have expected that she had
married and borne another man sons—that was what any sensible woman would do.

Now that he knew what had become of her, he surprised himself with grief. Out of it, he said to his
mother, "Sheredly is dead? Wasit the child?’

Murnashook her head. "There was plague the year after he was born. He lived. She died. Her father
sent himto me asher lagt gift, with amessage. Keep him until his father comes for him'"

"Was she dishonored? Was she mistreated? Did—"

"Shewastreated aswell as she had aright to expect,” hismother said. "The child was allowed to live. He
was sent to the king's house for fostering. That's more than most fathers would do for a daughter who
despoiled hersdf.”



"1 would have asked for her asawife," Euan said.

"I'm sure you would," said Murnawithout expression. "Will you give the child aname, then?"
"Of coursel will," hesaid. "I'll doit today."

That surprised her. He did not see why, but there was no denying it. "Are you sure?"
Hefrowned. "Why? Isthere areason why | shouldn't?"

"No," said Murna. "No reason."

That was not the truth, but something kept him from challenging her. Therewould betimelater, hetold
himself. He had come here to ask her advice, not to find a son—and those other matters were pressing.

It was odd how, after dl that had happened, even to the unmaking of a priest, Euan remembered little of
what he said to hismother or sheto him. But he remembered every moment of the exchange with his son.

That was his son—the child of hisbody. He was as sure of that as he was of his own name and ancestry.
Hewould give the boy aname of his own and the life that went with it, firstborn son of a prince of the
Cdleani.

Murna brought the boy into the hall after the men had gathered there but before the day's meal had been
spread on the tables. That was the time for petitions and disputes, for men to come to the king with things
that needed doing or settling.

Euan had been listening carefully to each one. Some needed his father's decision, others the warleaders
or the priests. As he had when he was young, he committed each to memory.

Hedid not hold his breath waiting for his mother to bring the child. She might make him send for the
boy—and he was prepared to do that.

Late in the proceedings, astwo men of the warband argued heatedly over the ownership of a
crooked-horned cow, Euan saw his mother standing among the rest of the petitioners. Therewasaplaid
over her head asif she had been acommon woman. The child wastoo small to see among so many
grown folk, but Murnalooked down once and said something.

Euan did not need that kind of proof. The boy was here. He knew it in his gut.

His heart was racing. For aman to claim a son was agreat thing. For aman to do it the day after he had
come home from along exile was greater ill. It waslike an omen, a promise that his dream would come
true.

The petitions that had fascinated him now seemed terribly tedious. There were so many and they were so
trivid. If they stretched out much longer, therewould be no time.

Just as he was about to rise up and roar his mother's name, the last petitioner finished hisrambling tale
and received quick justice from the king. Euan paid no attention. His eyes were on the child, whom at last
he could see.

His child. His son. No one could mistakeit. There was no sign of hismother in him except for acertain
air, adeep and inborn calm. He was long-limbed and rangy like ayoung wolf, and his eyes were wolf
eyes, amber-gold and danting in the long planes of hisface.



Hewasroyal-clan Caletani, like hisfather and grandfather and al their fathers before them. The One
himsdf had marked him for what he was.

He stood straight beside his grandmother. There was no fear in him, only curiosity. His eyes were wide,
taking in everything.

When those eyesfell on Euan, they brightened. He pulled free from his grandmother, who was just
beginning to bow in front of the king, and sprang into Euan'sarms.
Euan was as startled as everyone else. The child was heavier than he looked, and strong.

"No need to guess whose litter that cub came from," someone said.

Euan readied aglare to sweep acrossthe hdl, but the child laughed. His mirth was rang out in the silence.
Euan siwung him onto his shoulder and said so they al could hear, ™Y ou guessed right. I'm claiming him.
He's my blood and bone, the wolf-cub of the Cdletani. | name him Conor, and bid you dl name him
likewise"

The name ran around the room in alow roll of sound. Conor... Conor... Conor .

Euan looked up into the boy's face. His head wastilted. He was listening hard. When the sound of his
name had died down, he nodded. "That's my name," he said. "My nameis Conor."

"That waswell done," Gothard said.

Conor was back among the women again. The night's meal had turned into a celebration, welcoming a
new man-child to the clan. Euan staggered out of it, aswim with the last of the wine, to find Gothard
squatting in front of the jakes.

He or someone had made a cage of gold wire for the starstone and hung it around his neck. It swung as
he rocked, drinking darkness out of the air. "Well done," he repeated. "Oh, so well done. Show the
people you've got what aking needs—balls and gall and enough senseto get yourself an heir beforeit's
too late.”

"I'm glad you approve,” Euan said. He made no effort to sound asif he meant it.

"I only wonder," Gothard said, rocking and smiling, with the sarstone swinging and swinging, "seeing
how strongly al the people resst the very idea of magic, how you managed to beget a child who fairly
crackleswithit."

Euan had no memory of movement. One moment he was standing on one leg, wondering if he should piss
in the bastard's face to relieve himsdlf and shut him up. The next, his hand was locked around Gothard's
throat.

The stone did not blast him. He found that interesting.
He spoke very carefully, enunciating each word. "My son isnot amage.”
"You know heis" Gothard said.

Euan'sfingerstightened. Gothard turned a gratifying shade of crimson. "Whatever you think heis" Euan
sad, "or think you may turn himinto, you will keep your claws off him. If | find even the dightest hint that
you have touched him or burdened him with so much asaword, | will flay you dive and bathe you in



At

He saw how Gothard's eyesflickered. His own stayed fixed on that purpling face. "Don't think your
sonewill save you. It was minefirgt. It remembers. And so should you. Hands and magic off my son. Do
you understand?’

Gothard's eyes had begun to bulge. It was a pity, Euan thought, that he needed a stone mage to exploit
thefull power of the stone. Thiswasthe only one hewaslikely to get. Gothard had to go on
bresthing—as much as Euan might wish otherwise.

Helet Gothard go. Gothard fell over, gagging and choking, wheezing for breeth. Euan left himtoit.

He could fed Gothard's eyes on hisback as he went into the jakes. The hate in them was strong enough
to make his skin twitch.

He shrugged it off. Aslong asthey needed each other, there would be no killing on either Side, and no
Unmaking, elther. After that, the One would provide. It would give Euan great pleasureto finish what he
had begun.

Chapter Six

The Mountain was Singing. It was a degp song, far below the edge of hearing, but it thrummed in
Vderias bones. When she looked up from the shelter of the citaddl toward that jagged peek, gleaming
white againgt the piercing blue of the sky, and heard the great sound that came out of it, she knew a
profound and almost unbearable joy.

The Mountain was locked in snow. Winter, like the claws of grief and irretrievable |oss, gripped the
school asif it would never let go. Y et the sun was just afraction stronger and the air just awhisper
warmer. And the Mountain sent out the Call.

It was strange to hear it and know what it was and fedl the power of it, but to be no part of it. She had
been Called ayear before, and now the Mountain had her. This new compulsion, renewed every spring
for athousand years, was meant for someone else. Many someones, she hoped. The school needed as
many new riders as the gods would deign to send.

When thefirgt of the Caled camein, she was schooling Sabatain the riding court nearest the southward
gate. It wasthefirst day in months that anyone had been able to ride under the sky. The grass around the
edges of the court was just beginning to show aglimmer of green.

Theraked sand of the arenawas alittle damp from the winter'srains, but Sabata moved lightly on it. He
liked its softness and its dight springiness.

In fact hewas moving alittletoo lightly. He was fresh and not particularly obedient, and therewasa
twitch in his back that warned her to be dert.

Sabatawas agod and a Great One, but he was aso astalion, and spring wasin hisblood. He could
smell the mares on the other side of the schoal, in the School of War. If he had had hisway, he would



have gone courting and won himsdlf aband of them.

"Y ou have ahigh opinion of yoursdlf," she said as hetried for the dozenth timeto veer off toward the
gate. He had not succeeded yet, but he was determined to keep trying. Discipline wasthe last thing he
wanted to think about just then.

"Disciplineisthefirs virtue of arider,” Vderiasad.

Sabata shook his head and snorted. There was adistinct hump in his back under the saddle. He was not
arider, and very glad he was of it, too.

Just as he left the ground, a stranger's startled face blurred past her. It was only an ingtant's distraction,
but that was enough for Sabata. He exploded in more directions than she could count.

It was along way to the ground. She had ample timeto tuck and roll. She aso had time to contemplate
the virtue of discipline, and to be struck by the humor of it al.

She tumbled to ahdt with amouthful of sand and a collection of entirdly new bruises, and no breath for
the laughter that was trying to bubble out of her.

Two faces stared down at her. One waslong and silver-white and gratifyingly embarrassed. The other
was ova and brown and incontestably human.

"Rider?" the boy said. "Areyou dying?'

Shedid not want to Sit up. Shewanted to lie in the sand and count her bones and try not to think about
how it would fed when she moved. Still, there was Sabata, belatedly appalled at what he had doneto his
rider, and this child whom she had never seen before, whose eyes|ooked ready to pop out of his head.

She sat up very carefully. Her head stayed on her shoulders. All the parts of her moved more or lessas
they should. Nothing was broken, even the arm that still ached when she moved it just so. Therewasa
ringing in her ears, but that was the Mountain.

It was dso the boy who had startled her into faling off her stallion. He was so full of the Cdll that she was
amazed he could walk and talk.

He was otherwise perfectly ordinary, with asmooth, olive-skinned face and big dark eyesand curly
black hair. His clotheswere plain and had seen agreat dedl of use. Helooked asif he had been traveling
for days without enough to est.

"You'renot dying," he said. He sounded relieved. He held out a grubby hand.

Shelet him pull her to her feet. He was stronger than he looked. "How did you get here?' she asked him.
"I walked through the gate," he said.

"Nobody met you?'

He shook hishead. "There were people, but nobody said anything. | kept walking until I came here." His
eyesturned to Sabata and melted—there was no other word for it. "Is he—is that—"

"That is Sabata," Vderiasad.

The boy's hand stretched out asif he could not help himself. Vaeriamade no effort to stop him. Sabata
did not move away, either, which was interesting. No one could lay ahand on Sabata unless he wanted



it—and mostly he did not.

He suffered this child to stroke his neck and find the particular spot in the middie and rub it until hislip
sretched and began to quiver. The boy was enthraled. "Beautiful,” he said dreamily. " So beautiful.”

"He certainly thinks so," Vderiasaid. "We have exercisesto finish. If you can wait, I'll show you where
togo."

"Oh, yes," theboy said. "l canwait. Youll let mewatch?'
"I won't befdling off again,” Vderiasad firmly. Shelowered aglare at Sabata. "Here, air.”

Sabata had had hisfill of defiance for the day. He came to her hand and stood perfectly till for her to
mount. That was not as graceful as usual—some of her bruises werein difficult places—but she
managed.

All thewhile she rode, the boy watched, rapt. Hewas not only full of the Call. He wasfull of magic. He
had control over it—not like one of |ast year's Cdled, whom she sill remembered with pain. Thisone
would not give way to temper and lash out with killing force.

It was not the best ride she had ever had. She was giff and sore, and Sabatawas trying alittle too hard.
She finished on as good a note as she could, then with the boy trailing blissfully behind, took Sabatato
hisstable.

Some of the galionswerein their sals, deeping or chewing drowsily on bits of hay. Most were out with
their ridersin various of the halls and riding courts, or enjoying an hour's liberty in one of the paddocks.
By that time Vaeriahad learned that the boy's name was Lucius, that he came from atown not far from
the Mountain, and that he was ajourneyman of the order of Oneiromancers.

Hewas helping Vaeriatake off Sabata's saddle and bridle and brush out the stallion's moon-colored
coat. She paused as hetold her what he was, staring at him over the broad pale back. "Yourea
dream-mage? What are you doing here?"

"| dreamed that | was Called," he said.

"Obvioudy," said Vderia. "Mages have been Called from other orders before. But just Beastmagters, |
thought, and the occasional Augur. | didn't think—"

"l didn't, either,” he said, "but here | am. Like you. |sawoman supposed to be arider?”
"No," sad Vderia
"Well," said Lucius, "thereyou are.”

He seemed to think that her existence explained his. She did not see what that had to do with it, but she
was disinclined just then to argue. She went on with what she had been doing, frowning dightly.

When Sabata was clean and brushed and content with amanger full of hay, and the saddle and bridle
were cleaned and put away, Vaeriatook the visibly reluctant Luciusto the rider-candidates dormitory.

He was not the only one there after al. Two more had comein while he was basking in Sabatas
presence. They both wore the uniform of the legions, and they were older than Vderiawould have
thought a rider-candidate could be. One must have been well up in histwenties.

Firgt Rider Andres, who had taken charge of the rider-candidates in her year, aswell, had them in hand.



Heraised abrow at Luciuss escort, but he did not say anything in front of the candidates except, "Three
onthefirst day. That'sagood number."

"Let'shopeit'san omen," Vderiasad. Thelegionarieswere staring at her asif they not only knew who
and what she was, they werein awe of her.

That was not comfortable. She could call it adtrategic retreat, or she could regard it asarout. Either
way, she escaped those wide eyes and worshipful faces.

Valeriacameto bed late. There had been lessonsin history and politics and various facets of the horse
magic, and asessonin thelibrary that had run through dinner. Then she had gone with a handful of riders
to raid the kitchens. By the time she left the last of them at his door, the hour waswell on its way toward
midnight.

Thelamp by the bed waslit, itsflame trimmed low. The fire was banked in the hearth, but it shed just
enough hest to take the edge off the chill.

Kerrec wasin bed and apparently adeep. All she could see of him was a heap of blankets.

She dropped her clothes, shuddering as cold air touched her skin, and did in beside him. His back was
turned to her, hisfaceto the wall. She pressed hersalf softly against him and kissed his nape where the
black curlswere clipped short.

Helay perfectly till. Her hand ran down his side, tracing the familiar gaps and ridges of scars. They were
all healed now, the deep pain gone, and some had begun to fade.

Shelet her touch bring alittle more healing, alittle more warmth. He should have roused then and turned,
but he never moved.

She sghed inaudibly. She had been full of thingsto tell him, but he was obvioudy determined not to
wake.

Wéll, shethought, he worked hard these days—harder than she. He was the only First Rider left from
the time before—that was what everyone caled it now. Before the Great Dance that had ended with six
riders dead and the empire's fate so nearly turned toward destruction. It was only six months ago, just
haf ayear, but it divided the world.

He had been the youngest. Now he wasthe chief of the First Riders. The otherswere dl new to their
office, and nonetoo ready for it, either. They were doing well enough now, all things consdered, but it
had been abitter winter. The school still mourned its dead, and would mourn them for along while yet.

Much more than lives had been lost in that Dance. Strong magic and great art were gone, the province of
masters who had devoted decades to the mastery of the stalion magic. Nothing but time could bring that
back—if it could be brought back. Some of what was gone might never be recovered.

Vaderialaid her cheek on Kerrec's shoulder and closed her eyes. She wanted to hold him tight, but she
knew better than to try that. He had paid a high price to be here, alive and safe. The scars on his body
werethe least of it. Hisheart and soul had been taken apart and were till heding dowly. Hismagic...

It was mending. He was strong. He worked harder than anyone and tested himself more sternly. Hewas
thriving.



She had to believe that. They had done no more than deep in each other'sarms—or hein hers, if she
was going to be exact—for weeks. Months? She did not remember, probably because she did not want
to.

Shewas il here. That was enough. He wasfirst among the First. He could order her out and she would
have to go, because she had sworn herself to arider's discipline, and obedience was part of it.

He had done no such thing. He wanted her here, even if he did not want her the way he had in the
autumn and through the early winter, night after night. The memory of those nights could still warm her.

They would come back. He wastired, that was al.
So was she. She should deep. She had another long day tomorrow, and long days after that.

A rider'sdiscipline could accomplish thisas well as anything else. She closed her eyes and willed hersdlf
to deep. After awhile, she succeeded.

Chapter Seven

Kerrec lay motionless. Vaeriawas at last and mercifully adeep.

Her dream brushed the edges of hisawareness. It was adim thing, tinged with unease, but the white
power of the stalions surrounded it. They guarded her even in dreams.

She could never know how much he wanted to turn and take her in hisarms and kiss her until shewas
dizzy. But if he did that, he would have to open himsdlf to her, and she would know.

She could not know. No one could. They had to believe that he was whole. He had to be. He could not
afford to be broken.

During the day he could hold himsdf together. Much of what he did required no magic, or could be done
with what little he had. He could still ride—that much had not left him. He could teach othersto ride, and
through the movements see the patterns that shaped the world.

The nights were another matter. He had to deep, but in deep were dreams.

At first he had been able to keep them at bay, even change them. His stdlion had helped him. Aswinter
went on, the dreams had grown worse,

Now he did not even need to deep to hear that voice whispering and whispering, or to seethe featureless
mask of a Brother of Pain. Sometimes there was a stranger's face behind it. More often there was one he
knew dl too well.

He never dreamed, awake or adeep, of the body's pain. That had been terrible enough when it
happened, and the scars would be with him until he died, but it was not his body that the Brother of Pain
had set out to break. He had been commanded to break Kerrec's mind and destroy his soul.

He had had to |eave the task unfinished, but by then it was too far long to stop. What had been carried
out of that place which Kerrec gill could barely remember, had been the shattered remnants of aman.



The shards had begun to mend themselves. Kerrec's magic had grown again, dowly but surely. He had
dared to hope that he would get hisold salf back.

Then the hedling had stopped and the edges of his spirit had begun to unravel. It was asif the Brother of
Pain had reached out from the other side of the dream world and set his hooksin Kerrec's soul again,
even deeper than before.

Every night now, the whisper was louder, echoing ingde hisskull. What useis a dead princein aliving
world? What purposeistherein this magic that you pride yourself in? What is order, discipline,
art and mastery, but empty show ? The world is no better for it. Too often it isworse. Giveit up.
Let it go. Set yourself free.

Every night he struggled to remember what he had been before. He had been amaster of hisart,
endowed with magic of great power and beauty. His discipline had been impeccable. He had mastered
the world's patterns and could bend them to hiswill.

That was gone. The whole glorious edifice had falen into ruin. All that was left was a confusion of shards,
grinding on one another like shattered bone.

Very carefully he eased out of Vderiasarms. It hurt to leave her—Dbut it hurt more to stay. Shewas
everything that he had been and more.

It was not envy that hefdt. It was grief. He should have been her match, not abroken thing that she
could only pity.

He was unprepared for the wave of sheer, raw rage that surged through him. The rage had a source—a
name,

Gothard.

He could name the red blackness that laired in the pit of his ssomach, too. It was hate. Gothard had done
thisto him. Gothard had given the Brother of Pain his orders. Gothard's malice and spite had broken
Kerrec's mind and shattered his magic.

Gothard his brother, Gothard the haf-blood, had nothing but loathing for his brother and sister who were
legitimate as he was not, and for hisfather who had sred him on ahostage. He wanted them dl
dead—and he had come damnably close to succeeding.

He had escaped defeat and fled from the reckoning. No one, even mages, had been able to find him. But
Kerrec knew where hewas. Hewasin Kerrec's mind, taking it apart fragment by fragment.

Somewhere, in the flesh, he was waiting. Kerrec had no doubt that he was preparing a new assault on
everything and every person who had ever dedt him adight, rea or imagined. Gothard would not give up
until they were dl destroyed.

With shaking hands, Kerrec pulled on breeches and coat and boots. It was halfway between midnight
and dawn. The school was adeep. Even the cooks had not yet awakened to begin the day's baking.

In the stillness of the deep night, the Call grated on hisraw edges. He had enough power, just, to shut it
out.

He went to the one place where he could find something resembling peace. The stalions dept in their
gtable, each of them shining faintly, so that the Sone-vaulted hal with itsrows of stals glowed asif with
moonlight.



Petra's stal| was midway down the eastern aide, between the young Great One Sabata and the Master's
gentle, ram-nosed Icarra. Kerrec's friend and teacher cocked an ear as he dipped into the stall, but did
not otherwise interrupt his dream.

Kerrec lay on the straw in the shelter of those heavy-boned white legs. Petralowered hishead. His
breath ruffled Kerrec's hair. He sighed and sank deeper into deep.

Even here, Kerrec could not deep, but it did not matter. He was safe. He drew into aknot and closed
his eyes, letting pain and sef-pity drain away. All that was |eft behind was quiet, and blessed emptiness.

Vderiaknew that she was dreaming. Even so, it was gtrikingly redl.

Shewas gitting at dinner in her mother's house. They were dl there, dl her family, her three Sstersand
her brothers Nial and Garin, and even Rodry and Lucius who had gone off to join thelegions. The
younger ones looked exactly asthey had the last time she saw them, amost ayear ago to the day.

She was wearing rider's clothes. Her sister Caiacurled her lip a the grey wool tunic and close-cut leather
breeches. Caiawas dressed for awedding in adress so stiff with embroidery that it could have stood up
onitsown. Therewere flowersin her hair, autumn flowers, purple and gold and white.

She glowered at Vaeria. "How could you run away like that? Don't you realize how it looked? Y ou
ruined my wedding!"

"There now," their mother said in her most quelling tone. "That will be enough of that. Y ou had a perfectly
acceptable wedding.”

Caids sense of injury wastoo great even to yield to Morag's displeasure. "It was asolid month late, and
half the cousins couldn't come because they had to get in the harvest. And al anyone could talk about
was her." Her finger stabbed toward Vaeria "It should have been my day. Why did she have to go and

spail it?!
"l didn't mean—" Vaeriabegan.
"You never do," said Caia, "but you dways do.”

That made sensein Caias view of the world. Vaeriafound that her eyes were stinging with tears.

Rodry cuffed Vderialightly, but ill hard enough to make her earsring. "Don't mind her," he said. "She's
just jedlous because her lover isalive smith instead of adead imperid heir. That'show girlsare, you
know. Princes, even dead, are better than anything dse.”

"Kerrecisnot dead,” Vaeriasad.
"Prince Ambrogiusliesin histomb,” said Rodry. "It'sempty, of course. But who notices that?"

"That was hisfather,” Vaeriatried to explain, "being furious that his heir was Called to the Mountain
instead of the throne. He declared him dead and stopped acknowledging his existence until there was no
other choice. Isn't that what Mother has doneto me? I'll be amazed if she's done anything else.”

"Mother knowsyou'redive," Rodry said. "She's not happy about it, but you can hardly expect her to be.
She had alifedl| planned for you, too."

"So did thegods," said Vaeria "Even Mother isn't strong enough to stand in their way."



"Dont tell her that,” her brother said, not quite laughing.
He bent toward her and kissed her on the forehead. "I'll see you soon.”
Shefrowned. "What—"

The dream was whirling away. The end of it went briefly strange. It was dark, aswirl of nothingness. She
dared not look into it. If she did, she would drown—all of her, heart and soul and living consciousness.
Every part of her would be Unmade.

The Unmaking blurred into the bell that summoned the ridersto their morning duties. Vaderiasat up
fuzzily. The dream faded into afaint, dull miasmaoverlaid with her family'sfaces.

Kerrec was gone. He had got up before her, asal too usua lately.

Shewould belateif she ddlied much longer. She ssumbled out of bed, wincing at the bruisesthat had set
hard in the night, and washed in the basin. The cold water roused her somewhat, though her mind was
gtill full of fog. She pulled on thefirst clean clothes that came to hand and set off for the stables.

Half adozen more of the Caled camein that morning, and another handful by evening. There had never
been that many so soon after the Mountain began its sSinging. Some of the younger riders had awager
that the candidates dormitory would be full by testing day.

That would be over a hundred—twelve eights. One or two wagered that even more would come, as
many as sixteen eights, which had not happened in dl the years since the school was founded.

"WEIl be hanging hammocks from the rafters,” lliyasaid at breskfast after the stallions had been fed and
their stdlsthoroughly cleaned. The thought made him laugh. Iliyawas asinger and teller of taleswhen he
was not studying to be arider. He found everything delightful, because sooner or later it would go into a
song.

Paulus was as sour as lliyawas sweet. He glared down hislong aristocratic nose and said, "You are dl
fools. There has never been afull complement of candidates, not in athousand years.”

"There was never awoman before last year," Batu pointed out from across the table. He was the most
exotic of thefour, big and broad, with skin so black it gleamed blue. He had never even seen ahorse
before the Call drew him out of his mother's house, far away in the uttermost south of the empire.

Vaeria, most definitely the oddest sSince she wasthe first woman ever to be Called to the Mountain,
offered awan reflection of hiswide white amile. " Are you wagering that more will come?”

"That's with the gods," he said.
"Morefemades" Paulus shuddered. "Even oneistoo many."
"Everything's changing,” Batu said. "Well haveto change with it. That'swhat we were Cdled for."

"We were Cdled to ride the white godsin the Dance of Time," Paulus said stiffly. "That isal we arefor.
Everything leadsto that. Nothing €se matters.”

"I'm rather partial to wine and song mysdlf,” lliyasaid. He drained his cup of hot herb teaand licked his
lips, as satisfied with himsdlf asacat.



Vaeriawaslong accustomed to hisface, but oncein agreat while she hgppened to notice that in itsway
it was as unusud as Batu's. In shape and coloring it was ordinary enough, with olive-brown skin and
sharply carved festures, but he was a chieftain's son from the deserts of Gebu. The marks of hisrank
were tattooed in vivid swirls on his cheekbones and forehead.

The Cdl had brought them here from al over the empire.

They had passed test after test, and were till passing them—as they would do for aslong as they served
the gods on the Mountain.

She looked from her friends facesto othersin the hal. Most of the lesser riders were there this morning.
Thefour Firg Ridersdined in their own, much smaler hdl, usudly with the Master of the school for
company. Today Master Nikos was here, Sitting at the head table with a handful of Second Riders.

He caught her glance and nodded dightly. Vaerias existence was an ongoing difficulty, but after she had
brought al the stallions together to mend the broken Dance, he had had to concede that she belonged
among theriders. To his credit, he had accepted the inevitable with good grace—which was more than
could be said for some of the others.

He was probably praying that dl of thisyear's Called were mae. She could hardly blame him. They had
troubles enough asit was.

She pushed away her haf-full bowl and rose. The others had had the same thought. Therewasa
classroom waiting and afull morning of lessons, then afull afternoon in the saddle.

Iliya danced ahead of her, sSinging irrepressibly, though Paulus growled at him to stop his bloody
caterwauling. Batu strode easily beside Vderia. He was smiling.

It was agood morning, he was thinking, clear for her to read. Most mornings were, these days, though
the school had come through a hdll or two to get there.

Maybe there were more hells ahead. Maybe some would be worse, but that did not trouble him, either.
Batu, better than any of them, had mastered the art of living asthe stallions did, in the perpetua present.

Chapter Eight

When winter's back broke, so did the king's spirit. He had been fading since the dark of the year, asif he
had hung on until his heir came back. Now that Euan Rohe was here, with an acknowledged son of his
own, he could let go.

It was soft and slow, as deaths went. He dept more and more and sat in hall lessand less. Little by little
the king'svarious offices fell to Euan.

There were guards on the gates now, inner and outer. The roads were watched and the borders guarded.
Nothing could take the clan by surprise.

Spring came with the breaking of ice and the howling of wind, and stormsthat lashed deet and rain
instead of deet and snow. The clan began to emerge from itswinter'sidlieness. The hal became a
practice ground. Even when the storms raged, men of the clan went out hunting or raiding.



Scouts were coming in, nearly asragged as Euan had been.
The empire was moving. The emperor and his legions were gathering for war.

Gothard spent most of histime with the priests as either their prisoner or their pupil—or maybe he was
their master. Euan was not minded to inquire. Gothard stayed out of Euan's way, and that suited Euan

perfectly.

Onthe day when thelast of theice broke in therivers, the latest sorm had blown away. Sun shone
dazzling bright on the winter-wearied dun. Euan thought he might go hunting boar. He wastired of stringy
roast ox and even moretired of being penned up in walls.

On hisway to the hdl to call up ahunt, he came face-to-face with Gothard. If he wanted to give himself a
fit of the shudders, he could reflect that he had been looking straight down the passage and seen Gothard
nowhere until he appeared directly in front of Euan.

"It's hgppening,” Gothard said.
Mages, Euan thought sourly. "What is happening? War?"

"Among other things." Gothard smiled. Whatever he wasthinking, it gave him great pleasure. "Y ou'd
better be ready. As soon asthe weather breaks, the high king's calling the muster.”

"Tdl me something | don't know," Euan saild—unwisdly, maybe.
"l don't think s0," Gothard said.

"l command you."

"I'm sure you do."

The skin tightened between Euan's shoulder blades. He was not sure what he wanted to say yet. When
he was, he would say it, no matter what it cos.

At this particular moment, he pushed past Gothard. He had a boar to hunt, and the men were waiting.

Euan's uneasiness stayed with him through the hunt and the killing of the boar and the return to the dun.
Nothing there had changed. The king was alittle weaker, alittle greyer, but that had been going on for
months

Every night, no matter the hour, he looked in on Conor firgt, then hisfather. Tonight he found himsalf
turning toward his father's degping room. He refused to call it a premonition. Gothard had raised his
hackles. He had to be sure there was nothing init.

Niall was adeep. Lamps burned in acluster, spoils of thelast war with Aurelia Murnasat beside the
bed, ditching at alinen shirt.

Euan wanted to believe in that quiet ordinariness, but he kept seeing Gothard's face. There was nothing
ordinary here. The quiet wasalie.

His mother looked up. Her eyeswere somber. "Tomorrow you should send out the summonsto clan
gathering,” shesad.



Euan nodded. That was the king's duty, but the king was past performing it. The clans should have
gathered to plan this year'swar before Euan came back—and hereit was nearly spring.

"Better late than never,” he said. Then, "How long do you think he has?
"The One knows," shesaid.

Euan suspected that one other was privy to that knowledge. He bowed to hisfather, though Nial was
too far goneto see. "I'll be back," he said to hismother. "Don't let anyone else near him while I'm gone.”

Her eyeswidened dightly, but she asked no questions. She took up her gtitching again.

It was only after Euan had passed the door that it dawned on him. That was not a shirt she was making.
It was a shroud.

Euan had afair hunt to find Gothard. He was not in the priests house—as far as Euan dared to enter
it—nor was he in the guesthouse or the young men's house or the hall. At lagt, in the darkness before
dawn, Euan clambered up the crumbling stair to the top of the tower.

It was asteep and dangerous way in the dark, but Euan had climbed it often enough when he was
younger. Hisfeet still remembered which steps were safe and which were rotten. There were more of the
latter now, one or two of which nearly cost him his neck, but he made hisway past them.

The tower's roof had once been higher—by how much, even legend was not sure. It was high enough
now that if Euan stood at the parapet he could see clear across the moor to the low squat of hill that was
Dun Grdloch.

Gothard was in the middle of the roof, lying on hisback with hiseyesfull of starlight. Euan considered
throttling him, but that could grow tedious with repetition. He stood over Gothard instead, blocking the
garlight, and said, "Take your spdl off my father."

Gothard blinked asif he had roused from adream. "What? Spdll? Thereisno—"
"Poison, then. Whatever it is, undo it."

"I've done nothing," Gothard said.

"l don't believeyou.”

"l can seewhy not," said Gothard, "but it istrue. Hes dying al by himsdlf.”

"He was before you came here," Euan said. "Y ou've been kindly helping him on hisway. Don't try to
deny it again. | can smdl magic. Hereeksof it."

"Therefore it must be my magic?' Gothard inquired.

"Who esewould it be? And don't,”" said Euan through clenched teeth, "go blaming my son.”
"I wouldn't dream of it," Gothard said. He sat up. "1 have something for you. Look."
Hetossed it toward Euan. Euan caught it beforeit could fall.

It was a stone, round and flat and polished smooth. His hand tingled when he caught it. He dmost flung it



down, but hisfingers closed over it ingtead. "What's this? A spdll to finish my father off?*

"It'saseeing-stone," said Gothard. "L ook init. Think of what you want to see, and there it will be.
Wouldn't you like to know where the emperor's armies are?”

"You know | would," Euan said. "What's the price?
"It's part of our bargain,” said Gothard. "If it helps you win the war, so much the better."

Euan looked down at the stone. It was the size and shape of the mirror that an imperid lady would carry
with her to ascertain that her face was properly painted. Not, he thought, that one particular imperia
woman would care for such athing.

The stone shimmered asif reflecting sarlight. Before he could turn his eyes away, the shimmer brightened
and cleared. She was there, with the glow of lamplight on her face, turning the pages of abook.

Her hair was longer than he remembered but till cut short. She was wearing the grey coat of a
rider-candidate. That was what, more than anything else, she had wanted. It seemed that she had won it.

He could have reached out and touched her. It was a greet effort to resist.

She seemed unaware of his eyes on her. When he wondered who el se was in the room with her, the
stone showed him an empty room and, more to the point, an empty bed.

It surprised him how glad he wasto see that. Euan was alive and standing on this tower because of her,
but he was not the man she had chosen. That one...

Thevision in the stone began to shift. Euan wrenched his mind away from Vaderiaslover. Hedid not
want to see the man or know where he was or even if he was dive. He turned his thoughtsto the
emperor instead.

And there was Artoriusto the life, adegp in alofty bed, not only dive but clearly well—despite what
Gothard had said of him.

"You see?' Gothard said in hisear. "AsK it to show you armies and it will—and al their plansand
drategies, too. Imagine aking of the people with such atoy. For oncein dl the years of war between the
people and the empire, one of our kingswill have the same advantage as the emperor and his generas.”

"'Our' kings?' Euan asked. "Y ou've taken sides, have you?
"It's not obvious?'

"With you, | never know." Euan covered the stone and dipped it into hisbdt. "I don't supposetheresa
way to stop the enemy from seeing what we're up to."

"There might be," said Gothard. "I1t's more magic. What will your father say to that?"

"When hewakes, I'll ask him," Euan said.

Gothard smiled. Thewords hung in the air, though he had not said them. Ah, but will he wake?
"If hedoesn't," Euan said very softly, "1 will know whosefault it is.”

"And then what will you do? Hand me over to the priests al over again? They're afraid of me, cousin.
They worship oblivion but none of themisin agreat hurry to get there.”



"I am reminded,” said Euan, "of the man who took a snake for awife. She cooked his dinner, wove his
war cloaks, and bore his children for other women to suckle—because after dl, snakes have no breadts.
Shewasal thewife aman could ask for, and she served him in every way. Then one night, after she had
fed him hisdinner and made love to him until he roared like abull, she sank her fangsin his neck.”

"And s0 hedied,” said Gothard, "but he died happy. He had everything he wanted.”
"Except hislife" Euan said.

Gothard shrugged. "What's life for aman who hasto live weak, sick and old? Maybe she was giving him
agift. Y ou worship the One, whose dearest child is nothingness. Y ou should understand that.”

"Not when it comesto my father.”

"Isthat sentiment, cousin?' said Gothard. "1'd never have thought to seeit in you. The old man isdying of
his own accord and in hisown time. When he's gone, you'll be king of the Cdletani—which ishafway to
where you want to be. | should think you'd embraceit.”

Euan's head was aching. Gothard's voice buzzed in his ears. It was awebwork of liesand haf liesand
twisted truth, but he could not muster an answer to it. It wanted him to give up, lie back, and let it

happen.

What else could he do? He had taken this snake to wife. He used it, just asit used him. He had to hope
that when the fangs flashed toward his neck, he was fast enough to get away.

Chapter Nine

When Euan came down from the tower, the king was dead. He had no need to hear the wailing of the
women from the hall. Hefdt it in his gut, a desp emptinessthat |eft him cold and ill. 1t did not matter

then who was to blame. The king was dead, and the clans must gather as soon as they could cometo

Dun Eidyn—not only to make war but to make aking.

By the evening of the day after the king died, Dun Gralloch's chieftain and hiswarband had comein, and
Dun Brenin'swarriors were close behind. By the third day, seven of the nine clans of the Calletani had
gathered, including the roya clan. The others had sent messengers to promise that they would be there
within aday or two.

Euan was gill numb. He was doing what needed to be done, but he fet nothing. The women wailing, the
men chanting death songs, left him cold.

Tomorrow they would lay the king in his barrow. Tonight the feasting grew raucous, with the clansmen
draining barrds of de asif it had been water. Euan had had a cup or two, but he had barely tasted it.

He l€eft the high table and the emptiness of the roya seat to wander through the hal. Down past the
hearth, some of the young men were dancing. It was awar dance, with stamping feet and flashing
blades—perfectly suited to hismood.

He saized ablade from awilling hand and leaped into the dance. His blood thundered in hisears. He



stamped, dashed, spun.

He camefaceto face with hisimage, armed as he was, laughing as he met blade with blade. The others
drew back, clapping and begting time with their feet. To that rough and potent music, the two of them
fought the battle through to the final crossing of blades.

Euan was breathing hard. Sweat ran down his back and sides. He dropped his sword and roared.
"Conory! By the One—youredive!"

"Hell wouldn't have me," his cousin said in mock regret.

They stood grinning at one another. Conory looked so like Euan that he had, more than once, claimed
Euan's name and place—auseful skill for duding nursemaids and imperid guards. Euan seized him by the
shoulders and shook him. "Damn your eyes, man. Where have you been? Dun Carrig camein

yesterday."

"And sodid l,"” said Conory. "Damn your eyes. | wasright in front of you."

"Then I'm ablind man,” Euan said, "and you are areprobate. | mourned you al for dead.”
"Not likely," said another voice he knew well.

He squinted in thefirdight. "Cyllan? Y ou, too?"

"And Dond and Cieran and Strahan,” said Conory.

They were dl there, drawing in from the edges of the circle—the friends of hisyouth, hisfelow hostages,
his old warband. Only one was missing, and that one Euan himsdlf had cast out while they were still inthe
empire.

The numbness|eft him. Inits place was amost peculiar mingling of grief and gladness. It fet likeice
breaking in the rivers and spring storms roaring down on the frozen moors.

It was dangerous because it was 0 strong. It wasamarvel, amiracle—asign. It made him laugh from
the depths of his belly, down below the sorrow.

With hiswarband around him, he had his balance. He could look at the world and seeit clearly. He felt
asif he had logt an arm but then found it again. Hewasfinaly whole.

Now he could claim the kingship. He swept them with him, back into another dance, a spring dance, half
war and haf exuberant mating.

Ashedanced, he saw in his head the Dance of the white stallionsin Aurelia. The patternsthey traced
were dmost the same as those his feet were begting out on the floor of this hal—hisfather's hall. Hishall.

He could shape time and fate, too. Why not? He was king. Now that he had hiswarband again, out of dl
hope and expectation, the rest would follow.

They raised the old king's barrow down below the dun, in the dark valley where the kings of the Calletani
had lain sncethey first cameto this country. Far down the valey, the oldest barrows had grown into the
earth, covered over with grass and heather. Here at the valley's head, dmost out into the light, the new
barrow rose up, itslinesasraw and harsh as grief.



The priests made the sacrifice, the bodies of nine battle captives and nine fair women. The women died
quietly, like the good handmaidens they were meant to be. The men screamed and fought and called
down curses.

Their deeth was dow and hard, adeath of tiny cuts and minute scraps of skin pedled off dowly, one by
one. Multiplied ninetimes, it opened the way for the king's spirit, freeing it to seek oblivion in the One.

It was along ritual, and not easy to watch. Euan, with hiswarband around him like awell-loved cloak,
endured it asthey al did, to honor the king.

Nidl lay on hisbier, covered with ablood-red mantle—the cloak of animperia genera. His shrunken
body barely lifted the pall.

Hiswegponswere laid beside him and his shidd was a hisfeet. They would go into the barrow with him,
along with agreat sore of gold and precious things. The standards of the two legions were among them,
and enough imperid gold to ransom aking.

There was no ransom that would bring aman back from the dead. Euan felt the grief rising to choke him.
For once helet it. Today it could rule him asit would. Tomorrow he had to be king.

When therite was finished and the bodies of the captives had stopped twitching, the king went at last into
his barrow. No living man went with him. The men who carried him down, and after him the bodies of his
escort, stayed in the barrow when their task was done. Each had aknife for hisown throat, or else he
would die when the air ran out, buried under earth and stone.

Euan lent his hand to the sedling of the tomb. The stoneswere heavy. He was glad of the pain and the
gruding effort. They cleansed him in pirit aswell as body.

It was dark when they finished. The starswere fiercely bright. The ground crackled with frogt. It
crunched underfoot as the whole long column of them, clan upon clan, waked away from the valley and
the barrow.

No one spoke or sang. That wastheir last tribute, that gift of silence.

The sun rose with ablaring of trumpets and athunder of drums. Thelong dark night was over. Mourning
would go on for the women, but for the men it was anew day.

Today they would make aking. In other times or other clans there would be agreat contest, a battle
among al presumptive heirs. Whoever won the battle could cal himsdf king.

When Euan Rohe came out of hisroom after a deepless night, the warbands of al the clanswere waiting
inthe hall, watchful and silent. Here and there, someone twitched, thinking maybeto raisethe
chdlenge—but the men around him cuffed him into submission.

Euan's own warband stood like aguard of honor. Cyllan and Strahan had bruises and satisfied
expressions. The otherslooked merely satisfied.

Euan would best the story out of them later. His eyestook in the mass of faces.
They were taking him in, too, and rightly. He had been away for years, living among imperias, learning

their ways and their language and their arts of war and peace. Maybe his own people could no longer
trust him. Maybe he had changed too much to rule them as they needed to be ruled.



He had to answer that—the sooner, the better. He sprang up onto the nearest table and stamped his
foot. The sound of boot-hed on hollow planks boomed through the hall. Heraised hisvoiceto its
strongest pitch. " Calletani "

That brought them al up short. He raked his eyes across them, noting who flinched and who |ooked
down and who met him eyes-on. When he had them al, he spoke more softly. "Waell, tribesmen. Y ou
know who | am. If you stay with me, you'll learnwhat | am. I'll fight your championsif | haveto, and kill
them if that'swhat it takes. I'd rather not. If we're going to take down the empire, we need every man.
It'simperia blood we should be thirgting for—not the blood of our own."

The sound that rose in response to that made a shiver run down his spine. It began asagrowl and roseto
aroar. It was pure lust for blood—imperial blood, blood of the enemy who had barred the gates of the
south since the people first came out of the dawn lands.

That gate would fall. That was Euan's oath and his promise.

They rased him upinthe hdl of hisfathers, lifting him high on animperid shied. The chieftain of Dun
Gralloch clasped the heavy gold torque about his neck, and thelord of Dun Carrig weighted hisarms
with gold.

He stood at that dizzy height, supported on the shoulders of hiswarband, with his head brushing the
beams, and alowed himsdlf to savor the moment. It would not last long. The One knew, there was
trouble enough waiting.

But not today. Today, he would |et the sun shine. Today, he was king.

Chapter Ten

Iliyawon hiswager—amogt. By thefirst day of the testing, sixteen eights of the Caled had comein, less
one. They had had to open one of the long-unused dormitories, and al the First and Second Riders were
cdled on to oversee the testing of each eight and the final, anomal ous seven.

There had never been anything like it. They were al male—that was arelief to the older riders—but they
were not al boys or very young men. Some were older than Kerrec. One was amaster of the ssamagic.
Severd were journeymen of various magica orders, and some of those were close to mastery.

"The gods arein an antic humor," Magter Nikos said the night before the testing began.

He had invited the First Ridersto dinner in hisrooms. That was tradition, but this year the celebration
was overlaid with grief. A year ago, three of the four had been Second Riders. Their predecessors had
died in the Dance of the emperor'sjubilee.

Tonight they had saluted the dead, then resolutely put the memory aside. Thiswas atime for thinking of
the future, not the past.

"It'sgood to know we have afuture," Andres said.

Hewasthe oldest of them, and he seemed least comfortable in the uniform of aFirst Rider. He had been
a Second Rider for twenty years and would have been content to stay at that rank for another twenty.



His gift wasfor teaching novice riders and overseeing the Called.

He did not know how valuable he was. That was humility, Kerrec thought. Kerrec was sadly deficient in
that virtue. He had not been born to it and he had shown no aptitude for it sSince.

Tonight Andreswas more at ease than he had been since Nikos ordered him—on pain of dismissa—to
accept hisnew rank. The Caled were his charges, and he had come to know them al well. "They are
remarkable," he said. "There's more raw power in them than I've ever seen.”

"More trained power, too," said Gunnar. He had been a Beastmaster when he came, one of the few
before this year who had had training in another order. He had just made journeyman when he was
Cdled. "The Madgters of the orders may takeissue with it, if it seemsthey're going to make ayearly habit
of losing their best to the Mountain.”

"Thismay be an anomaly,” Curtius said. Next to Kerrec he was the youngest, but asif to compensate for
that, he tended to take the reactionary view in any discusson. "After all welost in the emperor's Dance,
the gods are giving usthis great gift. Next year, maybe, well be back to four or five eights each spring,
and the usua range of agesand abilities.”

"Or not," Gunnar said. "The world is changing. It's not going back to what it was before, no matter how
hard any of ustries.

"Y ou don't know that," said Curtius.

Gunnar glared at him under thick fair brows. He was a huge man from the far north. People there had
accepted the empire, but they shared blood with the barbarian tribes. Some said they shared more than
that—that they were loya not only to their wild kin but to the One God who stood against the many gods
of Aurdia

Gunnar was adevoted son of the empirein spite of his broad ruddy face and his mane of yellow hair.
"Have you been blind when you ride the Dance? Even in schooling, the patterns are clear. They're not the
same as before.”

"They'll shift back,” Curtius said stubbornly. "They dways do. Well make sure of it oursaves, comethe
Midsummer Dance.”

"Will wewant to?' Gunnar demanded. "Think for once, if you can. We were locked into patterns that
amost cost usthe empire. It took aterrible toll on the school. Maybe we need to change.”

"Changefor the sake of change can be worse than no change at al,” Curtius said.

Gunnar rose to pummel senseinto him, but Nikoss voice queled them both. " Gentlemen! Save your
blowsfor our enemies.”

"Gods know we have plenty of those," Gunnar said, subsiding dowly. He kept agrim eye on Curtius.

Kerrec sat in slence. He had learned long since that wine did not blunt the edges. 1t made them worse. It
helped somewheat to focus on the others voices, even when they bickered.

Thiswould end soon enough. Then there would be the night to endure, and after that the days of testing.
He did that now. He counted hours and days, and reckoned how he would survive them.



Magter Nikos caught Kerrec asthey weredl leaving, danting aglance at him and saying, "Stay a

Kerrec sighed inwardly. The otherswent out arm in arm, warm in their companionship. Watching them
made Kerrec fed small and cold and painfully aone.

He stiffened hisback. That was his choice. He had made it because he must.

Master Nikos had stood to see his guests out of the room. Once they were gone, he sat again and fixed
Kerrec with adisconcertingly level Sare.

Kerrec stayed where he was, on hisfeet near the door. He was careful to keep hisface expressionless.
So far he had evaded discovery, but this was the Master of the school. If anyone could see through him,
it would be Nikos.

"You'relooking tired," the Master said. "Will you be up for this? It'salot of candidates to test—and as
skilled asthe others are, they haven't been First Riderslong. It'sall new to them.”

"Not to Andres," Kerrec said. "Gunnar isthe best trainer of both riders and stallions that we have. They'll
dowel enough.”

"And Curtius?'

Kerrec lifted ashoulder in ashrug. "Hell riseto it. If he doesn't, welll find a Second Rider who can take
hisplace”

The Master sighed. They both knew that was not nearly as easy asit sounded. But when he spoke, he
sad nothing of it. "Therés something d 2"

Kerrec's back tightened. Vaeria, of course. The rider-candidate who could master al the stallions. The
only woman who had been Called to the Mountain in athousand years.

They had been evading the question of her al winter long.

In the meantime she had settled remarkably well among the rest of the candidates of her year. Sometimes
the elder riders could almost forget that she was there.

Now spring was past and the Called were ready to be tested. For that and for the Midsummer Dance
that would follow, they needed their strongest riders. She was the strongest on the M ountain—not the
mogt skilled by far, but her power outshone the greatest of them.

But Nikos said nothing of that. He said, "One of the guests for the testing has asked to see you."

Kerrec had not been expecting that at all. Of course he knew that the guesthouses were full. So were all
theinns and lodging houses. Half the private housesin the citadd had let out roomsto the friends and
families of the Cdled.

They were all there to witnessthe final day of the testing. Kerrec could not imagine who would be asking
for him by name. There were noblemen among the Cdled, but none related to him.

Maybe it was someone from histravelsfor the school, back before the broken Dance, when aFirgt
Rider could be spared to ride abroad. "So," he said, "where can | find this person?”

"Inthe guesthouse," Nikos answered. "The porter is expecting you."



Kerrec bent his head in respect. Nikos smiled, arare enough occasion that Kerrec stopped to stare.
"Go on," said the Magter. "Then mind you get some deep tonight. Y ou'll be needing it.”

Sometimes, Kerrec thought, this man could make him fed asyoung as Vderia. It was not abad thing, he
supposed. It did not keep him humble, but it did remind him that he was mortd.

Once Kerrec had |eft the Master's rooms for the solitude of the passage and the stair, he gave way
briefly to exhaustion. Just for amoment, he let thewal hold him up.

He should go to bed. The guest, whoever it was, could wait until he had time to waste. He needed deep,
asthe Master had said.

He needed it—but it was the |ast thing he wanted. In deep was that hated voice whispering spells that
took away yet more of his strength. Every night it was stronger. It seemed to be feeding on the
Mountain's power—but surely that was not possible. Apart from the white gods, only riders could do
that.

Kerrec shuddered so hard he amost fell. If an enemy could corrupt the Mountain itself, even the gods
might not be able to help the school. They would be hard put to help themselves.

Resolutely he put that horror out of his mind. The riders were weakened—periloudy so—but the white
gods were still strong. None of them had been corrupted or destroyed.

For now, he had a duty to perform. The Master had made it clear that he wasto oblige a guest.
He straightened with care. If he breathed deeply enough, he could stand. After amoment he could walk.

Once hewasin motion, he could keep moving. The guesthouse was not far at dl, just acrossthe
courtyard from the Master's house. A lamp waslit at its gate, and the porter was waiting as Nikos had
sad.

The old man smiled at Kerrec and bowed aslow asif Kerrec had gill been the emperor'sheir. "Sir," he
sad. "Updairs. The tower room.”

It was a nobleman, then. Kerrec wondered if he should be disappointed.

He bowed and thanked the porter, though it flustered the man terribly, and gathered himself to climb the
winding gair. It was along way up, and he refused to present himself as afeeble and winded thing. He
took histime and rested when he must.

He was amost cool and somewnhat steady when he reached the last door. The doors along the way had
had people behind them, some adegp and snoring, otherstaking or singing or making raucous love.
Therewas silence at the top, but alight shone under the door. He knocked softly.

"Enter," said avoice heknew al too well.

Hissster was sitting in abright blaze of witchlight, with abook in her [ap and arobe wrapped around
her. She bore a striking resemblance to Vaeria—much more so than he remembered. Vaeriahad grown
and matured over the winter. Brianawas some years older, but in that light and in those clothes, she
could have been the same age as Vderia



"What in theworld," Kerrec demanded, "are you doing here?!

"Good evening, brother,” Briana said swetly. "It's a pleasure to see you, too. Are you well?'Y ou ook
tired. How isVderia?'

Kerrec et her words run past him. "Y ou should never have left Aurelia. With our father gone to war on
thefrontier and the court being by nature fractious, for the princess regent to come so far from the center
of empire—"

"Kerrec," Brianasaid. Shedid not raise her voice, but he found that he had nothing moreto say.

That was a subtle and rather remarkable feat. Kerrec had to bow to it, even while he wanted to dap his
sderdlly.

She closed her book and laid it on the table beside her chair, then folded her handsin her lap. "Sit
down," shesaid. "'l suppose you've had enough wine. | can send for something dseif you'd like"

"No," Kerrec sad, then bdatedly, "thank you. Tell me what you're doing here."
"Hrg, gt," shesad.

Kerrec sighed vastly but submitted. Briana had changed after dl. She was more imperious—more the
emperor's heir.

Once hewas sitting, tiffly upright and openly rebellious, she studied him with afar more penetrating eye
than Master Nikos had brought to bear. ™Y ou look awful," she said. "Haven't you been hedling? Y ou
should be back to yourself by now. Not—"

Kerrec cut her off. "I'm well enough. | am tired—we dl are. We lost agreat store of power when our
ridersdied. Now with so many of the Cdlled to test, we're stretched to our capacity.”

Brianas eyes narrowed. He held his breath. Then she said, "Don't push yoursalf too hard. Y ou'll make
everythingworse."

"I'll do," Kerrec said with a sngp of temper. "Now tell me. What brings the regent of the empire dl the
way to the Mountain when she should be sefein Aurdia?!

"I'm safe here," she said. "'l rode in with the Augurs caravan. Theresaflock of imperia secretaries
camped in a house by the south gate. We're running relays of messengers. And if that fails, therésacircle
of magesin Aurdia, ready to send meword if theréseven ahint of trouble.”

Kerrec had to admit that she had answered most possible objections—except of course the most
important one. "Theimperid regent isrequired to perform her office from theimperia palace”

"The paace iswherever the emperor or hisregent is." Brianaleaned toward him. "Come off your high
horse and listen to me. | was summoned here. | had aforeseeing.”

That gave Kerrec pause—briefly. "Y ou are not that kind of mage."
"l am whatever kind of mage the empire needs,” Brianasaid.

She was running short of patience. "I haveto be herefor thetesting. | don't know why—I didn't see that
far or that clearly. Only that | should cometo the Mountain.”

"What, you were Cdled?



"You, of al people, should not make light of that,” she said. "And no, | am most definitely not destined to
abandon my office and become arider. There's something in the testing that I'm supposed to see. That's
dl"

Kerrec wondered about that, foolishly maybe, but maybe not. His power was broken but not gone,
Flashes of understanding <till cameto him.

Helet go his attack of temper. Much of it wasfear, he had to admit. He was afraid for her safety and
terrified that she would see what had become of him.

She saw no more clearly than anyone e se—and as she had said, she was safe on the Mountain. He
sighed and spread his hands. "Well then. Y ou're here. Theré's no point in sending you away."

"Evenif you could,” shesad.
He was sordly tempted, again, to hit her. He settled for ascowl.
Shelaughed. "Y ou're glad to see me. Admit it. Y ou've missed me."

He refused to take the bait. She kept on laughing, reminding him dl too vividly of the headstrong child she
had been before he was Called from the palace to the Mountain.

When finaly she sobered, she said, ™Y ou should go to bed. Y ou have three long days ahead of you.”

"l do," he said. But he did not leave a once. It was harder to go than he would have thought. Even as
annoyed as hewaswith hissister, he felt better than he had since he could remember.

"Ligten," she said. "Why don't you stay here? It'sungodly late, and theré'samaid's room with no onein
it. I promise I'll kick you out of bed before the sun comes up.”

The temptation was overwheming. He could think of any number of reasonsto resist it. Still, in the end,
weskness won. "An hour before sunup,” he said as the yawn broke through.

"An hour before sunup,” she agreed with afaint sgh. Maybe she was regretting her impulse.

Or maybe not. He never could tell with any woman, even his sister. Women were mostly out of his
reckoning.

He knew dready that with her there to watch over him, he was going to deep well, maybe even without
dreams. That done wasworth anight away from histoo-familiar bed.

Chapter Eleven

Vaeriahad been dreaming of her family again, her mother and father and particularly her brother Rodry.
For once, mercifully, she roused before the Unmaking came to mar the dream.

Something €' se had come instead—something that she was not sure she wanted to examine too deeply.
It, or he, had been coming to her more and more often lately. At first the guilt had been so sharp she had
fled the dream. Then little by little its edge had blunted.



Last night there had been no guilt. There had been agreat ded of laughter and aburst of pleasure that
went on and on.

When it was pagt, her body till thrummed with it. Shelet hersdlf linger in the dream. She deliberately
forgot dark hair and olive skin and keen hawk's face and reveled in milk-white skin and fire-red mane
and eyes asydlow and danted asawalf's.

If that was a betrayal, then so beiit. It was not she who had blown cold.

There was certain irony in waking from that dream, in that mood, to find Kerrec's sster sitting
cross-legged at the foot of her bed. Briana had abook in her [ap and was reading quietly by witchlight.

She looked asif she had been there for quite some time. Since the sun was not even up yet, she must
have comein very early.

Vderiaenjoyed the luxury of waking dowly. Brianadid not met into the edges of her dream. Shewas
redly here.

"You heardthe Cdl," Vdeiasad.

Briana gtarted alittle. She had herself under control quickly, enough to say, "No. It was a premonition,
that wasdl."

Indeed, Vderiathought. But she only said, "It isgood to see you.”

Briana smiled. She was much less obsessively dignified than her brother. "And you. | asked Master
Nikosif I could accompany you for aday or two. He said that if you agreed, he had no objection.”

Vaeriasa up. Therush of ddight sartled agrin out of her. "Redly? He said that?
"Would | lie?"

"Not you," said Vderia

"So?May | impose mysdlf onyou?'

"Of course" Vderiasad. "Though following avery junior rider about might not be—"

"It would be acomplete pleasure,” Briana said. She paused. "If it would be more trouble for you than it's
worth—"

"Oh, no," said Vaeria, and she meant it. She had not known until she said it, how much she had missed
Briana. It might be absurd and presumptuous, since Vaeriawas asoldier's daughter and Brianawas the
emperor's heir, but thiswas afriend. Better yet, she was awoman—and Vaeria had been living with
men for much too long.

She sprang out of bed and dived for her clothes. She was grinning so widely her jaws hurt. "Come on.
Let'sappdl theriders.”

Briana grinned back. Shelaid her book aside and went willingly where Vaerialed.

At this hour, just before sunup, most of the riders were at breakfast in the dining hal. Vaeria had
stopped attracting attention some time since, but when she appeared with another woman behind her, the



Slence was abrupt.

They did not recognize Briana. She was dressed like one of them, and she was making no effort to look
familiar.

That was an art. Vaeriaresolved to study it.

Breskfast was plain but plentiful, asaways. Vaeriadipped hersdf abowl of hot porridge with a handful
of berries sprinkled on it and adrizzle of cream. After amoment's perceptible thought, Brianadid the
sane.

Iliyaand Batu were Sitting at their usud table. They were hafway through a platter of sausages and bread
and cheese, while Paulus watched them with his usua expression of faint disgust. Paulus was much too
haughty to eat like adrover as any sensiblerider learned to do.

"Riderswork hard,” lliyawas reminding him between bites of sausage. "They earn their provender.”
"Not that hard," Paulus said.
He had his back to the door. lliya saw Vderiafirgt, and then Briana

His eyes widened. Unlike the other riders, he recognized the emperor's heir. He opened his mouth to say
0.

Batu elbowed him into sllence. When that threatened to fail, he stuffed haf a sausageinto lliyas mouth
and smiled at the women. "Good morning,” he said in his deep beautiful voice.

Vaeriasmiled back. "Good morning,” she answered. "The Master's given us company today. Will wedl
becivil?1sit possible?’

Paulus was refusing to turn and see who was with Vaeria. His shoulders were stiff with it. Briana, who
was his cousin and knew him very well, did onto the bench beside him and set down her bowl. She
began to eat asif she belonged there.

Paulus choked on nothing at al. Briana pounded his back until he stopped, crimson-faced and with his
eyes sreaming. "What in the gods name are you doing here?' he demanded when he could talk.

"My brother asked the samething,” Brianasaid. "Y ou two areterribly dike."

"Your brother isless suffy,” Iliyaopined. He grinned a Briana. He was a prince where he came from,
and imperid rank did not impresshim in the dightest. "The Master really gave you to us?"

"For aday or two," said Briana. "' can fork hay with the worst of them. | even know how to groom a
horse."

"That's more than Paulus did,” Iliyasaid, then added, "He's better now."
"l would hope s0," Briana said.

Vaeriahad noticed the year before when she wasin the imperid city, how Briana seemed to know how
to talk to anyone of any rank. She seemed perfectly at ease here, as she was everywhere that Vaeria
had ever seen her. She had the least pretension of any noble Vaeriahad yet met—not that Valeriahad
met many, but between Paulus and Kerrec, she had seen plenty of the less comfortable sort.

Therewas no point in being envious. Vaeriacould study and learn, if she could not exactly imitate. She



doubted that Brianawas even aware of what shedid. Shesmply did it.

Stll, Vaeriafound her mood alittle sour as she finished breakfast. She stood up without looking to seeif
Brianawas ready and made for the door, dropping her bow! in the cleaners barrdl as she went by.

Briana caught up with her just outside the door, somewhat out of breath but not apparently offended.
Vaeriapushed down the uprising of guilt and sat on it.

All the teaching masters were busy with the Called, but there were still sallsto clean and water buckets
to befilled and horses to exercise. The Third and Fourth Riders and the older candidates were detailed
to oversee thefirst- and second-year candidates.

What the day lacked for time in the schoolroom, it easily gained in physical |abor. It must have been
gruding for animperid princess.

Briana never so much aswhimpered. She even rode with the others.

She was hesitant about that, but when older stalions were brought out for the candidates ingtruction,
there was one more of them than usua. Some of the candidates growled. At least one of them yelped: a
large hoof had come down on hisfoot.

The stallion who presented himsdlf for Brianato ride was Kerrec's own Petra. He did abland dark eye
at Vderiaand studioudy ignored the rest of the students.

Brianagreeted him with visible gladness. She mounted easily, likethe lifelong rider shewas.

If shewas alittle breathless, that was no wonder. No one outside the school ever sat on one of the white
gods. It smply was not done.

The gods did asthey pleased. Today, that was to teach the emperor's daughter the beginnings of their
at.

It was deceptively smple. They were asked to ride quietly in exact circles without variation of rhythm or
figure, over and over until they had perfected the movement. The stdlionswould give nothing that the
ridersdid not ask. That wasthe gods pleasure and their challenge.

Sabata was unusud|ly tractable today. He walked and trotted and cantered politely, did precisely as
Vaeriaasked, and offered none of his usual opinions on the subject.

Maybe hewasill. He might be agod, and a Great One at that, but his body was mortdl.

When the lesson was done, Vaeriaexamined him thoroughly. He seemed well enough. He was pensive,
that was al—most unusud for him.

Something was brewing. Vaeria paused with her hand on Sabata's neck, searching the patterns that
shaped the world. There was nothing there, nothing clear. The only word she could find for it was
imminence.

Sabata shook his mane and snorted. Humans had to attach wordsto everything. It was aflaw in their
cregtion.

So it was. Vderiadug fingersinto his nape until his neck flattened and hislip wobbled in ectasy. It was
revenge of asort—reminding him that he, too, in thisform, had weaknesses.

Hewasin no way disconcerted by it. That was the trouble with gods. Nothing human could really touch



them.

He nipped her, a sharp and startling pain, and departed at the trot for his stable. She stood gaping after
him. Indl hisfitsand fusses, he had never bitten her before.

Who could understand a god? She trudged in hiswake, dightly humiliated but beginning in spite of herself
to be amused.

"Tedting isn't only for the Called, isit?' Briana asked.

She had survived the day in remarkably good condition, considering. At dinner the riders stares had
changed. Word was out. They knew who she was.

It seemed only reasonable, after dinner, for Vaeriato divert Brianafrom the guesthouse toward the
rooms she shared with Kerrec. "He's gone for the testing,”" she said, "and there's more than enough room.
Why be dl donein acold tower when you can be comfortable?!

Briananeeded alittle persuasion, but Vaeriaperssted until she gavein. Now they were Sitting by thefire
in the study, sipping hot herb teawith honey and talking drowsily. They were both bone-tired, but neither

was quite ready to deep yet.

That was when Briana asked her question. "Even after you passthe testing of the Cdled,” she sad, "the
testing goes on. Doesn't it? It never stops.”

Vaerianodded. "Even the Master is il tested. Theré's never any end toit.”
"Magicislikethat," Brianasad. "It never letsyou rest.”

"Evenyou?'

"My magicistheempire.

Brianasad it smply, but it meant more than Vderiacould easily grasp. Brianatucked up her feet and
curled in the big carved chair, watching the dance of the flames. If VValeria opened her eyesjust so, she
could the patterns there. She wondered if Briana could.

Briana had been Called. That was not the name she gaveit, but it was the truth. It was adifferent Call
than Vderiasor Kerrec's. The empirewasin it somehow.

One of thelogsin thefire collgpsed on itsdlf, sending up a shower of sparks. The patterns broke and fell
into confusion. Vaerias sigh turned into ayawn.

Shedid not get up and go to bed just yet. "Y ou'reresting here," she said.

Brianasmiled. "Better than | ever have. | could lovethislife. This place—these people. The sdlions. To
ride Petra, it was..." Shetrailed off.

"But you can't say," Vaeriasad, "can you?'

Briana shook her head. She did not seem terribly sad, but her smile had died. "The Cdll takes you away
from whatever order of magic you might have been sworn to before. The empire takes me away from
everything. | wasbornfor it. | belongtoit.”



"Y our brother—" Vaeriabegan.

"My brother was born for the Mountain,” Brianasaid. "Even when hewas achild, hed run away from his
dutiesto be with the horses. | ran away from lessonsto hide behind my father's chair and listen to
coundls”

"Even lessonswith horses?"

Brianaslipstwitched. "Well. Not those. But everything ese. I'd bring one of my books sometimes and
do my lessons during the dull parts.”

That made Vderialaugh. "Y our father knew, didn't he?"

"Of course he knew," said Brianawith the flash of agrin. "He never said aword—except years later,
when he named me hisheir. Then he said, "Y ou've studied for thisall your life. Now be what you knew
you would be." She went somber suddenly. "1 didn't know. Not that my brother would be Cdled and
the office would come to me. But the gods knew."

"The gods make metired,” Vderiasaid, yawning hugely. "Here, you take the bed. I'll takethe cotin
the—"

"Nonsense," Brianasaid, and would not hear of taking the larger bed even when Vaeria pointed out that
she had dept on the servant's cot for most of last year. "Then I'll be perfectly comfortableinit. Go on,
you're out on your feet."

Vaeriagave way. She wastoo tired to fight over it. Brianawent off yawning, radiating a quiet happiness
that made Vderiasmilein spite of hersdf.

The bed wastoo large without Kerrec init. Vaerialay on his sde, hugging the pillow to herself and
breathing deep.

It smelled of herbs and sunlight. She groaned. The servants had been there while Vaderiawas out,
changing the sheets. There was not even his scent to wrap around her and help her deep.

She did not want to dream of someone el se tonight. She wanted Kerrec.

She had awild thought of finding himin the First Riders hdl. But she knew better than to try that. The
riders scrupuloudy ignored certain facts of Vaerids existence, one of which wasthat shedid not deepin
the servant'sroom in Kerrec's quarters. There were no laws against it, Since there had never been a
woman rider, but there were proprieties—and those took a dim view of what the two of them wereto
each other.

Mostly shedid not care. Now, in the middle of the candidates testing, she found she did. Thetesting was
more important than her comfort.

If she wanted to be honest, tonight was no londlier than the past few months of nights had been. It was
colder without hiswarmth beside her, but his heart and mind had been € sawhere for longer than she had
wanted to accept.

Chapter Twelve



Thefirst two days of testing went on gpart from the rest of the school. Vaeriaredized asthefirst day
began that she was knotted tight.

There was no eruption of magic from the quarter of the citadel where the testing was being done. No
word came of any candidate hurt or killed. The disaster of her year, when three of her group of eight
died—one by magic, two put to death for causing it—had not happened again. Asfar as she could tell,
the testing was going on without trouble.

It was maddening not to know what they were doing behind those walls. No one was supposed to know
but the candidates and the riders who tested them. It wasamystery.

It was building up to something. What it was kept duding Vaeria, dipping into the core of her, hiding
behind the Unmaking.

Sometimes she dmogt had it. Then it dithered away. It made her think of blind wriggling worms and
flyblown corpses.

She dmost would rather have the Unmaking than that. There was no one she could tell, because if she
told, then she would have to confess the rest of it. Even Kerrec could not know what wasinsde her. No
one could know.

All she could do was watch and wait and be ready for whatever came.

Thelast day of the testing, the one day that was open to the world, dawned clear and bright. "It's never
rained on atesting day," lliyasaid at breskfast. "Not in athousand years.”

"Legend and exaggeration,” Paulus said with his customary sourness.
[liyamimed outrage. " ou doubt the gods?’
Paulus snarled into his porridge. lliyagrinned and declared victory.

Their banter was familiar and somehow poignant. Vaeria ate distractedly. She could fed the power rising
under her, the Mountain preparing to complete what it had begun. That other thing, the thing she could
not speak of, had gone quiet—which did not reassure her at all.

The testing ground was crowded already when Vaeriacameto it. Long rows of benches were set up
along the sides of the arena, adding to the tiers of stone seats that had been built into thewalls. The
riders tiers till had room and there were chairs|eft in the nobles box, but people were standing
everywhereelse,

Briana could have claimed a cushioned chair in the nobles box high above the eastward end, but she
settled between Vaeriaand Batu on the lowest tier of the north side, with her feet brushing the edge of
the raked sand.

Vaeriatook adeep breath. Countless patterns were coming together here. All the candidates, their
families, the riders, the people who lived in the citadel and served the Schools of Peace and War, the



galionsin whose nameit al existed, the Ladies who were greater than gods, were part of this.

Every year for athousand years, that had been true. It wastruer this year, because there were so many
Called. Some of theriderslooked asif their heads ached. The stronger they were, the more they must be
abletosee.

Kerrec was not there yet. He was in charge of the candidates, along with the rest of the First and Second
Riders. They would watch from the sidelines, making sure those who failed were taken care of and those
who succeeded knew what to do.

The testing was devastatingly smple. For this many candidates, three eights of Salionsentered in
procession, saddled and bridled but unburdened by riders. The candidates camein three eights at atime.

Each candidate chose agtalion, which was atest initsdlf, then did his best to mount and ride. If he got as
far asthat, the nature of the ride itself was atest and areckoning. Theworst smply sat there, with the
gtdlion motionless under them. The best were offered afew of the movements that, with training, would
evolveinto the Dance of Time.

It was along testing—so long that they paused twice for water and refreshment. The stallionswere
mercilessin their winnowing. By midday, twenty candidates had managed to ride their chosen stdlions
through some fraction of the movements. Threetimesthat number had failed.

Many of those who passed were older, and nearly dl were mages of other orders. Therest failed in
various ways—failed to choose, failed to mount, failed to understand that to ride one of the white gods,
there had to be complete humility. No man could master agod, but he could become that god's partner
inthe Dance.

Some of them |eft on stretchers. Otherslimped or walked away, but were not followed or rebuked. The
Cal itsdf was agreat honor. Failure was no dishonor.

It was painful for Vaeriato watch them. She could not look at Kerrec at al or let hersdf be aware of
him. Her skin felt raw and her throat was aching. Her heart kept trying to pound itsway out of her chest.

She clung for support to the stallions calm. They knew exactly what they were doing.

As noon passed and the sun tilted toward the west, ten more received the gods approva. The eleventh
made Vaeriast up. It was the boy who had found her the day she went off Sabata. Lucius, that was his
name. He looked rather small and very young, but Petrachose him and carried him well, dancing for him
asthe galions had danced for few others.

The more el aborate the dance, the stronger the power. Vaeriaknew that. The stallion who had carried
her in her testing had been a Great One like Petra and Sabata. He had danced for her apart of the Great
Dance.

Luciusdid not get that, but what he got was enough for amurmur of delight and along ripple of applause.
Hedid to the ground and staggered, afeding Vaeriaremembered well. His grin spread from ear to ear.

Hewasthe last. Vaeriaremembered, too, when she was last, how the crowd had erupted, and how the
riders had overwhelmed everyone who passed the tet, laughing and shouting.

Today they seemed stunned by the length of it. All thirty-one new rider-candidates hung about in the
arena, blinking and wondering what to do next. The talions stood in adouble line like aguard of honor,
but they were not guarding the candidates.



They werewaiting for something. Vderiacould fed it coming. It waslike astorm rising, but the air was
clear and the sky cloudless blue. The white cone of the Mountain rose serenely above the eastward wall.

Shelowered her eyesfromiit to the gate through which the stallions had entered, long hours ago. There
wasahorsesanding in it.

It was not one of the stallions. They were al greys—shades of white or silver or dapple or grey. Thiswas
asturdy, cobby creature like them, saddled and bridled asthey were, but its color wasrich deep red, its
mane and tail and legsto the knee glossy black.

A digtant part of Vaerianamed the color. Bay. There was a star on the broad forehead between the
dark intdligent eyes.

Vaeriarose and bowed low, all the way to the sand.

The bay Lady walked dowly into the arena. The sand was pocked with hoofprints. Her big black hooves
dug deeper and yet danced lighter than any of the stdlions. Shewaslighter intheleg and dimmer inthe
neck, as amare should be, but her quarters were deep and broad and she moved with soft power.

There was not a sound in that whole place. All patterns had gathered to her. Every eye was on her.

She knew it, but unlike the stdlions, she did not care. Morta foolishness was not her concern—and to
her mind, awe was foolish. So was the thought that rang in the ether, that nothing like this had happened
inal theyears of thetesting. The Ladies never came down from the Mountain. They never troubled
themselves with these morta games.

This Lady had troubled herself with parts of Vaeriastesting. Now it seemed she had another testing to
perform. The candidates were al standing, staring, not knowing whét to do.

Theriders who watched over them werein no better state. Vaeria saw Kerrec near the end of theline,
doing and saying nothing. His face wore no expresson.

She wondered if she should move, once she had straightened from her deep bow. But the Lady's glance
told her to be till.

She bent her head. The gods were incaculable. That was a commonplace of priestly doctrine—and rider
doctrine, too.

The Lady came straight toward her, then veered dightly to stand in front of Briana

Briana had been slent through the whole testing, watching asthey al did, the good and the bad. She
looked up when the Lady stopped. Her face was blank but her eyes were wide and bright.

She could refuse. She was given that gift.

She stepped onto the sand. The Lady turned as each stdlion had done in the choosing, inviting a
candidate to mount.

Briana hesitated. For an ingtant Vaderia thought she would refuse after al. But then shetook thereinsin
her hand and caught a hank of black mane just at the withers and set her foot in the stirrup. She mounted
gracefully—of course she would. She had been riding since before she could walk.

The stallions had danced. The Lady Danced. It was a dance of cadence and of modulated paces, step by
step and movement by movement. It carried Brianathrough the curves and swooping lines of one of the



great patterns, the pattern that foretold a certainty.

What that certainty was, the Lady did not say. There were no Augursthereto interpret it. No one had
expected the testing of the Called to turn into a Great Dance.

Vderiafdt the pattern in the streams of magic that ran through her body. She knew better than to try to
impose understanding on it. That would come when it was ready.

The last movement of the Dance, the exuberant coda after the singing power of thetrot in place, wasa
legp higher than aman's head, body level with the earth she had scorned, and a sudden, flashing kick that
madethe air gasp. If any man had stood there, his skull would have burst.

Vaderiaknew that for aclear and terrible truth. She had seen it happen.

Therewas nothing but air today. Thiswas pure ddight, the joy of agod in theliving flesh. Brianalaughed,
awhoop of joy.

The Lady came back to earth again, dancing into stillness, snorting lightly. That was laughter, too. She
had changed the world in ways that no mortal was prepared to understand. Her mirth rippled through
Vaeriasblood and bones.

It was like adraft of strong wine. Vaeriareded, but shewas grinning.

On the Lady's back, Brianawas grinning, too. No one else was. All the men were blank, stunned. None
of them understood. It was beyond them.

Briana dismounted as the candidates had, dizzily, clinging for steedinessto the Lady's neck. The Lady did
not seem to mind. Her nogtrilsfluttered. She was whickering asamare doesto her fod.

The sound was so tender and yet so imperiousthat VValeriafound her eyes singing with tears. It was
meant for her, too, in its way—and for &l of them, whether or not they could understand.

Chapter Thirteen

The uproar this year was less pronounced than it had been when Vderia, having become champion of the
testing, was unmasked as awoman.

Briana had never pretended to be anything but what she was. What exactly that was at the moment, no
one knew, but Master Nikos decreed that the matter would be decided tomorrow. Today the Called
would celebrate their elevation to rider-candidates. There would be no further distractions.

Master Nikos had learned agreat dedl in the past year. They al had.

Vaeriahad spent her own feast of celebration in Kerrec's study, cleaning and tidying. She had every
intention of doing the same again, but Brianains sted that they both go. "1 would redlly rather bein the
sable," she said asthey shared abath and put on festival clothes, "but thisis duty. The stable—and the
Lady—will betherein themorning.”

"You bdievethat?' Vaeriaasked.



Briana nodded. " She promised.”
"Thenitistrue" Vderiasad.

"All of it," said Briana. She was standing perfectly straight, not moving except to speak. Her maids had
come down from the tower to dress her properly, which looked like agreat ordedl.

No doubt shewas used to it. Vaeria, quickly and comfortably dressed in the grey coat and doeskin
breeches of arider-candidate, perched on astool and watched. It was fascinating, the transformation of
astablehand into an imperid princess.

Briana's gown was very smple compared to some Vaeria had seen in the emperor's court, but it was
made of slk that shimmered now gold, now scarlet. She wore a collar of gold set with bloodred stones,
and anet of gold and rubies confined the coiled mass of her hair.

Vaeriasghed faintly. She never had cared for clothes and pretty things the way her sstersdid, but there
was something about Silk.

Her fingers smoothed the wool of her coat. She had earned it with blood and tears. She would never
trade it for anything. But she could be tempted—a most—by that beautiful gown.

Brianawas till Briana, even inimperia splendor. She refused to mince down the corridors and across
the courtyards like a court lady. She strode out with aswish and swirl of skirts, which would probably
have given her maids the vapors.

It made for agrand entrance. The dining hall wasfull, but the diners cheer seemed rather subdued.
Brianasarrival changed that. They al stood up without prompting and applauded as she made her way
to the front of the room.

The high platform had along table set up on it, with al the new riders Stting there. The nobleswere
seated just below and to the right of the head table—across from the riders, whose table ran along the
wall to the left. Brianawould have gone to the nobles table, but the rider-candidates came downin a
mob and carried her up to join them.

They carried Vaeria, too, over her vigorous protests. She could not stop them. There were too many
and too determined.

When they set her on the platform, she finaly got the words out. "1 don't belong here! Thisisn't my year.”

"Y ou were cheated of it last year," Lucius said. Hewasthe ringleader and proud of it. "Were giving it to
you now."

One of the others pressed a cup into her hands. It looked and felt very old, a broad shalow chalice of
Slver engraved with intertwining figures of men on horses. The sameimage was carved on the arch of the
great gate of the citadel. She wondered, rather distantly, which of them had comefirgt.

Therewaswinein the cup. "Drink!" the rider-candidates said in chorus. "Drink! Drink! Drink!"

She looked down from the high table at the riders below. None of them had moved to stop this. Kerrec
was not even looking at her. His head was bent and his hands wrapped around a cup, asif something
fascinating swamingdeit.

Her jaw hurt. Shewas clenching it. She relaxed as much as she could, and made herself stop caring what
Kerrec did or thought.



Shefocused on Magter Nikos instead. He had an expression amost of curiosity, asif he waswaiting
patiently to see how this game played out.

Hewas not angry. She saluted him with the champion's cup and drank as deep as she could stand.

The winewent straight to her head. Instead of making her dizzy, it made her wonderfully, marveloudy
happy. Nothing mattered then—not Kerrec, not theriders, not anything.

She passed the cup to Briana. That met with aroar of approval.

These rider-candidates had none of therigidity of their elders. They loved a spectacle. If that spectacle
shattered the traditions of athousand years, then so it did. Thiswas anew world. They would make new
traditionsfor it.

Vaeriawoke with the mother of headaches. She vaguely remembered leaving the hdl, late and so full she
could barely move, but between the hall and her bed, she had no memory at dll.

Sowly sheredlized that not dl the pounding she heard wasinside her skull. Someone was besting the
door down.

Brianain the servant's room was much closer to the door—and should have been rocked out of bed by
the noise. But the hammering went on and Briana made no moveto stop it. Vaeria staggered out of bed,
cursing the arrogance of imperia princesses, and stumped scowling toward the door.

Paulus stepped back quickly at sight of her face. He had a healthy respect for her powers. She lightened
her scowl somewhat, but there was no getting rid of al of it. That part was pain.

Paulus scowled back. "Magter Nikosis asking for you," he said.

She had been expecting that. Y esterday's adventures had had nothing to do with her, but the riders
would be needing someone to blame. Sheleft Paulus standing in the doorway while she went to wash
and dress.

On the way, she peered into the servant's room. The bed had been dept in, but there wasno oneinit.
Brianawas gone.

That took alittle of the edge off her temper, but not much. She had to reach inside herself for cam, and
then for focus.

She needed both. Paulus did not move out of her way when she reached the door. He had alook that
made her eyes narrow. "What isit?" she asked.

Hisface was fiff. Not that that was anything unusua—but thiswas a different kind of stiffness. Vderia
pulled him back into the room and thrust him into the nearest chair. "Talk," shesaid.

He scowled even more blackly than before. "It may be nothing," he said. "'l could beimagining it. I'm not
an Augur. | was supposed to be one, but | was Called instead.”

Vaeriaclenched her fiststo kegp from shaking him. ™Y ou saw something,” she said. "When the Lady
Danced.”

He nodded tightly. "Did it occur to you to wonder why, of al the hundreds of people at the testing, there
was not one Augur? Y ou'd think one would come just to watch. It'snot asif there were atradition



agang it."
"Areyou saying there's some sort of conspiracy?' Vderiademanded.

"I don't know," said Paulus. He said it without exasperation or excessive temper, which for him was
unusud. "'l saw thingsin the patterns of the Dance. It waslike writing on apage.”

"What did it say?' Vderiawas working hard to cultivate patience. Paulus was not going to cometo the
point until he was ready. Considering how reluctant he obvioudy was, she wondered if she wanted to
hear it.

"I'm not surewhat it said,” Paulussaid. "1 cantell youwhat | think it said. It waslikeapoemina
language | never properly learned. There was a stanza about the school and about change, and about
how the old had to die to make room for the new. Then there was a sequence about the war. How the
only way to win it was by doing nothing. Or by embracing nothingness.”

Vderids somach clenched. "Embracing nothingness? Are you sure?'

"No, I'm not!" he snapped. "I don't know why I'm even telling you this. | should be telling the Magter.
Except when | try, it all seemstoo foolish to bother him with."

"Bdieveme," said Vderia, "theré's nothing foolish about this. What dse did you see?!
"What else should | have seen?’

Shetook adeep breeth, praying for patience. "That'swhat I'm asking. Y ou haven't said anything we
haven't all seen, oneway or another. What'sthe rest of it?"

"I don't know," said Paulus. If he had not been so conscioudy dignified, he would have been squirming in
hischair. "l can only tell you what | think it was. There was more about the war. Kings dying and kings
being made. And the Mountain. That wasthe leap at the end. It said, The Mountain is not what you think
itis™

"That iscryptic,” Vderiasad.
"l told you," hesad.
"What do you think it means?"

He flung up his hands. "The gods must know, because | don't. It's bad newsfor us, whatever itis. It says
wethink we're safe, but we dance over the abyss. We trust ourselves and our powers, but they're a
ddusion. We bury oursdvesin tradition, and tradition buriesus. Thiswar isn't on thefrontier at all,
though there will be battles enough there. It'shere, in our citadd. It will be our undoing, unlesswe wake
up and giveit itsname."

Vaeriahad gone cold insgde. Augur or not, Paulus had seen the truth. He had seen the Unmaking.
"You haveto tell the Magter," she said, though her throat tried to close and stop her.
"What can he do that he's not aready doing?'

"He needsto know," Vderiasaid. "Thethreat's not just to the emperor or hisarmy. It'sto us. To the
Mountain."

"We don't know that," Paulus said. "1 could be dl wrong."



"Youreafrad," shesad.

For once he did not give way to her baiting. She devoutly wished he would. Shewas afraid,
too—desathly afraid. All he had to protect him was the fear that he was wrong. She knew hewasright.

"Look," she said, "Midsummer Danceisin three days. Therewill be Augursthere. If the Lady Danced
the truth, the stdlions will, too. The Augurswill seeit and everyone will be sure™

"Andif they don't?"
"If itsthere, they'll seeit.”

Paulus nodded. This gave him agraceful way out of hisdilemma. It gave Vaeriaone, too—though she
had far more to be afraid of than he did.

He pulled himsdf to hisfeet and smoothed his expression back into place. When it was as haughty asit
usually was, he said, "Wed better go. We're keeping the Master waiting.”

Vaerianodded. Neither of them would talk about this again—until they had to. That was understood.

She expected Paulusto bring her to the Magter's study, but he went on past it. By that time shewas
amost fit for human company. Theworst of her fearswere buried and the rest weretightly reined in. She
could face the Master with, she hoped, a suitable degree of calm.

Master Nikos was waiting for her in the riding court nearest the Master'srooms. He had been training
one of theyoung stalionsin his care and wasjust finishing, with alump of sugar and apat on the neck,
when Vd eria came through the arch onto the sand.

Another stallion was waiting, equipped for ingtruction with the heavy training heedstd|. His groom stood
by him, holding the loops of thelong soft line.

The groom took the young stalion's bridle and led him out.

Master Nikostook charge of the older stallion. He was very old, thisone, so old helooked like aglass
full of light.

Vaeriabowed low. Thisone she did not know, and she had thought she knew every sdlionin the
citadd.

"ThisisOda," the Magter said. "Mount."

Vaeriaknew better than to argue. She wastoo curiousin any case—and wary enough to pause before
she mounted, to stroke the long arched nose and meet the wise dark eye. There was no threat of
humiliation there. Thiswas atest, but it was honest.

She mounted and settled lightly in the saddle. The back under her was broad and, for all its age, il
strong.

Oda's stride when he moved out on the circle at the Master's request had a swoop and swing that made
her laugh. Sabatamoved like that, but he was young and still abit uncertain. This stallion had been
ingtructing ridersfor longer than Vaeriaor even Kerrec had been dive.

The Magter stood silent in the middle of the circle. Thiswas not hislesson, then. The stallion was teaching



it.

Vaeriabreathed in time with those sweeping strides. She let her body flow into them, riding without rein
or stirrup, legs draped softly, hands on thighs. Anger, frustration, even fear and dread of what Paulus had
told her, drained away. There was only the thrust and sway of the movement, the sensation of power
surging up through those broad quarters. Follow, was the lesson. Smply follow.

She had been taught this way when shefirst arrived in the citadd, at night and in secret, because she was
not alowed the other riders ingtruction. It was familiar, so much so that she forgot the man who was
gtanding in the circle, watching. She was done with the stalion, who was unquestionably a Great One.
Hefet dmogt asvast in the spirit as one of the Ladies.

Asif the thought had brought her, Vaeria opened her eyesto find the bay Lady there with Briana on her
back. They were watching as the Master was, without moving or saying aword.

The Great One's back coiled. Every ingtinct screamed at Vaeriato snap into abal or at the very least to
clamp on with her legs and cling frantically to the mane on the heavy arched neck. She breathed deep
once and then again, for focus and cam. When Odawent up, she rode with him.

Hewas transcribing patternsin the air asthe Lady, the day before, had transcribed them in the sand of
the testing ground. These were apart of the whole, but what the whole was or what it meant, Vaeriawas
too closeto see.

She did her best to remember the nature and placement of each legp—not easy when she was caught up
inthem. It was easier if shelet her memory of the Lady's Dance run in the back of her mind. They fit
together.

Thelast leap ended in the center of the circle, directly in front of the Master. He kept rider's discipline,
with hisback straight and hisface ill, but he looked tired and old.

She had never thought of him as old before, even with hisgrey hair and hislined face. "Isit going to be as
bad asthat?' she asked him.

He shook hishead. "I don't know," he said. "The emperor's Danceisn't over. Y ou salvaged afuture, but
theres no telling whether that future will be worse than the one you turned us away from. And now."

"And now it gets stranger,” Briana said when he did not finish. She ran her hand down the Lady's neck. "I
waan't expecting this™

"None of uswas," the Master said. "Even the Augurs are a aloss. We've dways had at least some
glimmer of what isto come—but now we're stepping blindly into the dark.”

Vaeriabit her tongue before she said, "Not the dark. The Unmaking.” That was what the Unmaking did.
It swept away al that was or had been or ever would be.

"It'sthe end of something,” Brianasaid to the Master through the fog of Vaerias maundering. " So many
changes. Do you fed them bubbling up under your feet?"

"| fed them," Master Nikos said. "'l wishto thegods| did not.”

Vaeriaswung down from Oda's back. She wanted, suddenly, to be done with this. "What isit, then?
Wheat did you call me hereto do?'

"To prove something,” the Master said. "'l till am not sure..." He caught Oda's eye and stopped. The



ddlion's ears had flattened briefly. It was awarning, and one he was wdll trained to listen to.

Helet hisbreath out sharply. "Asyou will," he said to the stdlion. Thento Vderiahe said, "Y ou will ride
the Dance. Odawill carry you. Heingstsonit.”

Vderiafet her heart stop, then start again, hammering hard. "The Dance? The Midsummer Dance?
But—"

"Yes," hesaid, and hisvoice wastesty. "In the ordinary way of things, you would be years from earning
any such honor. But the gtalions have made their will known. Y ou must ride, and Odamust carry you.
No matter how dangerous that may be, they are adamant.”

"'Even the Magter istheir servant,™ Valeriarecited.

Helevded aglare a her. "Thisis not agame, child.”

"No?' said Vaeriawith aflash of sudden temper. "Aren't we playthings for the gods?
"I would hope we may be more than that," Briana said.

The air that had been crackling between Vderia and the Master went somewhat more safely quiet.
Briananodded to hersdlf. "Good. We can't have you fighting. We need you—all of you—more than
ever.”

Magter Nikos cleared histhroat. "Thisisadifficult thing. What were seeing here, and foreseeing, and
dreading, isthat our life, our art and magic, will never be the same again.”

"Isthat abad thing?' Brianaasked. "For years, you've cut yoursdlf off from everything but your own art
and knowledge and concerns. Time was when the names of the Master and the First Riders were as well
known asthe emperor's own. Now hardly anyone could name you, let alone the others—and few of
those who know can be said to care. Y ou are the empire's heart, and yet not only has the empire al but
forgotten you, you yoursdlves have forgotten what you are supposed to be." She met his shock with a
hard, clear stare. "In the old days, riders from the Mountain would follow the emperor to war. They
fought beside him and Danced the outcome of his battles, and often won them for him—or died in the
trying. The emperor has sworn that this year, thiswar, will break the back of the barbarian horde. Where
were you when he cdled for his mages? What were you doing when his armies marched to the border?”

"Lady," Master Nikos said in a soft, till voice, "we have fought our own kind of battle on your father's
behaf, and taken losses that will be yearsin the mending. If you command usto send ridersto thewar,
wewill obey. But we have preciouslittle strength to spare.”

Briana offered no gpology, but her gaze softened somewnhat. "If | had such authority, | would bid you
continue to heal, but be prepared to open your gates and bring down your walls.”

"All signs do seem to point in that direction,” Master Nikos said. He sounded as exhausted as he looked.
"Well do what we can, lady."

"That'sal anyone can ask of you," Brianasaid.

Master Nikos was clearly not happy to have been read so harsh alesson by awoman athird his age, but
it had made him stop and think. After awhile he said, "Well perform the Dance asthe godswill it. Then

may they help usal.”



Chapter Fourteen

There was no inquisition of riders, either to settle the question of the Lady'stesting and choosing or to
protest the word that came down from the Master's study. Vaeriawasto ride the Midsummer Dance on
agtalion who had withdrawn to the high pastures before Kerrec came to the Mountain. That gave the
Dance the Master, the four First Riders, two Second Riders, and one rider-candidate.

The news reached Kerrec after he left the schoolroom, late in the morning after the testing. He had
thirty-one new pupils, some older than he, and they were not the easiest he had ever had. He was mildly
surprised not to see athirty-second, but his sister had been keeping out of sight since the testing.

That was asmdl mercy. Thirty-one men and boys had discovered that there was no reprieve from ether
testing or studies. Those who had come from the legions were even lessinclined to suffer in sllence than
gpoiled lords sons or haughty journeyman mages. "It'sjust like the bloody army,” one of them had
grumbled when they straggled into the schoolroom.

"At least in the bloody army they let you deep it off after you've won abettle," someone else said,
yawning till hisjaw cracked. "Up at bloody dawn to clean bloody stdls. | thought we signed on to be
riders, not stablehands.”

Kerrec had alecture for that, which he decided not to deliver. They werein awe of hisrank, at least, and
he was kind to their aching heads and churning ssomachs, though he doubted any of them was aware of
it. He set them smple exercises that would engage their sumbling brains and teach them—or in many
cases remind them of—the beginnings of focus.

He could use acourse of that himself, he reflected grimly asthe rider-candidates dispersed to their
afternoon lessons. He would follow them later, to judge each one and mount him accordingly on the
gdlion who would be his schoolmaster.

Hewas on hisway to Petra's stable and alesson of his own when he crossed paths with Gunnar, who
was on the same errand. Gunnar was frowning. "Bad news?' Kerrec asked him as they went on together.

"That depends,” Gunnar said. "Did you know our most troublesome pupil isriding the Dance at
Midsummer?

"Vderia?' Kerrec could not find it in him to be surprised. "How?"
"Another whim of the gods," Gunnar said. "Odais carrying her—the old one."
"| thought he had died in that body," Kerrec said.

"Apparently not." Gunnar's frown deepened to ascowl. "A Lady comesto the testing and makes an
impossible choice. A Great One returns from the dead to dance the Dance with anovice barely past the
Call. And we were thanking the gods that there were no women Called. We were too complacent.”

So they were, Kerrec thought. Gunnar went hisway, to find hislofty Altaand school the lesser figures of
the Dance. Petrawas waiting for Kerrec to do the same. His groom was not Vaeriaasit should have
been—it was one of the others of that year, Kerrec's cousin Paulus.

From his expression, which was even more sour than usua, Paulus had heard the news. Vaeriasway
had never been easy, but thiswould make it even more difficult.



Kerrec wrenched himsdlf into focus. Thetruth, hisheart inssted on reminding him, wasthat of the eight
who would ride the Dance, the greatest danger to it was not Valeria. It was Kerrec.

Vaerialacked training. Kerrec lacked worse. He lacked strength, focus, and full control over hismagic.
The voiceinsde him was whispering its poison even in daylight. Sometimes he could not see the sun for
the cloud of hatefulnessaround him.

Petrawould protect him, just as Odawas clearly meant to protect Vaeria. Thiswas not supposed to be
aGreat Dance, in which thefabric of timeitsalf could be unraveled and then re-woven. It was a Dance of
foreseeing. It opened the future, but not to ater it. It was meant to read the patterns only, then chart a
course through them.

The emperor's Augurs would be there, looking for signs of hope or warning for the war. That was al they
would expect and dl they would see.

Kerrec turned his back on the voicesins de—both the one that laughed and mocked and egged him on
to death and worse, and the one that told him he was wrong to do this. He was not strong enough.

With Petrahe would be. He had to be. He mounted, took up the reins and began the day's exercises.

Until the Dance was over, Valeriahad no duties except to look after Sabataand Oda and learn from the
old one everything that he would teach. She had more time to herself than she had ever had. She could
not spend al of it meditating on the great working she was about to be a part of.

If there was anything she had learned from the stallions and their Ladies, it wasthat, when it cameto the
Dance, thinking was not avirtue. It was better to dip into the pattern and smply be.

She had to be careful of that, too. The patterns were seductive. They could lure her away from the
necessities of life, from eating and deeping and even breathing. She had to walk the middle ground, and
that was hard—as hard as anything she had ever done.

People left her done. All theridersfor the Dance were caught in the same sacred half trance as shewas.
The others were together, she supposed, in one of the more secluded houses, with their own riding court.

Shewas not invited to that, but she had not expected to be. She was only arider-candidate, and a
terribly troublesome one at that. She went her own way as usud, dimly aware that there was food when
she was hungry and drink when she needed it, and her bed was dways ready for her when it wastimeto
fdl into it. The pattern that ran through it al bore astriking resemblance to Brianas.

Brianawas arider here. Maybe no onewould call her that, but there was no denying it. The Lady had
made sure of it.

The night before the Dance, Vaeriashould have been adegp soon after sundown. But she could not find
deep anywhere.

It was not the Dance that kept her awake—she was as ready for that as she would ever be. She was
missing Kerrec. He still had not come back from his room in the rider-candidates dormitory.

What if he never came back?

She wanted him so keenly that her body ached with it. The redheaded lover was waiting on the other
gde of adream, but dreams, tonight, were not enough. She wanted—she needed—the solidity of aliving



body in her arms, the fed and smell and taste of him, the weight of him on her and the fullnessof himin
her most secret places. His absence was a physical pain.

Kerrec was cold. Nightswere cool even in summer, here on the Mountain's knees. Even under a blanket
he shivered.

Warmth dipped in behind him. A familiar body fit itself to his. He breathed the scent of her, horsesand
herbs and clean night air.

Hewasweak and off guard. He let himsdlf turn in her arms. He should not—he should avoid—if she
discovered—

Her lipstasted of honey and ginger—sweet and fiery. Her skin was as smooth as cream. So quick, so
strong that he gasped, shetook him insde her.

Some dim part of him was jabbering a him to stop this, save himsdlf, drive her away. It wasvery dim
and fading fast.

They madelove quickly, but it felt luxurioudy dow. Neither of them said aword. When it was over, she
kissed him softly and dipped away.

He reached for her, but she was gone. Maybe it had been adream. If it was, it had left her scentin his
bed and the memory of her al through his body.

His mind and magic were quieter. The broken edges seemed alittle less sharp.

He sighed. Asthe breath left him again, he dipped into degp—blessedly peaceful and free of ingdious
VOICes.

Chapter Fifteen

Vaeriawokewith her heart pounding. For along while, measured in the gallop of her pulse, she could
not remember where she was.

Kerrec was not there. She had come back to her own room—their room—Ilast night. Then she had dept.
She had dreamed—

It was gone, except for the sense that the sky was collapsing under its own weight. She made herself
remember that it was dawn and she had to get up and get ready for the Dance. Then after the Dance, the
young st lionswould comein from the Mountain, and their choosing and taming would begin.

It was ajoyous day. She was trapped in old memories, that was all.

Therewas abath waiting for her, with Briana il finding it anusing to play the servant. The uniform that
was laid out was one Vaeria had not worn before. The breeches were doeskin and the boots black
leather as always, but the coat was crimson edged with gold. Each of its buttons was agolden sun. She
had to stand stroking it for alittle while, because it was S0 beautiful.



There were no marks of rank on it, since she had none. But she was riding the Dance. The gods had
decreed and the Magter, reluctantly, agreed.

When she was clean and dressed, Brianapulled her into a quick embrace. "WEll be there," Brianasaid.

She and the Lady, she meant. VVaeriafound that immensaly comforting.

Theeght stdlionswere waiting in theinner court behind the hal of the Dance. Vderiawas not thefirst to
arrive, but not the lagt, either. Master Nikos and the First Riders Andres and Gunnar were aready
mounted, circling the court on along rein.

Whoever had brought the rest of the stallions, saddled and bridled, was gone. Vaeriafound Oda at the
end of the line beside Petra. She would not have been surprised at al to find Sabata there, too, ready to
do battle for hismorta property.

Although she could fed himin her heart where he dwayswas, his presence was quiet. He was not
jealous of the old one. Odawastoo far above that.

It was alittle disconcerting, as aways, to know the truth of what the stallions were, and find hersdlf taking
therein of athickset grey cob with adistinct arch to his nose and adistinct expression of irony in hiseye.
Odawore morta flesh because he chose to—and whether he had died in this body and then chosen to
come back, or smply retired to the high pastures after histime in the school was done, he was very much
here and solidly present now.

Helooked like ahorse, smelled like ahorse. Asfar as her body needed to know, hewasahorse. The
rest of him wastoo large for her little human mind to comprehend.

She ettled in the saddle. He did not give her the deegp sense of coming home that Sabata did, but he was
willing to carry her and his back fit her well. He was neither too wide nor too narrow. His barrel took up
her leg in comfort, with room to spare.

She stroked his neck, smoothing his mane. He pawed lightly, which made her smile. Like dl hiskind, he
was not particularly patient.

She sat afraction deeper in the saddle. He moved out obligingly to join the rest in the court. Two more
riders had comein while Vaeriasettled hersdf, the First Rider Curtius and the Second Rider Farrg.
Two more had yet to come. One of them was Kerrec.

Vaeriacould not let hersdf think about him. She had to focus on the Dance—even though, when she
thought about Kerrec and the Dance together, the sense of dread came crashing down.

Surely hewould not try the Dance if he was not fit for it. Even Kerrec had sense enough for that.

Focus, she warned herself. She was here for areason. She had to be ready for whatever it was. Oda
was s0lid under her, rocking her hipswith hisbig catlike walk. As she had when he tested her, shelet
hersdf flow intoit.

Therest of theriders had comein and mounted. She fdt them as shefdt the horse under her. Ther
patterns were random still but beginning to come together.

One was more random than the others. She reached without thinking, not knowing exactly how shedid
it, and smoothed that one as much as she could. It was not much, but it was better than nothing.



Master Nikos spoke in her ear. He had ridden up beside her.

"Just follow," he said. "L et the old one go as he will. Don't worry about controlling him. Therest of uswill
belooking out for you."

Vaeriaopened her mouth to point out that it was she and not the Master who had, in the Great Dance,
taken control of dl the stallions. On second thought, she nodded without saying anything. If the Master
needed to tell himsdlf that she was a smple rider-candidate whom the gods had forced on the Dance, let
him enjoy theillusion.

"Time," the Magter said quietly. Riders picked up reins and straightened in their saddles, taking position
two by two. Valeriawas last. Kerrec rode beside her.

Hewas not looking at her. His eyes were fixed straight ahead. His face was ill and somewhat pale.

Focus! she admonished herself. She faced forward with soft eyes as First Rider Gunnar liked to say,
looking ahead through the sallion's ears. They focused on nothing in particular but were aware of
everything within their reach.

Stdlions ahead. Courtyard behind. Stone passage echoing as they rode through it, the sound of hooves
resonating in her skull. Therewas apatterninit, asthere wasin everything. Thiswaslike adrumbest, a
prelude to the Dance.

Sunlight blazed in front of her. The Hall of the Dance was roofed and walled, but its many tall windows
let inthe light. Shafts of it fell on the sand of the arena.

There were people everywhere, crowds of them ascending the wallsfrom floor to ceiling. Shewas only
distantly aware of them. The Mountain gleamed through glass above the roya box—which was empty.
Brianawas somewhere that involved the Lady.

The shape of this Dance was ordained, at least in the beginning. Entrance in sately, cadenced walk.
Divisoninto two skeins of four, flowing into dow and floating trot, curving in circles and serpentines.

So they blessed the earth and raised the gates of time. The Dance proper was not yet begun, but the
powerswererisng.

So wasthe panic in Vderia Thelast time sherode the Dance, it had nearly ended in destruction. The
spell of Unmaking was il in her, could still rise and devour her and dl therest of the world with her. All
it needed was an instant's weskness.

Thiswas asmple Dance, apure Dance. No one wastrying to disrupt it. No one could come near it to
try. The Mountain was here, with the gods full power. She was safe.

Odawent on camly, carrying her through the increasing complexity of movements. They weredl one, all
of them—Vaderia, too, once she had hersalf under control. The patterns were shifting asthey should.
Master Nikos was shaping them, discarding some, strengthening others, weaving them into a strong and
coherent whole.

It was beautiful, how hedid it. He madeit ook easy. He was drawing on them dl, weaving their magic
with hisand binding it with the power of the stdlions.

He could have done more. Some threads were not as well woven asthey might be.

Vderiaressted the temptation to interfere. She was herefor her raw strength, not for her kill. The



Master did not need her meddling with hismagic.

It was hard to smply be, to ride and follow and not try to shape the Dance. It was atest of discipline and
obedience. Vderiagritted her teeth and endured.

At firgt, when the pattern started to fray, she thought it might be intentional. Then she was sure the flaws
in the design were getting out of hand. Only last and most unwillingly did she redize what was happening.

One of theriderswaslosing hisgrip. He had given al he had to give, but the Master kept drawing from
him, looking for strength where there was none. The Dance bound both of them. Vderiacould fed the
bonds of it on hersdlf, but they werelight, barely noticeable. They were a choice rather than a
compulsion.

Shetried to dip enough of hersdlf freeto feed power into the failing rider. Even before she touched him
with her magic, she knew who it had to be. When she did touch him and saw the truth, she nearly broke
the Dance hersdif.

Kerrec had been hedling. She was sure he had. But what she saw now was nothing like the beautiful
structure of ordered arts and powers that had been Kerrec when shefirst met him. Thiswasaruin. Walls
were fdlen, timbers broken. Whole expanses were nothing but flotsam and shards.

Deep down in it somewhere was the man she had known. She had set hedling in him—she remembered.

It was not afase memory. He had been healing. But somehow, since he came back to the schooal, the
gpell had undoneitsdf. Therewasvery little of it left.

The Dance was crumbling. The patternswere losing their solidity. The gates of time, which should have
shown the future as in awindow—to study but not to touch—uwere beginning to open.

This could not be a Great Dance. None of theriderswas ready for it.

The gtdlions were cam as dways, but their movements were less easy now. The air seemed thick. They
waded through it asif through water.

Vaeriahad no skill and precious little finesse. Master Nikos was doing nothing to close the gates and
restore the patterns. It was al he could do to keep the remaining riders from falling apart.

Oda's back coiled. It was awarning and an ingtruction. He could Dance the pattern into submission, but
the gates needed her to shut them. She could not do that if she was also keeping Kerrec from destroying
themal.

Kerrec knew what was happening. He wanted that end, no matter what the codt.

His despair sucked Vaeriadown. She struck back ruthlesdy. Shelocked him in wards, eased him out of
the pattern, then as an afterthought, eased the rest of theriders out, aswell. Most were too Startled to
fight back.

Oda danced for them all. One by one the patterns steadied. The gates opened no further.

The formlessness beyond was reaching through. It had no will or purpose. It smply was—likethe
Unmaking in the heart of Vaerias magic. They werethe same. They called to one another.

She must not panic. She could keep the Unmaking and the Unmade apart. She could set her magic
againg the gates and will them to shuit.



It was not as hard as controlling al the stallions at once. 1t was nowhere near as easy asfollowing the
Dance and letting the Master draw her power. She wastired already, overextended with saving Kerrec
from himsdf and the rest of the riders from what he had done.

The gatesresisted. She knew better than to fight. Aswith riding the stallions, fighting only made it worse.

She softened instead. She molded hersalf so that when the gatestried to open further, they could not
move.

Sowly, too dowly maybe, they drew away from that res stlance. The Unmade was howling, waking
agony in the center of her.

Shethrust with dl the strength she had |eft. The gates of time closed. The Unmaking went silent. Oda
stood 4ill, with the sun shining in and the dust settling dowly.

Vaeridsright arm was throbbing where she had broken it in the emperor's Dance. It had been hedled,
she thought, but the memory of its breaking had come back with full force.

The Unmaking was quiet. That wasdl, for the moment, that maitered.

Chapter Sixteen

Thistimetherewas atribund. The First Riders sat at the half-moon tablein the Master's hall, surrounded
by paintings and statues of old Masters and Great Ones who had | &ft the body long ago.

Theliving riders had a bruised look. It might have been better for them to rest and face this confrontation
tomorrow, but it was too urgent to put aside.

There had been no gathering and choosing of the young stallions today. There would be none tomorrow,
ather. That would haveto wait until this confusion was ettled.

Kerrec wasthere, asthe cause of it. So were the Second Riders who had ridden the Dance, and Vaeria.
Brianahad not been summoned, but she had come regardless. In Valeria's mind, she had as much right to
be here asany of therest.

There were no godsin the room, male or femae, but they were watching. Vaeria could fed them.

Kerrec was dive and conscious. The hedlers had examined him. Master Martti of that order was beside
him now, looking asif he would have preferred that his charge be strapped down in bed rather than
ganding in front of thetribund.

Kerrec looked much as he aways did, with his windows shuttered and his doors barred. His face was
somewhat paer than usua, but he was steady on hisfest.

Vaeriagtood asfar away from him as she could manage. It was not nearly far enough. All that kept her
from killing him was the fact that he might die too quickly, and not suffer.

Shedid not need Briana's hand on her arm to keep her slent, though it helped. From the look of the
riders faces, she was not the only one who wanted Kerrec's hide on a pole. Some of them wanted hers,
too, on generd principles, but she was used to that.



"Wedll, ar,” Master Nikos said after awhile. He sounded exhausted in body and soul. "What do you have
to say for yoursdf?'

"Nothing," Kerrec sad diffly. "Sr."
"Y ou do undersgtand what you did?"
Kerrec'sface did not change, but Vaeriacould fed the spark of anger. "Yes, sir.”

Nikos glanced at the healer—feeding Kerrec's anger. Valeriawondered if Nikos cared, or if he wastoo
far gone.

Magter Martti spread his hands. " Therée's nothing wrong with his body. Hismind I'm not so sure of, but |
reckon him sane, asridersgo. Hismagic."

"Sane?' one of the First Riders burst out. It was Curtius, the youngest except for Kerrec. "He nearly
destroyed usal!"

"| overestimated my capacity,” Kerrec said. Hisvoice wasbrittle. "It was an error. | will pay whatever
pendty the riders may exact.”

"Evenif that isexpulson?"

Kerrec met Curtiuss stare until it dropped. "Whatever pendty the riders may exact.” He bit off each
word as he repeated it. Sometimes, Valeria thought, he remembered dl too well that he was born to be
emperor.

Nikos did not seem to have heard their byplay at al. His eyeswere till on the hedler. "How bad?"

"Bad," Martti said bluntly. "He was mending when he came back from Aurelia. That's been undone.
Fromthesigns, I'd say it's been unraveling for sometime.”

Nikossglare leveled once more on Kerrec. "How long?'
"Since just after the Midwinter Dance," Kerrec answered.

"And you rode another Dance? Knowing you could break beyond repair—and take the rest of uswith
you?”

Kerrec'slipstightened. "I make no excuses. Obvioudy my judgment wasimpaired. | should have known,
and withdrawn from the Dance.”

"You knew," Gunnar said from halfway down the long curve of theriders table. "For the gods sake,
don't lieto us. I'm at fault, too, for sensing something was wrong and not doing anything about it."

"None of usdid,” Nikos said. He rubbed his eyes asif they ached. "We've al been desperate. Ther€'s so
much lost that we may not ever regain. Were dl to be faulted for refusing to see what wasin front of us.
We needed him—therefore he had to be whole. Even when we knew that there was no way—"

"| think I've heard enough,” Brianasaid. She did not say it particularly loudly, but it stopped the Master
short. She stared down any other rider who would have opened his mouth.

She looked very much like Kerrec when she did that. She sounded like him, too, with her impeccably
roya accent. "Master Hedler, isthere anything you can do?



Martti shook his head. "Not here. The Mountain protects itself. Some workings break under the force of
it. Maybe that's what happened. Though I'm not sure..." Hetrailed off.

"So it wasn't thefirst Dance? It was already breaking?'

"Itispossble” Martti said. "I've never seen aworking likeit. It'samost like avillage hedler's spdll, but
theintricacy of it, and the way it'swoven dl theway to the heart of him—it'smarvelous. If | could have
seen it when it was new, before it unraveled...”

"Can it be woven again?' Brianaasked with atouch of sharpness.

"Not here" Martti said again.

"But elsewhere?'

"It'spossble” said Martti. "Away from the Mountain, in the Hedlers hall in Aurdia, maybe..."
"So | had been thinking,” Briana said. Sheturned to the Master. " Are you going to expe him?"
"l am not," Master Nikos said.

Not al the riders were pleased to hear it. Va eria noticed who was not—and who was. Was she? At the
moment she could not be sure.

"Hecan't say here" Brianasad. "Whatever hasgot hold of him, it will kill himif it kegps on. Will you let
me take him back to Aurdiawith me?’

"It might be best,” Nikos said. Vaeriawondered if he meant to sound asrelieved ashedid. "Thereis
even atitlefor himif he needsone.”

Briananodded. "Rider-envoy" she said. "He held the office before. He can take it up again. And while
he'sin Aurelia, with so many orders of mages besides the hedlers, surely one or more of them can
discover what—"

"Dol get asay inthis?'

Brianalooked at Kerrec with complete lack of sympathy. "No," she said.

"You are not my master," he said.

"l am," said Nikaos, "and | tdll you aso—no. Y ou have forfeited the right to spesk for yoursdlf.”
"Do | get achoice of sentences, then?' Kerrec demanded.

"No," Nikos said again.

"Y ou wont gtrip me of my rank?"

"Do you want that?"

Kerrec'sface was stark white. His nostrils flared. "It'swhat | deserve.”

"It'snot what you'll get." Nikos turned back to Briana. "He's yours. If you can bring him back whole, I'll
thank you with al my heart and soul. If not...so beit. We may be coming to the end of our timein this
world. All the omens seem to be pointing to it. But I'm not going down without afight.”



"The Augurs have said this?" Vaeriaasked. She did not mean to speak doud, but thereit was. Maybe
Nikoswould ignore her as he had been doing since thisinquisition began.

Her luck in that respect had run out. "The Augurs see darkness and confusion,” Nikos said, "war and
terror and thefdl of nations"

"No more or lessthan they ever see,” Gunnar muttered, "and no clearer, either.”

Vaeriahad seen more, but if they were not asking, she was not telling. She had seen theworld's
Unmaking.

That was the end of it. They were dismissed. For oncein her life on the Mountain, Vaeriawas not the
one called to account for her sins.

When theriders rose from the table, Briana stayed where she was. Shewas till gripping Vaeriasarm,
which kept her there, aswll.

They dl |&ft, al but the Master. Kerrec had been the first to go—running away, damn him.

Vaeriawould deal with him |ater. Brianawas dedling with the Master now. Shelet Vderiago, then
braced her hands on the table and |eaned toward Nikos.

"Now," shesaid. "Tak to me. What did the Augursredly say?"

"Very little," Master Nikos answered. If hewas angry, he did not show it. " The Dance was corrupted
before the omens could be read.”

"You will pardon me, I'm sure, if | say | don't believe you. It was not the purest Dance there ever was,
but it was completed. | saw the patterns like shapes of firein the air. What did the Augurs say they
meant?'

Magter Nikos pressed hisfingersto hisbrow asif to quell the pounding insde. "The Augurs say that
thereisno meaning. It'sal chaos"

"Thewar? The empire? Everything?"

"They said," said the Magter, "'All that can be done, may be done, and dl that is made may be Unmade.'
Andthey said, Thereisaworm in the Mountain's heart.”

Brianasat back dowly. Her face had gone pae. "They said nothing about the war? Whether it will be
won or log?"

"That seemsto beinthelap of the gods," Master Nikos said.

"It certainly seemsto bein our hands," said Briana. Shelooked asif she had found strength somewhere.
"Wed best get about it, then—all of us."

"What would you have usdo?" he asked.
"You're asking me?'

"Lady," he said, and in that word he put agreat store of meaning, "you seem to see more clearly than 1. |
ride the patterns—I even shape them. | do not interpret them, till less act upon them.”



"Maybe you should,” shesaid.

Magter Nikos studied Brianafor along while. What he was seeing, Vaeriathought she could
understand. Patterns upon patterns, strands of duty and destiny and a confusion of futures, and through
them dl, the shock of uncertainty.

Maybe he could make more sense of it than Vaeria could. Or maybe not. Thiswas not the world he had
expected or wanted to livein.

Shewas dmogt sorry for him. But he was the Master of theriders art. He should have been better
prepared.

He was no weakling even so. He straightened at last and said, "None of us pretends to know everything.
We leavethat to the gods. | see some of their purposes, dimly, and some of those frighten me. But I'm
bound to further them asmuch as| can."

"No oneis bound to anything,” Brianasaid. "Even the Call leavesroom at the end for achoice—to
accept it or turn away. Y ou choose to help the gods, you say. That'sagreat good thing if you do meaniit.
If you don't, you'll not be answering to me. The godswill cal you to account—and maybe moreto the
point, the Ladies to whom they give obedience.”

Master Nikos bowed his head. "If that must be so, then so beit."

"Don't bewesk," Brianasaid sharply. "Don't give up. We need you more than we ever have. If you fail
the test, there may be no empire | eft.”

"Maybethat itsdlf isaweaknessand afallure" Nikossaid. "Maybeit'stime the empire had its own,
human heart instead of relying on the whims of gods.”

Brianaraised ahand. "Don't say it. Try not to think it. Y ou have to be strong. That's not a choice,
Master. That's what hasto be."

Master Nikos sat back in his chair. He was dmost laughing—which was more darming in itsway than if
he had risen up in akilling rage. "By the gods on the Mountain! | never thought I'd seethe day when |
was taken to task for every aspect of my tenure, and by awoman at that."

That was not well calculated. Brianas eyes narrowed. "'l am the Regent of Aurdlia Assuch, | haveno
specific authority over you, but | speak on the empire's behdf. | render no formal judgment. But be
aware, Master of riders, that you are under scrutiny. Y ou are charged with the empiresfate and its
future. That future demands choices that no Master has ever had to make. Y ou must make them. If you
do nat, or if you choose wrongly, there will be consequences.”

Nikosroseto hisfeet. His back was tiff. " Are you asking for my resignation?”

She met hisglare. "Truthfully? No. | don't think you're incompetent. | do think you've been faced with
more than you bargained for. You've lost agreat deal, and I'm afraid you'll lose much more beforethisis
over. Youll be asked to give everything you have, and then give again. | wouldn't blameyou if you
backed away from it. Any sensble man would.”

"Sensble" Nikos said. His mouth twisted. "There's sense, and there'sredlity. If | go, who takes my
place? The one | was grooming for it is so broken he may never be whole again. No one se hasthe
training or the strength. The Called of the past two years have been remarkably gifted—but they're
children. It will be years before any of them isready. We need aleader now, not ten years from now."



"So," sad Briana. "Will you lead?"
"1 will try."
"Youwill doit."

That was one of the riders own most cherished ingtructions. Master Nikos clearly was not pleased to be
treated like arecacitrant student. Equally clearly he saw thejusticeiniit.

A rider did not bow to any mortd, but he could grant the emperor's heir his sincere respect. "Y ou've
given me much to think on, lady,” he said.

"| should hope s0," said Briana.

Chapter Seventeen

Brianakept her roya face dl the way from the Magter's hall to Kerrec'srooms. He was not in them. He
was under guard until he could be taken away from the Mountain.

That would have to be soon. But not today. Once the door was shut and there was only Vaeriato see,
Briana dropped where she stood. Vaerialegped in darm, but her fit of shaking was neither weeping nor
convulsons. Shewaslaughing.

It was hysteria, mostly. Vaeriawas rather tempted hersdf. Shefilled a cup from the water jar by the bed
and brought it to Briana, and persisted until she drank it.

By then she had stopped shaking. Valeria sat on the floor beside her.

"That man," Brianasaid, "isthe most frustrating person | have ever run across—and | livein theimperia
court."

"All ridersare" Vderiasaid. "It ssemsto go with the gifts. The older they are, the worse they get.”

"Kill meif | ever turninto one of them." Brianalay back and closed her eyes. "Dear gods. | gavethe
Master of the Schools of Peace and War adressing-down asif he were one of the stableboys. Will he
blast meto acinder, do you think?"

"| think you gave him too much to think about.”

"That would be agood thing," Brianasaid. She sighed. "And yet again, through dl of this, he never once
acknowledged what you did. Isthat riders discipline or isit more of their stubborn blindness?’

Vaeriashrugged. "I'd rather be ignored than sent away. | wastherefor areason. | did what | was meant
to do. It'sover."

"Y ou know it'sfar from over. Y ou're down another First Rider. That's going to hurt.”
"Didn't you hear theHeder?' Vderiasaid. "The Mountain protectsits own."

"Y ou have acold heart," Brianasad.



"I'marider," said Vaeria. "Which | suppose makes me blind, too.”

"I don't think any of usisseeing clearly,” Brianasaid. "All | can seeisthat theresawar on, and not only
onthefrontier. | don't think thisyear isgoing to end as quietly asit began.”

"I know it'snot,” Vderiasaid, not particularly loudly. She roseto her knees. "Here, do you need help?
Y ou should regt.”

"So should you," said Briana.

"I will. Just let me get you to bed firgt."

"I can get mysdlf to bed,” Brianasaid, fixing acold eye on Vaeria. "Whét are you plotting?"
"Nothing," sad Vderia

Brianasglare did its best to sear the truth out of her, but she was adamant. She hel ped Brianainto bed
over her protests. Then when Brianawas safely settled, she went where she needed to go.

Thereisawormin the Mountain's heart.

Those words had been echoing behind everything Vderiadid and said since the Master spoke them. He
seemed to think they pointed to Kerrec. She knew otherwise.

She aso knew what she had to do. Shewould do it properly thistime, if she could—or as properly as
she dared.

Master Nikos was standing by the stdlion paddocksin the evening light, watching hislcarraand Kerrec's
Petra scratch one another's necks over the fence they shared. They were none the worse for their
adventurein the Dance.

He kept his eyes on the stallions, but Valeria could tell he was aware of her. Sheleaned on the fence
some distance down, in front of Sabata's paddock. He came to be petted and fed a bit of sugar, then
whedled on his haunches and erupted in afit of bucks and caracoles. In spite of dl her troubles, Vaeria
could not help but laugh.

Magter Nikos came up beside her. He was amiling. ™Y ou've done well with him," he said.

Vderiablinked. Compliments from any of the elder riderswere rare. From the Magter, they were
nonexistent. "He doesit for himsdf," shesaid. "I'm only thereto offer suggestions.”

Nikoslaughed. "So areweall," he said.

She eyed him suspicioudy. The stalions could soothe any rider's temper. Even so, this seemed excessive.
"What isit?' she asked. "What's happened?’

"No more than you aready know," he said. "Y ou acquitted yoursalf well in the Dance.”
Vaeriawasimmuneto flattery. "Odadid most of it. | did what had to be done.”

"Youdiditwell," hesad. "Y ou do understand that this has no effect on your rank or training. Theres ill



agreat ded for youto learn.”

"Why, did you think I'd demand to be made aFirst Rider? I'm not ready for that. I'm not ready to be
even aFourth Rider, not yet. 1 don't know nearly enough about training horses. Or history and strategy.
Or—"

"Good," he said, and that stopped her. She was babbling. "1 am sorry that you'll belosing your primary
teacher, but Gunnar has agreed to oversee your education. He's not as gifted as Kerrec or as
experienced as Andres. Still, he believesin your talents and he isn't dismayed by your gender—and he
has more fedl for the Dance, in some respects, than any other rider, even Kerrec. In that he'sas nearly
your equa asany of theriders.

Vaeriaheard himin asort of despair. Her somach clenched at each mention of Kerrec's name.

It was dl quite reasonable. She could tell the Master had given it agreat ded of thought. She should be
honored, and to an extent shewas.

But she had to say what she had cometo say. "I do thank you—redly. | like Gunnar. HEs agood
teacher. But | need to go with Kerrec."

Nikosfrowned. "We al wish he could stay here—it wrenches my heart to send him away. But helll
destroy himsdlf, and likely dl of us, aswdll, if he stays. In Aurdliaat least he has some hope of heding.”

"I know that," said Vaeria. "l need to go to Aureliawith him. If we're both away from the Mountain, |
"

"You arenot aHeder," Nikossaid. "You arearider. Your teachers and training are here."

"Kerrec can teech me," Vderiasad. "He'sbeen doing it for ayear. It doesn't matter how much or how
little magic he has—the knowledge is fill there, and he can passit on.”

Nikos drew abreath. Vaeriawould wager he was praying for patience. "l understand what heisto you.
Whatever you young things might think of an old man who has never had awife, | do have some
knowledge of what is between aman and awoman. Still, hisdestiny iselsewhere, for now. Yoursis
here. Without him, we need you more than ever.”

That wastrue, and it was bitter to hear. It did not stop Valeriafrom saying, "At thismoment, if | could
wring his neck, | would. But that's not what matters. If | go to Aurelia, continue my studies, do what |
canfor him—"

"Vderia" the Magter said. Hisvoice was dmost gentle. Y ou can't take the whole weight of the world.
Y ou need to be here. He needs to be away from the Mountain. There are mages by the hundred in
Aurdia, and Hedlers of more strength and skill than any we have here. Hell bein good hands.”

Vaeriashook her head. "Y ou're blinding yourself again. Can't you see how the patterns are running? My
path leads away from here. It will lead back, and so will his—if the gods alow. But | haveto go."

"| seethe patterns,” Nikossaid. "1 seethat your greatest safety ishere”

He saw nothing. He knew nothing of what wasin Vaeria—what she was and what she might do if she
stayed.

Shetried to tell him. The words were there, ready to be spoken. But when shetried, they vanished in the
Unmaking. It waslike agess, aspdl of binding.



If she had not been sure before that she needed to remove hersalf from the Mountain, that persuaded
her. She had to give in to the spell—but she refused to let it stop her. She could talk about Kerrec, if not
about hersdlf.

"And hissafety?" she asked. "What happensto him?”

"The hard truth,"” Master Nikos said, "isthat his destiny is of lessimportance to usthan yours. If welose
him forever, wewont dl die. If weloseyou..."

Vaeriahissed in frugtration. Y ou need us both. He needs me. | haveto go.”
"Child," hesad, "you will not. Y our placeishere.”

Shebit her tongue until she tasted blood. All her life, her elders had done their best to keep her from
doing what she was called to do. She should have known Master Nikos would forbid her—everyone
elsehad.

She should have kept quiet and ssmply gone when it wastime. But she had fought so hard to be arider,
and suffered so much towinit. If shedid thisagainst the Master's wishes, she would lose her place
among theriders.

There was no budging him. He might have done abit of thinking and he might be consdering the uses of
flexibility, but he was till astiff-necked old man. He could only seethat Vaeriawould be safer here and
that Kerrec was safer elsewhere. One of which happened to be true, but one of which was not.

No wonder the gods were threatening to break the school apart. All the riders needed a good
shaking—every last one of them.

Sabata roared up to the fence and skidded to ahalt in astinging spray of sand. He danced in place,
tossing his mane and snorting.

The absolute smplicity of him brought her nearly to tears. He was a pure being. Doubt never stained him.
Hestation never sullied his spirit. He knew what he was and why, aways.

Hewasthe best of al diversons. She watched the patterns shift around the Master. Sabata was shaping
them in ways Vderiacould just begin to understand.

Nikos might be aware of it, somewhere deep inside, but Sabatas presence was blurring his memory.
When he looked for the seeds of his argument with VVaeria, hefound ashimmer of white and an eye so
deep aman could drown init. There were tars there, and world upon world vanishing into the dark.

Vaeriashook hersdf free of the vision. When she bent her head in respect and began to retreat, Nikos
waved her away with an air of distraction. He was enspelled, fixed on the stallion's beauty and power.

It was hard not to fed guilty, but Sabata was losing patience. If she would not go, he would break down
the fence and carry her off.

That would break the spell. For al her guilt, she did not want that. For once she had a free path ahead of
her, and white gods guarding it. Shewould be afodl if shefailed to takeit.

Chapter Eighteen



The emperor'slegions had camped for close on amonth at the ford the imperias caled Tragante. Except
for dispatches of scouts, they had made no moveto crosstheriver.

"Y ou think they're building acity?' Cyllan asked.

Euan Rohe glanced at him. They were crouched with the rest of the warband in afernbrake on the far
sde of theriver, watching the little dark men come and go from their fort. It did look like acity, with its
massive palisade and squat square watch-towers, but he said, "That's just awar camp. If it was acity,
they'd be building in stone instead of wood.”

"So why aren't they moving?' Dona demanded. "They can't just Sit there until the snow flies.”
"They certainly can," said Euan, "and they will, if they think they can gain something by it."
"What would that be? Months of wasted time and no battle worth the name?"

Euan shrugged. "They don't think like us. If our raiding acrosstheriver everywhere but here hasn't
brought them out, | don't know what will. They're waiting for something—an dignment of the stars, a
signal were not aware of ... who knows?"

"Maybe they're waiting for usto surrender,” Conory said.
"Or to attack them," said Donal.

"Wewill," Euan said, "when the high king isready." He pushed himsdlf from hisbelly to hisknees. "Come
on. Werrewasting daylight.”

None of them argued with that. Therewas aherd of cattle coming in from one of the towns farther inland,
and they had ahankering for the taste of imperid besf.

Conory led—he was the best tracker. Euan brought up the rear. Half adozen Calletani against two eights
of legionaries and a pack of drovers—they reckoned that fair odds.

Thiswas good country to hunt in. Much of it was thick woodland. The legions had made aroad through
it, eight man-widths broad and paved with stone, and cut back the treesfor afurlong on either side.

Therewas dtill plenty of cover for araiding party. Euan and his kinsmen ghosted through the trees,
gtaying just within sight of the road.

The shadows grew longer asthe sun sank. Under the trees it was aready dark. Conory led them by
amell and fed more than sSght.

With this many cattle to dow them down, the supply train would have to stop for the night where the
woods opened into arough-hewn field. But when the warband reached it, they were not there. The field
was empty and the stream that ran through it was undisturbed since the last time a supply train had
camped there.

The others wanted to continue down the road until they found the cattle, but Euan stopped them. "They'll
be here," he said.

"What if they aren't?" said Strahan.
"They will be" Euan sad.



They werenot dl convinced, and Strahan least of all, but Euan stared them down. Finally Strahan
muttered, "I1t's on your head if you're wrong." He made himsdlf comfortable in the undergrowth beyond
the earthworks that marked every legionary camp, past or present.

They had aclear view from where they were, and fernsto lie on and water to drink from a brook that fed
into the larger stream. As ambushes went, it was rather pleasant.

When the others were settled, Euan indicated afull bladder and dipped away. He did not go far, and he
did not go out of sight of the clearing. If he peered around atree, he could see the shadows in shadow
that were his warband.

His excuse had been true enough. When he had taken care of that, he made sure hewaswel out of sight
of the others. Then he dipped a packet wrapped in linen from the bottom of histraveling pack.

Carefully he uncovered the seeing-stone that Gothard had given him. One way and another, he had never
got around to telling anyone that he had it. It seemed auseful secret to keep.

It was black dark where he was, though the last of the sunset light still glimmered in the clearing. The
short summer night wasfindly faling. Y et even in the dark, and as black asthe sone seemed in daylight,
he could seeit lying in itswrappings.

Thelonger he had it, the easier it wasto make it work. He thought of legionaries and drovers and cattle,
and the stone's surface tirred and shimmered. He looked down asif from aheight onto the twilit road.

As he had expected, aherd of cattle plodded aong the paving and spilled into the cleared space on
either sde, driven by men on horseback. The legionaries marched on foot, eight in front of the herd and
eight behind.

They were moving dowly. It was late and they had been traveling for two days. Some of the cows had
cavesthat needed to stop and nurse.

Thefal of night did not urge them to greater speed. There was amoon, afew daysfrom the full, bright
enough to see by. And they had amage.

Euan had seen magesin the stone before when he spied on the emperor's camp. He had learned to
recognize the signs. There was aglimmer over the cattle like adrift of mist and moonlight. Those were
wards, protections againgt just such araid as Euan was contemplating.

The mage was riding with the drovers. He looked and dressed and acted exactly like them, but the
moonlight glimmer flowed out of him and then back into him in asteady, circular stream.

Euan took note of the horse he wasriding and the clothes he wore. Neither had any digtinction. Still, it
would help alittle when thetime came.

They were close to the camp. Euan bade the stone show the road laid out like amap. The cattle were a
few furlongs down from the camp, drawing dowly closer.

He covered the stone and paused to take a deep breath. No matter how often he used the stone or how
well hejudtified it, he ill felt asicknessin the pit of his somach. Magic was magic, whatever he wanted
tocdl it.

Thiswasworthit. It had saved his neck atime or two, and won him more than afew raids.

He had not led araid against amage before. The stonelet him see, but it did not make him amage. He



had only hiswits and hiswegponsto rely on.
Mageswere morta. Their powers had limits. They could be wounded and killed.

He rounded the tree and went back to the warband. They were lying so low that some of them were
adeep.

Hewould deep when theraid was over. He propped himsalf against atree where he could see the camp,
covered hisface with hisdark hunting plaid, and waited.

He could fed the mage coming. It was like atorch drawing closer to hisface, firgt the light, then the hedt.
Then the cattle came jostling and lowing into the paisade, with the drovers behind and around them and
the legionaries scattering to make camp.

The rest of the warband had roused. He heard the change in their breathing. Conory crawled on hisbelly
to the edge of the fernbrake.

Euan followed suit, laying ahand on hisarm. "Walit," he breathed.

Conory nodded, a shifting of shadow against shadow and afaint jingle of the ringsheworein hisears.
Euan fdt the others come up behind them.

They waited until the camp was made and the fires|it, dinner cooked—that made Euan's stomach growl
in sympathy—and men bedded down for the night. There were guards, but they were out in the open
where they could be watched.

With his own eyes, Euan could not see the wards that were on the camp—but he could smell them. They
smdled like hot metd.

Hefollowed his gut. The camp was quiet. The cattle had settled down. The mage was deeping with the
drovers outside the cattle pen.

Conory and the rest knew what to do. With asoft trilling whistle like anight bird's cal, he sent them toit.

He knew from the qudity of slence when the sentriesfell. The mage dept on, trusting in hismagic to
keep the cattle safe.

Mages never seemed to remember that they were morta. Another mage would go for the spell. Euan
went for the mage.

Thefool had never thought to ward himsdlf. He trusted in legionaries and barbarian ignorance—fa se faith
on both sides. Euan dit histhroat in one swift, practiced cut.

Thewards collgpsed with asound like feathersfalling. Their stink lingered, but it was fading fast.

He dispatched the rest of the drovers while hiswarband disposed of deeping legionaries. Strahan and
Dona were thefirgt to get to the cattle. Euan rounded up the horses.

They could al ride—thanks to the emperor who had sent them as hostages to the School of War on the
Mountain. Tonight it was auseful skill. The horses were trained to drive cattle, and the cattle were used
to these horses.

They left the dead as a message for the emperor. The cattle did not object too strongly to being herded
off the road and into the wood. There were ways a hunter knew, that proved wide enough for one or
two cows abreast.



Thelegions could not watch every ford, here a midsummer with the river running low. The caitle crossed
in starlight afew bends upriver of Tragante, dipped through the water and up the bank and out of the
empire.

Chapter Nineteen

The raiders came thundering into the high king'swar camp in the hot bright morning, whooping and
laughing and driving aherd of imperid cattle. Clansmen tumbled out of tents and ran from the practice
grounds. Even the high king, the Ard Ri, stood up in the council circle to see what had cometo disturb

his peace.

Eight horses, eighty cattle—that was afair night'swork. Euan sent most of the cattle to the Cdletani, but
he and Conory between them herded adozen into the high king's circle.

Old men and priests scattered, squawking in dismay. The king had to step aside briskly to keep from
being run down by a spotted cow.

The people had been raiding ceattle since the dawn time. They moved by ingtinct, inborn, to pen the cattle
intheking'scircle.

Euan sat on the stocky brown horse that had belonged to the mage, and grinned at the high king. "Here's
agift fromthe Cdletani,” he sad. "They'refine eating, these imperid cattle.”

The Ard Ri was abig man, bigger than Euan, and broad as abull. His strength was legendary. He had
broken twelve men's backs over his knee to take the high king's torque.

Euan wondered how many backs he had stabbed and priests he had bribed to get that far. He looked as
brainlessasabull, but there was more than muscle between those gold-ringed ears.

Euan had no doubt that he knew what his brother king dreamed of. Every king of the people did. They all
wanted the torque that clasped that massive throat.

It lent acertain edgeto the high king'ssmileashe said, "Y ou've raided well. Was there much pursuit?’
"Noneat dl,” Euan said.

The Ard Ri hawked and spat. "They're soft. They think aline of forts and afew thousand men in armor
will keep usfrom bleeding them dry."

"Indeed," said Euan sweetly. "Y ou'll be leading usto battle soon, then?"
"That will comeinduetime," the highking said.

"I'm sure," said Euan. He whedled his horse about—not waiting to be dismissed—and left the king to
enjoy hisnew cattle.

"Rudeness can be an asset in aking," Gothard observed. He had been nowhere in sight while Euan faced
the Ard Ri, but that was hardly an obstacle to amage.



Hewas sitting in front of Euan's tent in the middle of the Calletani camp, playing agame or morelikely
working adivination with ahandful of smoothly polished stones. Euan's eye did over the patterns,
refusing to try to make sense of them. If any of them was a seeing-stone, he did not want to know it.

Gothard's usud following of priests was absent for once.

They had long since stopped pretending to guard him. The stone he carried was an incarnation of the
One, and he was its master. They would never worship him or any mortal man, but they bowed before
the starstone.

Euan bowed to nothing—and that included the high king. He squatted beside Gothard, reaching for the
jar of dethat lay between them. It was good ae, well brewed, and welcome after the night and morning
he had had.

"You only gavethe Ard Ri adozen cattle," Gothard said. "He can count, you know—at least when it
comesto reckoning what he thinksis due him."

"He got more than hisdue," Euan said. "There were eighty cattle. | gave him twelve. That's morethan a
tenth part.”

"Hell reckon you owe him twicethat," said Gothard. "Y ou're hisvassdl, after al."

There was no such word in the language of the people—he had to say it in Aurelian. Euan bared histeeth
at theinault. "1 could have declined to give him any at al. He's been squatting on hisarse up herefor a
solid month, while the imperiaslock up theriver and the people lose their edge. What's he waiting for?
The same sign the emperor is?'

"His courage, probably,” Gothard said. He scooped up the stones and cast them in anew pattern. It
made him frown. "He says he wants dl of the people to come in before he makes his move. Y ou know
that. Youve heard him."

"Most of war iswaiting,” Euan said. It had been an axiom of hisfather's. "We're not barred from raiding,
at least. The more we tweak the imperids noses, the more likely they'll be to lose their tempers. Then
well get ared war in spite of the Ard Ri."

Gothard shifted one stone, then another. He was till frowning. He danted aglance at Euan. "What if you
werethe Ard Ri?"

"Oh, no," said Euan. "Not yet. I've power to build firgt, and dliesto win. The five tribeswill get cattle,
with one of my own warband to give the gift. Then well see who comescaling.”

"I could make them want to come,” Gothard said, "and you wouldn't have to give up your cattle.”

Sometimes, Euan thought, Gothard lost hisgrip on the haf of him that was Cdletani and turned into a
completeimperia courtier. It usualy happened when hismagic cameintoiit.

Euan decided to be patient—yet again. "L et them come on their own. There will be plenty for you to do
oncethey get here"

Gothard'slip curled. "Oh? Such as? Do you want meto fetch them ices from the south and shellfish from
the sea, and make them an emperor'sfeast?"

"You'renot aservant,”" Euan said.



"Then what am |7 Gothard demanded. "'I'm not apriest. They've madethat al too clear, evenif | could
somach thelife they live. I'm not one of your stouthearted clansmen. No oneis caling me princein my
mother'sright, either. What am [, then?'Y our pet sorcerer?"

"What do you want to be?’

That gave Gothard pause. Imperias never asked that question—and as far as Euan could see, in spite of
plaids and mustaches, thiswas an imperia nobleman first and foremogt.

Gothard took along timeto answer. Euan waited for it. While he waited, he eyed the stones.

They were ordinary pebblesfrom the river, smooth and rounded. Most were grey or white. Onewas
red, and one had bands of black and red and pale grey.

The white ones made him think of the gods on the Mountain. The banded onewas like Vaderia—al
thingsin one, woman and horse mage and lover of princes. Thewhiteoneslay inacirclearound it. A
grey one had fallen againgt it. Euan stretched out afinger to separate them.

"Don't do that," Gothard said. His voice was so mild that it was frightening.

Euan drew hishand back carefully.

"l want," said Gothard, "to be emperor. In the end, and to the end.”

"I know that," said Euan. "What do you want to be here, while you wait for your sarsto dign?"

Gothard raised the grey stone that Euan had wanted to touch, turning it dowly in thelight. "The stars have
aigned. It'sbegun. The Onewill come, and the world will be Unmade.”

"And you will Unmakeit?'
Gothard's eyes had gone as dark asthe starstone. "If that graceis given me.”

Euan shivered. Whether or not Gothard wanted the priest'slife, he had the priest's spirit. However whole
and even fair hisbody was, his soul was atwisted thing.

Euan was glad to leave him to his stones and his dreams. Euan's dreams were cleaner, and he lived his
lifein the sunlight. The dark was necessary and the Unmaking inevitable, but he did not court it.

The kings of the five tribes were duly gppreciative of their six fine cattle apiece—a proper number, if the
Ard Ri had twice as many The Calletani till had the victor's share, and the horses, too, but that was not
mentioned.

Better yet for Euan's dwindling patience, the glory of that raid incited other young men to try their hand at
tormenting the imperias. The boldest did not stop at stedling cattle and robbing supply trains, which in
any case were guarded to the hilt since Euan had shown them the error of their ways. They raided in
force, and they raided well beyond theriver, striking at towns and villages and despoiling fields and
herds.

There were skirmishes—more heated the longer the raids went on. Some could honestly be called
battles.

The emperor stayed in hisfort at Tragante, warded by magics so strong they made Euan's teeth ache



even from acrosstheriver. Hislegionswent out to deal with the raids, soreading themsdlves gratifyingly
thin.

But the Ard Ri did nothing about it. He stayed in hiswar camp haf aday's march from theriver, just as
the emperor stayed in hisfort. Asfar as Euan could see, he debated minute points of clan law with his
elders, ceebrated rites of the One with his priests, and amused himsdlf by wrestling with one or more of
his burly and muscle-proud warriors. Actua war, or abattle that would ettleit dl, seemed the furthest
thing from hismind.

Half amonth after Euan's raid, envoys came from the emperor. Euan had been out burning corn and
barley in fieldsfarther down the river than anyone ese had gone—there was a distinct advantagein
having horses—but he came back shortly before the imperias arrived in camp. He was washing off the
gtink of horse and salving his blisters from the saddle when they rodein.

There were two of them, with half adozen mounted guards. One looked like an old soldier, with the
scarsto proveit. The other was a weathered-looking brown person in clothestoo plain for anoble, who
kept to the rear like a servant.

The soldier was ordinary enough, al things considered. The brown man was rotten with magic.

If that was not aspy, then Euan was an imperia noble. He cast about for Gothard, but therewas no sign
of him. Euan put himsdlf in order as quickly as he could and strode off toward the council circle.

As he had expected, the soldier-envoy was sparring in words with the high king and hiselders. The
brown man was hisinterpreter.

Euan paid little attention to the words—they were being trand ated accurately, which somewhat surprised
him, but there was nothing in them worth listening to. The emperor wanted surrender and
withdrawal—the Ard Ri wanted the same. The emperor wanted the raidsto stop. The Ard Ri pretended
that he had never heard of such athing. It was all adance, as empty and pretty as one of the warriors
dances around thefire of an evening.

Euan watched the brown man. He seemed engrossed in trand ating orotund Aurelian phrasesinto
serviceable Erisan, but there was a crackle and reek of magic dl around him.

The high king's priests might have done something about it, but they seemed unaware of the spy under
their noses. Euan leaned toward Strahan who had followed him to the council circle. "Find Gothard,” he
said under hisbreath. "Do it quickly."

Strahan raised his brows but did as he wastold. Euan worked hisway up nearer to the embassy, though
S0 much magic so close made him want to sneeze.

Thekings of the Prytani and the Galliceni made room for him. He smiled and bent his head to them. They
did the samein return. And that was right and proper among kings.

Gothard did not appear, nor did Strahan come back. Euan was trapped among the other kings, listening
to words that meant nothing and watching amage against whom he could do nothing.

There was no easy escape and no one else he could send to find Gothard if Strahan had not managed it.
All Euan could do was keep the brown man in sight and try not to look asimpatient as hefelt.

If this dance went on, there would be gifts and dinner and a celebration in the envoys honor. Euan



deded himsdf to endureit.

But the Ard Ri surprised him. It did not matter particularly at which step in the dance they were. Herose,
looming over theimperids, and roared, "Enough!™

The brown man stopped speaking. The soldier snapped to attention. His guards hands clapped to their
belts, where the scabbards were empty—reminding them that their weapons were in barbarian hands.
For safekeeping, of course.

The Ard Ri glared down from his consderable height. "I've heard enough,” he said. "Whatever you came
herefor, it wasn't to treat for anything we would want or careto take. I'll give you bread because honor
cdlsfor it, but then you'l be on your way. Y ou can tell your emperor we don't traffic in empty words
here. When we speak, our words are to the point.”

"And that point is?' the brown man inquired—not even pretending to spesk for the other.

"War," saidthe Ard Ri. "Our raiding parties are doing agreet dea of damage. They'll only get worsethe
longer they go on. Give usthese lands and a presence in your court and well consider settling for
that—for thisyear. Otherwise, wéelll take them, with everything el se that we can get our hands on.”

"| thank you for your honesty," the brown man said. "Of coursewell give you nothing that isours. Y ou
cantry totakeit. If you do, we will destroy you."

The high king laughed, booming over the crowd that had gathered. "Oh, no! Destruction is our province.
Now take your bread and go. Y ou have safe-conduct to the river—but after that, | can promise nothing."

The envoysretreated rapidly, ducking the hard loaves that were flung at their heads. Euan hoped they
understood how lucky they were. They could have lost those heads.

He caught himself indulging in afit of grudging respect for the Ard Ri. The man was not nearly such afool
as he seemed.

He gtill had not seen the brown man for what he was. No one had. Maybe Euan was seeing things—or
amdling them.

His gut knew better. As soon as he could, which was not nearly as soon as he would have liked, he
escaped.

The only place Euan could get amoment to himsalf wasin his tent—and hiswarband came and went
there amost asfredly as he did. He uncovered the seeing-stone hastily, focused as best he could, and
ordered it to show him Gothard.

It showed him nothing—Dblankness, without even asheen of lamplight on the polished stone. Either the
stone had failed or Gothard wasinvisbleto it.

Asatest, and for curiosity, he thought of the brown man. And there he was, riding down the mountain
track from the camp. Hisfellow envoy looked ruffled and furious, but he was smiling. There was anet of
magic on him, so dense and so varied that he looked asif he were wrapped in amantle of silver and

crysd.
He had got what he came for. What it was, Euan could not imagine. He hoped to hell that Gothard could.



Chapter Twenty

Euan's hunt for his uncomfortable aly stopped short at the tent's flap, where people were already
crowding to demand the king's attention. There were disputesto settle, rationsto alot, the loot from the
latest raids to dispense, and conversations that he could not avoid, with people who smply wanted the
king to talk to them. He had to indulge them, because aking's power rested in the loyalty of his
followers—and followers stayed loya only if the king appeared to vaue them. If he brushed them off,
they would remember. Eventudly they would wonder if the tribe would be better off with adifferent king.

The day waswell dong and the day's meal over before he could escape. In thelong golden twilight, Euan
shed hisweight of kingly gold and put on plain and tattered breeks and amuch-worn plaid. Then, asjust
one more rangy redheaded Calletani fighting man, he set about scouring the camp for itsloneand
renegade stone mage.

He did not entertain the notion that Gothard had made arun for it. He was somewhere in the high king's
war camp—out of sight of Euan's stone, but Euan could fed him. It was like asplinter under afingernall,
acongtant, nagging discomfort.

For lack of greater ingpiration, Euan tracked that sense of jabbing annoyance. He followed it through half
the camp, then back again almost to where he had started.

The priests of the Calletani had their own circle of tents and rough-built huts, set apart near adark grove
of spruce and pine. The rest of the camp spread out over along level below a steep wooded hill, but this
part of it clung to the first sharp ascent. There were no guards there and no visible protections, but even
the camp dogs stayed away.

Euan would have much preferred to do the same, but Gothard was up there—in the highest and least
accessible hut, of course. It was older than anything el se in this camp, and must have been aherdsman's
hut or ahunter'sblind in itsday. Now it had apair of priests sitting in front of it like figurescarved in
bone.

Onewas blind and the other had awithered arm. The blind one said, ™Y ou took your time."

"When it comesto Gothard, | usually do." Euan held his breath as he strode past them. He still caught a
whiff of their inimitable stink, but not quite enough to gag him.

Theingde of the hut, surprisngly, was no more maodorousthan it should be. It smelled of age and damp
earth and well-worn wool. There were no furnishings gpart from a battered bench and alow table. There
was aloaf of bread on the table, untouched, and ajar of imperid winewith the sedl intact. A lamp
burned beside them, casting adim light through the hut.

Gothard crouched in the corner farthest from the door. His arms were over his head. He was shuddering
asif with cold, though the night was bregthlesdy warm.

Euan was not fool enough to touch him. He squatted just out of reach and said quietly, "Gothard.”

It took severd repetitions before Gothard's arms lowered. His face was greenish white. "'I'm not ready,"
hesad.



Thewordswere clear, at least. Euan supposed they meant something.

"I've been playing,” said Gothard, "with the stone. Learning its ways. Discovering its powers. Trying a
working or two. The Mountain is stone, you know. Itsroots go down to the source of magic. Itscrown
touches heaven. A starstone, the Mountain, abroken rider...it's as easy asflying for abird. Which made
methink | knew morethan | did."

Stll Euan waited. Tak of magic dways made his skin crawl. What he gleaned from thiswaslittle enough,
though it seemed Gothard had been torturing his brother again—using the stone thistime instead of a
Brother of Pain.

That was hardly surprising. Gothard's hatred of his elder brother was equaled only by his hatred of their
father. "What happened?' Euan asked. "Is he fighting back?’

"Gods, no," Gothard said. He seemed astonished that anyone could think such athing. "He's dancing
sweetly to my tune. You'll seewhat comes of that. Youll likeit.”

"Will 17?7
Gothard squinted a him. "You'reredly here."
"Wha," sad Euan, "you thought you were imagining me?"

"l couldn't tell,"” Gothard said. "'l haveto be careful. That's the trouble with magic. If you don't contradl it, it
controlsyou. Thiskind of magic—magic that Unmakes—isworst of dl. That'swhy your priests baniit for
anyone but themsalves, and raise your clansmen to fear and hateit. They worship the Unmaking. Their
god isthe Unmade."

Euan did not want to hear of magic and priests together. He cut it off. "What have you done? Have you
put the rest of usin danger?'

"You'redready in danger. Yourewaging awar."
"Answer the question,” Euan said.

Gothard's glance was pure poison. No wonder he wanted to be emperor, Euan thought. It drove him
mad to be told what to do.

Little did he know. Kings and emperors were more truly daves to obedience than any of their subjects.

Hedid, eventudly, answer the question. Nastily, snappishly, but concisaly and, for once, to the point. "
tried to touch the heart of the stone. That'swhere its strongest magic lies. That's aso whereit's most
strongly bound to the Unmaking. | wasn't ready."

llArﬂ?l
"And nothing," Gothard said, alittletoo quickly.
"Thereissomething," Euan said, curaing the very existence of mages, and especialy thisone.

"That man," said Gothard. " The one who came with the embassy. The brown man. Hisnameis Pretorius.
Master Pretorius. He'samaster of severa magics.”

Euan clamped his hands between his knees to keep from throttling this bloody foal. "What did you do?
Did you betray us? What did you sell usfor?'



"l did not turn traitor,” Gothard said through clenched teeth. "There is something you don't understand.
No oneisamaster of more than one magic—except Pretorius. He's afreak of nature. When he came, |
wasin the stone. |—or it—wanted to taste his power. Which | could have done, and easily, if | had been
ready. And now he knows there is a mage among the people.”

"How bad isthat?' Euan demanded. "Does he know it's you?"'

"Probably," said Gothard. "It'sthelogica conclusion. Although—" he brightened dightly "—asfar asany
of them knows, I'm broken and all but powerless. I'm hardly athreat to them.”

"Youmay not be" Euan said, "but the Sarstoneis”

"He doesn't know about that," Gothard said.

"Areyou sure?!

"I got out before he could have sensed it," Gothard said.

"And that'swhy you're cowering in acorner, gibbering and crying?'

"I was not—" Gothard broke off. "My head acheslikefury. | dmost lost mysdf. What's down
there—what's at the heart of the sone—you may worship it and want to becomeit. | want to useit. But

I'm not ready.”
"When will you be?'
"I don't know," Gothard said, biting off the words.

"Let'shopeit'ssoon. You'relucky the Ard Ri isn't aman of action. Anyone else would haveled usinto
battlelong ago.”

"Y ou might have won," Gothard pointed out.

"I want to win resoundingly,” Euan said. "No emperor |€ft to challenge either of us. No army to stand in
our way. A clear path to the heart of Aurdia”

Gothard eyed him in grudging respect. "Y ou don't ask for much, do you?'

"I'll take what | can get—but the more | can get, the better.”

Sowly Gothard unfolded. ™Y ou're as bracing asadap in the face."

"Aslong asit works," Euan said. "Are you sure this master mage didn't detect the stone?”
"Nothing iscertaininthisworld."

"He was spying, wasn't he? Was he looking for you?"

"He may have been,” Gothard said. "'If the emperor's mages have caught wind of the stone, they'd have
sent him to seewhat's here.”

"Helooked satisfied when heleft,” said Euan. "Whatever hefound, it seems held been looking for it."
"Hedidn't find the stone," Gothard said. "I would know."

"Then you had better discover what hedid find."



"Maybe dl hefound wasthat the high king has no intention of offering ared battle.

The expression Euan had seen in the seeing-stone had not been that kind of satisfaction, but then ashe
never falled to ing<t, he was not amage. What did he know of what mages wanted when they went
pying in the enemy's camp?

"Find out what he was|ooking for," Euan said, not caring how peremptory he sounded. "And eat
something. Y ou're starting to look as bad asthe priests.”

He left Gothard to obey or not, whatever he chose. Euan needed a short night's deep. Then, he thought,
he would gather as many of the people as would go, and see what the legionswould do if they raided in
waves farther up theriver than any of them had gone before. Enough of that, for long enough, and the
emperor would have to come out of his hole—and so would the Ard Ri.

Chapter Twenty-One

If Kerrec sank any deeper into salf-loathing, he would dit his own throat. And yet, in spite of everything,
he did not want to die. He had not wanted that even when he was being taken apart down to the core of

hismegic.
Maybe that was cowardice. He found it difficult to care.

And now hewasriding out of the schoal in the grey light before sunrise, creeping away like one of the
Caled who had failed histesting. There had been no farewells, not from any of the riders and not from
Vdeia

That hurt more than he had thought it would. He might have eluded the riders to spare pain on both sides,
but Valeriawas there to see Briana off. She acted asif Kerrec did not exist.

He could hardly blame her. He had treated her abominably, then left her to salvage the disaster he had
made of the Dance. She had done it with poise and grace that woke him to ave—and he had said not
oneword of thanks.

He said nothing now, either, as he mounted Petraand Briana settled in the bay Lady's saddle. There was
nothing to say. He was too broken athing for Vaeria Now she knew it, and her disgust was papable.

Brianaand Vderiaexchanged one last embrace. The Lady pawed impatiently. Vaeriadrew back. The
guardstook their places around their lady and her brother and her retinue of maids and clerks. The small
pack train was ready, and the gate was open.

Kerrec did not look back, no matter how strong the temptation. He might never see this place again, that
wastrue, but it was shrouded in mist and the Mountain was hidden. There was nothing to see.

It was afamiliar road he traveled, through country empty of towns or villages, on bridges across deep
gorges and through forests of trees so tal they seemed to touch the sky. Maybe he was deluding himsdlf,
but the farther he rode from the Mountain, the less shattered he felt.

Maybe it was not Gothard after al who had broken him al over again. Maybe the Healer wasright and



the Mountain itsalf had blindly undone the dien spell—and Kerrec had seen and heard it asthe voice he
hated most in the world. Now, asthe Mountain retreated behind him, so did the sickness that had
gripped him for so long.

He was not hedling, but he was not disintegrating, ether. Parts of him were waking with pain that made
him think of afrozen limb coming tolife.

There was no particular order to it, no pattern he could shape to the purpose. That frustrated him—and
maybe it was agood thing. He was beginning to see patterns again, if not to be able to shape them.

Every night on that road, a courier would come with dispatchesfor the regent. Briana stayed awake by
lamplight, night after night. During the day, unlessit rained, she often had adispatch in her hand, reading it
while the Lady made her agile way up and down the steep tracks.

It was alittle eerie to watch them. The eye saw arather pretty but also rather stocky bay mare carrying a
rider of ambiguous gender and evident scholarship, whereas the mind knew that they were abeing above
gods and awoman who would, in the fullness of time, rule the empire. The outer appearance barely even
hinted at the truth.

Did the Master know that one of the Ladies had left the Mountain for thefirst timein athousand years?
Did he understand what it Signified?

Kerrec was not sure he did, elther, but that it was sgnificant, he was absolutely certain. It was yet
another sign that the world—like Kerrec—was no longer what it had been.

If Kerrec had been one of his own students, he would have upbraided himsdlf for wallowing. Hewas
proneto that, he had to admit.

On the fourth evening after heleft the school, a summer storm had blown away with winds and lightning,
leaving asharp chill behind. Their camp wasin a sheltered place, agrove of treesthat grew thick and tall.
Long after the rest, even Briana, had gone to bed, Kerrec sat deepless by thefire.

The horseswere quiet. The pair of guardswhose turn it was to stand watch were settled on an
outcropping of rock, dl but invisbleinfitful starlight. Now and then lightning flashed away to the east.

Kerrec clagped his knees and rocked, resting his eyes on the dance of flames. The patterns there were as
nearly random as anything could be, and yet, like dl patterns, they had meaning for those who could see.
He could, amogt. It was tantaizing how close he was to making sense of them.

By now therising of frustration was al too familiar. He breathed deep and tried to smooth it away. He
was not successful, but the effort made him fed alittle better.

Petraleft the horsdlines, trailing an inexplicably loosened lead. A darker shadow followed—the Lady,
asofree of her tether. They settled on ether Sde of him, sighing and groaning and lying in the soft |esf
mold.

Kerrec, not quite trapped between them, went briefly, perfectly still. He would expect this of Petra, but
the Lady had not come to him before. Asfar as he had ever known, she was barely aware of him except
asyet another fool of amale.

Her eyerolled toward him. Flamesreflected init, flickering gold and red againgt liquid darkness. Their
dance had the same sinuous, interwoven shape asthe stallions Dance.



His hands were cold. His breath came hard. The voicein his head was trying to come back, mocking his
weskness and foolishness and insufferable Supidity.

The Lady's teeth snapped just in front of hisface. The voice stopped abruptly. Kerrec was doneinside
himsalf, except for the deep quiet of Petra's presence. That had always been there, even when he was
atogether broken.

Helay back againgt the gtallion's solid and bresthing warmth. The Lady lipped hisfoot but did not nip it.
Her neck angled just so. He rubbed it with toe and hedl, dowly. She leaned into it, whickering with
plessure.

Herelaxed dowly. He was safe between them, warm and protected. And yet, as he rested against Petra
and worked histoesinto the Lady's neck and shoulder, his eyes kept coming back to thefire.

The patterns were no clearer, but his mind was lessfoggy than it had been in along while. He had been
drowning in confusion and self-pity—asif his broken magic was dl that he was, and without it he had
nothing worth keeping.

Passvity. That wastheword for it. Always giving way. Never acting, always being acted upon. Dancing
the Dance, following its patterns, but never living them.

If that was avice, then every rider suffered from it. They studied their magic, trained their stdlions, and
rode the Dance in season. They never did anything. When the world crashed in upon them, they had no
inkling asto how to faceit. All they knew was how to be carried through patternsthey seldom
shaped—and then only at the emperor'swill.

No wonder Gothard had captured Kerrec o easily and broken him so completely. Kerrec had let him.
Even Kerrec's hedling had come from outside, aspell laid in him to do itswork apart from hiswill. He
had done nothing to hea himself.

Hewas aweak and spindessfool. A man with a backbone would have stayed out of the Dance. For
that matter he would have done something, anything, long before that, to drive out the thing in his head
and force hismind and magic to hedl. Even if he had failed, he would at least havetried.

It was not the Mountain's fault he had fallen to pieces. It was not Gothard's fault, either—not at the heart
of things. Gothard could not have attacked him if he had not been opentoit.

Magic needed two forces—amage to perform the working and a thing or animal or human to be worked
upon. Will could be broken and volition destroyed, but Kerrec had been—was—a master mage. He
should have stood up toit.

He should stand up to it now. Here hewas, yet again, being carried off in adirection not hisown.
Gothard's voice or spdll or whatever it was was till there, esting away at him. Maybe the Mountain
made it easier for astone mage to work his petty evil, but Kerrec would not be any more or less strong
in Aureliathan he had been in the schoal. If Kerrec was aweskling, then that was true wherever he was.

He sat up between the Lady and Petra, fists clenched, glaring at the fire. He was not going to be wesk.
Not any more.

By the gods, he would find aspine. And then...

Thefireflared in asudden gust. Sparks flew. There was darkness behind them—absol ute emptiness.
Except for one thing. Gothard was there, with astone in his hand.



It was aplain stone, lumpish and rather ugly, but it had such weight that Kerrec could fed it in hisown
hands, dragging him down. He fought it—yes, at lagt, he did.

It was reaching, working, acting upon a confusion of shapes and images. Armies marching, men in armor
with swords and lances and short strong bows, men naked and painted and whirling axes about their
heads, screaming soundlesdy in the crackling of the flames. He saw his Sgter sitting on athrone that
crumbled benegth her, and hisfather on abarren hill, looking up without fear into amaw of absolute
blackness. He saw blood and daughter. He saw it al whirl away into the void, absolutely and forever
Unmade.

That was the pattern of the Dance he had dmost broken. The Augurs had not seen it. But the stallions
knew. The Lady knew.

And now Kerrec knew. What he would do with the knowledge, he was aready sure of. But he could not
do it now, however tempted he was to throw saddle on Petra's back and bolt for the border. He had to
put himsalf together first, mind and body, and find the heart of hismagic. He could only pray that he
could do it soon enough to stop the thing that was coming.

Chapter Twenty-Two

Valeriawaited three days before she made her escape. If anyone was expecting her to run, he would be
watching for it sooner than that. Therefore she gritted her teeth and hung on.

Therewere plenty of digtractions. The Lady had gone with Briana. That did not surprise Vderiaat dl,
but it seemed to take the riders compl etely aback.

Ladies never left the Mountain. That was an article of dogma so dearly held that some of the older riders
seemed unable to accept any evidence to the contrary. They insisted with religious fervor that she must
have returned to the high pastures or else passed out of the body. Never mind that several people,
including Vderia, had seen her trot out of the gate with Briana on her back.

Fortunately for their sanity, onetradition at least remained intact. Two days after the princess regent left,
the young stallions camein at last. There was no Great One among them, though there were agood
number with both breeding and talent. None of them tempted Vaeriato take him for training, even if she
had had the rank to do it.

Even the young ones were showing her the way. In the night after their coming, while the riders dept of f
the wine of abedated cdebration, she found Sabata waiting impatiently in hisstal. The gateshad no
mortal guards, and the wards that were on them were no obstacle to a Great One.

It would be awhile—two or three days at |east—Dbefore anyone redized Vaeriawas gone. She had
found aspdll in the library when she was supposed to be searching for something much more elementary,
atrick of memory like the shifting of patterns that Sabata had wielded against Master Nikos. Everyone
would think she was somewhere else, with someone el se, or imagine that he had seen her passing by just
amoment before.

Theilluson would not last. Eventudly she would be expected for something too solid to e ude—then
someone, probably a servant, would notice that her bed had not been dept in.



By then she would hope that the Master would throw up his hands and let her go. He might even be
relieved. Vaeriawas an endless reproach to the riders existence.

Meanwhile she let Sabata find the road to Aurdia. It was adow passage, because they both had to
forage for food, but she was not in agreat hurry. Kerrec would be settled in the city when she got there.
If she ddlied long enough, he might even be glad, or at least not too icily furious, to see her.

Thetruth of it was, she was enjoying the taste of freedom. Therewas joy in long days with nothing to do
but ride and hunt, with no human to trouble her and no dutiesto disturb her peace.

Sabata was the best company she could ask for. He swung aong the forest tracks and down the
mountainsides, snorting happily to himself. When he stopped to graze, she dipped off to find whatever a
human could eat. She came back with herbs, often, and wild roots, and fish from one of theriversor
streams, or rabbits or birdsif she had timeto set asnare.

She was dmost sorry one day after she had lost count of the sunrises, to see the trees thinning and the
land flattening, rolling down to the inner plains of Aurdlia. Roads were more frequent here, with traffic on
them. Towns stood on promontories or dongside rivers or at crossroads.

She avoided the towns for awhile, feding oddly shy and wild, but after aday or two she shook herself
into some sort of sense. If these outland villages were too much for her, the city of Aurdiawould send
her screaming back into the woods.

She started smadll, with avillage of farmers and woodsmen, where there was atiny garrison of imperial
soldiersand an inn that mostly catered to them. There was magic in the town, the subtle shimmer of a
wisewoman'sworkings. Vderiacould see ther effectsin the number of hedlthy children and the generd
cleanliness of the place. Except for the garrison, it reminded her of Imbriawhere she was born.

She surprised herself with a stab of homesi ckness. On the M ountain she might dream of her family, but
when she was awake she never for amoment regretted leaving it. She was arider. That was all she had
ever wanted to be. She was never meant to be a village wisawoman like her mother.

And yet herein this village of wooden houses and plain people, she remembered what home had been
like before it meant stone halls and white stdlions. Theinn was anything but luxurious, but it was clean. Its
keeper took Vaeriafor ayoung man and her stalion for an ordinary grey cob, and told her what she was
doing there.

"Caourier for thelegion, areyou?' he said. "Not many of those riding through here these days. Mot of the
action'sgone east to the frontier."”

He sounded atouch nostagic. "Which legion was yours?' she asked him.

"Third Antonia," he said, Straightening his thickened body into the sketch of alegionary's sdute.
"Centurion of the fifth cohort Marcus Mezentius a your service, Sir."

It seemed her rider-candidate's uniform was close enough to a courier's to pass his expert muster. That
could be useful. She dipped her head to him, offering the respect he deserved.

Hewas afount of gossip, thanks to the garrison and a decent number of travelers between the mountains
and the plain. Over venison pasties and dark ae, she heard talesfrom al over the north, and some even
from the war—how the emperor was harrying the barbarians and they were harrying him, but neither sde
had as yet committed to an open battle.

There were rumors from the Mountain, too. " Some say another woman was Cdled,” he said, "and some



say it wasthe princess regent, though if that's the case, what was she doing al the way out there instead
of staying in theroyd city where she belongs? Me, | think there's more song than sense coming out of
that place. What's so magical about riding a horse? Can you tdll me that?"

Vaeriacould, given severa daysand aclub for persuasion, but she shrugged and held her tongue.

"Look at you, now," Mezentius said. "'l saw you ridein as pretty as you please. What are they doing that
you can't?'

"Not much," Vaeriasaid, and that was the truth, more or less. "' So—do you think the emperor should
closethe school 7!

"| think there's too much mystery-mongering and too little sense. Now if therewas arider or two and
some of their fancy horsesin every town, connected to the garrisons, maybe, wouldn't that be agood
thing? The nobles sons could learn to ride and the recruits could learn to fight on horseback, and we'd
have extra defensesif we needed them. What good arethey, after all, al walled in ahundred miles from

anywhere?'

"They're master mages, aren't they?' one of the people in the common room said. Hewaslocd by the
accent, dressed like afarmer who had done well for himself. "Maybe they need seclusion to work their

megic.”

"If that'strue," said Mezentius, "why do they do their Dances with as big an audience asthey can get, and
Augurs and nobles and princes and dl? Can't they do dl that in acity like the other orders? Even
Beastmadters have their master housein Aurdia. Y ou'd think they'd be the onesliving on amountain.”

"Horses need pasture,” the farmer pointed out. "That's not easy to find in acity.”

"Theré's plenty of room on the plains" Mezentius said. "Plenty better pasture, too, than what you find up
inthe mountains. Y ou don't see the aristos running their herds up there. They're al down in the lowlands
wheretheforageis better.”

"Harsh land makes strong stock,” Vaeriasaid. "Have you ever seen the white gods?”

Mezentius shook his head. But the farmer said, "'l did once. My wife's brother was Called. We went up
for the testing. They're not what you'd expect at dl. Y ou look at them standing till, you think you'd have
them pulling your wagon to market. But then they move." He shook his head and sighed. "I never saw
anything likeit. They're as solid as mud—then they turnto light and fire."

"Magic," Mezentius said.

Vaeriawondered what he would think if he knew the sturdy dappled-grey cob in his own stable was one
of the gods he dismissed s0 easily. She was only mildly tempted to enlighten him. It was more
enlightening for her to hear what he had to say and ponder dl the sdesof it.

Maybe thiswas part of what the school had to become. Isolation had protected it for along time—but as
any soldier knew, the more power was concentrated in asingle place, the easier it wasto makeit atarget
and destroy it.

She had much to think about that night and when she rode out in the morning. Mezentiustried to refuse
the coin she offered him. "I'll put in with the garrison,” he said.

It would have been easy to give way—but she was not a courier, and she could pay. She had her
rider-candidate's pittance, which usually went to peddlers or alehouses, but she had seldom touched



hers. She had ayear's worth. She was richer than she had ever beenin her life.

Just when she was ready to tell this stubborn innkeeper exactly who and what she was, he took her silver
penny. He gave her ablessing, too, and wished her agood journey. Then he dapped Sabata on the rump
to send him on hisway.

He never knew how close he came to having his skull kicked in. Sabatawas not used to living like a
morta horse.

Hewould haveto learn. He hunched his back and flattened his ears, but he refrained from bucking. That
showed grest restraint on his part.

She dapped his neck, which he did not object to. She was allowed the occasiona insolence. He settled
to amore acceptable pace, with one lagt, irritable headshake at the human creature who had taken such
libertieswith hiscdegtid sHf.

Chapter Twenty-Three

Kerrec refused to live in theimperid palace. "I'll livein Riders Hdl," he said. "It'sthere, it's suitable, and
it deservesto be used for more than afew days every hundred years.”

He was braced for afight, but Briana nodded. "That makes sense. I'll send people ahead to get it ready
foryou."

They were eight days out from the Mountain and a short day's journey outside of Aurelia, resting for the
night in one of the roya summer houses. It perched on apromontory above the river gorge, looking out
over the plain to the city and the sea

Kerrec could have lived here, high above everything, but there was no time for that now. He had to get
to the city. There were things there that he needed.

The nights, here at the height of summer, were short, and dusk seemed to last forever. He sat on the
terrace with Brianaiin the long twilight, sipping iced wine and watching the stars come out. "1 do mean to
doit," hesaid. "Not just pretend to be an envoy, to keep us al from being shamed. I'll make mysdlf
usful.”

Shedid aglancea him. "Y ou redly aren't pathetic, you know. Even when you try, you only manage to
look condtipated.”

She was baiting him. He showed her histeeth and said, “"What did you think | was going to do? | have no
taent for idling. I'm not particularly decortive."

"Thefemae hdf of the world might disagree with that," she said. "I thought you might rest. And read.
And consult with mages and find waysto hed yoursdf. If you want to do that in Riders Hal, I'll arrange
it"

"] would like to attend councils," he sad.

"Why?' she asked.



Of course she would ask that. Fortunately he had an answer ready. "Peatterns are my gift," hesaid. "The
interplay of factions, the strategies of princes, may help retoreit.”

She thought about that. He held his breath—because if she asked too many questions, she might discover
what hewasredly up to. Then she nodded. "We can use you, that'strue. But | want you to promise me
something.”

Heraised a brow.

"Promise you won't overstretch yoursdlf. Y ou're here to heal, not make yoursdlf worse."
"l want to hedl," he said, and that was the honest truth. "I want to be whole."

"Youwill be" said Briana

He did not want to think, tonight, that they both might be wishing for theimpossible. Every day he fought
for alittle more strength, alittle more wholeness. And every day, he gained—but never asmuch ashe
wanted or needed. To be himsdlf again, to have al his arts and powers back—he dreamed of it, night
after night, when he was not dreaming of the man who had destroyed him.

Gothard. Now morethan ever, his brother's name made his ssomach knot and his heart besat faster.
Gothard had wanted him dead—but not easily and, by al the gods, not quickly.

Kerrec wanted Gothard...what? Dead? Not necessarily. Destroyed would do. Shattered as Kerrec had
been, with hismagic dl in shards.

It was not mere revenge, he told himsalf. Thiswas aworse threat to the empire than any barbarian horde.
In dreamswhile he dept or in campfires along the road, he had seen over and over again what Gothard
would do if hewas not stopped. Kerrec supposed he was obsessed—but if that obsession kept the

empire from being Unmade, then he would continueto indulgeit.

Riders Hal was afortress on the outside, grey and forbidding, but the insde was surprisngly pleasant.
There were two riding courts with perfectly raked sand from the harbor, a stable between them with
largeand airy stals, ahal painted and carved in the ornate fashion of three hundred years ago, and suites
of roomsin different stylesfrom soldier-smpleto royally eaborate.

Brianahad sent afull staff of servants, including astableman. Half adozen of her own horseswerein the
stable, to keep Petra and the Lady company. Everything that Kerrec might need was there or could be
had for the asking.

He had grown out of such luxury. He chose the smplest suite with the narrowest and hardest bed, and
considered sending the servants back to his sster—but there was something to be said for aclean and
well-run hal. For now, helet them be.

The servants knew who he was. They were much too well trained to make afuss, but they bowed alittle
lower and were alittle more attentive than they might have been for aFirst Rider who had not been born
animperid her.

Brianaleft him with them. She had an empire waiting.

Hefelt oddly empty without her. She had been so close for so many days, and now hewas done.



That was aweskness. He thought serioudly about shutting himself in hisrooms, with the servants on the
other side of the door. But that was akind of weakness, too. He had to put al of that aside.

He went to the stable instead. Briana had sent mares—none of them in fod. They were dl, he happened
to notice, nicaly matched to Petra, if the stallion had been inclined to act onit.

They were aso of good age and more than adequate training. "Our lady trained them hersdf,” the
gtableman said.

His name was Quintus. Something about him made Kerrec think he had been Called but had failed the
testing. It was the way he moved around the horses, and the way he paid homage to the Great Ones
without making ashow of it.

If he had failed, it had not left him bitter. It seemed he was one of those for whom it was enough to have
been Called. No matter what became of them, they had that.

Kerrec felt himself begin to rlax. Herewas one of hisown kind, even if the stallions had sent him away.
Kerrec would not have thought it could matter so much. Riders, it seemed, were herd animals—much as
their galionswere.

There were horsesto feed and stdls to clean. Quintus was not too terribly appalled when Kerrec fetched
apitchfork and went to work.

Here was hedling. Here was rest, better than deep. When every stall was spotless, every horse egting
sweet hay and drinking clean water, Kerrec sent Quintusto bed. "I'll stay awhile," he said.

Quintus hesitated, but after amoment he shrugged and did as hewastold.

Kerrec dipped into Petral's sall. The stallion was deep in earthly contentment. Kerrec sat in the clean
straw, leaning against the wall, and watched Petra est.

He closed hiseyesfor just amoment. When he opened them, the stable was dark but for the soft
moonlight glow that always came off the stallions. Petrawas down, curled like afod, sound adeep.

Kerrec did over toward him and lay with his back to that large and breathing warmth. Deegp inside him,
something that had been clenched tight was beginning to unfold. It waslike aflower—or aspell of hedling
waking again from too long adeep.

In the morning Kerrec woke in acircle of strangers. Hewaslying on the bed in hisroom, not in Petrals
gal. He had no memory of moving from oneto the other.

The strangers were both men and women. They were al wearing robes or uniforms or badges of magica
orders—no two dike, and none below the rank of master.

Some he recognized. Others he knew by reputation. They were dl studying him asif he had been one of
the Augurs prodigies. A two-headed calf, maybe, or afly with aman's head.

"It's masterful work," said the Master Healer. The old man Kerrec remembered was dead. Thiswasa
much younger woman with amuch less soothing presence. She reminded him of Vaeria—abracing tonic
rather than a honeyed syrup. She frowned not at Kerrec but through him. "Each of the larger patternsis
cracked at the base. All the rest have crumbled in response. Redly, it's beautifully done.”



"If you see beauty in destruction,” the Chief Augur said. Him, Kerrec had known since childhood. He
wastaler and thinner and greyer than ever. "L ook below the patterns. Something elseis there, something
that mends from the roots."

"Ingenious,” said the chief of the Wisawomen. "Inspired. To use so smple aworking in o very effective
away—that's mastery. Whereisthe mage who did it? Why are we here, if he'sbeen so well looked after

dready?'
"Because it wasn't enough,” Kerrec said.

No one seemed startled that the object of their fascination could speak. "1t should have been,” the
Wisewoman said. "The Mountain's interference blocked it, but now that's been removed, it should be
free to work again. There's nothing else that needs to be done, apart from rest and time and maybe—"
she rapped him lightly on the forehead "—alittle acceptance.”

"S0?7" sad Kerrec. "'l should just submit?”

"It's better to bend than to break," the Healer said. "Y ou should learn to bend. Y ou'll be stronger for it."
"| am aready broken," Kerrec said—diffly, yes.

"Dontwalow init," shesad.

He was cursed with acid-tongued women. Just as he opened his mouth to speak, the Chief Augur said,
"Thereis healing that can be done, and workings to soothe the soul. Surely, Master Hedler, you can see
tothat?"

"He hasto hed himsdf," the Hedler said, but added rather grudgingly, "dthough there are waysto make it
lessdifficult—if hewill accept them.”

"Hewill," said the Chief Augur.

That was high-handed of him. Kerrec held histongue. He had had enough of al these mages. If he kept
quiet and provoked them no further, maybe they would go away.

It took rather longer than his patience would have liked, but in the end they let him be. Helay for awhile,
counting the familiar fragments of himself and marking those that were no longer quite so fragmentary.

The deepest part of him, the part that held his plans and visions, was safe. None of the mages had
touched it. Once he was sure of that, he alowed himself amoment's profound and shuddering relief
before he rose to face the day.

Breakfast, a blessed hour with Petra, aregency council. People had been warned. Not too many were
shocked to see the late prince ditting across the table from the princess regent. A few even seemed to
find it grétifying, or at leadt fitting.

Kerrec paid little attention to the words they spoke. He listened to the rhythm of their voices and
watched their faces, following the patterns of aliance and hogtility. Those were complicated, but if he sat
quiet and relaxed almost into adoze, they took shape as easily as the exercises he had ridden with Petra
that morning.

He was dmost sorry when the council ended. What could have been an exercisein tedium and frustration



had turned out to be rather a pleasure. He had learned nothing specific, but he wasfairly certain that none
of them knew what Gothard was up to or even where he was. The congpiracies that surrounded them
had no stink of him, though more than one was caught in anet of barbarian alliances.

Kerrec took histime standing up while the others dispersed. He was till degp enough in the patternsto
see who left with whom—and who did not want to be seen leaving together, but their patterns converged
oncethey were out of sight.

Hewasthe last person eft in the room, except Briana She was watching him, waiting for something. An
exploson? A collapse?

"Watch Corndliusand Maglgon,” he said. "They're up to something. | caught awhiff of old graves—like
the barbarian priests.”

Brianaraised her brows. "So. Y ou weren't adeep.”

"Not exactly," hesad. "Y ou can trust Gdlio, and the Chief Augur isloya. Therest will shift wherethe
wind blows. At least one and probably more of them hastieswith the tribes.”

"Canyoutdl which?'

"No," he said, "but by tomorrow, probably yes."

"And you were afraid you wouldn't be useful," she said. "How did you do it?"

"l wasn't doing anything,” hesad. "'l wasjust ligening.”

"Jugt listening.” She shook her head. "1sthis something arider learns as soon as he passes the testing?”

"Not quite so soon,” he said. "It's not arider-candidate's skill, but it's smple enough. Any Third Rider
candoit.”

Shetook her time answering that. "Do you know," she said, "'no one ever redly thinks about what riders
do. Y ou ride—everyone knows that. And there's the Dance. But there's so much moreto it. Have you
ever thought that it's awaste to keep so much art and so much magic locked up on the Mountain?”'

"It'sdl focused on the Dance," he said.
"Yes, but should it be? What you did today goes beyond magic. I've never seen anything quitelikeit.”

"Youdoit yoursdlf,” hesaid. "It'sjust patterns. Everything has a pattern—a shape in space and time.
Werretrained to seeit, that's al. Eventualy we learn to contral it."

"You see?' shesad. "That'swhat | mean. Y ou can seethingsin away no one else can. Asyou hed,
you'll be able to do more than that. And you're not the only one. Theré'sawhole school full of mageslike
you."

"The gods are on the Mountain,” he said. "That's the heart of our power. Some of us can leave, yes, but if
too many of usgo, our powers might be dissipated or our training corrupted. Then well be no better than
that mountebank Olivet."

"The gods don't want you to stay as you've dways been," she said. "Maybethisis part of what you're
meant to do.”

More protests came flooding, but he let them go unspoken. He was thinking like one of theriders he had



always despised, looking backward instead of forward. He needed to see what Brianasaw. Shewasa
rider, too, as no rider had ever been, chosen by one of the Ladies.

It was hard. It made his head ache. Better if he chose not to think. Just as he taught hisyoung
riders—Don't think. Be.

He did not remember if he said anything more to Briana. There was too much on hismind. He left the
council chamber, walking for the sake of walking, up stairs and down corridors and across courtyards
and through glittering hdls.

He was not thinking. He was |etting the patterns flow over him.

A whitewall rose up in front of him. Petrablew warm breath in hisface. He grasped mane and svung
adride.

People gaped at the Sight of arider on awhite stallion, pacing camly through the palace hdls. Kerrec
gared them down. If more riders lived away from the Mountain, thiswould be acommon sght.

Maybe Brianawasright. Maybe it should be. Timewould tell—time and the gods.

Chapter Twenty-Four

Thelagt time Vaeriasaw theroya city of Aurdlia, she could not wait to get out of it. She had survived
the broken Dance and saved the world. She was going home to the Mountain.

She would still much rather have been in the schoal, living the life she loved. But she had to do this. She
paused on the long hill outside the city, looking down across the sweeping curve of the harbor, and
breathed the smdll of the sea.

It smelled like sorrow. Sabata pawed impatiently. He hated cities. The sooner he wasin this one, the
nearer he wasto getting out.

Stalion logic could make ahuman's head hurt. Vaerialet him trot briskly down the hill into the stream of
traffic that flowed through the northern gate. There were other riders, mounted on mules and donkeys as
well as horses, riding on the turf that edged the paved road. On the paving, wagons and carriages rattled
past, while foot traffic kept to the narrow ribbons of smoothed stone between the paving and the
greenway.

Vaeria had forgotten how crowded that road was. There were so many people and animals. Sabata's
presence was pulsing ingde her. She had to keep him calm, which meant caming herself, or no one could
answer for the consequences.

That gave her afocus. She fixed on it instead of the crowds and tumult around her.

Sabata settled dowly. The city drew closer. The endless confusion of patterns washed over her. Shelet
them drown her.

They washed her up in a place she remembered rather too well. There was the back of the palace and
the back of the Temple of the Sun and Moon, and the front of the riders housein Aurdia



Therewere peoplein Riders Hal, servants and guards—and Petraand the Lady likeawhitefirein its
heart.

Valerianodded to hersdf. That made sense. Riders needed their own place, and room for the horses.

The servants recognized her. Either they had served in this house during the Great Dance or they had
seen the Dance itsdlf. They knew better than to bow too deeply, but their awe made her skin itch.

Kerrec was not there. "He attends council every day, lady,” the chief of servants said. "He usualy comes
back alittle after noon."

It was midmorning now. Vaeriathought of going to find him, but it was much more tempting to let the
servants offer her a bath and clean clothes and her choice of roomsto rest in.

"Show mehis," shesad.

They were good servants. They asked no questions. She considered the dark and chilly rooms and the
bed that was barely wide enough for one, and suppressed asigh.

Stll, it was abed. Shewastired and overwrought. She sent the servants away and lay down.

After fivedaysin Aurdia, Kerrec had falen into a pattern of hisown. Every night he worked through the
long dark hours, finding the patterns of his magic and then rebuilding them one by one. Every day herode
Petra and, as the days passed, one and another of the mares—though never the Lady. He attended
councils. He recelved occasiond guests.

Those were courtiersooking to curry favor, or would-be enemies spying out the prospects. In the past
few days, there had been young men, nobles al, wondering if the First Rider would condescend to teach
them some of hisart.

He might not have known about those if he had not happened to wander into the stable at midafternoon
on his second day in Riders Hall and found Quintus upbraiding a pair of wide-eyed boys. "Thisisnot a
riding academy. The First Rider isamage and amaster. He does not stoop to teach lessonsto children.”

"Do | not?' Kerrec asked.

Hisvoice was as mild as he could make it, but Quintus blanched. For amoment Kerrec thought he
would faint. "Sir! | apologize for theseinsolent boys. They seem to think—"

"What, that | can teach them to ride?’ Kerrec looked them up and down. They seemed presentable
enough, and not excessively overdressed. Thetaller seemed thoroughly cowed, but the smaller and
maybe younger kept drifting off toward the Ladly.

Shewas amused. She let the child stroke her nose and smooth her forelock.

That told Kerrec agreat dedl. " Saddle the roan and the chestnut,”" he said to Quintus. To the boys he
said, "You two can St ahorse, | suppose.”

Their eyes were wider than ever. They were both speechless.

So was Quintus, but for another reason dtogether. "My friend,” Kerrec said. " Take the magic away and
al that'sleft isariding master.”

Quintuswas still outraged, but he was also obedient. He went to fetch the mares Kerrec had chosen.



Hetook the boyswith him. They might be noblemen, but they could learn to saddle ahorse.

Kerrec found himsdlf smiling. It was an effort to put on a stern face when the boys presented themselves
to him with horses saddled and bridled and ready to ride.

Their names were Vincentius and Maurus. Kerrec chose not to care whose sonsthey were. Here, asif
they had been Cadlled, they were only themselves.

Someone had taught them decently. They could mount and dismount, and they could sit the common
gaits. Maurus had something approaching grace. Vincentius was more enthusiastic than skilled. They
werewilling to work, and neither complained.

On the second day, there were three of them, with Maurus's brother Darius. By the third day, there were
half adozen. There would have been more, but Kerrec let Quintus turn the rest away. Later, with more
horses, he might increase the number of riders, but for now, six were enough.

When hefirst cameto Aurdlia, he had dreaded the prospect of long empty days and londly nights. He il
spent his nights alone, but by then he needed his solitude. His days were full. Nights were the only time he
had to think and plan and concentrate on the dow and grueling task of mending broken magic.

Begt of all, the mages |et him be. They watched him from a distance, studying him—sometimes he could
fed the pricking of their power—but they stayed out of hisway. He disciplined himself to ignore them.

Five days after he cameto Aurelia, he spent the morning in council and most of the afternoon in theriding
court. The day was hot, but the court had both shade and the sea breeze. His six students were still eager
to learn, enthralled with this new and wonderful art.

Today for thefirst time, partly because morning council had begun early and partly because he wanted
the boys to see what they were aiming for, he rode Petrain front of them. Petra was conscious of the
occasion. Kerrec knew better than to ask for any part of the Dance, but the movementsin themselves
were beautiful.

They flowed from oneto the other, beginning with the smple gaits, thewalk and trot and canter that
anyone could ride. Then, little by little, they transformed into art. Kerrec was absorbed in it, but he made
sureto stay aware of hisaudience.

They did not seeit, not at once. Maurus was thefirst to understand. "Look," he said. "It'sal therein the
little things we do. Like seeds—they seem so small, but they grow. If weride our circles and watch our
gaitsand remember how he wants usto sit, thisiswhat it comesto. It's magic—but it's ours. We can do
it"

"Wearen't riders,” Vincentiussaid. "Weweren't Caled.”
"It doesn't matter,” said Maurus. "Maybe the gods and the magic aren't for us. But thisis."

For that, Kerrec let him sit on Petrathrough the exquisitely cadenced trot in place called piaffe. Maurus
was enchanted. To the others Kerrec said, ™Y ou'll al ride this once you've earned it. Maybe someday
oneof youwill trainit. Then you can cdl yoursdf arider.”

"Like onthe Mountain?' asked the youngest of them.

"Not exactly likethat," Kerrec said. ™Y ou won't be a horse mage. But you will be arider.”



Kerrec caught himsalf smiling as he made hisway to hisroomsto change out of riding clothesand join his
gdter for dinner.

He paused on the Sair asredization struck him. Hewasin danger of enjoying thislife.
Brianawas pleased. She had brought him here to hedl, and she believed she was succeeding.

He did not want to heal in that way. Not completely. Not yet. There was one thing he had to do. Until he
had doneit, he could not let himself lose focus.

There was someone in his bed. His heart knew who it had to be, even while his mind floundered.
Vaeriawas sound adeep. When Kerrec stood over her, shedid not sir.

He alwaysforgot that she was beautiful. The knowledge wasin him, but it tended to dip away in
memories of her strength and her skill with horses. Strangers could il take her for aboy, though her hair
had grown out to her shoulders and she had stopped deepening her voice or hiding the shape of her

body.

Fully dressed and adeep in his bed, she was beautiful enough to break his heart. It was dl he could do
not to reach out and brush hisfingers across the sweet curve of her cheek. Then if he kissed her, she
would open those eyes of hers that were now green, now brown, flecked with gold like dapples of
sunlight in aforest pool. She would smile and say hisname. And he would be happy, and they would
never be apart again.

The vison was so clear that he could dmost have sworn it wasred. But she was till adeep, and hewas
iffly upright above her. Theredity of his purpose here was sitting like a stone under his breastbone.

Maybe hisvisonswerealie and his obsesson smply that—ablind delusion. He could let them go. He
had alife here. With her to help him, he would heal and they would build their own schoal, and the
empire would prosper.

Dreams and delusion. The empire was at war with enemiesit was only imperfectly aware of. Kerrec was
broken and struggling fiercely to mend before the empire broke as he had. Vaeriashould not be here.

He st histeeth and shook her awake—maybe not as roughly as he should. "What are you doing here?!
he demanded.

She woke quickly. Riderslearned to do that. It was part of their discipline. "Kerrec,” she said. Her eyes
took himin, and she broke out inasmile. Y ou look wonderful. Isit the Heders? Or did you find
someone else to help you?'

That smile had been more men's downfal than VVaeriawould ever know. It nearly destroyed Kerrec's
resolve. But he had alittle disciplineleft. He said coldly, "I cannot imagine that Master Nikos gave you
leave to go dangling after me. What possessed you? How could you abandon the school now, when it
needs every scrap of power it can find?"

It tore at his heart to see her smile die and her face take on a bruised look, with blue shadows under the
eyes. "Aren't you at least secretly glad to see me? | can help you. Together we can—"

"Together we are doing nothing," he said. "Y ou do not belong here. Take aday or two if you mugt, to
rest—but then you are going back to the Mountain.”



"l don't think s0," shesaid. "'l haveto be here."
Gods, she was stubborn. But so was he. "Y ou should not be here. Y ou'll lose everything you've gained.”
"Would you rather we dl lost everything?"

Kerrec turned his back on her. It was as hard athing as he had ever done. "Keep theroom," he said. "I'll
find another.”

"Good," she said behind him. Her voice was nasty. "The bed's like aboard.”

He left her there. For awhile he dreaded—or hoped—that she would come after him, but it seemed he
had done what he set out to do. He had driven her away from him, if not from Aurdia

Chapter Twenty-Five

Vaeriahad not been fool enough to expect an effusive welcome, but this bitter coldness|eft her stunned.
When she first woke and saw Kerrec, she had thought he looked notably better than when he left the
school. He was mending. Her working was acting on him again. He was closer to the Kerrec she had
first known.

Then hiseyeswent cold. They were odd in dark-eyed Aurelia, the color of rain or darkened silver.
When he was angry or disturbed, they went as pale aswater.

Before he turned away, they were nearly white. He had shut her out completely. There was nothing left
for herat all.

She sat for along while on that hard ascetic bed. She was not awoman who cried easily, but evenif she
had been, al the tears were frozen out of her. Her heart was till and cold.

She wrenched hersdlf back to the warmth of the summer evening. If she had learned anything since she
was Called to the Mountain, it was that the face Kerrec showed the world had little to do with what was
under it. If he showed her something devastatingly like hatred, it might have nothing to do with her at all.

That did not make it easier. What she felt for him was too deep for words. What he fdlt for her...who
knew?

For awhile she had been sure he loved her. Then he had drawn away from her little by little until he was
gone. Thetorture that had broken his magic seemed a so to have shrunk and twisted his heart.

She flung hersdlf to her feet. She would not believe that. She refused.

Kerrec had gone to the palace. The servants were obliging when she asked. "Oh, yes, lady. Hesdining
with the princess regent tonight.”

"Alone?' she asked. "Or a state banquet?”
"Not abanquet,” said the chief of the servants. "That, were sure of. He won't go near one of those."

Vderiathanked him, flashing asmilethat left him blinking.



There was a passage from Riders Hal to the palace, which was wide and high enough for men riding
four of the white gods abreast. It led to the Hall of the Dance in the paace, but there were side passages
with which she had become familiar the year before.

One of those opened on the princess regent's garden. Briana was nearby—V deria could sense her
presence that in itsway was so much like one of the Ladies. She made a deliberate effort not to look for
the cold and guarded stillness that was Kerrec.

They weredining aone, in theway of princes. There were only half a dozen servants standing abouit.

The room in which they sat had wide doors, paned with glass, which were open on the garden. Roses
grew inside, and asmdll tree with deep-green waxy leaves and blossoms sent out adizzyingly sweet
scent, and flowersin pots hung from the celling and marched in rows along the walls.

Vaeriastood outsde in the garden, hidden in dusk. They sat in aglow of lamplight, drinking wine and
laughing—yes, even Kerrec. Vaeria could not remember ever seeing him laugh likethat, asif he had no
careintheworld.

She had had thoughts of joining the party, or else waiting until after he left and sharing her sorrowswith
Briana. But Briana seemed to have none, at least not asfar as her brother was concerned.

Vaeriadipped away into the darkness. It was along way back to Riders Hall.

It was not asif shewas donein the world. She had the sdlions—all of them, aring of cam white shapes
deep in her heart—and the Ladies beyond them. But sometimes she needed her own kind.

She needed Kerrec. But he was wrong—she had not come trailing after him. She was needed here,
though why or for what, she did not yet know.

She found aroomto deepin. It little mattered which. Shelay awake for long hours, while the moon
climbed the sky and began to sink.

Kerrec camein late. Shefdt him in the house.

He did not come into the room where she was lying. Part of her wished he would, but most of her was
glad. If hewas crud to her again, she would finish what his brother had started.

For the second timein as many days, Vaeriawoke under aman's stare. The chief of servants stood
waiting for her to notice him, with clean clothes—not arider's uniform but plain riding clothes—and
ingtructions. "Y ou're to tend the horses, lady," he said. "First Rider's orders. Quintusin the stable will
show you what to do."

Vaeriasupposed she should be glad. There could have been a caravan waiting and aplace for her iniit.

Kerrec was gone dready, though it was bardly sunrise. Quintus the stableman was forking hay into
mangerswhen Vaeriafound him.

He nodded to her. She nodded back and set to work cleaning salls.

He knew who and what she was. He was not awed by it, which suited her perfectly. Once the horses
were fed and watered and the stalls cleaned, there was tack to clean, aidesto sweep, horsesto turn



loosein theriding courtsfor an hour or two of exercise.

By then it was past noon. Vaeriashared aloaf of bread and abowl of soft herbed cheese and ajar of
wdl-watered wine with Quintus. He was not ata kative man, but she was not given to chatter, ether.
They were both comfortable with silence.

After they ate, Quintus went off on errands of his own. Valeria had nowhere to go and no further orders
to obey. There was Sabata, waiting to be ridden, and the bay Lady was hinting at it. The rest of the
horses seemed to be expecting guests.

As she fetched the brushes and began to groom Sabata, she heard voices out in the court—young, male,
and excruciatingly aristocratic. They bubbled and babbled closer, until they stopped outside the stable.

She counted three sets of footsteps, then afourth running quickly to catch up. That one was breathless.
"Tigdlus sad start without him. Hell belate.”

"S0?" said one of the others. "Where's Maurus? They aren't together, are they?”’

"Not that | know of," the newcomer said. He was breathing alittle easier now. "He'sfighting hisfamily to
dothis. Tig'safraid he won't be able to keep coming.”

"What, his brother again?' said one who had not spoken before. ""He thinks the whole Mountain ought to
come down, and the horse magicians with it. They're mountebanks, he says. They've tricked the empire
into worshipping their horses and manipulated the emperors into feeding their power."

"I've heard that," the newcomer said. "And now the Mountain's stealing mages from other orders. My
cousin's an oneiromancer. He says the strongest Journeyman in ahundred years got the Call, and now
he's gone and the order can't get him back. All the orders have to submit to the Call.”

"Even the emperor had to. Helogt hisfirstbornto it.”
"Tig'sbrother saysit'sal aplot to get and keep power. He saysthere's a better way."
"What, the Unmaking?'

There was amoment's perfect silence. Then the newcomer said, "Don't say it! We're not supposed to
know about it. We're too young, remember?’

"Who'll hear ushere?' said the young person who had so darmed him. "The horses aren't going to tell on
LBll

"I wouldn't bet onit," the other said darkly. "Nobody's supposed to say that word. It's too dangerous.
It's everything the emperor and the riders are not. If they know we know about it, well bein trouble.
And our brothers and fathers and uncles will be even worse off. They could die.”

"Oh, come, Vincentius. That'sridiculous. It's an excuse to get together and drink wine and wink &t girls,
that'sdl. If they want to pretend they're saving the world, wherésthe harm in that?"

"Plenty,” said Vincentius, "if it's connected to that." VVaeriacould hear the shudder in hisvoice. "Y ou
don't know what it is, do you? None of you was at the emperor's Dance. | was. | saw...something. It
wanted to swalow usal. All that is. And nothing less.”

"If it'sthat bad," hisfriend demanded, "what do you think the riders can do about it? They didn't do very
well that time. How do you know they won't do even worse when it comes again?”



"] don't know," Vincentiussaid. "l don't want to talk about it. It makes me scared.”

Somewheat to Vaerias surprise, no one mocked him for it. A few moments later, afifth boy burst in,
babbling about taking forever to get there, and the darkness dissipated.

The door to the court rattled open. Five young noblemen trooped in together asif thiswereadaily
occurrence. Horses heads appeared over stall doors. One or two whickered.

Therewas aflurry of brushes and hoofpicks and saddles and bridles. Inthe middle of it, atall and lean
young thing happened to glance into Sabatas stall. When he spoke, she recognized Vincentiuss voice.
"Hey! Who areyou? Is heletting new onesin, then?"

Vderiagraightened from cleaning Sabatas hoof. Sabatawas mildly interested in the row of faces that
appeared above the sl door, but most of his effort was going into pretending to be an ordinary
dappled-grey cob with athick short neck and ahanging lip. He found it endlesdy amusing.

"I'm Vincentius," thetall boy said, then jabbed his chin at each of the others. " Short one€'s Maurus, pretty
one's Granius, and those two with theidentical stupid expressonsare Titusand Tatius. They'retwins™ he
sad asif it were not obvious. "One can ride and one can't. Troubleis, we can't tell which iswhich.”

That set off an eruption that kept them occupied for quite sometime. Vaeriafinished grooming Sabata
and reached for the saddlecloth. As shefitted the saddle to the stallion's back and reached under his
ample barrel for the girth, Vincentius said, "1 don't remember you from anywhere, do 1? Isthat your
horse?"

"He belongsto himsdf," Vderiasaid. She tightened the girth carefully—Sabata would bite if she took any
liberties—and reached for the bridle.

One of the boyswas holding it. Maurus, that was his name. She thanked him.

Granius, who certainly was pretty, though not as pretty as Kerrec, lifted Maurus bodily and set himin
front of ared mare's stal. The others were aready at work, grooming horses and saddling them.

It was clear Vderiawould have company in the riding court. She considered retreating to the second
court, which was on the other side of the stable, but it was much smdler and lessairy. At thistime of day,
it would be dtifling.

She left the boysto their work and led Sabatainto the court. He was il pretending to be amortal
horse. It was hard for him to plod as heavily as he imagined he should, but he managed. He barely even
fluttered anogtril at the mares who came out one by one.

None of them scuffed the sand like atired old plow horse. They were dl ladies of lineage, glossy and
deek. At least one of thelr riders, once mounted, looked down on Sabata and ever so dightly sneered.

Vaeriaressted the urge to mount as clumsily as Sabata was pretending to move. Once she was on him,
she was having none of that. He had to move out as he well could, for the discipline and because she was
not in sympathy with the game he was playing.

Sabata danted an ear. His back tightened.

Kerrec walked into the center of the court as she had seen him do ahundred times before. This, next to
Petra's back, was his ordained place in the world. Nothing could change that.

He began the lesson camly. The exercises he set were painfully rudimentary—uwhich these children truly



needed. The beauty of them, of course, was that every rider needed them, and VVaeriaas much asany.

Sabata needed them, too. Like Vaeria, he was young. As great as his powers were, he had much to
learn when it cameto order and discipline.

Kerrec was practicing those virtues himsdlf. He did not single Vderiaout, and he certainly did not dismiss
her. He taught her as he did the rest, with a keen eye and a dispassionate word.

So that was how it was going to be. Vaderiadecided to find it encouraging.

After their very smplelesson, even Maurus, who could dmost ride, was groaning in pain. The boys
creaked and limped their way through the cooling out of the horses and the remova of saddles and
bridles and the cleaning of same—all part of the discipline.

They were not very good at it. Vaeriawould be undoing agood part of it later—as she had this morning.
That was her discipline, as menid labor wasthers. They were dl being taught lessons that they needed to
learn.

Herswere not over, either. When she dipped away, one of the servants was waiting with new orders.
Therewasalibrary in Riders Hall, and she wasto continue her studiesthere. Hehad alist, writtenin
Kerrec's hand, and exercisesthat, if she did them all, would more than consume the day.

If Kerrec thought he could wear her out with tedium, he did not know her aswell as he thought he did.
She came prepared to find the books in boxes or on the shelves, but they were dl on atable under the
window, marked where he had asked her to read.

She thought for some time about throwing them at the wall. But he wanted her to do that. She sat down
instead and opened the first book.

Focuswasthefirgt of al disciplines. She focused on the words. After awhile, asthey were meant to,
they became the world.

Chapter Twenty-Six

At first when Kerrec redlized that Vaeria had followed him to Aurelia, he had felt such a confusion of
anger and panic that he could hardly think. But after aday's reflection and anight's deep, hecameto a
different conclusion. When he saw her riding with the young nobleswho insisted that he teach them, he
knew what to do about her.

It would have been simpler without her. With her, there was more that he could do, and more hope that
he could get it done before he was hunted down and stopped. But he would have to deceive her firs,
and that might not be possible.

He had to try. Though it was almost physica pain to push her away, for her own safety he had no choice
but to do it.

Hewas going to die. He had seen it in the Dance that he nearly broke. Death in the imperid family, and
great magic broken and poured away in the maw of the Unmade. He had to make that death count for



something—and part of that was not to lose Vaeria

He put her to work asif she had gtill been in the school. It was hard work and long, but she was easily
capable of it. Mogt of it kept them agpart—which he was careful to encourage.

While she was absorbed in books and horses, Kerrec went hunting in his father's treasury. He hunted not
in the body but in the mind, with magic.

What he was|ooking for would have been easy to find if he had been whole, but his magic was ill very
much abroken thing. First he had to bring the shards together, then he had to smooth the ragged edges.
When he had done that, he had to dip the thread of his power past the wards on the treasury without
being caught. Only then could he search for what he had |eft there.

It was dow and often grueling. He could not ask for help. If anyone knew what he was doing, there
would be agreat outcry and abarrage of questions and recriminations, and time would dribble away until
it wastoo late.

He began the working thefirgt night after Vderiaarrived. He went out into the city to acertain house that
was crumbling in ruin. He shuddered to pass the sagging gate, but he forced himsdf throughit.

It was no easier ingde. Thiswas not where he had been broken—that had happened far away from here,
in ahunting lodge in the mountains. But the power that had ordered his breaking had lived in this house.
Fragments of it were till here, even more scattered than the remnants of Kerrec's magic.

He only needed alittle. He went as deep into the house as he could stand. There was nothing living here
but the rats, and the buzz of insectsin the disheveled garden. The fountain was clogged and dead and the
pool stagnant, breeding dime. The corpse of abird floated in the water.

He held his breath and hurried on past. The house beyond was deserted. Itswallswere cracked and its
dtaircases crumbling. There was nothing there that he could use.

He circled around to the outer court. It was in even worse repair than the rest. Part of the colonnade was
fdlen, and the paving looked asif something had blasted it with fire.

He picked hisway to the center of the charred circle. Something gleamed there. Carefully he brushed
away ash and broken stone.

It must have been aring once. The gold had melted into ashape like arough coin. A stonerested in the
middle. It was avery ordinary-looking thing, like asmall pebble that might appear in one's shoe, dark
grey and rounded.

It was more than he could have asked for. This stone had bel onged to Gothard. It had fed hismagic and
he had fed it, until he was much stronger than he could ever have been without it. That was what amage
of stoneswas, and how he performed his workings.

Maybe Kerrec would not need that other thing, if he had this. The stone was dead, having exhausted
itself in some great working, but Gothard's essence was till iniit. It might be enough.

Kerrec dipped it into a pouch of leather lined with silk, being very careful not to touch it with hisbare
hands. When he straightened hereded, briefly dizzy. All thisruined magic put him too much in mind of his
own.

He gtiffened hisback. It was nothing like his. He was mending. This never would. It wasdl turning to
dust.



He brought the stone back to Riders Hall. Dinner was waiting in the rooms he had moved to yesterday.
Hewas not hungry, but his body needed to eat. He ate without tasting any of it.

He should rest. Tomorrow was soon enough to begin the next step in his plan. But while he ate, he stared
at the stone that he had laid on the table. The more he stared, the more he understood, and the less
happy hewas.

This stone could not do what he had hoped, after all. It wastoo small, and it was dead. He needed the
measter stone, the stone through which Gothard had given the lesser sone its power.

Kerrec had taken the master stone from Gothard during the Great Dance. In his mind he could till seeit,
dark and round and heavy in his hand, pulsing with magic.

After the Dance was over, he had surrendered it to hisfather's mages. They had warded and secured it,
then laid it away in the treasury. They were unlikely to rlease it for the asking, consdering the state
Kerrec wasin. If he wanted it, he would have to take it.

Thiswas not asafe or easy thing to do done. If Kerrec had caught a younger rider doing such athing, he
would have set the boy sharply to rights.

Kerrec was not aone. Petrawasin his heart, asaways. He had the stalion's strength if his own failed.

The galion wasthinking of Vderia. Kerrec shut himself off from the vision of her face. She more than
anyone must not know what he was doing—because she more than anyone could stop him.

Tonight he set wards—that was dl. He had brought books from the library to help hismemory. They
stayed where they were, hegped on atable, unopened.

Hewas proud of that. His nightly struggles were bearing fruit. The patterns were there when he looked
for them. He shaped and wove them into protections for the lifel ess stone and the working he was

planning.

Then he had to rest. He was not as frustrated as he might have been. He was stronger than he had been
inalong while. He had not collapsed yet, nor did hefed asif hewasgoing to. A rider cultivated
patience. Horses were not easy or smpleto train, and haste or compulsion could do great damage. If
Kerrec thought of himself asaruined horse, he could see away through.

It was three days before Kerrec's pupils redized either that Vaeriawas femae or that she was arider.
Shewould have let them go on thinking she was an excessvely reserved and haughty nobleman from
somewhere in the provinces, but Kerrec either tired of the game or never had been playingit at al. On
the fourth day since Vaeriamet them, while they were bringing their horses out in the court, he said,
"Vderia Come here”

Hiseyes avoided her face. He was as cold as he had ever been, dl First Rider, with no friend or lover
|eft.

She hardened her heart as much as she could. "Sir?" she said as arider-candidate should.

"Takethesetwo—" hetilted his head toward Vincentius and Maurus "—and teach them to St ahorse.”



"Sir," shesad.
They were dl staring. Tigellus, who had appeared the second day, |ooked appalled. The rest were smply
fascinated.

"Godd" Maurus said in aloud whisper. "Isthat—7?" His eyes darted to Sabata and went wide. "Oh,
gods. It is. And we never—"

Sabata arched his neck and stamped. The common little cob was gone. He laughed in the boys faces,
chasing the chosen pair to the far end of the court.

Vaderiafollowed with their mares. The boys were mute with awe, which for Maurus was unheard of. She
left Vincentius holding hismare's rein while she fastened along line to Mauruss mare's bridle and sent her
out onacircle.

They were both in sore need of education. Vderiataught them as she had been taught, but with care not
to overtax them. They were soft young courtiers, not rider-candidates.

They 4till thought themsalves hard used. The rest were done long before them. They dmost fell from their
horses, each one, and stumbled into the stable.

Sabatawas ill waiting for Vaeria Hewas unusudly patient. She mounted him warily, but he made no
attempt to punish her for dl his standing aboui.

After three days of beginners exercises, Sabata was ready to dance. Vaeriawas ready to oblige him.
Hewas till young and his discipline was imperfect, but smple figures of the Dance delighted him.

They delighted the two boys, too. When Sabata cameto afina hdt, Vincentius and Maurus were
standing in the stable door, grinning and gpplauding. "Wewant to do that,” Vincentiussaid.

"If you listen when we teach you, you will," said Vderia
"How long did it take you to learn?" Maurus asked.

"For this, every day and night for most of ayear," she said. "And there are more yearsto come. Thisis
the smplest of our arts. Sabata only came off the Mountain ayear ago. HeE'sjust learning—as| am.”

"A year," Vincentius sighed.

"Eight yearsfor astallion. Twicethat for arider." VVaeriadismounted and rubbed Sabata's neck where
heloved it best, feeding him his bit of sugar.

She pulled off saddle and bridle. He nuzzled her, looking for more sugar. When there was none to be
had, he wheeled and leaped into agallop. The gallop had sparksin it, sudden legps and exuberant
curvets, settling to alofty, floating gait that made the boys jaws drop.

Then, like any sengble horse, he dropped and rolled, wriggling in ecstasy, both sides and then his back.
It was a perfectly absurd thing to do, and perfectly morta. He came up crusted with sand, shaking from
noseto tail, with mane flying and dust coming off him in clouds. He snorted and shook his heed and
trotted purposefully toward the stable.

Kerrec watched and listened from awindow above the court. Vaeria consdered hersdf asolitary
creature with few socid graces, but wherever she was, whoever was there, she dways knew what to do



or say. She was as comfortable with the princess regent as she was with servants and stablehands.

He sighed, not exactly in envy. He could train ahorse or arider. He could lead acouncil or Sitin
judgment. But when it came to making friends, he never knew whereto sart.

Valeriawas doing exactly what he needed her to do. While she was busy with those eager boys, she
would not be wondering what Kerrec was doing.

He had abrief, piercing memory of her skin under his hand, as soft and smooth as cream, and the taste of
her kiss. He shut them away. He had wards to build and amaster stoneto find. Then...

Firg thingsfirst. One step at atime—just as with the horses.

Chapter Twenty-Seven

It took Kerrec ten daysto find the master stone. Half of that he spent painstakingly constructing wards
and gathering his magic—and sternly refusing to reflect that it would have taken him afraction thetime if
he had been what he used to be. He was dow, but he could do it. That was what mattered.

Once hiswards were raised and his magic brought together as best it could be, he focused on the dead
stone that he had found. It had no magic of its own any longer, but it kept amemory of the power that
had been init. With that to guide him, he searched through the maze of magicsthat guarded the imperid
treasury.

If he had not been the emperor's son, he could never have doneit. Aswith so many other workings on
the palace, the wards of the treasury were set to respond to imperid blood. When he answered the Call,
he had removed himsdlf from the succession, but he was il roya born. The wards recognized thét.

They were apowerful and complex pattern of workings, some of them centuries old. That made histask
easer, somewhat. He was looking for anew working with a certain flavor to it, ataste of hisbrother.
Gothard's blood was royal, too, but he was half abarbarian. Kerrec set the search for stone magic that
was hdf royd and haf foreign.

His dayswere il taken up with the palace and the riding court, but he managed little by little to passthe
latter to Vderia Theformer waslesssmple. He did not want Vaeriaand Brianacomparing
observations and deciding that something was wrong with him.

Each day he cameto council later and left earlier. Helet Brianathink the bloom was wearing off. He had
to be careful or she would subject him to another inquisition of mages, but so far she seemed
unsuspicious.

On the tenth night after he began, just before he was ready to giveit up and fal into bed, hefdt it. It
struck himwith asmdl of cold stone and amemory of Gothard's voice gloating over himwhile helay in
agony.

Therush of hatred nearly flung him out of the working—and nearly betrayed him. But in his days of
restoring himself by sheer force of will, he had learned to set aside that hatred, storing it againgt the day
when he could unleash it on its source.



Once hismind was clear again, hefollowed the thread of the seeking spell through the |abyrinth of wards.
There, a lagt, was the master stone that he had taken from Gothard and wielded in the Great Dance. His
own presencewas ftill onit.

Tomorrow, he thought, he would finish what he had begun. But when he rose from the chair he had been
gtting in, pretending to read, and stretched every gtiff and aching muscle, he knew he could not wait. If
anything happened—if Briana suspected or Vaeriacaught him—that would bethe end of it.

Hewould not put it past Brianato lock him up and keep him there until there was no hope of doing what
he knew he must. Tonight, then. In spite of his desperate eagernessto haveit done, he dept an hour or
two. He needed the rest.

He woke when he had planned to—abit of rider's discipline. He dressed in the clothes that he had
dipped out of the palace after one of his mornings there, plain shirt and breeches and soft shoesand a
servant'stabard. That, he had discovered some while since, would take him anywhere unseen. Who
noticed aservant, after al?

Riders Hall was quiet. The servants were adeep. Vaeriadept in her room and the horsesin their stable.
Petrawas aware of Kerrec as always, but he passed no judgment. He was dreaming of high pastures on
the Mountain and herds of Ladies, beautiful and powerful.

Kerrec shook his head and smiled as he dipped down the passage to the paace. A stallion's mind was
wonderfully smple, even if hewasagod.

The door to the treasury was undistinguished. There was no guard on it. The wards were subtle, but he
knew aready how strong they were.

His own protections werein place. He smply opened the door and walked into the maze of rooms and
corridors, doors locked and warded, and stairs in unexpected places. There were no heaps of gold and
jewelslying about. Those weredl in chests and boxes, shut away behind those unassuming doors.

The master stone was deep insde, where the strongest and most dangerous treasures were, workings of
magic that had been made for or againgt the empire. They were dl heavily guarded, but he could fedl
them ingde him. They made his bones thrum.

He only wanted one of them. It was his by right, because he had won it. That surety gave him passage.

Hewalked carefully, as he would through aherd of horseswho did not know him. They were wild and
skittish and deadly dangerous. None of them would threaten him unless he touched them—but they were
everywhere, crowding around him.

At length he stopped. The one he needed was in front of him. He reached to take it, but then he paused.
Thiswastoo easy.

He stood in adark room, windowless, but the wards and magic together shed enough light that he could
see. The box rested on ashelf in the midst of ahundred more. It waslabeled in aprecise and scholarly
hand.

It was the master stone. He had no doubt of that. He secured hiswards again, strand by strand, exactly
as the pattern demanded.

All the different magicsin that place tugged at the working, twisting it in unexpected places. Heheld onto



cam and to the pattern. No matter how long it took, no matter how desperate he was to take the stone
and escape, he clung to discipline.

Only when the wards were secure and the pattern firm did he take the box. The stone was singing under
thelid.

It knew him. It wanted to bind to hismagic. That waswhat it wasfor.

He shidlded himself yet again. It was harder now. Hewastiring. Theimpulsethat had brought him here
waslosing strength.

Just alittle longer. He opened the box. The stone was wrapped in warded silk. He dipped it under his
tabard, then closed the box and returned it to its shelf.

If anyone happened to look, it would seem that nothing was disturbed. A shadow-image of the stone lay
in the box, aworking that echoed the song he could still hear just under his heart.

It was easier a least to go back. He had only to follow the path he had taken, dipping through the
opening he had made in the wards. He was stumbling by the time he reached the last door. He nearly fell,
which would have rent the wards and set off the darms—but he caught himsdlf. He came safe through
the door.

Hedid fal then, dropping to hisknees. His Sght came and went. His ears were ringing.

Thewardswere secure behind him. Little by little his strength trickled back. The stone, even heavily
shiedlded, wasfeeding it.

That he had not expected. He was not a stone mage. He should have been able to use the stoneasa
guide or awindow on the future, as any mage could, but thiswent consderably furthe—asif, in
rebuilding the ruins of hismagic, he had changed the nature of it.

It was baffling and it might be dangerous, but for the moment it saved him. After awhile he could stand,
then he could walk. By the time he reached the passage to the riders house, he was amost himself again.

He had not meant to finish what he began, not that night. But the stone had amind of its own. That mind
was to make him strong and then find the one who had madeit.

He wanted both things, even without the stone to encourage him. He knew it was dangerous, but he
could not manage to care. His practical self would have dept out the rest of the night, endured the day,
then the following night, done what it must. With the stone close to his skin, singing its endless song, he
gathered what he needed.

Most of it was ready. The rest he found quickly, filling his saddlebags.

Petrawas waiting for him. Again he exercised patience, grooming and saddling the stallion without
endangering either of them with haste.

It was gill some hoursuntil dawn. A mist lay low over the land and obscured the sea, but the sky was
clear, shimmering with stars. The Sgh of waves followed him through the deeping city.

The east gate was shut until sunrise, but Kerrec knew a postern. The guard just happened to be on the
other end of the wall when he dipped out onto the eastward road.



Chapter Twenty-Eight

Just before the raid went bad, Euan Rohe was thinking that thiswould be an easy one. Thelegions could
not protect every cot and hamlet.

This onewas more or less accidenta . Euan's pack of Calletani had sacked and |ooted atown farther
west and eliminated its garrison. On their way back to theriver, they caught sight of afarmstead tucked
away under ahill.

The farmer must be trusting to the lie of the land to conced his pasturesfull of fat sheep. From the road
they wereinvisible, but coming overland, the raidershad aclear view.

The town had had agood store of grain and wine and ail, but not many cattle. These sheep could feed
the whole tribe for aweek.

No one seemed to be guarding them. There was no sign of life around the farmstead—no dogs barking
or cattlelowing.

The scouts running ahead flung gates open on emptiness. The farm was deserted.

That was not uncommon, though the farmers usudly took their livestock with them. This one must have
leftin hagte.

"Stay on guard,” Euan ordered his men. "Clean out the place asfast asyou can.”

They were dready in motion, svarming over sone walls and wooden fences. Euan and hiswarband
brought up therear.

Suspicion stabbed first as Euan saw that the sheep seemed to be ignoring the army descending on them.
Then hetook in the beasts themsalves. Not that Euan was likely to know one sheep from another, but
there were hadf adozen in front of him, and each had the same cluster of burrsin the same spot on the left
shoulder. Every one of them looked exactly dike—asif thefieldswerefull of images of asingle sheep.

He opened his mouth to order his men back—just asthe mage'strick fell gpart. Instead of afield of
sheep, the raiders found themsalves face to face with an imperid cohort.

The legionaries were fresh and rested. Euan's men had been marching al night and fighting half the day.
But the way home was through this cohort.

They pulled together into battle formation, shieldslocked and spears bristling. They left behind the
wagons loaded with loot. Either they would win the fight and come back for what wasthers, or the
cohort would winiit.

The cohort had committed asmall but significant error. In pretending to be sheep, its soldiers had
scattered over the hillsides. Instead of the impregnable wall of shieldsthat they caled the tortoise, they
were a scatter of armored men, running hard to form up before the wave of Caletani hit.

They werejudt alittletoo late. The atack fell on them while they were still in motion.

Euan, in the middle of the line, had to trust to ears and gut to know what was going on beyond the thick



of it. He had made amistake, too. He had not found and marked the mage before he launched his men.

He had to hope theillusion had falen early because the mage lost control. A mage that weak was
probably atrooper with ataent rather than a master of one of the orders. Because if hewas not...

A pikethrust at Euan's face. He best it aside with the haft of hiswar-axe and hacked the head off the
trooper behind it. The body dropped, still gripping the pikestaff.

Euan kicked it aside and kept going—much like the maundering that had damned near got him killed.
Fight firgt, brood later. That wasthe only sengblerulein abattle.

The cohort was fighting bitterly to form ranks. Euan roared at his Cdletani, driving them in between
groups and clusters of legionaries. Like ants on the march, no matter how often Euan's men scaitered
them, they kept coming back.

Even the dead did not stop them. They closed up what ranks they had, that was dl, and kept on coming.
By the One, Euan thought. Were they amage'strick, too?

The eyes he met under the bronze helmets seemed human enough. They bled like men and died like
them. None of the dead seemed inclined to rise again.

They were gaining ground by sheer weight of their armor and heft of their shields. The Caletani, naked or
dressed in breeks, could not take the blows that legionaries took and till keep fighting. They darted in,
struck hard, darted out. Or amob of them swarmed over one or two legionaries and brought them down
like hounds on aboar.

Euan cut down the cohort commander, the centurion in his cocked hemet. The man fdl in midbdlow, ill
roaring out orders—and another beyond him took up the cry.

Chain of command, they called that. Euan lunged at the cohort-second, axe swinging up.
Every hair on hisbody stood on end. It was not the second bellowing orders—it was—
"Down!" he howled. "Down, damn you!"

Most of the men nearest him dropped. Those farther awvay were dtill fighting, caught up in it. Euan roared
at them, but they seemed to have gone dedf.

At thelast possbleingant, he flung himsdif flat.

It was not the same as when the star fdl. Thiswaslike ablast of wind, but no leaves sirred and no
legionary swayed, |et aonetoppled. Only Cdletani fdtit.

Euan clung for hislifeto the stony ground. He heard a sound that he would remember in nightmares, the
sound of bodiestorn gpart from ingde. A hot rain fell on him—blood and entrails and fragments better
left unnamed.

The man next to him was mewling like awhipped dog. It was one of the young warriors, alanky child
named Fergus. Euan pulled him up.

Hedid not want to look too closdly at thefield. Others of hismen were dive. Legionaries were moving
in, short swords out, to dispose of them.

Euan loosed along, low howl, the hunting cry of awolf in winter. Ashe howled, he ran, with Fergus half



dragging, haf running beside him.

The legionaries paused—not long, but long enough for Euan's men to find their wits and their feet. More
of them than Euan had expected came staggering up, got their balance and bolted.

The cohort started in pursuit, but its mage stopped them.
"Let them go," he said. "We want the rest of the tribesto hear their story."

He should have waited until Euan waswell past before he said that. He would a so have done well to say
it from behind awall of shields. Euan left Fergus to wobble on his own feet, darted in past the pair of
legionaries who guarded the mage, and gutted the man with one swift, ripping stroke.

He darted back, ducking the wild swing of asword, flung Fergus over his shoulder, and ran.

Euan had not lost as many men as he feared. When they were safe across the river, more than half were
gill dive and walking. Strahan was gone, and Dond. Cyllan had collapsed as soon asthey stoppedina
clearing abovethe ford.

Hewastossing likeaman in afever. When Euan laid ahand on hisforehead, it was burning hot.

Some of the otherswerein hardly better condition. Euan eyed the sun, which was till surprisingly high,
and tried to focus on where to go next. They werefour days run from the high king'swar camp, and half
aday from their own hunting camp.

Conory came over to where Euan was Sitting. He looked as shattered as Euan fdlt. I don't think we
should camp here," he said.

Euan nodded. "I doubt they'll come after us, but we don't need to tempt fate, either. Are there enough of
usto carry the oneswho can't walk any farther?"

"If we rest and eat abit, there should be," Conory said.
"An hour, then," said Euan.
Conory nodded and went to tell the others. Euan leaned back against atree trunk and closed his eyes.

Hewas not thinking yet, past what he had to do to get his men home and safe. Thinking wasfor later. So
was remembering. For now, helet it settle down deep.

Sunsat found them making their way dowly, carrying the injured. Conory and Cyllan wereforging ahead.
Euan, asusua, brought up the rear.

He was sure there was no pursuit. A wolf tracked them for awhile, drawn by the scent of weakness, but
found the tracks of aherd of deer instead.

The advance stumbled to ahalt. Voices rose ahead. Euan did not recognize most of them.

They had imperia accents. He darted through the line. It straggled around ajut of rock and athicket of
fdlentrees.



There was acamp on the other side of the thicket. A dozen blankets were spread under the low
branches of trees. Their ownerslay flat in the middle of thecircle.

They were dl wearing the garb of the tribes, but ten of the twelve were brown-skinned, black-haired
imperids. The other two were bigger and fairer, but their accentswere as Aurelian asthe rest.

The bigger and fairer of the latter two had Conory'sfoot on his neck and a spearpoint in the smal of his
back. "Weve caught anest of spies," Conory said. "Shall | give you the pleasure?!

"We're not spies! shrilled one of the dark ones. He was only aboy, smooth-skinned and beardless. His
voice was barely broken.

Euan strode past Conory and his captive, seized the child by the scruff of the neck and heaved him to his
feet. Hisface had the greenish cast that passed for palor in these olive-brown people, but his eyeswere
bold as they rose up and up to Euan'sface.

"Prince," the boy said, "we cameto fight for you.”

Euan blinked. That, he had not expected. "What possessed you to do that?"

"We seethetruth,” the boy said. "The One—what is beyond the One. We want to make it happen.”
"You'retraitorsto your kind," Euan said.

"Weretrueto the Truth," said the boy.

Euan drew hislong knife. The boy tilted his chin, baring histhroat.

Hewaslikeabull cdf in the sacrifice, drugged and compliant. Euan spat in disgust. He opened his mouth
to order hismen to kill them dl, but the boy's eyes stopped him.

The boy wanted it too much. Euan heard himself say, "Bind their hands and make them walk. | know
exactly whereto take them.”

Conory's browslifted. He and Cyllan hauled the captives up two by two and bound them in adouble
line. They wereall aslost in adream asthe first one—except those who were worse.

The biggest of them, who was fair enough to be atribesman, had the feed—if not the reek—of apriest.
Him, Euan determined to watch. The rest were slly children, but this one was something more.

He might be the ringleader. He might not. But whatever he was, he was neither safe nor sane.

Maybe Euan should kill them after al. At least the big one—he should go to the One before he did any
more harm than he aready had.

The fair man's head drooped. The moment passed. Thetrain of captives went on in the degpening dusk,
with Euan's own men ssumbling behind.

Chapter Twenty-Nine

The raiders came back to the hunting camp of the Calletani well after dark. Fireswerelit, shielded from



easy view, and the carcasses of three fine stags hung from the trees. A fourth turned on a spit over the
largest fire.

That could be taken as an omen. The hunt in imperid lands had failed miserably, but Euan's own country
was generous with its gifts.

That only meant that come the next raid, they would al be forewarned. The enemy was desperate
enough to resort to battle magic. But how many battle mages could he spare? How many raids could he
destroy, without the advantage of surprise?

Meanwhile Euan had a gift to bestow. He saw his men settled, the wounded in the care of the hedlers and
therest in their beds. Then he released Cyllan and Conory from guard duty and took the captives leading
gringsin hisown hand.

Nether of hisshiedbrotherswould let Euan dismisshim.
They followed him to the camp's edge, where the priests dways were—and Gothard in histent alone.

Therewas no fire here, and no priests Stting out in the open, reveling in the dark. Euan stopped in front
of Gothard'stent and scratched at the flap.

For along while there was no response, but Euan could hear Gothard's breathing, caught up sharp ashe
flung back the flap. He squinted at Euan, disheveled asif he had been adeep.

"| believethese are yours," Euan said, stepping aside so that Gothard could see the double line of
captives.

Gothard's squint turned to ascowl. Then it went blank. Euan would wager he had recognized at least one
of the boys. Probably he knew them all.

"We found them on thisside of theriver," Euan said. "Do with them asyou like. Then cometo meinthe
morning. | have aquestion for you."

Gothard shrugged. "Asyou will."
Euan tossed the rope to him. He caught it, staring at it asif he did not know what it was.

Euan left himto it. He did not honestly careif the young idiots were dl dead by morning. In fact he rather
wished they would be.

Euan wanted nothing more desperately than to fal onto his hegp of blankets and deep until the sun woke
him. He got asfar asto strip off his clothesand crawl into histent, but deep was not there waiting for
him.

The thing he had left behind—ddiberatdly, foolishly—was calling. He was too weak and weary to resist.
Hepulled it fromits hiding place.

He could have sworn the seeing-stone reproached him. Of al timesfor him to decide he had had enough
of magic, it would be this one. Magic had ambushed him, and haf hisraiding party was destroyed.

Hehdd it in hishand. It was cool, but somehow therewas ahint that, if helet it, it could burn.

Hedid not ask it to show him anything. There was nothing he wanted to see—not tonight.



It was dark and quiet, gleaming faintly like the polished stone it was. His eyelids drooped. His sight
blurred.

The stonewasinsgde him. Hewas seeing it asif it were hiseyes. It was adream, dmost, but he was ill
awake.

It was magic. He had let it in, and now there was no getting rid of it. For al he knew, the stone had
connived with the cohort's mage to teach him a bitter lesson. It seemed preposterous—but that was the
nature of magic.

And now hewas seeing in the stone instead of through it. What he saw, he would remember. That was
magic, too, that preternatural clarity of mind.

Euan woke ravenous. His smal wounds, cuts and bruises, were hedling. He fdt fresh and strong, in spite
of the night he had had—or perhaps because of it.

There was venison on the spit and bread baking in the fire—made with the last of the flour. There would
be no more unlessthe next raid had better luck than the last one.

Euan st to edt. It was till barely sunup. Most of the men were either adeep or out hunting.
The priests tentswere as quiet asthey had been last night. He saw no sign of the captives.

He did not want to think of them thisearly. He concentrated on filling his belly and getting histhoughtsin
order. Therewas agreat deal to think about, and not much timeto do it.

Gothard sat beside him and reached for the other haf of the loaf. He had not come from his tent, which
Euan had been watching.

Euan acknowledged him with aglance. Helifted abrow in return. Y ou don't know what a gift you gave
me," hesad.

"Y ou've eaten them dl dready?'

Gothard curled hislip. "They're dl mages. None ever went into an order, but they al have power. Some
even have some faint knowledge of how to useit.”

"Sothey are spies,” Euan said.

"No," said Gothard. "They redly are what they say they are—young idiotswho havefdlenin lovewith
oblivion. Noblemen's sons are prone to that. It goes with the boredom and the arrogance.”

"I never will understland how aman can take pride in being completdly usdess™

"Ah," said Gothard, "but these are the most useful gifts you could possibly have brought me. I'm dmost
ready now."

"Ready to do what?"

"How soon you forget,” Gothard said. " Ready to wield the starstone. | know what the mage was looking
for, who came under an envoy's banner. He was |ooking for me. He found weakness and rancor and
petty conniving—exactly what | wanted him to see. Now he'stold hisfellow mages|'m no threst—and
I'm ready. The emperor isfindly moving. So isthe high king. And the One has given us these children,



these mages without order, who think they worship the Unmaking. They're the key, cousin. They'remy
way in to the sarstone.”

"I know," Euan said. "l saw."
Gothard's expression was blank.

"| saw it in the stone you gave me," Euan said. "The emperor has|eft Tragante. He's headed toward us.
The high king hasfinally exhausted the hunting around his camp and decided to move it—thisway.
They're both getting ready to crosstheriver. | expect they'll meet in the middle.”

"Not if we attack first," Gothard said. "All the raids have taken atoll. Their supply lines are much longer
than they used to be. That meansthe payroll caravans are dower, too—and while armies may march on
their somachs, they stay in the ranks on their purses. If theré's not ared battle soon, morale will be low
enough and the men hungry enough that the commanderswill be hard put to kegp their men in fighting
form."

"If that'sthe case," Euan said, "we shouldn't be pushing for afast attack. We should be dragging our feet
even more.”

Gothard shook his head. "That'swhy he hasto attack soon. His men won't stand for much more lying
about. Weve kept our men fit with al these raids. He's had his garrisons dealing with those while his
fighting legions coal their hedsinafort.”

"Very wdl," Euan said. "Point taken. How soon can you be ready?'

"A few more days," said Gothard. "Time enough for the rest of the people to get here and for the
emperor to set up anew camp. Then you'll have your battle.”

"l hope s0," Euan said.
"Havefaith," Gothard said. The mockery in histone set Euan's teeth on edge.

Gothard stood, brushing crumbs from his breeks—an insufferably effete and imperid gesture. He smiled
down at Euan. "Y ou really don't know what you captured, do you?"

"Not one but two sons of the commander of the Corinia," Euan said. "At least four sworn enemies of the
riders on the Mountain, including one who is probably going to become a priest if you don't use him up
first. Severd fairly close reatives of the emperor, and therefore you." He looked into Gothard's
gratifyingly startled face. "'I'm not as stupid as | look."

"Evidently not." Gothard saluted him. "Hail the king of the people.”
"Just make sure | stay king," Euan said. "And help mewin that battle.”
"Asthe Onewishes," Gothard said.

m

Chapter Thirty



Vaeriahad not been deeping well. Thelonger she stayed in Aurdlia, the stranger shefdt. The Unmaking
was working loose from the bonds she set on it, new ones as much asthe old.

The truth was becoming all too clear. The Mountain had been keeping the Unmaking under control inthe
same way it had suppressed the healing spell in Kerrec. For him that had been a dangerous thing. For
her, she was beginning to redlize, it had been a godsend.

The days were not so bad. She had more than enough to keep her busy. At night, donein her bed, she
heard the Unmaking whispering, tempting her to set it free.

At firgt she thought it was only that she had |eft the Mountain's protection, but as the days wore on, she
knew there was something e se. Something in the city was cdling to the void in the heart of her.

Kerrec's young students, whom he had gradualy and none too subtly shifted over to her, whispered
among themsalves of anew order or power or even cult among the nobles. They only named it once, the
first day when she overheard them, but that was enough. Tigellus had asmell of it on him, though she
could not find it insde him.

The Unmaking wasin Aurelia. It did not have the power it had among the barbarians, the taste of blood
and iron and raw pain, but it was distinct and growing sironger.

It was clear by then that if Kerrec had hisway, she would never set foot outside of Riders Hall. She read
her books and rode Sabata and instructed her pupils. After that she wasto go back to the books, but
she ddiberatdly |eft them lying.

What she was going to do might not be possible at al. But she had to try. The Unmaking inside her was
her secret and her shame. The Unmaking in the city was a deadly dangerous thing.

Vaeriahad thought she would need time and persistence to get through the armies of clerks and servants
to the princess regent, but it seemed there was some power in her name. As soon as she spoke it, doors
opened and guards withdrew.

They remembered her from the year before. She remembered most of them, some by name. They led her
draight through to the regent.

She had chosen her time well. Brianawas resting between duties, Sitting in the garden that Vaeria
remembered best, with abook in her lap and ayoung man playing softly on alute. With adight shock,
Vaeriarecognized him. Vincentius, so gawky on ahorse, had a beautiful eegancein court dresswith a
lutein hislap.

Vaeriaamost backed away, but Briana had seen her. The regent's smile was as warm as ever, and her
delight was clearly not feigned. "Vderia Did my brother findly give you my message?'

"Not aword," Vaeriasaid, relaxing in spite of hersdlf. Brianawas Briana, no matter where she was or
what she was doing. "I'm playing truant now—I'm supposed to be reading about the War for the Lilies."

Briana sighed without losing her smile. "That man," she said. "Does he want an essay, too?"

"Indetall,” Vderiasad. "With andysis of theriders part in the resolution of the conflict. By tomorrow
morming.”

"Youll beuplate" Brianaobserved. "Here, St. Do you know my cousin Vincentius?'



Vincentius scrambled to hisfeet and bowed, looking more like the awkward boy Vaeriaknew. "I know
her," he said. " She was torturing us this afternoon. She tortures us very well. We achefor hours.”

"It gets better,” Vderiasad.
"Then you'l just work us harder,” said Vincentius. He bowed again. "Cousin. Rider. Until tomorrow."

Vderiathought Brianamight call him back, but it seemed he had caught asigna Vaeriamissed. He left
as chearfully ashedid everything ese—with just ahint of alimp.

"l suppose you sent him to your brother,” Vaeria said when he was gone.

"Along with two of his cousins and three other likely young things," Briana said with no sign of
repentance. "He playsthe lute wdll, doesn't he?"

"Much better than herides" Vderiasad, "though heistrying. The horseslike him. He's clumsy, but his
heart isgood.”

"Hell grow into himsdlf," Brianasaid. "Then hell remember what helearned. Hisfather isone of my
father's strongest dliesin the court—but he's dubious about the continued usefulness of the school. He's
one of those who think that while it may not need to be shut down, it does need to be different.”

"Isthat what you think?' Vaeriaasked.

"You know what | think," said Briana. "We may not want it to change, but it's going to have to. Either we
do what we can to influence the change—or it will be made for us. And that may not be anything that we
would want to happen.”

"I know," Vderiasaid, dropping to the chair beside Briana. She wastired suddenly, not just from along
day and an aching heart, but from everything.

She pulled herself together as best she could. Thiswas her opening, and she had to takeit. "If you've
been talking to Vincentius, you must know about the new fashion. All those children's older brothers and
some of their fathers and uncles are obsessed with it."

"I know," Brianasaid. "Why do you think | chose those particular boys? Their families are al supposedly
loyal to the emperor. But thisthing that's come into the city is eating away at the young and
impressionable. We thought we had got rid of it when the Great Dance was over, but it's been seeping in
like acid. Y ou saved the Dance, aslittle as anyone wants to remember it, but what you saved it fromis
gill here. It'smore subtle, that'sal."

"Y ou know morethan | do, then," said Vderia. "Y ou don't need me crying thedarm.”

"Oh, no," Brianasaid. "Y ou see differently than we do here. | want to know what you see. What brought
you to metonight?'

"l wanted to seeyou,” Vderiasaid.

She could stop there, turn aside, talk of little things. Probably she should. She had kept this secret for
most of ayear. It was not athreat—yet. Not the way the cult of Unmaking was.

Briana needed to know. A secret kept too long had betrayed Kerrec and nearly cost more livesthan his.
Vderiawould not make the same mistake.

This could be aworse mistake. She swallowed hard. Speaking, shaping the words, was a conscious



effort. "1 need to tell you something. Will you promise not to tell anyone else?"
"Unlessit affectsthe empireés sefety,” Brianasaid, "yes."

Vaerialooked down at her hands. She had a powerful desireto meet Brianas eyes, but if shedid, she
would not be able to go on. She could circumvent the binding, she thought—she hoped. Though the
tightnessin her throat made her wonder.

Brianawaited patiently. She was not going to stop Valeria, but neither would she help her.

Vaeriahad thewardsin place and the words prepared. She had done both very carefully. While she
spoke, she had to turn her mind dantwise and focus on something atogether unrel ated—the scent of
rosesin the garden and the way the leaves of the aspens above thewall trembled in the wind off the sea.
Her lips moved and her voice spoke, but she was separated fromit.

"Y ou remember last year when | pretended to be on the enemy's Side, to save Kerrec and because that
was the only way to save the Dance. One of the things | had to do...wasn't pretense. Mestre Olivet
made me learn thefirst spell of Unmaking. Or rather, | didn't exactly learn. The wordsweretherein the
book. | looked at them, and they were in me. Then—I|ater—there was the second spell. | fought that one
off, I thought. I think. I don't know. What | do know...it'sinside me. It's down deep and warded with
everything | have, but it'sthere.”

Valerids voice tumbled to ahdt. Her awareness drifted out past the rose arbor. She hovered for a
moment, perfectly balanced between the two halves of hersalf.

If shelet go, they would never come back together. The Unmaking yawned between them.

She shut her eyesin body and spirit and legped. There was an instant of pure breathlessness, of complete
despair. Then the light came back.

Shewasin her body again. Shefet strange and shaky and almost transparent, but shewasred.

Brianas eyesrested on her. They were narrowed dightly asif in thought. VVaeriacould fed the cool
brush of her magic. It was hard—almost too hard—but Vaeriakept hersdlf as open as she dared. She
let Briana go where even Kerrec had never gone.

Briana saw what Valeriahad been trying not to look at for nearly ayear. She stiffened, but otherwise her
face did not change. She drew back carefully.

" should have told someone," Vaeriasaid in sllence that had grown too large to beer. "But |
couldn't—there was no way—"

"You and Kerrec," Brianasad, "are damnably adike. Neither one of you can stand to show weakness.
And you both keep secretsthat eat you aive."

Vaeriacould hardly argue with that. It made her flinch, but it wastrue. "What would you have us do?
Drivetheridersinto aworse panic than they're in dready? I'm hard enough for them to stomach without
this"

"True," said Briana. "Still, to live with that every day—"
"Modlly | try to forget it'sthere. There's nothing anyone can do for it.”

"How do you know?"'



"| asked the Ladies" Vaeriasad. "Ask yours. Shell tdl you. She won't touch it. None of them will.”
"You cantak to dl of them, can't you?"

Vaderiafrowned. That was a change of subject. She could hardly say she was sorry, but it caught her off
balance. "Yes. | can. I'm arider. That's what we do."

"I don't think so," Brianasaid. "Y ou never asked anyone, did you? | can talk to the Lady, and Petraand
| understand each other. Kerrec talksto Petra. When | look inside each of the other riders, | see one of
the gods standing guard. Y ou have awhole herd. Sabata's closest, but there's Petraand my Lady and
Icarraand Odaand awhole ring of them—dozens at least—all around you. That's why you can master
dl theddlions. They'redl insdeyou.”

"Surely the Master—" Vderiabegan.
"HehasIcarra That'sdl. No oneesehasdl of them.”
Vaderiablinked. "Am | stupid, because | never knew? | just thought | was stronger. Not that—"

"Not stupid,” Brianasaid firmly. "They're all as stiff-necked asyou are. They never even thought to look,
did they? They never asked how you can do what you do."

"| thought they knew."

"So did they." Briana shook her head. "They are so complacent—so sure they know al thereisto know
about the gods and the Mountain. But they don't know anything at al."

Vderiadid not mean to laugh, but she wastoo startled to stop hersdlf. "That's my lament!™

"It should be everyoné's. It'stoo true for comfort.” Brianawas not laughing with Vaeria. "You are dive,
sane, and not Unmade because of what'sin you. The gods are protecting you."

"If you seethat," Vderiasaid, "can you adso see away out of it for me?”

"I wish | could,” Brianasaid. "'l can ask among the mages. It won't betray you—there's enough of this
cultin the city that I'm very much afraid there will be others. Without your strength or your protections,
they'll bein terrible danger.”

"That'swhat I'm afraid of, too," Vderiasad. "If they've got hold of these spells, and they don't know or
care what can happen to them in the working, it's not just their lives and souls we need to fear for. The
Great Dance was supposed to be Unmade. Do you understand what that means?”

Brianashivered. "I think | do."
"I'm sure they do not—or they would never touchit."

"Maybe," said Briana. "Maybe not. The young nobles see adark glory in oblivion, and joy in annihilation.
Theworld isafoul and corrupted place. They'll take it down with them into nothingness.”

"They'reinsane” Vderiasad.

"Mog arejust fools" Brianasaid. "A few arewhat | would cal evil. I'll be watching them—and so will
the orders of mages. Anything that can be done to keep them safe, we will do.”

Vaerialooked a Brianain amazement. "1 thought you'd be talking of keeping the empire safe. These



people are betraying it and threatening you. And you want to protect them.”

"They're my people,” Brianasaid. "They don't know what they're doing. To them it'sjust afashion, the
latest way to throw ther edersinto fits."

"Y ou'retoo understanding for me," Vderiasad.

"I'm practical. If we protect them, we protect oursalves. If we watch them, they'll lead usto the real

"Y ou know who that is. It'sthe tribes. Thisistheir religion. There must be priestsin the city. They were
here to break the Dance. Who'sto say they didn't stay?"

"I'm sure some of them did," Brianasaid. "Weéll be hunting.”
"Y ou weren't before?"

"l wasn't sure. Y ou've confirmed what | suspected—thisisn't just young men'sfoolery. Thisis
dangerous.”

"I hopel cametoyouintime" Vderiasad.

"Don't fret," said Briana. "Go and deep. Y ou've done agresat thing. It took agreat ded of courage.
Leavetherest tome."

Vaeriawas not used to that at al. She wasthe one people left thingsto. But she had had it forced on
her. She did not want it. Brianawas born for it.

It was dmost arelief to let it go. If she could have let the Unmaking go, too, she would have been
completely content.

Chapter Thirty-One

Sleep was not any easier to find once Vaeria confessed her long and terrible secret to Briana. She had
more than enough troubles to keep her awvake. Missing Kerrec was by no meansthe least of it.

When she did deep, she dreamed of her family. She could not see exactly what they were doing, just
their faceswhilethey did it. In part of the dream, she was outside in the village, during afestival, maybe,
or on market day. But mostly shewasin her father's house, watching her father and mother and brothers
and sgerslivelivesthat were no part of hers.

She dreamed of her brothersin the legions, too, Rodry more often than Lucius. She had been Rodry's
favorite since he was asmall boy and she was a newborn and, he often inssted, excessively irritable
baby.

Last of al, as often before, she dreamed of Euan Rohe—Dbuit this time he was not making loveto her. He
was riding a blood-red stallion across the wrack of a battlefield. She had never seen himride sowell in
the waking world.

When shelooked into Euan's eyes, she saw no one she knew. When she looked into the stallion's eyes,



she saw the Unmaking.

She woke with ahammering heart. It was till dark beyond the windows, but the air had a taste of
morning. As she breathed it in, the dream fled, but the mood of it lingered. Shefelt vaguely unessy,
restless and out of sorts.

There was something beneath the dream. A quiver of magic. An absence that was not Unmaking. That
was...

Petrawas not in the stable. Sabatawas. He let Vaeria see what he had seen, Kerrec in traveling clothes
with full saddlebags.

She said aword her brothersin the legion would have dapped her silly for even thinking. In one blinding
flash of Sabata's Sght, she saw everything Kerrec had been hiding from her. Why he had let himsdlf be
sent to Aurdia What he had been doing in those long nights while she lay awake, feding him nearby and
perceptibly warded.

Hewas going after Gothard.

The patterns unfolded in front of her. They led her back to her roomsfor her traveling bag, then to the
kitchensfor whatever the cooks had left from the day's meals. With afull water-skin and abag full of
bread and cheese and fruit, she made her way back to the stable.

Sabata had his door open and was standing in the aide, nobly resisting the mare who was doing her best
to seduce him. When Valeriacame up with saddle and bridle, he pawed impatiently. The road was
cdling. He wanted to be gone.

She looked up from tightening his girth to find Quintus standing at Sabata's head. He did not seem any
more surprised by thisthan by anything else that happened in hisworld.

"Tdl theboys," she said. "WEell be back when we can. If you can help them with the mares..."

"I'll do my best,” Quintus said.

"Good," Vderiasaid. "Tell the princess regent I'm leaving the rest to her, but this| have to do for mysdlf.”
Quintus nodded. It was dmost abow. "Keep safe," he said.

It was not abad blessing to take into the risng morning. Sabata was fresh enough to keep Valeriabusy
for agood distance through the city. By the time he settled, they were nearly at the gate and the sun was
fully up.

Kerrec's path was clear in front of them. He thought he wasinvisible. To human mages, maybe he was.
But Sabata could see beyond mortal sight.

Vderialeft Aurdiawith few regrets. Except for Brianaand the boys, there was nothing to keep her there.
The patterns were caling her into the east, so strong and clear acal that it reminded her somewhat of the
onethat came from the Mountain.



She stayed behind Kerrec for three days. That was long enough to be out of the city and well on the way
to the eastern frontier.

Thewar was dtill far ahead, but there were Signs of it even here. Imperia couriers galloped past dmost
every hour, going or coming on their spotted horses. Towns were more obvioudy garrisoned. People
were watchful, casting awary eye on strangers.

Onthefourth day, Valerialet Sabata quicken his pace. Near sundown she camein sight of the town
where Kerrec had stopped for the night.

She amost turned coward and camped in afield, but she had not come thisfar to turn back now. She
made her way to the inn where Petras presence was as distinct as ahand on her skin, through half a
cohort of legionaries and a crowd of farmers coming home from the market.

Therewas room in theinn. Theinnkeeper eyed Sabatawith mild interest, but not asif he recognized
what the stallion was. He would have kept Sabata apart from Petra—stallion separated from stallion,
which was wise with mortal horses—but Sabata ducked, backed, and dipped out of his headstall.
Before the stableman could open his mouth to cry the alarm, Sabatalaid claim to the sl beside Petras.

They were obvioudy not going to kill each other. When Vderialeft them, they were sharing bits of hay
over the gal wall while the innkeeper watched and shook hishead. "Never saw anything likeit," he said.

"They'refrom the same herd," Vderiasaid. "My brother said hed meet me here. | see he camein ahead
of me"

"Only an hour or s0," the innkeeper said. "He didn't mention he'd be sharing the room."
"Hetakesthingsfor granted,” Vaeriasad. "He's the oldest, you know. Thinks he ownsthe world.”

The innkeeper grinned. "He does, doesn't he? Go on, it's at the top of the stair. He ordered dinner
aready—I'll make sure there's enough for two."

Vderiathanked him with words and slver. Therewas dill the sair to face, then the door, and the rumble
of bad temper on the other Side of it.

She took a deep breath and started up the stair.

The room was smdl but surprisingly light and airy, with awindow that took up most of awall. There
were two bedsin it, and ahearth that at thistime of year was swept clean.

Kerrec was lying on the bed under the window, stretched out on his back with hisarm over hiseyes. He
had taken off his coat and boots but was till in shirt and breeches.

Hewas awake. She could fed his awareness even before he said, "Thank you, I'll take my dinner later.”

Hewas dways civil to servants—that much she could say for him. She answered equdly civilly, "The
innkeeper said it will beup in an hour.”

Hewent rigid. Hisarm lowered. She was braced for anger, but it till shook her to see those eyeslike
hot Slver.

She steadied hersdf firmly, met his glare with acalculated lack of expression, and said, "I told him you
were my brother and we were meeting here. It was Sabatasidea. He horrified the stableman—he



ingsted on stabling himsdf next to Petra. There will be blood on the walls by morning, the poor manis
ure”

"Y ou're babbling," he said coldly. "Y ou never babble."

"Y ou noticed?" She dropped her saddlebags beside the bed opposite hisand sat on it, tugging at her
boots. "And before you start, no, I'm not going back to Aurelia. No, I'm not going to try to stop you.
And no, | won't leave you aone.”

"Areyou trying to make me hate you?'

"I'mtrying to keep you dive."

“I'mnot hdpless.”

"No," shesad. "You aren't. Y ou have Petra—and the other thing. But you need someone at your back."

When she mentioned the other thing, his hand went to his breast. She could see the cord at his neck and
the dight bulge under hisshirt.

He was wearing the master stone in awarded pouch—wise enough, she supposed. She could still fed it.
She could smédll it, too. It had afaint tang of hot iron.

"Youredize" shesad, "that if you can track him, he can track you.”
"Not necessarily,” said Kerrec, "but if he does, so beit. It will save me agreat dedl of traveling.”

"Then what? What will you do? Blast him? Stab him? Slip poison into his cup? Hope he doesn't feed you
tothevoid firg?"

"I'll know when| seehim," Kerrec said.

"If heletsyou.”

"Thistime hewill. | have something of his. Helll want it back.”
"Hell tekeit back."

"Good," said Kerrec. "Let him try."

Vaeriagtudied him asif he had been an especialy difficult chapter in one of her books. "I should put a
binding on you and haul you back to your sigter.”

"Yes" hesad. "So why are you talking about it? Why don't you just do it? 1'm no match for you."

She would have loved to dap the haughty expression off hisface. "Because I'm called to thisroad, too.
So arethe gdlions. They'vetold me s0."

"They haven't sad it tome."
"Petrawould if you asked him."
"How do you know what Petrawould say?'

"l hear them all," she said. "Y ou didn't know that, did you?Y ou never asked. | never knew to tell you."



"No onehearsthem dl," hesaid.

"No onetold methat," she said, "so that | could be sure to do the proper thing and stop letting them do
it"

Helooked so offended she dmost laughed. But then he said, "Well enough. | believe you. Now will you
go away? Petrawill tell you wherel am. If | do something unbearably stupid, you can gallop to the
rescue.”

"It'smuch easier if I'm therewith you," she said. Shelay back on the bed. "I don't have achoice, either,
you know."

"Y ou could sound less smug abouit it."
"And you could be less hateful .
She bit her tongue. That was not what she had meant to say.

It seemed to have silenced him, at least. Maybe the edge was of f hisanger. He was il not happy with
her a dl.

Dinner camewhilethey lay in Stiff slence, glaring at the calling. The maid set the tray on thetable
between the beds, curtsied to them both, and left as quietly as she had come.

Vaeriawould have been willing to swear she had no appetite, but the smell of roast fowl made her mouth
water. Just as she sat up, so did Kerrec—which the part of her that did not want to strangle him found
encouraging.

There was more than enough for two hungry men. Vaeriadid the best she could with her haf. Kerrec ate
more than she did—encouraging, again.

Except for his uncertain temper, helooked better than he had since he met the Brother of Pain. Hewas
stronger. His color was better. Even his magic was less broken. What he had done to find the master
stone and come thisfar had taken considerable Kill.

That had been his doing without help or support, and it wasimpressive. But now his magic was changing.
It was partaking of the power of the stone.

That was dangerous. The magic in the stone had come from Gothard. Whatever good the stone did, it
might only be doing it in order to return to its maker.

Valeriawould keep watch over that—and keep quiet about it. She had said enough.

Her body, in its weakness, wanted badly to cross the narrow expanse of the room and lie beside him.
Her mind knew better. Even if, somewherein the shards of his sdlf, he il loved her, he had no room for
that now. Everything he had was focused on his hunt for his brother.

Somehow she had to change that. It was not going to be easy. If she bound or forced him, she could
break hismind. If sheleft it too long or did too little, he would break on his own—or Gothard would do
it for him.

Chapter Thirty-Two



Vaeriamore than half expected Kerrec to dip away before she woke, but shewas up first. Breakfast
was diffly slent. So wastheir departure from theinn.

He was freezing her out. She set her teeth and endured it.

Gothard was somewhere toward the border, and probably beyond it. He was half abarbarian. It seemed
logica that he would have gone to his mother's people.

If that was so, then he was on the wrong side of awar. And there were armies between.

They followed the legions road to the north and then east, from the heart of the empire onto open plains
of grassrolling away toward the distant teeth of mountains. Those mountains werein the barbarians
country, on the other side of theriver that was the empire's border.

The closer to the frontier they came, the farther gpart the towns and villages were. Mot of those
clustered around forts or huddled behind walls. Fields were plowed and tilled, and there were guards to
protect the crops.

Mogt of thetraffic had to do with the legions. Supply trains were running constantly, and courierswere
even more frequent here than nearer Aurdlia. The legions themselves were not marching. Except for
cohortstraveling from fort to fort, the great mass of the army was on the border with the emperor.

Everything was leading up to a battle. Rumors were flying as to where and when, but no one doubted
that there would be one. There had been raids and skirmishes al summer. Bands of barbarians had come
asfar asthree days ride from theriver, pillaging and looting and killing whatever stood in their way.

The emperor was camped near the branching of the river, where haf of it turned to flow down through
the province of Toscanato the sea, but the rest went on aong the eastward edge of Elladis. "Y our
brother will be somewhere near there if hesanywhere,” Vderiasaid.

After daysof icy silence, Vaeriahad had enough. If Kerrec would not say aword, she would do the
talking for both of them.

He had been tracking his brother through the master stone. She was careful not to touch it with her own
magic, but Petrahad no objection to letting her into his mind. Through him she knew what Kerrec was
seeing and feding.

The stone was not as precise as a seeker spdll. All it could do wastdl him that he was going toward his
brother and not away. Where Gothard was exactly, he could not see. Maybe when he was closer, that
would come clear.

They were aday's march from the border in araw and rowdy town that called itsef VaeriaVictrix.
Kerrec had no humor and was not speaking to Vaeriain any case, which spared her any comparisons
between her unwelcome sdf and the town.

Theinn in which they found themsalves was not the best or the worst to be had. It was clean, which was
awaysthefirst requirement for Kerrec. The stable had room for two stallions, and the stablehands did
not seem perturbed that they preferred to stay together. Its deeping rooms weretiny, hardly more than
large boxes, which forced the travel ers to take their dinner in the common room.

Kerrec atein hisusud grim slence. Vderiaworked her way dowly through asurprisngly wonderful



concoction of lamb, dried fruits and rice with spices that she had only tasted atime or two before. The
cook came from lliya's country, and he had brought its arts and flavors with him to this outpost of the
northern world.

Kerrec finished long before her, but he rather surprised her by not stalking off to their cupboard of a
room. He sat scowling at a cup of wine, not even pretending to drink.

Most of the traffic in the common room wasloca and civilian, farmers and townsmen and vendors
coming in as the market wound down. Therewas atable full of legionaries over by thefar wall, but they
were unusudly restrained. It was early yet and the wine had barely begun to flow.

Moreinteresting to Vaerids eye, many of the townsfolk weretall and fair, and one or two were even
redheaded. The change had been gradual, but where afew days ago Vaeriahad been one of many dark,
wiry people, now she was dwarfed by acrowd of big, light-haired men and the occasiona woman.

They were till imperia citizens, or trying to seem asif they were. No one affected the long braided hair
and exuberant mustaches of the tribes, or wore gaudy checks and plaidsinstead of plain and servicesble
browns and butternuts and greens.

Memory ambushed Vaeria. A big man, bigger than anyone here, redheaded and wolf-eyed, clashing
with ornaments of gold and amber. She looked into Euan Rohe's remembered face, so vivid that she
amost reached up to touchiit.

It vanished into Kerrec's narrow hawk-face and silver eyes. She regarded him in something very like
hitterness. This, she had chosen over that. Thiswas her life, the other half of her—this cold and crud

thing.
Sanity struck quickly enough. Even for Euan's fine white body, she could not betray her people. That was
the choice she had made. Kerrec could be part of it, or he might not. It made no difference.

From that position of shaky confidence, she opened what he would probably regard as hodtilities. She
did not care. It had to be said. "WEell reach the river tomorrow. Then what? How are you planning to
findhim?"'

"I'll know when | get there," he said as he had the last time she asked.

That was meant to cut her off, but she had reached her limit. "What are you going to do? Swim theriver?
Walk up to the nearest dun and demand that they produce the traitor?"

Hisbrow arched. "Do you have a better plan?’

"I'll come up with one that doesn't get us both killed,” she said sharply. "Y ou redlly were going to do that,
weren't you? Did it ever occur to you that the One would love aroya sacrifice?"

"l was not going to do that," he said tightly. "I was going to go asfar as| could safely, and then scry for
him. Unlessyou would rather do it for me?"'

"I well might," she said, "though you're doing well enough for yoursdif.”
He shook that off. "I till remember how to focus. I'm not thet far gone.”
"Not now you arent,” she said. "I'll be happy for you—after | stop wanting to hit you."

"If I'm such miserable company, why do you stay?*



"Because Sabatawon't let meleave."

"Don't blame the horse. Y ou'd be here even if Sabata wanted you on the Mountain.”
"Believeme," shesaid, "1 would rather be there than here.”

"Sowould|," hesaid. "But | haveto be here."

"Sodol."

They stopped. Thiswas an impasse. It could go on, becoming more and more hateful, or it could stop
with glare meeting glare.

Or one of them could let go the offensive. Vaeriaknew better than to think it would be Kerrec.
"We should deep,” he said abruptly. "The earlier we get off in the morning, the better."

Vaeriafought down her first impulse, which wasto argue with him. The second wasto finish her cup of
wine

It was nearly full, and the wine was strong. While she Sipped it dowly, rather than glare at Kerrec any
longer, shelet her gaze wander around the tavern. There were more legionaries now that the sun was
going down, and fewer farmers and merchants.

A new company of soldiersjostled through the door. The others were either auxiliaries or infantry, but
these were scouts. Instead of brass and scarlet, they wore leather and blued sted!, with the sun and moon
of theempire at collar and belt.

They had alighter, rangier look than the others. A bit of wildness clung to them. They were laughing and
ydling for beer.

One of them looked straight at Vaeriawhere she sat in the corner. He must be dazzled by the dimness
ingde after the sunset light without, but Vaeria could see hisface clearly.

She had dreamed this. This place, this hour. Thisface squinting, then opening into incredulity.
Hewas just about to decide that his eyes decelved him when she said, "Rodry.”
Hiseyeswent wide. "By the gods," hesaid. "It isyou!”

Her brother |eft hisfellow scouts to commandeer atable and start in on the beer, and made hisway
through the increasingly crowded room. He was grinning from ear to ear.

Vaeriagot hafway to her feet before he pulled her up the rest of the way and hugged the breath out of
her. He set her down, il grinning. "Goddl | thought we'd never seeyou again.”

"| dream about you dmost every night,” she said.
"True dreams?' he asked.
"Thisonewss."

He appropriated a stool from the next table and sat opposite her. His eyefel on Kerrec, then flicked
back to Vderia

She amost ignored the silent question, but she wastoo well brought up for that. "First Rider Kerrec," she



sad. "My brother Rodry. He'swith the Ninth Vderia"

Rodry's eyes went wide at Kerrec's rank, and he sketched asalute. Kerrec bent in hishead in return. He
did not glare or say something cutting, which surprised Vaeriasomewhat.

Rodry turned back to Vderia "So it'strue? Y ou redly did get the Call?'
She nodded. "I passed the tests. I'm arider-candidate. Or | was."

Kerrec stirred on hisbench. Vaeriaignored him. So did Rodry. He was shaking his head. "Mother must
have beenlivid."

"Shelocked meintheroot cdlar," Vderiasad.

"I heard,” said Rodry. "I went back on leave for Caias wedding. The stories were wild and getting
wilder. Caiawas not amused.”

"l don't imagine shewas," Vderiasaid dryly. "What are you doing here? Are you with the garrison in the
fort?'

"Wewere out on amission,” Rodry said. "We're stationed nearer the border. And you?'

"We have amission, too," Vderiasaid. Kerrec was Smmering to aboail, but she carried on, driven by
dreamsand lifelong trugt. "We're hunting atraitor—an imperid prince, amage. Hetried to kill the
emperor. Now we think he's up to even worse."

Rodry took histime digesting that. While hedid it, the inn girl brought beer and abowl! of spiced lamb.
He ate and drank methodicaly, still pondering.

After awhile he said, "That wouldn't be the traitor who made a disaster of the emperor'sfestiva, would
it?"

"That would betheone" Vaeriasad.

Rodry frowned asif he wastrying to reconcile the sster he remembered with whatever Vaeriahad
turned into. It seemed he managed. He aways had been quick-witted.

"Thereisarumor,” he said. He leaned forward and lowered hisvoice. "They say theré'san imperid
renegade among the princes of the Cdletani. He's their kin, it's said, and speaks their language like one of
them, but hewasraised in the empire.”

"Have you heard aname?' Vaeriaasked.
Rodry shook hishead. "The rumors cal him Brenin—but that could be atitle. It means prince.”

"That would be my brother,” Kerrec said. His voice was low, hardly more than agrowl. "Whereis he?
Do you know?'

"Somewhere among the Calletani," said Rodry, blinking dightly at who, and what, Kerrec must beif he
was the traitor's brother. "That's as much as we've heard. We have found the hunting camp of the
tribe—it moves constantly and sometimes vanishes atogether, but we know whereit isand more or less
whereit goes. It'slikely he'sthere.”

"Gothard would not be ableto resst the lure of roydty,” Kerrec said. "Can you guide usto this camp?”



"Both of you?' Rodry asked. "It's bloody dangerous.”
"So | told her,” said Kerrec sourly. "It didn't stop her. Nothing on this earth can. So—can you?"
"I'm not sure—" said Rodry.

"It'sdangerousfor him, too," Valeriapointed out to Kerrec. "If he's caught and recognized for what heis,
you know what will happen to him."

"Todl of us" Kerrec said. "Wewon' be caught.”
"If you say s, First Rider," Rodry said. Vderialistened for mockery, but she could not find any.
Rodry wasin awe. Rodry had never been in awe of anything. Vaeriakicked him under thetable.

He never noticed. He was leaning toward Kerrec. " Any good scout can get you into the Calletani hunting
runs. Though if you're realy determined to get thistraitor out and bring him to justice, you'd probably do
better to head downriver to the emperor's camp. The best scouts are there, and mages, too. Not," he
added hadtily, "that you aren't agreat mage, Sir, but these are seekers and spies by profession. If you talk
to them—"

"Not the emperor,” Kerrec said dmost as coldly asif it had been Vaeria saying it and not Rodry. "Well
crosstheriver as near here aswe can. Will you guide us? Can you get leave?"

"l cantry,” Rodry said. "We're on dert, and no one's allowed leave. But for you, First Rider—"
"Take usto your commander,” said Kerrec. "I'll seewhat | can do to persuade him.”

Rodry nodded. Hiseyeswere shining. "I'll gladly take you there, Sr.”

Chapter Thirty-Three

Vaderiawanted to knock their heads together. Kerrec was full of noble revenge. Rodry was brimful of
hero-worship. Therewas no grain of sensein ether of them.

Rodry went off to hislodgings. Kerrec went up to their cupboard of aroom.

Vaeriawas hard on his hedls. Once they werein the room and the door was shut, she backed himinto a
corner. "What were you thinking?" she demanded. "What in the world wasin your head?"

He barely blinked. His nogtrils had thinned and his eyes gone pae, but that was more likely to be anger
than darm. "We need aguide acrosstheriver. An imperid scout isagodsend.”

"That imperid scout ismy brother,” Vderiasad. "If you get him killed, you won't just have meto face.
Y oull have my mother."

"I won't get him killed," said Kerrec with teeth-gritted patience. "Can't you see the magic in him? He has
the seeker's power. Well ward him and helll help us hunt. Well find the traitor and do what we must
before the tribes know were there.”

"Y ou had better hope so," she said grimly.



"You'll makesureof itif | won't,” Kerrec said.
"Andif thet fails? Evenif thetribes don't find us, your brother certainly will."

Hetossed hishead like an impatient stallion—so rare agesture it made her stare. "My brother thinksI'm
il on the Mountain. I've done everything | can to foster that impression. If he'slooking for anyone, hell
be looking for my father's mages. We're as safe as we can be—but we don't know the country we're
going into, and we don't have timeto learn. Wouldn't you rather have aguide we can trust?"

"Yes, but—"
"The gods sent him," said Kerrec. "Y ou'd see that if you would look."

"l seeit,” shesad. "l wish | didn't.”

That night it was she who went to deep in acold fury and Kerrec who seemed determined to suffer
whatever mood she happened to inflict on him. No doubt he thought it wasfair. Blasted man.

Whatever dreams came to her in the night, they left her before morning. Kerrec was up when she woke,
perched cross-legged on the narrow bed, with abowl of gently steaming water and hisrazor and his
slver mirror.

She washed sketchily in the second bowl that he had al too thoughtfully ordered for her, then pulled on
her clothesand left him to be asfagtidious as he liked.

Rodry waited in the room below. He was maddeningly bright-eyed and eager. "Good morning! I've
ordered breakfast. | hope he likes barley porridge and cream. They have berries, too. | wheedled the girl
into letting us have abowlful.”

"You sound asif youreinlove," Vaeriasad. She sat down gingerly. Why her head should ache when
she had barely drunk a cup of wine, she could not imagine.

Rodry filled amug from the pot on the table. The scent of herb teatickled her nostrils. It was sharp with
alien pices, and it cleared her head wonderfully.

"Itredly isred, isntit?' Rodry said. Y ou and the Mountain. Theriders.
"You didn't believeit before?'
"It'snot very believable" he said.

The girl brought breskfast. There were three bowls of porridge and a pitcher of cream till fresh from the
cow, and abowl of bright red berries and awarm loaf of bread and sweet butter, and links of sausages,
and eggs cooked hard in the shell.

It was afeadt. It arrived just as Kerrec came down, freshly shaved and meticulously clean asaways. He
barely acknowledged the bounty, but sat between Vaeriaand Rodry and reached for porridge and
cream.

Rodry's expression was pure bliss. Oh yes, thought Vaeria. He wasin love—with amyth and adream.
He would wake to the snarling redlity soon enough.



When they had eaten dl they could hold and gone to claim the stallions, Rodry stopped in the stable
door. His expression was rapt. His hand crept out.

Petrawas nearer and by nature more gracious than Sabata. He alowed the stranger to stroke his neck
and whisper in hisear.

Petra's eyerolled toward Vaeria. Thiswas not astranger, it said. Thiswas her kin. Did she not see the
magic that he had?

Kerrec had asked the same infuriating question. Y es, she saw it. She had dways seenit. It was not
rider'smagic. If Rodry had been agirl, he would have done well as awisewoman.

Magic was magic, Sabata opined, thrusting out his nose for his share of adulation. Rodry was happy to
giveit.

Vderiawas not going to win thisfight. Even the stdlionswere againg her.

She saddled and bridled Sabatain grim silence, taking some small pleasure in seeing how shocked Rodry
was that the great First Rider groomed and saddled his own horse. Dreams and legends, it seemed,
should come equipped with flocks of servants.

Rodry's own horse, an impatient and somewhat headstrong grey gelding, was pawing and ssamping in the
courtyard. At sight of the stallions, he went perfectly <till. He was not as besotted as Rodry, but he was
wise enough to bow before the white gods.

Except for thewary dant of Sabata's ear, the stdlionsignored him. Rodry mounted with more skill than
Vaeriahad expected. Someone had taught him to ride, and not too badly either.

They left VaeriaVictrix at sunrise of amorning that was aready promising to be hot. Rodry was clearly
torn between wanting to trail behind adoringly and leading them as a scout should. A sharp blow between
the shoulderblades from his sster and Sabata's teeth in his gelding's rump sent him skittering none too
elegantly ahead.

They settled soon enough. Rodry was a practical person. Hero-worship only carried him so far. Then he
had to be himsdlf again.

By midmorning Rodry had coaxed Vderiainto telling the whole story of her journey from the village of
Imbriato the Mountain, and then agood part of her life Snce. She did past the precise way in which she
had met Kerrec—it would do her brother no good to hear how close she had come to rape—and
Kerrec's story was not hersto tell. But there was more than enough else to keep Rodry occupied.

Hewasfull of questions, and each answer bred more questions. Vaeriadid not mind answering them at
all, but she had to say, "I never knew you were interested in horse mages.”

Helooked down at his gelding's mane, fussing with it for awhile before he said, "1 used to dream about
becoming arider. | listened to dl the stories. When | went to fetch you from the market, I'd stay out of
sght aslong as| could, so | could hear everything. | grew out of the dream, but | never stopped
ligening."

"Maybe—" Valeriabegan. Maybe he would be another one of the late Called, she meant to say. But she
could see the patterns around him and the magic in him, and he was not arider. He was a seeker and a
scout and a bit of ahedler. The horse magic had passed him by.

Instead she said, "Maybe you had atouch of foresight, and you were seeing me. Y ou do ridewdll. |



didn't know you could do that, either.”

"It'sadifferent world out here," he said. "Back in Imbrial didn't want to talk about it. | just wanted to be
home"

Vaerianodded. "Y ou can go home," she said. "We're not supposed to. Once we pass the testing, that's
the end of the old world. Our wholelife after that isthe school and the art. If we havetitles or wedth or
power, we give them up. Everything comes down to one name that we choose, and the magic that Called
lB"

"That's hard,” Rodry said.
"l don't misshome," she said quickly. "I'm where | belong. Though sometimes..."

"Blood's strong,” he said. He lowered hisvoice. His glance flicked toward Kerrec, then away. "That's
why hewon't go to the emperor, isn't it? And why hes—you know. Dead."

Vderiaregarded him in admiration. "Y ou're quick," she said. "It took me forever to realize who he was.
Not that he helped at dl. He's the most closemouthed rider on the Mountain—and believe me, for that
contest, thereésalargefidd.”

"l can seewhy," said Rodry. "What you gave up—marrying that boy from the mill, birthing babiesand
brewing smples and being a power in the village—was never enough for you. He had everything, and he
walked away fromiit. I'd keep quiet about it, too, if it happened to me.”

"You couldn't be quiet if you tried," said Vaeria. "Y ou don't have an arrogant bone in your body, either.”
His browswent up. "He's not arrogant. He'sjust... what he hasto be."
"Y ou don't know him," Vaeriasad darkly.

"Probably not," said Rodry, unperturbed. He urged his gelding ahead. Vaeriafollowed, and Kerrec
lagged somewhat behind. Gods knew what wasin his head. For once, Vaeriadid not care.

Rodry's cohort was camped beside theriver. It had been there for long enough to put up a palisade and
begin building astonefort.

Theriders camein with aflock of sheep and cattle, lending a hand with herding them. Rodry was more
than alittle gppalled that the stallions would stoop to such athing, but Sabataloved to play drover, and
Petratook considerable pleasurein it himsdlf.

"They'redill horses," Vderiasaid when Rodry's shock started to get the better of him.

That did not help much, but it stopped his sputter of protest. They clattered and rumbled and blatted and
bellowed through the gate into the fort, where the herds crowded into pens and the drovers stopped to
bregthe.

The heat was stifling. Even the stdlions were swesting, dark skin showing through the wet white coats.
Kerrec looked cool and barely ruffled and disgustingly clean.

He dismounted with casud grace. "Water," he said without lifting his voice. "For the horses."”

Water camein buckets, with legionaries carrying it. Vaeriawondered when she would learn thet art. Or



wasit something one was born to?

Sabata was glad to drink. So was Vaeria. The water was clean and cool—not river water, Rodry said.
Therewas aspring up in back of the fort, which waswhy it had been built precisely here.

The garrison drank from the spring but bathed in the river under the walls, with men on guard above. For
guests there was a bath in the guest barracks, which happened to be within sight of the stable, and food
and drink if they would takeit.

Rodry |eft them there, promising to come back as soon ashe could. It was till full daylight, and hot. A
breeze dtirred in the room, cooling it wonderfully.

Vderiaeyed Kerrec. One of her first lessons was unwinding in her head. Control of eements—that was
the art of the Second Rider. But he had lost so much. And yet, these past few days...

Hewas getting it back. Was he aware of it? There was no telling. There never was, with Kerrec.

She was not about to chalenge him now and lose thislovely breeze. She lay on one of the bunks that
lined thewalls. It was hard, but she had lain on worse.

Kerrec would not look at her. She had her breeches on, but she had not laced up her shirt. Never mind
that he had seen her naked more times than she could count—and she him. Somehow they had become
drangersdl over again.

That was not her fault. She stayed where she was, lying on her back, whether it tormented him or not. He
sat on abunk asfar from her as he could go, tucked up his feet and folded his hands and seemed to go

to deep.

She could fed him. He was more than awake. His magic shimmered in the room. All the patternsin it
wove around him.

She never could completely hate him. Not the way he sat ahorse, and not now, in the midst of such
meagic. It was beautiful.

The master slone must be doing it, but it felt like Kerrec. Thiswas horse magic, pattern magic. Therewas
only afaint hint of the stone magic.

When Rodry came, he seemed a part of it somehow. These were the patterns they were to follow out of
the room and into the heart of thefort.

Chapter Thirty-Four

The cohort's commander was young. Vaeria had not expected that. He was younger than Rodry—who
was only five years older than Vderia—and painfully aware of his position.

Hewas dso excruciatingly aware of Kerrec's, both as First Rider and emperor's son. He scrambled up
from hisworktable when Rodry brought them into his office, scattering pens and parchment. "Highness!
Sir. Thisisan honor."

"Tribune," said Kerrec. "Thank you for seeing us. Wewon't keep you long."



"No," the commander said. "Oh, no, sir. Take aslong asyou like."

"Thiswill be brief,” Kerrec said, gentle but firm. "We need to borrow your scout to guide us across the
rver."

The commander stiffened. Hisface paed ashade or two. "Ah," hesaid. "'l see. Isthere anything else |
cando for you? Anything at dl?'

"Thank you," said Kerrec, "no."

"Well," said the commander. "That—well. There are orders, you see—just thismorning. No oneisto
crosstheriver until the emperor issues the counterorder.”

Vderiafdt the chill inthe hot, still air. So, it seemed, did the young tribune. Hisface went even paler.
"Surely," said Kerrec mildly, "you can make an exception.”

The commander shook his head. His expression was miserable, but therewasno yiddinginit. "Sr, I'm
sorry. This comes direct from the emperor's hand. Look, see." Heriffled among the papers on the table,
plucking out one from which hung a pendant sedl.

Vderiahad never seen such athing. Kerrec obvioudy had. Hislipsthinned. "Doesit say how long?'

"No, gr," thetribune said. "Just that the crossings are closed and dl forces are to stay on thisside of the
river, on pendty of being caught and hanged as a spy Even if you know the way, Sir, | can't let you
cross.”

"l haveto cross," Kerrec said.

The commander's misery deepened. "Y ou cant, ar. Truly, | am sorry. Maybe if you go to the
emperor—"

"I am not going to the emperor,” Kerrec said through gritted teeth. He drew a breath. ™Y our pardon,
tribune. Of course you can't disobey orders. I'm at fault for even thinking to ask.”

"No, no," thetribune said. "Oh, no, sir. | wish | could help you. But the emperor—"
"The emperor,” Kerrec said in atill, cold voice. "Yes."

"Please, gr," thetribune said. " Accept our hospitaity. Stay aslong asyou like. Thisban won't last
forever. In aday or two or eight, you'll be freeto cross. Meanwhile, well be delighted—privileged—to
haveyou here"

"Many thanks," Kerrec said with perfect civility. Y ou are generous.”
"Weare honored,” the commander said. "Please, S, if you will—will you dine with me tonight?"
Kerrec inclined his head. There was nothing €l se he could do, not if he wanted to be polite.

Vderia safey invishblein her guise of male and servant, was glad of this obstacle. The emperor could not
have known that his son was pursuing rampant insanity within reach of the war, but his order had come
jugtintime. Kerrec could not hunt Gothard down if he could not get acrosstheriver.

She knew better than to think Kerrec had given in. But for tonight he was trapped. He had to accept the
commander'sinvitation.



She had no such obligation. She was free to assure herself that the stallions were well looked after, and
to explore the fort. Cropped hair and riding clothes served her aswell here asthey had while she
answered the Cal. Soldiersdid not look for awoman and therefore did not see one.

Rodry brought dinner to the guest barracks. She had been ready to try her luck in the soldiers mess, but
thisforestdled her.

She said s0. Helooked asif she had proposed she sdll hersdlf to thelot of them. "Y ou can't do that!"
"Why?Y ou don't think | can look after mysdf?

"Not againgt five hundred randy men you can't.”

"What do you think | do every day in the school ?* she demanded. "I'm the only woman there.”
"Those areriders,” Rodry said. "They're different.”

"Youthink s0?'

"He'sdifferent."”

"Hemost certainly is" Vaeriasaid acidly. "But that's no reflection on the rest of them. | can take care of
myself, elder brother."

"I'm sureyou can," said Rodry "but five hundred legionaries under lockdown... would you torture them
with whét they can't have?'

"Lockdown?' said Vderia "All the commander said was—"

"Coriniuswas being circumspect,” Rodry said. "We're al confined to quarters except for the
patrols—and they're lying aslow asthey can. There's a battle coming. The emperor'strying to draw the
main force of the enemy acrosstheriver.”

"So we can't go anywhere until it'sover,” Vaeriasad. "Can we leave? Go back westward?'
"Youll haveto ask Corinius" Rodry said.

Valeriashook her head and sighed—ahiss of frustration. "Kerrec won't go. He's determined to get
acrosstheriver.”

"Why?" said Rodry. "Does he know something we don't?"
"Maybe" Vderiasad. "Maybe hesssimply out of hismind."
"Thenwhy do you follow him?*

"Because| haveto," shesaid.

"Orders?'

Shedid not answer that.

Rodry, damn him, refused to let it go. "Why does he haveto crossthe river? Why can't he leaveit to the
emperor and his mages? What isthistraitor, that aFirst Rider pursues him to the ends of the earth?”



"Thetraitor wants Kerrec dead,” said Vaeria, "and had him tortured until he was not far short of it."
"But hesdive" Rodry said. "Heswalking—riding. He's not broken.”

"The deepest torture doesn't break the body,” she said.

"He's not broken," Rodry repeated.

"Hewas," shesad. "Large partsof him il are”

"That cantbedl itis"

"It it enough?"

"There must be more,” Rodry said.

Vaeriatook adeep breath. "Thetraitor wants to be emperor,” she said. "Wetold you hetried to kill his
father. He did get six riderskilled in the Great Dance, and nearly destroyed us all. If he'swith thetribes,
and if they'll use whatever it iswethink he has, thelegionsarein real danger. Hewon't care who dies or
how, aslong as he gets what he wants."

"And you two think you can sop him if awhole army of mages can't? Even if hewon't go to the
emperor, can't hetdl Corinius and have him passit up the chain of command?'

"Probably,” Vderiasad. "Then again, dl I've seen of men in authority isthat they don't listen. Herewe
are, apair of riders. One has been sent away from the Mountain because his powers are so damaged he
can no longer control them. The other isfemde, anything but submissive, and notorioudy resistant to her
order'sdiscipline. The fact weretdling the truth won't matter. Were smply not respectable.”

Rodry snorted the way he did when he was trying not to laugh. "When you put it that way, | see your
point. Still—"

"If you have doubts," Kerrec said from the door, "by al meansgivein to them. Just tell ushow to find the
Cdletani, and well go.”

"I'll show you," said Rodry.
"Your orders—" Kerrec began.
Rodry's head shook tightly. Hislipsweretight, too.

Vaeriaknew that expression dl too well. Rodry was as stubborn as a human creature could be. And he
wasin love with amyth and adream.

"Protect me," he said, "and I'll guide you.”
"You'll be adeserter,” Kerrec said.

"I'm sworn to serve the empire,” Rodry said. "The white gods are the empire's heart. Y ou serve the white
gods. Therefore—"

"Sparemeyour logic," Kerrec said. "Tell mewhereto go.”

"l can't,” said Rodry. "Navigating those woodsislikeriding. It's done by fed and art. Thetribes have
their ways and their logic, but it's not something | can convey in an hour. | have to show you.”



"Y ou could lose your placein thelegion. At the very least.”

Rodry's eyes barely flickered. "Hell go after the emperor again, won't he? Only thistime there are three
legionswith him, and they'll dl come under fire, too. That makesit worth the cost. All | ask of you, if it
comesto acourt-martia, isto speak for me."

"It'snot going to cometo a court-martia,” Vaeriasnapped. "Y ou're not doing this. It'sinsane.”

"l think | haveto,” Rodry said with quiet obstinacy. "Just like you. What will you lose? Will they dock
you? Throw you out?"

"Probably throw her out,” Kerrec said. He shook his head and sighed. "Very well. If | can protect you, |
will. How soon can you ride?’

"l can go now," Rodry said. "You?'

"Whenit'sfull dark," said Kerrec. "I'll get us past the sentries. We probably shouldn't try to cross right
under their noses. Where do we go? Upstream or down?"

"Downgiream,” said Rodry.
Kerrec nodded. "Y ou think they'll be close?’

"The main camp, no," Rodry said. "That's a least two days downriver, probably more. But | have afair
sense of where they would have to be."

"Good," sad Kerrec. Vderiawould have liked to dap him for it. "Go. Act casua. Come back after the
second bell."

Rodry leaped up. Once he was on his feet, he stood straight and deliberately drained the eagerness out
of hisbody. He sauntered through the door asif he had done nothing more significant than share his
dinner with aguest.

Vaeriapacked her traveling bag in grim silence. There was preciousllittle to pack, but she took aslong
about it as she could reasonably manage. Kerrec was done aready—he had never unpacked at al. He
lay on hisdistant bunk and closed hiseyes.

She debated along while before she moved. Then she stood over him, glaring down.
He spoke, still with closed eyes. "Tell mewhat other choice we have.”

"Giveit up. Go home. Let your brother dig his own grave. He will do that, you know. He won't be able
tohdpit.”

"Not before he digs my father's grave. And my sister's. And as much of the empire's as he can. Whatever
he has, it's strong. Even stronger than what he had before.”

Hesaid it so camly that he amost convinced Vaeria. But she said, "If he'sthat much of athreet, your
father knowsit dready. He's as powerful amage asyou ever were."

"My father should have strangled him in the cradle,” Kerrec said dispassionately. "We all knew what that
child was. He was born hating anyone who had what he couldn't have. | was older and my mother was
empress. Brianawas born after our father |eft his concubine and went back to hiswife. Gothard hated us



both—and half of it was envy. He even hated his mother, because she failed to make hersalf empress and
him the heir, as she promised.”

"Did hekill her?'

Kerrec opened an eye. It was the color of stedl. "Shekilled hersaf. Shewasmad. Soishe. It runsin the
blood."

"Then how did your father—"

"My father isas mortal astherest of us. She came as a hostage, one of many, to be educated in the
palace. Even in the throes of madness, just before she died, she was magnificent. When hefirst saw her,
shetook his breath awvay. Hair asred asfire. Skin aswhite asmilk. Eyesasyellow asacat's. Shewasa
full head taller than he was, and strong enough to flatten three of the imperid guardswith ablow. He had
never seen anything like her.”

Vaderiahad no troubleimagining it. She had her own dreams of red hair and amber eyes and hands so
big they swallowed both of hersin one.

She was angry enough with Kerrec to let him see what she was thinking. His stare grew afraction colder,
but that wasall.

She did not want to feel what she was feding. She wanted him to be hers again, her lover, her friend and
teacher. Not this cold and remote creature who barely cared that she was dreaming of hisold rival.

"Areyou sure," she asked him, "that your brother is the mad one? He seemed sane enough to me.
Whereasyou..."

"I am what he made me," Kerrec said, so quiet it made the smal hairsrise on her neck.
Vderiathrew up her hands. "Well then. Well die with both of you. Will that make you happy?*
"No," hesaid.

He might have said more, but they both heard Rodry coming, aquick light step and a sudden dideashe
dipped through the door. "It'stime," he said.

The fort was dark but for shielded lamps dong thewall. The air was thick and damp and bregthless. The
sarswere hidden in haze.

Rodry had the horses ready and waiting. They rode out with no overt attempt to be either quiet or secret.
Vderiafdt the magic that flowed softly over them, like mist and water and the fall of shadow.

For abroken mage, Kerrec had remarkable stores of power. He took them remarkably for granted, too.
This spell of conceament was no part of the horse magic, but it came out of him as easily as he breathed.

What Vaeriahad said in temper, she began to believe as they rode away from the fort and down dong
theriver. Kerrec was not sane. His magic was hedling fast, but his spirit was till badly damaged.

Chapter Thirty-Five



The Ard Ri was on hisway west. His messengers put him two days out, with as many men and as much
baggage as he had. He had been looting in the wake of the emperor as he too moved west—stripping the
frontier of every scrap of food or precious thing that earlier raids had | ft.

The Cdletani hunting camp was three timesiits old size dready, with outliers from the Prytani and the
M ordantes and—unexpected but more than wel come—the Skaldi who lived in the far reaches of the
north. They were dl fresh and hungry and spoiling for afight.

Euan Rohe knew better than to taunt them with promises. "When the high king comes," he said when they
cameto him, "hell give you theword."

"How evil of you," Gothard said one bright morning. Euan had not seen him in days. He had been shut
away with the priests and his captive children, working magic that, at odd moments, set Euan'steeth on
edge.

He had one of the boyswith him, the big fair one with the soft face and the eyes as black and bottomless
asapriest's. Rumor had it that he was a gelding—and not by choice.

Hefollowed Gothard like adog, and like adog, he seemed to seelittle ese. Gothard ignored him.
"Areyou ready at last?' Euan asked.

"Almogt," Gothard said, by no meansfor thefirst time. But thistime he added, "WEell try aworking
today. It may bealittle sartling.”

"Why?Whet isit?"

Gothard's eyes glinted. Euan preferred him sour—when he was as cheerful asthis, it boded no good for
anyone but Gothard. ™Y ou'll know when you seeit.”

"Y ou don't know, either, do you?'

Gothard lifted ashoulder in one of his maddening haf shrugs. "I've never tried it before—bringing a
dozen mages together within the circle of astone. And thisstonebeing what it is...| can't predict what it
will do."

"Y ou had better try," Euan said with more than ahint of agrowl. "If you harm ahair of any head in this
camp..."

"I'll do my best," Gothard said. He sounded remarkably unconcerned.

Hewas deep in the spell of the stone. Hisyellow dog was degper till. Not for thefirst time, Euan
wondered if he should have left Gothard to die where the stone fell—or at least kept the stone from him.

By nightfall the whole camp could be dead or worse. If that happened, it would be the One's pleasure.
But Euan would do his utmost to assure that no such thing happened.

He stood up and walked away without the courtesy of afarewell. Gothard's laughter followed him.

Now that Euan was warned, he saw sorcery in every breath of wind that made him shiver and every



cloud that crossed the sun. He thought of going out hunting, but he refused to abandon the camp. He
joined the clan chieftains and the dersin their circle, though they were saying nothing they had not said a
hundred times before.

The mood in the camp was strange and growing stranger. The young men had got up amock battle, a
gathering that was haf dance and half war. The sounds of stamping and shouting and the besting of
drumsrolled steadily under the drone of the elders conversation.

Just as Euan decided to rise and join the dancing, a shout rang out on the edge of the camp. Drumswere
besting and voices shrilling thewar cry of the Ard Ri.

The high king had comein ahead of hisarmy, with adozen men of his warband and ahandful of priests.
They were running long and easy, as men did on the hunt or on the war trail. Asthey loped through the
camp, aragged cheer followed them.

The elderswere dl on their feet. Euan was last—ddiberately.

The high king hdted in the middle of the circle. His broad breast heaved, gleaming with sweet. Histeeth
were bared in achearful snarl. "Good day to you dl," he said. "Are you making awar without me?'

"Wewouldn't dream of it," Euan said.
"I'm sure," said the high king. "Y ou, brother. Come with me.”

The elders nearest Euan moved dightly but distinctly away. Euan shook hishead at their cowardice. The
Ard Ri waswatching, smiling.

Euan smiled back as swestly as he knew how. Heféel in beside the high king and waked through the
camp, easily, matching his stride to the bigger man's.

"Y ou have ambitions,”" the Ard Ri said after awhile.
"Doesn't everyone?
"Not everyone acts on them,” said the Ard Ri.

"Not everyone getsto be aking." Euan clagped his hands behind him and lightened his step afraction.
"Y ou're here early. Have you had word from the imperia s? Are we findly going to have ared battle?

"l heard arumor,” the Ard Ri said. "Have you been indulging in fits of magic?'

"Hardly," said Euan, sternly suppressing his memory of the seeing-stone. "What isthis? The yammering of
my enemies?’

"I would like to think so. Y ou don't have a pack of imperids, then, doing your bidding?’
"They're hardly doing mine," Euan said, "but | can't deny I'm getting some use out of them."

Thehigh king grinned. "I like your honesty. What are they doing, then? Dancing for that cousin of yours,
the emperor's by-blow?’

"They dancelike priests,” Euan said. "Exactly like priests. For the glory of the One and the honor of
oblivion."

That made the Ard Ri's eyeswiden. He made asign asif he had been achild or awoman, to avert ill



omen. "That's a deadly wegpon you're playing with," he said.

"Itis" Euan agreed, "to the empire. Were safe enough aslong aswekegp agrip oniit.”
"Better you than me," said the high king.

"I'm glad you approve," Euan said, "my lord."

"Would it matter if | didn't?"

"You arethe Ard Ri," said Euan.

"I rule by consent of the people,” the high king said, "and the grace of the kings. Remember that when
you make your move, boy. Y ou can probably win it, you're clever enough, and you fight well enough for
apup. But then you have to keep it. There have been nine-day kings before. Y ou'll want to watch that
you don't become another.”

"I do plan to be watchful," Euan said, "and | thank you for your advice."

"Ah, well," said the Ard Ri, shrugging, "you'l forget it as soon asI'm out of sght. But the people will
remind you. So will thishot cod you've taken in your hand. Maybe it will win the war for us—and maybe
it will bethe end of you. Either way, you'l get the blame but I'll get the glory.”

"That'saways so with kings," Euan said coolly. "I'm not challenging you—yet. | havetoo muchto learn
firg."

"Good lad," said the high king, dapping him on the back so hard he staggered. The Ard Ri barked
laughter and left him standing in the middle of the camp, aive and more or lessintact.

Euan walked back through the stares of the people. Most had warmed into respect. He would have to
cultivate that. Respect was even better than fear for keeping aking in power.

Halfway back to the circle where the young men were still dancing, Euan stopped. The earth felt asif,
just for amoment, it had shrugged.

Helooked around him. It was still ablazingly hat, brilliantly sunny morning. People were going about their
businessasif nothing had happened.

Thetrickle of sweat down his back meant only that the air was hot. 1ts coldness was hisimagination. A
breeze had come up, that was dl, gusting through the camp and taking the edge off the hest.

Clouds were brewing overhead. They often did in summer.
They could bail likethis, turning from purest white to blue-black and breeding lightning.

Euan turned away from the dance toward the priests tents. The breeze was stronger. It pushed against
him as he walked, until he had to push back or be blown aside.

Gothard's captives were sitting in acircle in the center of the tents. Priests surrounded them, making no
attempt to interfere.

Gothard sat in the middle with the starstone in his cupped hands. His eyes were shut. He looked asif he
was adleep.



The clouds were raging overhead. The wind had freshened. It swirled in the circle, catching at the ends of
plaids and tangling the boys hair into knots.

Euan could seethe gtrain in their faces. One or two had tears running down their cheeks. Whatever was
happening behind those eydlids, it was as grueling as any battle on thefield.

The storm had begun to turn dowly, like an eddy in the river. The wind rose to a scream. Gothard's face
was gill expressionless, but hisfingers twitched, tightening on the stone.

It was trying to break his contral. If it succeeded and the storm broke over them, it would flatten the
camp and everyoneinit.

What Euan was going to do was either madly brave or absolutely foolhardy. He would lay bets on both.
He stepped between two rapt and motionless mages and stood in the center of the circle.

Hedid not look up. He did not want to see what swirled there. He took Gothard's face in hishandsand
spoke without raising hisvoice. "Gothard, stop it. Y ou're derting the enemy to our exact position. Send
your sorm somewhereelse.”

Gothard neither moved nor opened his eyes. The storm was growing. Euan could no longer seeits edges.
Euan held himself steady and kept hisvoice quiet. " Shift the torm,” he said. "Send it over theriver.”

He could not tdll if hewas even heard. All he could do was keep saying it, until maybe the words would
gankin.

Wasthewind shifting?
"Yes" hesad. "Acrosstheriver. Away from here.”
Gothard tensed. Euan braced for an eruption. None came.

One of the boys was gasping for breath. Euan dared not take his eyes off Gothard. There was no magic
in what he did—it was plain human will. He willed Gothard to take the sorm in hishand like the bal in a
childsgame, and tossit into Aurelia.

It was not that easy. Euan did not care. Whatever the mage had to do, let him do it—and do it now.
"Now," hesad.

Thewind died to abrisk breeze. Scraps of sunlight scattered across the circle. The boiling mass of cloud,
spitting lightnings, rolled off toward theriver. Velsof raintraled beneethiit.

Euan stepped back carefully. One of the boys was down, with priests hovering over him. From what
Euan could see of him, he was blue and cold.

The rest were coming out of it, some less dowly than others. They had prieststo look after them.
Gothard could look to himself.

He was awake—his eyes were open. They were as black as the storm he had sent acrosstheriver.
"Next time you do this," Euan said to him, "be sure you do it when the emperor isin reach. Otherwise
you're wasting power."

"Now you're amagter of the magica arts?' Gothard covered the starstone and laid it away. "WEell be
ready when the battle comes. | have the way of it now. Well give them such astorm asthe world never



"Leave usafew mento fight," Euan said. "Thereésno glory in sending armiesto oblivion.”
"Evenif it winsyou an empire?"
"I'd liketo have ahand inwinning it," Euan said.

Gothard rose and shook himsdlf. "I'll take the emperor and leave hisarmiesto you. Will that content
you?"

"Admirably,” Euan sad.

Chapter Thirty Six

Past the fort the banks rose steeply and the river narrowed, roaring between the high walls. The next ford
was miles downstream.

Treesclosad in. The plain was ending, giving way to aforest of oak and beech and maple. On thefar
sde, invishlein the dark but perceptible to Valerias senses, the land began to rise. The treesthere were
dark and tall. Faintly across the water, she caught the clean sharp scent of pine.

Theroad ran ascloseto theriver'sedge asit dared. The stallions set afast pace, surefooted in the dark.

It was cooler under the trees, and their speed woke its own wind. Even o, asthe night passed, Valeria
felt achange in the air. When the branches opened enough to see, there were no stars.

Daybreak was quiet, gill and very hot. The sky was like hammered brass. They stopped for an hour to
rest, then went on. None of them asked to stop longer.

The storm broke near noon. The wind camefirst, roaring through the trees and shrieking in the gorge.
Thunder followed, crack after deafening crack, then blinding flashes of lightning. Woven branches
sheltered them for awhile—until atree crashed down acrossthe road, nearly taking Rodry with it.

There was no shelter—no convenient cave, and nowhere to get out of the wind or the sudden torrents of
rain. The road was blocked in front of them. It was no safer to turn back, and certainly not to go off the
road into the deep woods.

Thefalentreewasal the shelter there was. It was an 0ak, riven with age and old lightning, and it had
falen solidly, braced on the spread of branches and the remains of itsroots. The riders pulled saddles
and baggage off the horses and scrambled under the rough-barked roof, just as the skies opened.

Vaeriawas wedged between her brother and Kerrec. Past the arch of Kerrec's nose she could see
Sabata's cream-white tail and wet grey rump, and past that, awall of water.

It was not too horribly uncomfortable. The storm had broken the heat—her face was cold though the rest
of her waswarm. Thewind had died. Therain came down in torrents.

Rodry was snoring gently. It must be true that people said about soldiers. They could degp anywhere.



Kerrec's eyes were shut, but his body was tiff beside her. A shudder ran through him.

Vderiasarms moved without her willing it, to pull him close. He did not fight her off. She held him until
the shuddering stopped.

Therain came in waves, each asfierce asthe last, through most of that day. The road had turned to a
muddy river. Thetree diverted it or they would have been swimming.

Late inthe day, a lagt, the gusts of rain began to weaken. The clouds broke. The sun peered through.

Rodry yawned noisily. Hisebow dug into Vderiasribs. She had been dozing, but that brought her
sharply awake. Kerrec's head was heavy on her shoulder.

They untangled themsalves from each other and the tree, emerging stiffly into awet and glistening world.
The horses had wandered off in search of grass, but they were dtill within sight.

More trees than this one were down. The road was washed out. The riverbank had collapsed abare
three furlongs past where they had waited out the storm. It looked as if something vast and voracious had
bitten into the cliff. Vaeriacould hear the river roaring below.

If they had gone on, they would have been caught in thefall. "The gods are angry today,” Rodry said,
"but not with us™"

"Y ou don't think s0?' said Kerrec. "Theres no road left.”

"Well make one," Rodry said. "I'm thanking the gods were diveto do it. We'd best start now, while
there's daylight. Thereis—or used to be—an old way station afew miles on. We can spend the night
there”

Kerrec turned dowly, sniffing the air. He was scowling. "Y es. Theré's another ssorm coming. The horses
should be under cover for that, if it's cold aswell aswet."

Vaeriawas no weathermagter. She could smell rain and mud and far too much water, but she could not
see where that promised another siege of wind and rain. Still, if Kerrec wasright, shewould far rather be
deeping under aroof than half insdeafdlentree.

The road was as difficult as Vaeriahad feared. It was washed away in too many places. Even where it
survived, it either hung precipitoudy above the river or was blocked by dides of mud or rock.

They dipped and struggled and scrambled. More than once they had to shift trees that were too high or
tangled for the horses to jump or climb over. They led the horses more than they rode.

The sun hung low when at last they found the way Station. It was built of earth and wood and stone, and
seemed to grow out of the steep dope beside the road. The roof had held and the hillsde did not seem
likely to let go quite yet. Better till, it was agood furlong from the cliff's edge.

There was room inside for a dozen horses and atroop of soldiers. For three of each, it wasa
paace—and it was dry. Wood was stacked againgt the far wall, more than they would ever need. A
barrel stood just outside, brimming over with rainwater.

Rodry built afirein the stone hearth. Vaeriaand Kerrec tended the horses, rubbing them down and



feeding them handfuls of barley that they had brought from the cohort's stores. Grass grew on the hillside,
but there was arick of hay in the gation, well cured and till fresh.

"The legionsthink of everything," Vaeriasaid asthe horseslined up at it, settling in for along night's
browse.

Kerrec responded, which surprised her. "They've been preparing thiswar for years. There are people
whose whole lifeisthe pursuit of tiny details—even to the provision of hay for scouts and outriders.
That's how the empire runs, you know. Not on princes and councils and the occasionad Dance.”

"Thefate of every war isin the clerks hands,™ Vaeria quoted from one of her lessonsin the school.

"Quartermagters, too," Rodry said asthe fire caught hold. Hefed it bits of tinder. "Supply clerks.
Keepers of the roster. People who count every bean."

"Sowhat arewe?' Vderiaasked.
"Extraneous," Kerrec said.

Therewasadglint in hiseye. It nearly knocked Vderiaflat. Kerrec—joking, however grimly. Who would
have thought it?

Rodry caught the flicker of humor, too, but he had no way of knowing how rare it was. He grinned. " That
putsusin our place, doesn't it?"

Kerrec warmed his hands over therising flames. Vderiashivered. It was hard to believe it had been
breathlesdy hot only this morning. The fire was more welcome than she could have imagined.

The thunder came back asthey shared asurprisingly pleasant dinner, followed quickly by therain. Dry
and warm and almost guiltily comfortable, they ate their bread and dried meat and sharp cheese and
shared a packet of honeyed figs, rich and sticky and sweet.

Sabata came to the scent of sweetness. Vderiashared her figs with him. When they were gone, he licked
her hands clean, then sighed and groaned and folded up beside her.

She propped herself againgt hislarge warm bulk. Rodry was watching her. His eyes had gone wide
again. "l keep forgetting,” he said. "What you are. What heis."

"Try to remember,” she said with ahint of sharpness. "Then forget it matters. I'm gtill me. | haven't turned
into anything different.”

"No?' Rodry made teawith amix of herbsthat Vaeriaknew well. It was her mother's. It smelled of her.
Mint and chamomile, rose and vervain, to calm the mind and encourage deep.

He steeped it as Vaeriahad learned to do when she was a child, then strained it and poured it into cups.
Valerids heart was eager but her hand was dow to takeit. It was redolent with memories.

Kerrec sniffed it suspicioudy. Hisbrow rose afraction. He sipped with care but with evident pleasure.
"A wisawoman's brew?" he asked.

"One of Mother's," Rodry answered. "It's ssfe—don't worry."

"I'm not worried," said Kerrec. "It'sgood.”



Vaeriaset her cup down untasted. "It is good, but someone hasto stay awake.”
"Why?' Kerrec asked. "Well set wards. The stalionswill watch for trouble.”

She shook her head. He wasright, of course, but she was fedling contrary. "I don't like this storm. It's not
amed a us, but it might aswell be."

"Itsaimed at thearmy,” Rodry said. Hisusudly good-humored face was grave. "Sir, do you think—?"

"Stone magic is bound to earth,” Kerrec said. "He, or any stone mage, could have brought down the
hillsde, but he has no power over air and water."

"Thisisn't anatura storm,” Vaeriasaid. "Can't you fed the power that drivesit? If it'snot your brother,
it's another mage—or one of the barbarians priests. They all claim to hate and fear magic, but their
priestsuseit freely, from dl I've seen. They'll Unmake the world if they can.”

She should not have said that. Deep inside her, the Unmaking stirred.

Sabata sighed in his degp and snorted softly. The distraction was enough, just, to quell the Unmaking.
Sheclosad it off behind doubled and trebled wards, with Sabata mounting guard outside.

The others had gone on talking, asignorant as ever of what she carried insde her. Rodry said, "With this
much rain, the river's dready swollen. We may have to wait for it to go down before we can crossthe
ford."

"How far isthe ford from here?' Kerrec asked.

"When the road was il there, in good westher it was maybe half aday's ride downstream. In this, with
the road in gods know what condition, | can't tell you how long it will take us. The banks drop down
toward theford. If that's flooded, well have to find away around, then hope for better chances farther
on."

"And hope, aswdll, that we don't run into the army before we can cross.” Kerrec hissed between his
teeth. "Damn. If they could only have held off their sorm-herding for aday, wed be across by now."

"Areyou sureit was mages?' Rodry asked. "Maybeit'snot amagica storm at al. Maybe the gods are
tdling ussomething.”

"l am going acrosstheriver,” Kerrec said. "I am hunting down my brother before he kills my father and
my sster and destroys the whole of Aurdlia, then triesto take the rest of the world with it. The wind may
rage and the gods may laugh, but | will doit. I will not stop until it isdone.”

Vaeriacaught Rodry's eye. It was not the words Kerrec said. It was the way he said them. Calm.
Matter-of-fact. Absolutely unbending.

They should have knocked him down and bound him and hauled him back to Aurelia. But if Vderiahad
no power to do such athing, how could Rodry? All they could do was stay as close asthey could and
protect him as best they might—and pray they found Gothard before Gothard raised the Unmaking.

Chapter Thirty Seven



Vderialay with Rodry and Kerrec in athicket of bracken, looking down on what had been ashalow
ford. It was aroaring flood now, overwhel ming the banks and spreading far over atumbled landscape of
field and fores.

The road was deep underwater. Vaeria could see where it had been, descending the long hill and
disappearing into the muddy torrent. It ascended again on the other side, no longer the straight paved
way of the imperia armies but anarrow rutted track winding upward into the trees.

"A pity thegodsdon't fly," Rodry said, with his eyes on that unattainable country.
Kerrec'sface was closed. "Ther€'s another ford, you say?"

"Theflood will go down," Rodry said. "Where we need to go is south of herein any case. Well travel
more of it on thisside, that'sall."

"And theamy? Whereistha?'

"West of theford," said Rodry. "It was camped at Tragante, two days ride from here, as of aweek ago.
If it's moved, my wager would be that it's gone farther south. The land's better there for abattle. It's
rougher country here, and those trees up there can hide whole nations.”

"That'swherethey are" Vderiasad. "Up there

Rodry nodded. "The emperor will try to lure them into the open.”
"Will hedoit?'

"Eventudly,” said Rodry. "They can't resst abattle.”

"My brother can,” Kerrec said. "Hell stay where he's safe, and wage hiswar from a distance. Where did
you say the Caletani camp was?"

"Well make our way south to Oxosford,” Rodry said. "Be careful now. We're along way from the
army, but there will be patrols. If you can raise that spell of yours again—can you work it by daylight or
should wetrave by night?"

"Night's better,” Kerrec said, "but I'll dowhat | can.”

Neither had asked Vaeriawhat she could do. She bit her tongue. She was there because sheinssted on
it, not because they thought she could be of any use.

She could raise wards, at least, to keep mages from finding them. And she could see patterns—how the
wind blew, how thelight fell. There waswar downriver, and atide of death running even stronger than
the flood.

It took them three daysto skirt the flood. By then the river was il running high, but it flowed ingdeits
banks again. On the fourth day, once more, the three of them looked out from a covert to aford. Once
again, therewas no crossingit.

The river was down, the ford clear. There was an army camped beside it.

The emperor had not gone south from Tragante. He had brought his army north.



Kerrec had no words to say. Rodry's shoulders sagged. Vderiadid her best to keep the relief from
showing on her face.

The gods were spesking clearly, but Kerrec refused to listen. "Tonight,” he said. "After dark. I'll get us
across.”

Rodry swallowed, then nodded.

Vaeria opened her mouth to object, but the words would not come. A dart of bitter cold had pierced
her.

The Unmaking. Someone was toying with it—tempting it. It felt like a mage testing his powers. Somehow
he had touched what was insde her.

Dear gods. If that was Gothard, and if he redlized who she was—if he tried to use her—

She had to trust her wards and hope they would be enough—just as she had to trust that Kerrec was
right. He could lead them to Gothard and stop him before he turned this new power on the army.

They waited out the day in an oak grove that grew on a hill abovetheriver. It had astrangefed toit, asif
gods had walked here long ago.

The stdlions were completely unperturbed. They grazed in the clearing at the grove's heart and drank
from the spring that bubbled on its edge. The water was as cold as snow. It tasted of earth and greenery
and afaint but digtinct sharpness of magic.

Rodry dept like asensble soldier. Kerrec sat on aflat stonethat lay in the middie of the clearing, face
turned to the sun. Helooked asif he were drinking sunlight.

Vaeriadozed for awhile, but her dreamswere strange. They seemed to belong to someone else. She
saw peoplewaking in the clearing and heard faint chanting. The words were like the grove, ancient and
long forgotten.

She opened her eyes on Sabata grazing in the sun. He cropped grass as any horse would, switching his
tail and shaking hisearsat theflies. He was more redl than anything in the world.

The sky logt its clarity asthe sun sank. By evening the clouds were thick, though no rain seemed about to
fal. It would be adark night, without either moon or Star.

Kerrec's satisfaction tingled on the edges of Valerias perception. She wasinside Petra and Sabataand
even, inadimway, Rodry's gelding.

She woke from alight doze and found her awareness spread like mist through al the horses. Whatever
they felt or heard or smelled or saw, she felt with them.

She was not darmed. It was a pleasant sensation, asif she were more a part of the world than any
human could be. She could walk and talk and eat, and neither of the otherslooked at her oddly.

Kerrec had strengthened his spdll of mist and confusion. Thelook of strain was back on hisface. Vderia
wondered if she should worry. The stallions were unconcerned, but they were not human enough to
understand how close to the edge Kerrec could walk.



All she could do was watch him and be ready for whatever came. After nightfal, they waited for the
army to settlefor the night.

It looked asif it was under discipline, as Rodry's cohort had been. That meant haf rations of wine and
ae, and menin their tents and adegp by an hour after sundown.

The sentrieswere still awake, and many of those were mages.
There were wards on the camp. Vaeria saw them asaglimmer in the gloom.

Kerrec skirted them as he led the others away from the grove, flowing like a mist toward theriver.
Through Petra, Vderiafdt the effort in him, the struggle to keep his spell from scattering.

She had to be careful hersalf or she would belost in the working. She kept apart of her awarenessinside
of Petraand therefore Kerrec, but drew the rest into hersalf. The world was |ess wondrous because of it,
but her focuswas clearer.

The horses picked their way down the hill toward theriver. Once they came to the bank, they had to
pick their way aong the edge of the camp toward the ford.

There were guards, magical and morta, and protections againgt intruders. Kerrec's spell and Vderias
wards had to hold. If they failed, the whole army would come down on them.

Vderiaturned her mind away from fear. She had to remember to bresthe. Sabata trod softly in Petrals
wake.

Rodry was between them. He was mage enough to know what they were doing. He said nothing and
clearly tried to think nothing.

Whatever mud and flotsam the flood had |eft, the emperor's troops had cleared away. The ground was
bare and level. On their right hands, the earthwork rose above their heads.

Every imperiad camp had such awall, evenif it was only for anight. Here, where three legions together
prepared for battle, it was buttressed with stone. Guards walked the rampart, peering into the dark.

None of them saw the riders passing below. There was amist on theriver, dank and chill, and no moon
to cast a shadow.

Mages were watching, clear-sighted in the dark. None sounded the darm.

The ford was closdly guarded. Archerswho were mages were stationed at intervals aong the bank. The
shimmer of wards caught their faces and the gleam of their helmets.

Mortal eyes could have seen nothing. To Vderia, seeing asthe stallions saw, the world was dim but
clear. Wherever magic was, there was light.

The riders dipped between two of the archers. One of them shivered with abreath of cold air from the
river. The other stood till, staring out in the dark. He was watching with more than eyes.

He never saw or sensed their passage. Just past him, Kerrec paused, gathering strength before he sent
Petrainto the water.

A smal wind had begun to blow, stirring the water. Waves |apped the bank, a soft whisper and sigh.
Reedsrustled. L eaves whispered.



Vaderiasnose twitched. The wind was blowing from the farther bank, bringing the scent of pine from the
forest beyond.

Onthisside of theriver, magic had laws. Mages gathered themselvesin orders, each divided according
toitsartsand skills. The world was not atame place, but it was an orderly one.

No such law ruled beyond the border. Magic ran wild. The tribes worshipped agod of blood and
reveled in disorder. Chaoswas holy. The Unmaking was divine.

Valeriawas shaking. Sabatawas cam under her. She pressed her hands to hiswarm, massive neck and
bent, burying her face in hismane. The familiar warmth and the tickle of coarse hairs steadied her.

Petra stepped softly into the water. Rodry's gelding hesitated, but the stalion'swill drew him onward.
Sabata was close behind.

The wind was blowing briskly now. Vaeriaglanced up. The clouds were bregking. Moonlight glowed
behind them. Stars glimmered through the tatters.

Kerrec's spell was holding. His power was stretched thin, worn down by wind and water, but he held on.

They were athird of the way acrosstheriver. The army's wards were behind them. They were dready
looking ahead to the wilderness beyond and the forest into which they had to vanish before the sun came

up.
The moon'slight grew stronger. The sky was black and slver. A white glow swelled over the water.

Vaeriahad heard of the moon's road. Mages could walk it, people said, if they were strong enough. It
was egrie to see Kerrec wading through it, leaving no shadow and no ripple on the water.

She blinked. There was ashadow and a shimmer after all. Was Kerrec swaying?

Hewas as straight as ever. It was the moonlight shifting and swelling and the water flowing. They were
halfway across now. The far bank was dark and quiet. No guards stood there. Wherever the enemy
was, he was not watching over theriver.

The clouds tore. The moon cast theworld in silver.

Petra hated in the middle of theriver and raised his head. Light gathered in him, blazing up to the moon
and turning the water to whitefire.

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Kerrec had no warning. One moment he was holding the spell of mist and darkness, drawing strength
from the wild magic beyond the empire's edge. The next, he stood in ablaze of light.

Petra had turned traitor. There was no time to hate him for it. Arrows were flying. One sang past
Kerrec's ear, so closeit stung.

Kerrec gathered himsdlf to urge the sdlion forward. Petra erupted. For thefirst timein more yearsthan
he could count, Kerrec flew off that faithless back into icy water.



It was shalow, hardly more than knee-deep, and the current was not particularly strong. He came up
gasping into acircle of cold-eyed archers, each with an arrow aimed at his heart.

Vaeriaand Rodry were still mounted but likewise surrounded. Kerrec knew better than to expect either
of them to resst. He could taste Vderidsrdief benesth the bilein his mouth. Who knew? She might have
had something to do with this betrayal.

He had vowed not to be hitter, but that was not easy. His captors bound his hands, then the others,
pulling them off their horses and haf carrying them out of theriver.

The galions submitted to being led like common animals, plodding meekly beside soldiers who had no
inkling of what they were. The blaze of light that had betrayed them had vanished as quickly asit came.
Men's minds being what they were, they quickly forgot what they had seen, ascribing it to atrick of
moonlight on water.

Kerrec had by no means given up hope. He would be seen by the captain of the archersfirst, surely, then
passed up through the ranks to one of the legionary commanders. It would be hoursif not days before
they were done with him—more than enough time to plot an escape.

He had not included blind chancein his reckoning. The emperor had escaped from the press of clerks
and counsdlorsjust in timeto seethelight on theriver. It brought him from histent in the center of the
camp, down to the ford.

Hewas waiting by the rampart as captors and captives approached the gate. There was no escort with
him. He was dressed in the working uniform of alegionary commander, without mark of imperia rank.
But Kerrec would aways know hisfather.

People said they looked alike. Kerrec did not seeit. For one thing, he did not grow his beard, whereas
Artorius did. For another, Artorius cultivated good humor. Kerrec considered it a uselessindulgence.

There was no smile on that face tonight. Artorius recognized the stalions—Kerrec saw how hiseyes
widened, then took in the captives. Asthey fell on hislate and unlamented son, they went cold.

He said nothing to Kerrec. His glance did away toward Kerrec's captors. "Bring them in," he said.

Vderiaand Rodry were mute. Kerrec's jaw ached with clenching. His captors were not unduly rough,
but they were not gentle, either. They quick-marched him through the gate into the camp.

The Emperor Artorius sat in histent. Witchlight glowed brightly, dazzling eyes accustomed to moonlight.
He had dismissed his servants. Except for ahandful of guards, he was aone with the captives.

The guards had unbound them—not atogether willingly, but they were obedient. They were nonetoo
pleased to share the tent with three horses, either, though, gods knew, there was room enough. A cohort
could have formed ranks here and been only dightly crowded.

Artorius studied his odd assortment of guests. He looked well, Kerrec thought randomly. Hismagic was
restored and his body recovered from the ravages of the drug that had nearly killed him before the Great
Dance. Hewas lean, fit, and bronzed by the sun. War suited him.

Heleaned forward in his carved chair, searching each of their faces. None of them flinched. Vaeriawent



0 far asto amile.

He smiled back, if briefly. "Now," he said. " Suppose you tel me why we find you here, breaking the ban
and crossing theriver, instead of safe onthe Mountain.”

Vaeriaopened her mouth. Kerrec spoke before she could begin. "Were on an errand for the gods."”
"Indeed?’ Artorius said. "Isthat why the godslaid you opento usal?"

"The godsareincaculable” Kerrec said.

"So were often told. It doesn't answer my question.”

"Thereisno answer," Kerrec said.

"I could have you interrogated,” Artorius said coolly. "1 would prefer not to. I've had word from your
gster that you were missing—she hated to confessit, but she could hardly avoid it. | must say, neither of
usexpected youto fal into my lap."

"Therewas aflood,” Kerrec said. "Thiswasthefirst ford that we could cross. Y ou werein Tragante.
Why didn't you go south?"

"Am | required to explain mysdf to you?"

Kerrec'schin lifted. "Thisisaterrible place for abattle. Y ou have open land behind you, thereis
that—but there could befifty thousand of the enemy in the trees yonder, and you would never know it."

"So now you areagenera,” Artorius said. "A moment ago, you were a captured spy. Areyou going to
tell mewhat you redly are?’

"Thegods plaything," Kerrec answered.
"| think you'retrying to play the gods" Artorius said. "What isit? Where do you think you're going?'

"Hewantsto find Gothard,” Valeriasaid before Kerrec could stop her. "I suppose then there will be
blood and entrails and magic spewing everywhere."

"And you let him go?' said the emperor.
She met hishard sare. "It wasn't amatter of letting,” she said.

" am supposed to be acrosstheriver,” Kerrec said tightly. "Can't you see how it callsme? Sire, in spite
of al that isbetween us, please try to understand. Thisrenegade isagreat danger to al of us—greater

than anyone seemsto see. | haveto find him before he unleashes whatever it isthat he's got hold of. Helll
do worse than lose the battle for you. Hell destroy everything on both sides, and laugh while he doesit.”

Artorius seemed hardly to hear him. "Why you?' he asked—without anger, & least. "Why can't you trust
meto find him, with dl the resources at my disposa?"

"I bedievethistask isgivento me" Kerrec said. "Will you help me?It'snolossto youif | fall. If |
succeed, there's one less threet to your victory—and your life”

"Noloss?' said Artorius. ™Y ou think so?'
"I'm dead already,” said Kerrec.



Hewas mildly gratified to see how hisfather'sfacetightened at that. "There are fates worse than degth,”
the emperor said. "1 would rather not see you suffer any more of them.”

"Y ou concernis commendable,”" said Kerrec, "but please, sire. Think."

"I amthinking," Artorius said. He nodded to the guards. " See to their comfort. Treat them asguests. |
hope they will agree not to escape until morning.”

"Well say," Vaderiasad. "Thank you, Sr."
"Sire" Kerrec said. "Every moment we waste—"

"You will rest tonight," hisfather said, cool and firm. "In the morning I'll speak with you again. Good
night."

That was as polite adismissa as Kerrec could have asked for. It made him fedl fourteen years old again.

He bit histongue before he said anything that might confirm hisfather's opinion of him. He bowed stiffly
and turned on hishedl.

That was not the wisest thing he could have done. A wave of dizziness struck him. For amoment he was
sure hewould fall flat on hisface.

Somehow he kept hisfeet and his balance. No one seemed to notice his sudden weakness. It was gone
asquickly asit had come, leaving adull headache behind.

They were taken to asmaler room within the larger tent. There were carpets on the floor, rich and soft,
and beds made up, one for each of them. VVaeriawas not given her own prison—Kerrec found that
interesting. Did the emperor remember who she was?

Of course he did. Artorius never forgot aface. Either he was paying her the courtesy of treating her likea
rider, or it smply did not matter to him what she did or where she dept.

Kerrec rubbed his aching forehead. He had stretched the boundaries of his magic to sustain the spell of
mist and shadow. Its breaking had come too fast.

There was abasket on atable, covered with acloth. Under the cloth were loaves of legionaries bread,
flat and floury, and wedges of hard yellow cheese. Therewas ajar of wine and another of water.

Those were soldiers rations, deliberately unpretentious. Kerrec found he was ravenous. The bread
tasted much better than it looked. The cheesefilled him admirably, and the water tasted like the spring in
the oak grove.

The horseswere il in the outer room. Kerrec heard them eating—the steedy grinding of jaws—and
smelled hay and straw. They were being stabled in the emperor's hall.

That would destroy any chance Kerrec had of secrecy. White horsesin the imperia tent—any fool
would know what that meant. But he could not leave the room to visit them, let alone escape. When he
tried, he met wards that he was too worn down to break.

He would wager Vaeriacould have broken them. She seemed content to eat afew bites of bread and
take asip or two of water, then lie down and close her eyes. Rodry, as usud, was already adeep.



Kerrec's clotheswere no longer dripping from hisfal in theriver, but they were clammy and cold. He
stripped them off and wrapped himsdf in the blanket from the one remaining bed.

He meant to St up, searching for waysto escape, but his eyelids drooped in spite of al he could do.

For this one night, he gave way to weakness. He lay on the bed, which was surprisingly soft. Sleep
swallowed himin arush of cool darkness.

Chapter Thirty-Nine

The prisoners were lft to deep for aslong asthey wished. Kerrec was the last to wake, with morning
well advanced and the smell of breskfast in his nogtrils.

Vaeriaand Rodry were up and bathed and dressed in fresh clothes. They were edting a considerably
more elegant meal than they had shared last night. There were sweet cakes and exotic fruitsand a
concoction of eggs and sausage and cheese that made Kerrec's mouth water.

He had no will to resist. He lft the bed, remembering amost too late to wrap the blanket around him,
and reached for a plate and a spoon.

Vaeriaseemed in excellent spirits. Rodry looked somewhat pae around the edges. He must be waking
to the redlity of what he had done. He was a deserter in the emperor's camp. A court-martial wasthe
least of what he could expect.

Kerrec had given the boy hisword. He did not mean to break it. Asfar as he could, he would protect
him.

Kerrec would not have been surprised to wait days for a second audience, but the emperor, like his son,
wasaman of hisword. It was much nearer noon than morning when the summons came, but it did come.

Lagt night's audience had been a conversation. Thiswas atrid.

The emperor was not aone thistime. There was alegionary commander with him, wearing the crowned
eagle of the Vaerig, and apair of Augursin white, and aquiet man in brown whose magic made
Kerrec's bones hum. He wore nothing to indicate which order of mage he was, but there was no doubt
of hispower.

They sat in the centrdl room, where the horses till were. All three were adeep, with the gelding lying
down while the stdlions stood over him.

Kerrec had nothing to say to the horses, least of all Petra. The men required at least agreeting. A rider
bowed to no one, but he might bend his head in fredly offered respect.

The emperor and the legate and the mages bowed in return. Petra began to snore.

Out of the corner of hiseye, Kerrec saw Vaeriabite her lip. There were times when she reminded him
al toovividly of thegdlions.



He st histeeth and straightened his back. He was losing focus, and he could not afford that. He had
broken an imperia ban and caused the desertion of alegionary. He could be put to death for what he
had done.

He could not find it in himsdlf to be afraid. He looked hisfather in the face. "Let the others go,” he said,
"and I'll pay whatever pendty you exact.”

Artorius was perfectly expressionless. It wasthe elder of the two Augurswho said, "The omens, Sre—if
our grategy isto continue—"

The emperor raised hishand. The Augur fell slent. "Master Pretorius?”

The man in brown stroked his close-clipped greying beard. His eyes were bright with good humor, but
there was sted beneath. "They are meant to be here. Whether that is safe for us or for your war—that, |
can't tell you. But it would do no good to pack them home. Worse things would come to take their place
inthe pattern.”

"You are sure of this?" Artorius asked.
The mage shrugged, spreading hishands. "1 can only tell you what | see.”

"If you havetrue sight,” Kerrec said, "you must see what danger my brother represents. He cares nothing
for tribes or empire, only for his own ambition. He will use any means possiblein order to achieveit.”

"Yes" said Magter Pretorius. "He will. We are aware of him, my lord. We understand what heisand
what he may be moved to do."

"Doyou?'

Master Pretorius smiled. "1 believe we do. We have taken precautions. If he doesin fact attack us, welll
be ready for him."

Kerrec wanted to believe him. It would have been so easy to lie back and |et the emperor's mages take
the burden he had carried for so long. All he had was hate and a certainty that amounted, in the end, to
mere obsess on—that he must be here. Thiswas hisfight.

The obsession would not let him go. The mage's smile was too easy. He wasindulging the poor broken
mage and disregarding hisfears.

No one except possibly Valeriacould see what Kerrec saw.

No one wanted to seeit. They al wanted thiswar to be smple and sane, with no greater fear than a
barbarian invasion and no greater danger than a bit of outland sorcery.

They could not even begin to imagine what Gothard wanted to bring down on them al. They should have
seen it when he broke the Dance—but they had been as blind then as they were now. None of them
would see until it wastoo late.

Kerrec st hislipstogether. The mage's smile widened. He bowed to Kerrec asif he could have had any
honest respect for what Kerrec was, and said, "It will be seento. Trugt in that."

The emperor shifted in his seat, arare confesson to impatience. "That iswell and we are reassured.
Neverthdless, al other matters aside, we have a deserter and aban.”

"Please" Vderiasaid so meekly Kerrec's hacklesrose. "This soldier ismy brother. It'smy fault he's



here

"Well take that under consideration,” Artorius said. His voice was stern but his eyeswerewarm. "And
you, soldier? Have you anything to say?'

"Only that I'll pay my own pendlty, sir," Rodry said. "They didn't force meto come. | saw what they were
doing and | made afree choice."

"Indeed?’ said Master Pretorius. "Why would you do that?"

"Because, Sr," Rodry said, "those patterns you see—I don't have that kind of sight, but | fed things. |
have to be here, just like the rest of them. The patterns—or the gods, if you like—brought us hereto
you. We have something to do. The godswill tell uswhenit'stime.”

"Your faith isadmirable," Master Pretorius said. "Y oure aware, surely, thet it leaves you open to
court-martid and a deserter's sentence.”

"I know that, Sr," Rodry said.

For the first time the legionary commander spoke. He was older than the emperor but not as old asthe
Augur, asturdy man who looked asif he had spent more time on the battlefield than in apdace. "This
rider isyour Sgter, yes?'

"Yes, §r," Rodry said.,

The commander nodded. Hiseye cameto rest on Vaderia "l saw you in the Great Dance," hesaid. "I'm
no mage, but I'm not a complete fool, either. Y ou are something this empire hasn't seen before. I'm going
to assume that this scout, who has never had so much as areprimand for being late to morning muster,
has blood aswell asfate calling him. He's still adeserter. That charge can't be evaded.”

"Sir," shesad, "l don't want him dishonored because of us. If there's anything you can do—"
"I'll dowhat | can,” he said.

"For the moment,” said the emperor, "we have abattle to plan. Y ou three are confined to quarters. |
hope your word will be enough. If not, my mageswill bind you."

"Well stay," Vderiasad without glancing & the others.

Kerrec held hisbresth, but hisfather did not pressthe othersto give their word. He smply nodded. His
mind was aready elsewhere, focused on hiswar.

The gods had no mercy, but sometimesthey could let abit of luck dip past their guard. Kerrec pushed it
agtep further. "The stallions can't stay here. They need free air and room to run. If you could—"

"WEell look after them," the brown man said.
"Thank you," said Vaeria

That was not what Kerrec had been going to say. He shut his mouth with a snap.

They were dismissed. Guards surrounded them, herding them toward the door. Kerrec contemplated
blagting thelot of them.



Helet himself be led, not back to the room they had al dept in, but to atent beside the emperor's. It was
wide and high and there was aroom for each of them, with servants aswell as guards.

There were books. There wasink and parchment. There was a board for chess, a set of knucklebones,
and aservant who said, "Whatever you wish, lords and lady, only ask.”

Our freedom, Kerrec knew better than to answer.

Vaeriawasinvestigating the books. She held one up. Kerrec recognized it. It was the same history of the
empire from which Vderias year had been reading.

Therest wereamingling of dull, didactic, and diverting. Vaerialaid clam to avolume of poetry from the
court. Kerrec considered forbidding he—some of those verses were hardly fit for ayoung woman to
read—but Vaeriawas not the usua sort of young woman at al.

He retreated to the deeping room farthest from the door. Outside in the larger room, he heard Vderia
and Rodry taking in low voices.

They sounded calm enough. Valeriawould protect her brother—or force the stalionsto do it. Her
determination was warm and solid inside of Kerrec, close by the magic that had been growing steadily
gnce heleft the Mountain.

The master stone was safe in its pouch around his neck. None of them had been searched or their
belongings taken.

That was careless of hisfather's guards. At least one of the guards was amage, but he was not a mage of
stones. The wards he raised were not badly made at all—if he was keeping in the ordinary sort of power.

It was dl an afterthought. The emperor was planning agreat battle to end thislong war against the
barbarians. There was no time to spare for his scapegrace sons—either the one who had betrayed him or
the one who had hunted the traitor.

In spite of everything, Kerrec caught himsalf smiling. Maybe he could forgive Petra after al. He had
brought Rodry and Vaeria here, where they were as safe asthey could bein the middle of such awar.
The emperor would look after them while Kerrec went where he had to go.

The great weskness of atent as a prison was that its walls were canvas—and they were not mortared to
the floor. There was the matter of the tent's being in the center of alarge and watchful camp under
manifold magicd protections. But Kerrec could wak invigble, and the master sione gave him power over
wards and defenses.

There were hours of daylight left. He took advantage of them to rest and gather his strength.

Vaerialooked in on him once. She was hardest of al to deceive, but she seemed to accept that he was
adeep.

Hewent as ill as he could, insgde and out. The earth was quiet beneath him. The camp's buzz and
clamor dropped away. The deep, growling roar of war retreated from his awareness.

The patterns had come back. The intricate levels of his power were restoring themselves one by one. He
was not whole, not nearly, but neither was he broken.



Good. The more nearly himsdlf he was, the better chance he had of destroying Gothard. It did not matter
if he went down with his brother. No one would be terribly unhappy to berid of him.

The moon was only dightly less bright than it had been the night before. Kerrec was ready for it ashe
dipped out under tent wall and wards. He was a shimmer of moonlight rather than acurl of mist above
theriver.

There was no Petrato betray him, and he was not about to risk it again. He went on foot. Surely, once
he was across the river, he would find a horse to ride—somehow.

He passed like a breath of wind through the camp. It was settling late tonight. Councils were meeting and
runners dispensing orders. Men were polishing their armor. Battle was close.

Where it would be or how it would be waged, Kerrec neither knew nor cared. Close by here, he
supposed, in a place where the legions could fight in the open.

Gothard had never been aman for open battle. He would stay hidden in thetreesif he could, and let
othersdiefor him.

Theford was guarded as before. Kerrec's powers were fresh tonight, and stronger than they had beenin
along while. He dipped through the lines of archers and set out once more acrosstheriver.

Halfway, he fought every ingtinct that cried out to stop. The moon'slight was constant. His spell was
unshaken. Theworld was perfectly ill.

Hisfoot touched the far bank. No darm sounded. No arrow flew. The gods might not love him, but
tonight they were indulgent.

Again heresisted the urge to stop. He could not do that until he waswell away from theriver, hiddenin
theforest.

Hewas barefoot as he had goneinto the water, with his boots hung by their straps around his neck. He
stopped to dry hisfeet and pull them on, sighing abit. They were made for riding, not for walking.

They were adl he had. He took a deep breath and sprang up the dope from theriver into the shelter of the
trees.

Chapter Forty

Euan was ready to sart the battle himsdf, and to hdll with the Ard Ri. They were playing at negotiations
again, sending messengers back and forth and pretending either side wanted anything but agood, solid
fight.

The men werelosing their edge—again. Boredom made them unruly, and reduced rations did nothing to
improve their mood. There were too many of them now to feed off the land—and this country was nearly
empty of townsand villagestoraid.

There had to be a battle, or else they had to retreat without afight. There were no other choices. The one



some of the men were muttering about, to move farther upriver and start raiding al over again, would
only prolong the agony. The only way to win thiswar was by backing the legionsinto a corner and
cutting them to pieces.

The night he decided to confront the Ard Ri and be damned to what came of it, he was stopped on the
way to the council fire by one of Gothard'straitor princelings. The boy was babbling, but Euan dapped a
little sense into him. His babble shifted to more or less coherent words.

What sense Euan made of it sent him off at arun. The boy trailed behind, wheezing for breath.

Gothard had had the same thought as Euan. The Ard Ri dwarfed him asthey stood face to face just
outside the priests circle. The moon washed their faces with adeathly pallor.

As Euan loped to ahdlt, the Ard Ri'sfinger stabbed at two of the boys behind Gothard. " Those two are
sons of animperid generd. | need them to bargain with."

"And | need them to win the battle" Gothard shot back, "if there ever isone."

"Therewill be abattlewhen | say thereisabattle,” the high king said. "I'm leaving you the rest of them.
Thesetwo | take."

"l need them dAl," Gothard said.

"Well win with or without you," said the Ard Ri. Helifted his chin. Four of the men behind him, burly
warriors al, moved toward the boys.

Euan's skin prickled. He flung himsalf backward.
The blast caught him and flung him sprawling. Men were screaming. He smelled burning flesh.

When the world stopped rocking under him, he staggered to hisfeet. The Ard Ri'swarriorslay in
smoking ruin. The high king was dive, but hisface and chest were scorched and his eyeswere wild.

Gothard stood untouched amid the carnage. He smiled at the high king. "The time for gamesisover. Let
your men off the leash. Or are you afraid? Isthat why you keep them so long in camp? Isit cowardice?
Weakness? A smpleinability to act?'

"Y ou know nothing of what it isto beaking,” the Ard Ri said.

Hewas not acoward if he could say that to the man who had just blasted his best men to cinders. He
was afool, then—afool with adeath wish.

Gothard clearly shared the thought. "I may never have been aking," he said, "but, sir, from dl you've
doneor failed to do, neither have you."

There must be adizzy freedom in saying what one pleased, to whomever one wanted to say it. Gothard
had a starstone. He paid homage to no one.

The Ard Ri's expression was s0 bland that Euan's nape prickled. Y ou may not answer to me," he said,
"but you will answer to the One."

"l have every expectation of so doing,” Gothard said. "Go on, rally your men. Y ou'd better do it
quickly—because if you won't lead them, someone el se will."

"One of your puppets, | suppose,” said the Ard Ri.



Gothard smiled. "Y ou have puppets. | have dlies. They think for themsdves.”

"Likethese?' said the Ard Ri, darting aglance a Gothard's captives. They stood in their circle, swaying
dightly on their feet, with eyesthat had long since seen through the world to something unimaginable.

"These are priests of anew order,” Gothard said, "an order that strivesfor the purity of the One. They
are bound together in soul asin body. They will teach the empire to bow to the One and to worship
oblivion."

The Ard Ri held himsdlf tiffly, asif to kegp from turning and bolting. " That had better be the truth,” he
sad. "Were moving in the morning. If you're not ready, you'll beleft behind."

"Well beready,"” Gothard said.

The high king swallowed hard, then spat. Then he seemed to find the courage to turn his back on that
nest of mages, priests, or whatever they pleased to call themsalves.

Euan was gone amost before the Ard Ri. By the time the call to arms went out, he had his men rousted
out of bed or away from their jars of mead and ae. Not one of them grumbled once he knew the reason
why. Some actualy sang asthey gathered and packed and stored their belongings. Every now and then,
one or more of them would erupt into a brief war dance, leaping and spinning.

Euan caught adose of their excitement, though his was leavened by what he knew of Gothard and the
sarstone. Gothard was touching on things not meant for mortals. Maybe he had promised to keep the
people safe, but he would have some difficulty doing that from the depths of endless night.

No risk, no glory. Therewould be no deep tonight. Tomorrow would be along day's march down to the
river. The day after, the Onewilling, it would al, finaly, cometo a head.

Win or lose, Euan welcomed it. His blood was aready running high at the thought of a battle. Good,
clean, and bloody—that was the life for aman. And that was the desath, too, if so it was meant to be.

Chapter Forty-One

Kerrec strode as swiftly as he could through the keen scent and whispering stillness of pines. Tal trees
marched away into the dark. The undergrowth was thin, bracken mostly, with here and there adead
branch or afdlentree.

When hewas out of sight of theriver, Kerrec stopped under an overhang of rock and ferns and
uncovered the magter stone. It lay initsleather wrappings like apool of darkness. Moonlight and starlight
wereswdlowed init.

Magic herewaswild, with no magesto bind it in structures of magic and discipline. Patterns crowded
around him, tangling and untangling.

The stone kept him from redling with the complexity of it al. He pressed it to hislips, whispering the
name he hated. "Gothard.”



Theair he breathed was sharp and clean, but it was underlaid with something dark, like mold and old
stone. Moonlight dazzled him. The patternsflickered, shaping and reshaping.

Gothard was in them. The taste of him was like clotted blood. The heated bronze of his anger, so deep
and abiding that it had come to define what he was, struck Kerrec with such intengity that he nearly let go
of the patterns.

They gtrained againgt hiswill, but he held on. One more moment, just one, and he would know—
There.

Eastward away from the river, deeper into the forest. Kerrec dipped the stone back into its pouch. He
wasalittle dizzy, and his head ached. He needed rest.

He should be much closer to Gothard before he gave in to the urge. If his brother shifted camp, he would
have to perform the working dl over again. He was not sure he had the strength for that.

He waked where the patternsled him, which was turning into its own exercise in strangeness. He had
never traveled afoot in hislife. Hisfeet wereinsulted. It took an unbearably long timeto crossan
unbearably short span of ground.

It was the only choice he had. Somewhere ahead, there had to be ahorse. He would walk until he found
it.

Vderia snapped awake. Something was—not wrong, no. Different. The patterns of the world had
changed.

The stdlionswere quiet, but she did not trust them. There was adistinct air of smugness about them.
They were up to something.

Sherose and dressed and ran her fingers through her hair, tugging out atangle. She could hear Rodry
breathing in the room next to hers. From Kerrec's on the end, she heard nothing.

The skin tightened between her shoulder blades. She glided silently toward the flap of canvasthat washis
door. There was no sound beyond.

The room was empty. She found the place where he had dipped out. The memory of his presence led
away fromit, as clear to her eyes asthe moon's road.

Asquickly and quietly as she could, she ran back to her room, gathered her belongings and stuffed them
into their bag. She dung it behind her and returned equally quickly to the room Kerrec had abandoned.
Histrack was as distinct as before. She dipped beneath the heavy canvas of the tent and followed where
he had gone.

He had eluded the wards and the guards with exquisite ease. She followed his pattern exactly, and the
wards dipped over her and the guards saw through her. It was abeautiful thing, amagica thing, the work
of amader.

He had gone nowhere near the stdlions. None of the mortal horses was missing, either. Kerrec had
walked away from his captivity.

A rider on foot must be amost unhappy beast. Vderia, who had walked everywhere until hardly more



than ayear ago, was better suited for it.

Past theriver, histrail was harder to follow. The patterns were different there. Still, if she narrowed her
focus, she could see him clearly.

He was moving quickly for aman who never waked where he could ride. His magic was strong, but it
felt somehow frayed. He was expending strength without regard for the cost.

She quickened her pace. The moon was sinking. Dawn would come soon. She would wager Kerrec did
not know how closeto the edge he was. That part of his judgment had never quite come back.

She was dmost running. Her legs ached and her lungs burned.

Hooves thudded behind her. She turned, purely by instinct, and caught flying mane. The horse's speed
carried her up onto a broad back.

Her arms clamped around Rodry's waist. The mane she gripped was black, and the back she sat on was
bay, gleaming darkly in the moonlight. The power of the spirit within was o strong that it nearly flung her
to the ground.

Rodry wasriding Brianas bay Lady, who had been safein Aurdiathelast Vderiaknew. What that
meant—what it promised—Vderiawasdmost afraid to ask. A Lady in Aurdiawas unheard of. A Lady
acrossthe frontier, outside the empire, in the middle of awar and the very red threet of Unmaking. ..

"Rodry," shesaidin hisear. "How—"
"Later," hesaid tersdly.

She bit her tongue. The Lady's gallop dowed. The stars were fading. The patterns were shifting too fast
tofollow.

If Vaeriahad learned nothing esein her year on the Mountain, she had learned to flow into the patterns.
If shewasinside them, she could understand them.

Magic was swirling, rising like mist out of the ground. Power was drawn to power, and Kerrec with his
broken magic and his conquered stone wasirresstible. Strange things were cregping toward him,
digtilling out of the air and oozing up from the earth.

Vaeriaknew where hewas. It was a sudden knowledge, asif an eye had opened and seen himlyingina
bed of bracken.

Helooked asif he had fallen there. He had managed to raise wards, and his spell of concealment was
tattered but still serviceable. To the eyesof Vderias magic, it was like aswirl of smoke around thefitful
glow that was Kerrec.

The Lady halted so abruptly that Rodry and Vaerialurched onto her neck. She shook her head irritably
and shrugged them back where they bel onged, then stamped. The earth rang under her hoof.

Thewild magic went perfectly till. The mist paused in its ascent. The moon hung mationlessin the sky.
The Lady breathed out sharply. The world began to turn again.

The wild magic sank back under the earth. The patternswere still blindingly complex, but there was
order and reason to them.



Vderiadid to the ground. Kerrec was close, dmost underfoot. Her eyes could not see him at all—she
had to look for him with her other senses.

She pulled him out of the bracken. He was conscious and, though he swayed dizzily, he could stand. He
looked at her with eyesthat had gone beyond bitterness. "Will | never escape you?”'

"Not inthislife" shesad.
"You and the Ladies," he said. "There's no hope for any of us."
Was he smiling? It must be atrick of thelight.

If Valeriadid not take control of hersalf soon, she was going to kiss him—and where that bit of
foolishness had come from, the gods knew. She was already swaying forward. She stiffened her spine
and sad, "Here, mount.”

He shook hishead. "I'll walk."

"Onthosefeat?' Sheleveled aglare at Rodry. He had dready dismounted, which waswise of him. He
held the Lady's stirrup and waited.

The glare whedled back toward Kerrec. "Mount," Vaeriasad.

However stubborn he was, Kerrec could not resist a horse's back. He bowed to the Lady first. She
flattened ears at his silliness, but she would have been even more annoyed if he had not doneit.

He took a degp breath and swung onto her back, then held out hishand. "Y ou, too," he said.
Vaeriashook her head, but Rodry said, "Get on. | can run with her. Can you?'

"I'msurel couldif | tried," she said.

"Stop that," said Kerrec. "Either you ride with me or we leave you behind. Theres no time to waste.”

Vaeriamight have kept on resisting if it had been only the two men, but the Lady'seyerolled at her. That
and the restless hed convinced Vaeriaas nothing ese could. Sheignored Kerrec's hand and lifted herself
onto the Lady's rump once more.

Even as shefound her seet, the Lady bucked lightly. Vaeriafound hersalf pressed against Kerrec's back.
She had to fling arms around him or be pitched to the ground.

The Lady's satisfaction thrummed through her. So did asense of pressing urgency.

Rodry stood at the Lady's stirrup, smiling up at Vderia. Thiswas not redl to him, she thought. He had
wandered out of the world he knew into the relm of gods and magic.

So had they dl. They rode in the rising dawn, trusting the Lady to take them where they needed to go.

Not only the powers of earth were stirring around them. Men were moving in clans and tribes, marching
toward the river. Something had roused them and brought them al together. Battle was coming.

When the sun was well up, the Lady stopped. She had brought them to a stream that flowed down a
sudden hill into aclear pool. Therewas grassfor her and water for them al, and in abramble thicket,



swest blackberries that they shared with one another and aflock of birds.

Rodry caught afishin the pool, tickling it with hisfingers until it lay stunned. He cleaned it and rubbed it
with sat and herbs and packed it in clay, and built atiny fire that sent up no smoke at dl.

Whilethefish roasted and the Lady grazed, Vderiaplanted hersdf infront of her brother and said, "Tdll."

He spread his hands. "What's to say? | woke up and you were both missing. | thought you might be with
the horses. | found Her instead—" he said it exactly like that, with overtones of awve "—and Shetold me
to get on her back and ride."

"Shetold you?' Kerrec asked. Vaeriahad thought he was adeep.

"l heard her, sir," Rodry said. "It wasn't words, exactly. It was morethat | knew she wanted metoride,
and | had better be quick about it. She's one of Them, isn't she? Though she's not agtalion. Or white.”

"They arent dl greys" Vderiasad.

"Or dl gdlions, ether,” said Kerrec. "1 thought | had seen everything. An army scout riding aLady asif
she were acommon horse—ye gods, if the riders only knew."

"Why?' said Rodry. "Have | done something wrong?”
"Nothingiswrong if aLady dlowsit," Kerrec said. "But it isunheard of "

Rodry ducked hishead. "1 won't ride her again,” he said. "It was only—shewas so insstent. | couldn't
say no to her."

"Nor should you if sheasksagain," Kerrec said. "At ease, soldier. It's obvious we're in the gods
hands—or hoovesif you will. All we can do is go where they lead us and do what they ask of us."

"Arethey leading you?' Vderiamuttered. "Or are you forcing them to accept whatever you please?"
Of course he did not answer that.

Rodry prodded thefish inits casing, which was now baked hard. He wrapped his cloak around his hand
and lifted it gingerly from the cods, laying it on aflat rock that he had brought from the pool. With the hilt
of hisdagger, he cracked it open. Steam hissed forth, with a delectable scent.

The fish was cooked perfectly. Vaeriasavored her share of the sweet flesh, washing it down with water
from the pool.

She wasthe last to finish. The others were ready to break camp. Rodry doused and buried the fire, and
Kerrec smoothed the ground they had trampled. Vaeria saddled the Lady once more.

"Hesclose," Kerrec said.

Rodry nodded. "Were not far from where the camp should be. They've been hunting these runs—there's
no game left. They'll have to move ether ahead or back."

"Areweintime?' Kerrec asked. Hisvoice was cool, but Vaeriafelt the urgency behindit.

"We should be," Rodry answered. "WEell be there by morning. | don't think the battle will be tomorrow.
The day after, maybe, or the third day."



"Soon," said Kerrec. He mounted with casual bravura, without touching the stirrup.

Vaeriachose thistime to mount in more mundane fashion, setting foot in the stirrup he had scorned and
holding out her hand. He arched abrow, but he swung her up behind him.

Chapter Forty-Two

Rodry was scouting. Kerrec was sustaining wards. Vaeria had nothing to do but offer strength if they
needed it.

She caught hersdf dozing off with her face buried between Kerrec's shoulders. Thefamiliar smell of him,
the movement of the Lady under them and the warmth of the sun shining through the trees, lulled her to

deep.

Her dreams at first were peaceful and inconsequentia. Even while she wasin them, she knew their
memory would be gone when she woke.

Gradually they changed. Thissunlit forest, this summer warmth, twisted little by little. The Unmaking
dirred.

It was not the wild magic that woke it. That was strange to her senses, but it was real and solid and
completely intheworld.

Benesth it was something else, something dark and old and cold. Words cameto her. The roots of the
One. In her mind she saw the roots of trees digging deep into black earth. Blind things crawled on them.
Dissolution was caught in their knotted tendrils.

She clawed her way out of the dream. The sun had shifted distinctly westward. The Lady stood
motionlessin the shadow of trees. Rodry crouched just in front of her. Hiswhole body was dert.

Kerrec's head turned dowly. Vaeriaheard the passage of at least adozen men. They were moving
quietly but not gedthily, dipping through the trees.

"Cymbri," Rodry breathed, "from over the mountains. This weapontake has reached far."

Vaeriawondered how he knew. She could glimpse them now, flashes of bright hair and bright metal and
the dizzying patterns of their mantles. They were moving quickly, loping like wolves on afresh trail.

After they were gone, Rodry waited along while before he would leave the covert. The Lady was
patient. Kerrec sat quiet on her back, but Vaeria dismounted.

Rodry frowned. She scowled back. She crept away, dipping around the trunk of ahuge tree.

No barbarian lay inwait for her there. She relieved hersalf as quickly as she could. As she st her clothes
back in order, she paused.

This country was atracery of brooks and streams and little rivers. They had had to cross at least adozen
sgncethe day began. Onetrickled past the tree, murmuring to itself. The sun sparkled on it. Tiny fish
danced in the water.



Patterns shifted and flickered. She should turn her eyes away and go back to the others, but the flash of
light on water held her just amoment too long.

The streambed transformed into awide and rolling field. The fish became armies on it. The emperor's
legions marched in their armor. The enemy came on in hordes, naked and painted blue and red and
yellow, with torques of gold or bronze or copper. They fought with great axes and swords so heavy they
needed two handsto lift.

That was as beautiful and terrible as battle wayswas. But Vaerias eye was drawn into the darkness of
theforest. Old things crouched there, cold things, dark and strong. Their power focused on the legions
heart.

The emperor held al the threads of war and magic in his hands. His mages and generas worked hiswill.
If hefdl, the army would flounder. Thetide of battle would turn.

Vaeriawatched him fal. The power that struck him down felt familiar. It was Gothard, but he had
changed.

The Unmaking was part of him now. It lodged in something that he kept close, astone, she
supposed—nbut heavier and colder and darker than any stone she had known before. It felt like the
darkness between stars, utterly empty and yet filled with power.

Kerrec had seen this. He was obsessed and probably mad, but he saw the truth. Gothard's power,
bound by blood to both the emperor and the princes of the Calletani, wasthe key.

The emperor fell. The armies fought on, but the heart had gone out of them. Two legionsretrested. One,
the Vaeria, stood its ground. The enemy rolled over it and destroyed it.

Then came the Unmaking.

"Vdeid"

Kerrec's voice flung her out of the vison. His hands gripped her shoulders painfully, shaking her until she
squawked in protest. His eyes were blazing. " Gods hel p you, woman! If | lose you—"

"If you lose me, what? Y oulll sing arite of thanksgiving?”

Helet her go so suddenly she dropped to her knees, and stood glaring down at her. He was not going to
answe.

She pulled him down to face her. "We have got to stop this,”" she said. "Y ou don't have to hide anything
from me any more. If were both going to be whole and strong for what's to come, we have to—"

"I don't careif | die" hesaid, "but | refuse to be the death of you."
"That's not your choice to make," she said.

Hesat on hisheds. "You aredifficult,” hesaid.

"And you are not?'

"I don't know how to be anything else.”



"Now that istrue," she said. If shedid not burst out laughing, she would burst into tears. Since it was not
useful to do either, she settled for saying, "Can you &t least try to stop bresking my heart?"

She had tried to say it lightly. Helooked asif she had knocked the breath out of him. "I didn't—I was
trying—"

"l know."
"Y ou're not going to let me be."
lll CH]It_II

"And you wonder why riders never tangle themsaves with women.” He reached, sartling her. Thistime
his grip was much gentler, his hands resting on her shoulders, drawing her to him.

She could have stopped him. He was not holding her tightly at al. But she could no more have done that
than she could have stopped loving him—even when she wanted to strangle him.

He kissed her softly. Therewas passion iniit, buried deep and sternly disciplined. She willed herself not
to lock arms around his neck and cling.

He drew back. For thefirst timein along while, hisface was unguarded. It was brief, hardly morethan a
moment, but it told Vaeria everything she wanted to know.

Shetook hisfacein her hands. He did not try to pull away. "Stop fighting it,” she said. "Wereriders. We
can't bedoneif wetry. Our whole art isan art of patterns, danced in twos and fours and eights. Never
one by one. Oneisthe enemy.”

"1 know how to train ahorse," he said, "and ride the Dance. This, | don't know at dl. | have no art and
preciouslittletdent for it."

"It'sjust liketraining horses," she said. "Open your mind and listen. Then do what your heart tellsyou.”
"I'm afraid,” he said.

All therest of it had left her ddliberately unmoved. Those brief words brought the tears springing. She
blinked them back, hissing at her own foolishness. " So is the colt when he comes down from the
Mountain. What do you do for him? Do the samefor yourseif.”

He frowned. He dways did that when he wasthinking. After awhile he said, "Y ou'retraining me."
"Godsforbid,” she said. "Great Ones aren't trained. They're educated. Wheedled. Persuaded.”
"I'mnota—"

"Sabatais easier than you," she said. She bent forward and kissed him. He responded before he could
have known what he was doing.

She did not hold the kiss for long—just long enough to make his blood sing. When she sat back and
lowered her hands, he caught and held them.

He kissed each pdm and folded the fingers over it. Then herose. His head tilted. He was listening.

She had heard it, too. More tribesmen were coming, dipping like wind through the trees.



Rodry had not moved since Vaerialeft him. Hewould not ook at either of them. He had heard every
word.

Valerias cheeks were hot, but she was not about to apologize. If her brother was shocked, so beiit.
Neither she nor Kerrec could help what they were to each other.

Thislatest arrival of the clanswas large enough to be called an army. It took along whileto pass, then a
longer while before they felt safeto go on.

In dl that time, none of them spoke. Apart from the danger of being discovered, they had too much
thinking to do.

Findly they left their hiding place. They did not need Rodry to show them the way—there was no doubt
as to where the clans had gone—but atrained scout knew how to travel both fast and undetected. He
could read the signs and tell the others when to ride and when to hide.

Thevisonwas gtill working insde Vaeria Kerrec had distracted her from it, but as she went on, it woke
again.

Therewas moreto it than the emperor and hisarmies or the barbariansin their horde. It hovered briefly
above one barbarian, lingering asif to tempt her with Euan Rohe's fine white body, beforeit closed in on
Kerrec'sface. Close beside it hovered another that V aleria remembered too well. She would never
forget Gothard, however dearly she wished to.

He had been dangerous before. He was worse than that now. The new power he had, the dark stone,
turned againgt Kerrec. Kerrec in the vision was beautiful in his strength, but Gothard was stronger.
Kerrec tumbled in ruin.

With hislast stroke, he destroyed his brother—but even as Gothard's body and soul shattered, Kerrec
was dready gone. There was nothing left of him but adrift of ash on the wind.

Vderids armstightened around Kerrec'swaist. She unlocked them with an effort before he had time to
protest.

It had all seemed so simple. The empire was threatened by something much moreterrible than a
barbarian invasion. The emperor'slife wasin danger. She would give Kerrec whatever powers he
needed to bring down his brother, and so save the empire and hold back the Unmaking.

Thisvison turned a certainty into adilemma. Save the empire, destroy Kerrec. Save Kerrec, seethe
empirefal.

Shetried to see away around it. Maybe there was more to the vision. Maybe she was misreading it.
Prophecies were notorioudy difficult to interpret.

No matter how shetried, this onewas al too clear. She could see the brothers face-to-face, with the
same profile after al, though so much e se was different. They fought as mages did, with blasts of
magic—and they both died. No matter how she tried to shape the patterns, that was the only outcome
she could see.

She opened her eyes on rapidly fading daylight. They were at astandstill again. Vaeriadid not need
Rodry to tel her the enemy’'s camp wasjust over the hill. She could fed it inside her, in the blight that was
the Unmaking.



By then it was nearly dark. They made afireless camp where trees had fallen together in some long-ago
storm. The maze of fdlen trunks and tangled branches hid them completely.

For once it was Kerrec who ate hisfruga supper and went straight to deep, and Rodry who held on
grimly to wakefulness. " Someone has to keep watch,” he said.

"I'll do aturn later,” said Vaeria. She knew she should deep if shewas going to do that, but she was
wide awake.

It should have been pitch-dark in their makeshift shelter, but the Lady had the same soft glow about her
astheddlions. Her bay coat made it redder—more like sunlight, in itsway. By that light Vaeriacaught
Rodry darting glances at her, then looking away.

Vderiastood it for aslong as she could, but findly she said, "Don't tell me you're scanddized.”

Inthat light it was hard to tell, but VVaeriathought her brother turned crimson. "Isit even lega?' he asked.
She laughed—softly, so as not to wake Kerrec. "Theré'sno law against it."

Rodry scowled. "Ishe cruel to you? Becauseif heis, First Rider or no, I'll—"

"Hetriestoo hard to protect me," Vderiasaid pointedly.

Rodry had grown up in the same family Vaeriahad. Hetook the point. But he said, "Tell me you haven't
given yoursdlf to aman who can't give back. Because you deserve better.”

A day or two ago, Vaeriawould have agreed with him. Tonight, she said, "Heis exactly what | deserve.
We both have our obsessions. Outside of those...he's the other half of me."

Rodry chewed hislip. "Y ou redly mean that?"

She nodded. "He knew what | was from thefirst, and he never betrayed me. Before they let mebe a
rider, he was the only one who would teach me. Don't trust hisface, Rodry. He wearsit like amask.
Sometimesit even deceivesme.”

"I hopeyoureright,” Rodry said.

"I know | am," said Vderia

Chapter Forty-Three

Rodry tried to convince Vaeria not to take the second watch of the night, but he was out on hisfeet. She
knocked them out from under him and sat on him until he gave in. When she stood up again, hewas
dready hafway into adream.

She dipped out of the deadfal past the warm and breathing bulk of the Lady. The sarswere out. The
moon had risen.

At firgt she thought the world was perfectly still. Then she heard it, adeep pulse like the earth's heart



beating.
It was adrum. She glanced back. The Lady flicked an ear.

Rodry and Kerrec would be safe. Valeria crept through atracery of moonlight and shadow, moving as
softly as she knew how. That was very soft—Rodry had taught her.

Near the top of the hill, she dropped onto her belly and crawled to the summit.
The treeswere thinner here. There was awide clearing beyond the hilltop, sinking into a shalow bowl.

It wasal but empty. Most of the clans camped under the trees. She could fed them—thousands, maybe
tens of thousands. Their fires were banked and their voices silent.

In the clearing was a tanding stone. Human figures stood around it, swaying gently. She could not see
the drum, but its besting filled her body.

A low chant rose up out of the clearing. The sound of it raised the hairs on the back of her neck.
Something was bound to the stone. She could not—in truth would not—make out its shape, but it
glistened wetly in the wan moonlight.

She clung dizzily to thetilting earth. They were chanting the battle chant and performing their sacrifice of
blood and bone, glory and pain. They were caling up the One—raising the Unmaking.

New shapes moved toward the priests and the sacrifice. They were al men, and naked. Their white skin
gleamed in the moonlight. Their hair waslong and loose, flowing down their backs.

She could not see their faces. They wore masks without features, with blank dits of eyes.
These could not be Brothers of Pain. That was an imperia order. But they wore the mask.

They spread inacircle. Their armslocked. Their feet samped. The chanting swelled from pul sebest to
another, equdly familiar rhythm.

It throbbed in Valerias body. So much bare and glistening flesh, long muscled backs, taut buttocks,
phalluses erect and thrusting into the yielding air—she bit down hard on her tongue.

The pain helped her focus. Her skinfdt asif atouch would igniteit. Her center was melting.

She had never known they did this. The blood and pain, yes, she knew of those. Torment for the tribes
was a sacrament.

She could shrink from that in all good conscience. But this called to instincts far deeper and far lesseasly
ressted.

The chanting deepened to match the drumbeat. Through blood and pain and hot desire, they were
opening the gates of the earth. Vaeriaknew too well what waited on the other Side.

The power of priestsraised thisworking, but the power of amage controlled it. Vaeriahad no need to
wonder who that mage was. Gothard must be one of the shadows around the standing stone.

The goneitsdf was the drum. Something €l se, something enormoudy powerful, was besting on it from
outside.

Thiswas stone magic asit had never been intended—magic made puredly for destruction. It created



nothing. It preserved nothing. Even under potent restraint, it shook apart the bindings of things.

Theair blurred around it. The earth crumbled.

It took every scrap of will Vaeriahad to crawl down the hill and make her way back to the others. The
Lady was awake, watching as she came. She looked into the dark and liquid eye. It cAmed her, though it
did nothing to lessen the sense of urgency.

She touched Rodry'sfoot. He came awake al at once, hand to knife hilt. The sight of her, glowing with
witchlight, did not seem to reassure him. She beckoned him outside.

The Lady followed them into the starlight. The sky was growing paeinthe east. "Rodry,” Vaeriasad,
"you have to go back and warn the emperor. They're raising something more than battle magic. All those
men and armies are afeint. Thered attack will come from the priests—or from something worse than
priess.”

"Hemust know that," Rodry said. "He has awhole battaion of mages.”

She shook her head sharply. ™Y ou heard what his mage said to Kerrec. They think they know what's
coming, but they aren't looking far enough. Kerrec isright, Rodry. Thisis stronger than anyone expects,
and it'saimed at the emperor—at the heart of his bond to the empire. Once they have him, no mage's
power will be ableto save him or anyone who owes alegiance to him. They'll Unmake usdl.”

"If I go back," hesaid, "l won't get near hismajesty. I'll be arrested and hauled off to ahanging.”

"Not if you go with her," Vaeriasad, tilting her head toward the Lady. "Shelll take you where you need
togo."

llBlJt_ll
"Save the emperor,” Vderiasaid. "I'll dowhat | can to save hisson.”

Rodry eyed the Lady. She moved between them, presenting her back. He half turned, probably to fetch
the saddle, but she blocked him.

Vaerialaced her fingers. Rodry looked dubious, but he set hisfoot in them and let her toss him astride,
Therewas just enough timefor him to find his seat before the Lady whedled and sprang away.

Vaerialet out adow breath. The Lady would keep him safe. Now there was only Kerrec left, and a
battle that might kill them all.

Shewas gtill standing there when Kerrec came out beside her. The starswere fading. The drum had
stopped. The tribes had resumed their march toward theriver.

She wound her fingerswith his. He did not pull away. "So," he said. ™Y ou sent your brother to safety.”

"Someone has to warn the emperor,” Vderiasaid. "What's coming is worse than they want to imagine.
They need to know how much worse."

Heturned her to face him. "Y ou bdieve me now?'



"l dways have," she said. She rested her palm againgt his cheek. "It comes down to us, doesn't it?"

"It often does," he said dryly. He caught her hand before it dropped, then turned his head and kissed it.
"Areyou ready?'

"Asready as| can be"

He nodded. "Will you eat? Therésthe last of the bread.”

"| think we need to do thisfasting,” she said, "dl empty and clean.”

He took a deep bregth. With no more warning than that, he set off toward the hill.
Vaderiafollowed. Now that there was no turning back, shewas cam.

It was awhite cam. The stdlionswerein her, below even the Unmaking. She could see the circle of
them, the long white faces and the dark eyes.

They might let her die or worse. Still, she was glad they were there. They helped her find strength, and
steadied her steps as she made her way back up the long dope.

It was aharder journey than it had been in the night. The powers that the priests had raised were awake
and moving. Other powers were advancing against them. The emperor's mages had begun the battle even
before the armies met. War raged in the heavens and rampaged across the earth.

None of it had anything to do with a pair of horse mages separated from their horses. Whatever buffets
they took to their magic, none of the blows was meant for them.

It was an advantage, initsway. They could not have asked for amore effective diverson.

By thetimethey reached the hilltop, Vderiafet bruised ingde her skull. Blasts of magic and
countermagic raged overhead, roaring like thunder or howling like wind. Lightnings cracked, now from
one sSde of the sky, now from the other.

The clanshad |eft their camp. The forest was still. Down in the clearing, the stone stood by itsdlf, with
nothing bound to it. The earth had swallowed the blood of the sacrifice.

The camp was not deserted. The priests were ill there. So was the power Kerrec had come to find.

Kerrec had been right in everything. Gothard had not gone to the battlefield. He was fighting from this
safe place, surrounded by lesser powers that fed the greater one.

"Hehasagtarstone," Kerrec bresthed in Valerids ear asthey paused on the summit.
Shelooked at him.

"A gonethat fel from the ky," hesaid. "A gift of the gods. I'm anidiot for not having realized it sooner.
No wonder he has all his power back. Even amagter stoneisasmall thing beside that."

"Then you don't think we can—"
"We're not stone mages,” he said.

He stood up. She snatched, meaning to pull him back into hiding, but he was aready out of reach,



walking coolly down the hill.

Gusts of random power tugged at him. He held steady. Clouds raced above him. Lightning danced its
wild dance.

A bolt struck near enough to make Vaerias hair stand on end. She choked on the acrid reek of it.
Kerrec never fatered.

He had the master stone in hishand. She could bardly pick out its presence amid so much warring magic.
She hoped—yprayed—that none of the other mages noticed it.

Prayer was hard. So waswalking. The Unmaking was singing.

There was atent pitched on the edge of the clearing. Two circles of men sat in front of it. The oneson the
outside were dl naked. There was no hair at al on their bodies. Their skin was blue-white but their eyes
were asdark as oblivion. They made Vderiathink of blind thingsthat crawled in caves.

The men intheinner circle were dressed like tribesmen, but most were dight and dark—imperids, and
nobles from the look of them. They were much lessrepellent than the others, but they had the same eyes.
If anything, the darknessin theirs was deeper.

She had no trouble recognizing Gothard. He wore leather leggings and agaudy plaid, and his hair was
plaited down his back. He had grown a soft reddish mustache since she last saw him. He till had the
curved nose and dark eyes of an imperia noble, and the look of profound and inborn discontent that
Vderiaremembered too well.

He sat cross-legged in the center of the twofold circle. His hands cradled a black stone no larger than a
baby'sfist.
The stone's color was dull black, but there was more to its darkness than that. Dark light rose fromit.

Gothard raised hiseyes. Hewas staring straight at Vaeria. For along moment she was sure she was
safe, that Kerrec's spell concedled her.

Then she knew there was no concealment, not from the Unmaking. It was not only inside her. It was all
around her.

Gothard's eyes opened wide. Vaeria snatched desperately at the rags of her magic.

They were dready out of reach. Nothingness had swallowed them. She could not find the stalions
anywhere. They were gone.

She had no weapon to fight him off. Her hands would not obey her will.
Her body ssumbled and fell. All her power swirled away into the dark.

Chapter Forty-Four



At long last, the second dawn after Gothard provoked the Ard Ri into caling out the muster, the tribes
crossed theriver. They |eft the priests—of the old order and the new—obehind in their previous night's
camp. That was close enough for the working, Gothard said, but far enough to be safeif it failed.

Euan Rohe did not believe anywhere would be safe if Gothard lost his grip on the starstone. Every day
that he and his pack of boyswielded it, it came closer to the heart of the One. And the heart of the One,
as any tribesman knew, was annihilation.

They weredl in awild mood—even wilder than usua before a battle. None of them had dept since the
weapontake began. The night had been onelong roaring tumult of thunder, shot through with bolt after
bolt of lightning. No rain had fallen and no relief had come, until morning brought a brazen light and the
cdl to battle.

Somehow, below thought or reason, they all knew what the stakes were thistime. More than degth
would fal on thefield that day. More than apair of worlds hung in the balance.

They marched asthey lived, in loose order. Even those who had horses chose to go on foot asthe
people had done since the dawn of time.

There were no ranks or columns. Clans and tribes held together by the cut of their plaids. They flowed
like water through the trees, pouring down toward theriver.

Theimperidswerewaiting. They had deliberatdly |eft the ford unguarded. It was open like agate, luring
the tribes onto the field that they had chosen.

The Cdletani, with theroya clanin front, took their time coming out of the trees. For oncethe Ard Ri led
his people—hiswarband was firgt to reach the river. Clans of Prytani and Mordantes and Cymbri
swarmed in hiswake. The Galiceni and the handful of Skaldi hung back behind the Cdlletani.

Euan's heart was with the first crossers, but the part of him that was king was minded to wait abit. He
knew the land well by now, with and without the seeing-stone—every tree and stone on both sides. The
imperid camp with its high palisade and square towerslay just upriver. There were men on the
palisade—he saw the flash of helmets.

Theimperiads greatest advantage wastheir discipline. Their legionsfought in ironclad ranks, with every
place accounted for and every eventudity taken into consideration. He had read that in their officers
manua when he wasin the School of War. He would wager he remembered the detail s better than most
half-baked young tribunes just out from Aurdlia

Discipline made the legions aterrible machine of war. It did not make them unstoppable—though it came
close. A legion dmost never lost a battle.

There were three legions down there, close on fifteen thousand men. Euan would reckon the massed
horde of thetribes at haf again that, maybe more. His people were not much for lining up men or
numbers, any more than they were fond of fighting in ranks and squares, dl straight linesand sharp
corners. Their world was one of circlesand curves.

Thefirst swarm of tribesmen was nearly over theriver. Thelegionswere waiting. They weredravn upin
ranks behind awall of shidds. Archersand cavadry flanked them and waited in reserve behind. It wasdl
neat and orderly like game pieces on atable.

The emperor stood on alow hill behind the central legion. The banner of sun and moon snapped in the
wind over his head. His golden hedmet flamed in the morning light.



At first Euan thought it wasthe sunin hiseyes, or e se abird—hawk or vulture—hovering in the sky. A
gpeck of darkness hovered above that dazzling helmet. The longer Euan looked at it, the clearer it
became. It was growing larger.

The Ard Ri set foot on the farther bank. His men shrieked and yowled, swarming over and past him. The
clans till in the water picked up speed, splashing headlong to shore.

A gap was opening between the Calletani and the last of the leaders. Euan loped down the hill with his
men behind him.

With each step, his broad view of the battle shrank. By the time he cameto theriver, he was part of the
flood that fell on the legions. He could see the men on either sde and in front and hear the ones behind.
Therest wasfed and ingtinct.

Thefirst wave of tribesmen crashed against the shieldwall. Arrowsflew and men fell, but further waves
roared behind them. They battered the wall of shields, hewing at it with axes and great swords.

Theimperid ranks held. Thetribes had no ranksto hold. They ran past the shieldwall, aiming at the
cavary and the archers. Few of them cared that arrows rained down on them and hooves trampled them.
They werelost in atrance of bettle.

When the mages began their work, the result brought them up short. Spellslost strength hafway to their
target or dipped aside or, if the mages were very unlucky, rebounded on those who cast them.

Euan laughed as a mage-bolt turned sand to glassjust in front of him. Call it priestwork, get one of
Gothard'sboysto lay ablessing on it, and even the most suspicious clansman would take an amulet
againg the pollution of magic.

It was mostly the Calletani wearing river pebblesin pouches around their necks, but they were numerous
enough to keep the imperia mages both busy and frustrated. Battle magic was not much useif the worst
damage it did wasto one'sown side.

The battle was clean because it had to be. Clean sweat and clean stedl. At least Euan had found a use for
magic—to negate itself. The One ought to be pleased with that.

Euan took hisaxe to the shidldwall of the Vaeriaasif it had been athicket of trees. Spearsthrust a him.
He hacked off their heads.

The shidd in front of him splintered. The man behind it stabbed with his short sword, aiming for Euan's
gut. Euan's axe split him in two.

Another little dark man in armor tried to close up the wall. Euan thrust his bigger, heavier body against
the smaller man, pressed in so close that even the short stabbing sword was useless. Euan's belt dagger
opened the legionary's throat between the cuirass and the helmet strap.

The whole world had narrowed to thistiny piece of it. Inch by inch, stroke by stroke, Euan's Calletani
broke down thewall of shields.

The enemy gave as good as he got. The ground was amire of blood and entrails. Bodiesrolled
underfoot.

Not al of them were dead. Few of them wereintact. Axes and great swords took aterribletoll on limbs
and extremities.



So did spears and short stabbing swords, arrows and lances and charges of cavary. The Aurdians
contested every step and held off every charge againgt them. Every timetheir ranks broke, they
re-formed, as straight if not quite as numerous as before.

The only way to win that the people had ever found was to wear them down—keep on coming until the
last legionary fell to wounds or exhaugtion. There was ahigh price on victory, but the glory that went with
it wasworth dying for.

Euan broke through the ranks and found himsdlf face to face with the cavalry—the cataphractsin their
heavy armor on their massive horses. They were powerful but they were dow, and they needed room to
build up the momentum of a charge. There was no such room here.

His Cdlletani swarmed over them like ants over acarcass. Their long lances were usdess a close
quarters, and their horses floundered. One by one, horse by horse, they went down.

Euan laughed. After awhile he began to sing. Thiswas abeautiful day, aglorious day, agrand day to die.

Chapter Forty-Five

Kerrec advanced through a maeglstrom of warring magics. The master stone protected him somewhat. So
did his sense of the patterns that composed the world. Something was trying to rise from beneath and
destroy them, but for the moment they were holding.

In the darkness behind his eyelids, he could see and hear and fed and even smell the battle by theriver.
The barbarians were still swarming across, an endless horde of them. The whole north must be stripped
of itsfighting men.

They werefdling on the legionslike a storm surge againgt abastion of rock. Battle magic did not touch
them—they had something, some power or warding, that protected them against it. But that was not
what nearly flung Kerrec out of the working.

The emperor's command post stood on ahill just beyond the limit of the fighting. A triplewall guarded
it—cataphracts on their great horses, picked footmen of the imperia guard, and a battalion of mages.
Nothing on that field could come near him.

None of them had thought to protect against the sky. It had been clear at sunrise, but clouds were
gathering now, tal whiteflotillas that would breed thunder later.

One cloud had taken shape directly over the emperor's head. It looked like anatural cloud—unless one
could seeit with eyes of the spirit. Those eyes saw a core of nothingness within the billows of white and
grey and Slver.

It hung like a sword above the emperor. The thread on which it hung grew thinner with each moment that
passed.

Just as Kerrec began to understand how great the danger was, Vaeriacollapsed. He nearly lost the
vison and al the power that went with it. Va eria—he had to—but his father—the empire—

That paralyzing confusion was an attack of its own. He beat it back. Focus, above al he must focus.



The master stone throbbed. Heraised it in his hand. The star-stone shrieked.

Kerrec reached for any power that would cometo hiscall. He no longer cared what it was or whereiit
camefrom, if only it did hisbidding. He would have wel comed the Unmaking itsdlf, if it won him this
battle.

White power flung the thought aside. White magic wrenched him back into focus. Petraand Sabata
thundered toward him through the madness of magics.

The priests could not move. The circle of mages was locked fast.

The working bound them. That was the weakness of their art—that it needed so many and held them so
helpless.

Gothard was stronger than they, or elsethe ruler of that dark dance could keep hiswits about him when
therest had given up every scrap of will and volition that they had. He struggled to draw the sword at his
Sde, but he moved with dreamlike downess.

Kerrec had taken him completely by surprise. If he had expected any attack, it had been from the
imperid mages. He had never expected his brother, poor broken thing, to come hunting him.

Gothard always had been prone to underestimate his enemies. Kerrec reached in, ah, so easily, and
caught him by the throat.

Never trust anything that comes easily.
Kerrec had forgotten who first told him that. Hisfather? One of hisinstructors on the Mountain?

Gothard smiled. Whether he had planned this or whether it was a gift of the One, hewasin akind of
bliss. One devastating stroke, and both hisfather and brother would fal. And he could watch them doit.

The starstone's shriek had soared beyond the threshold of hearing. All the patterns were unraveling.

Kerrec met his brother's eyes. There was no kinship there, no memory of the blood they shared. There
was only death. It opened amouth asvast asthe sky.

Kerrec hovered between life with adl its pain, and the sweetness of oblivion. All he had to do was et go.
S0 easy. So very, very easy.

Therewas only onething left for him to do. Everything el se he could forget, but that, no. Never.

He brought the master stone down upon the starstone.

Therewasno fear inhim at dl. Hedid not careif hedied. It did not matter if hissoul vanished likemist in
the sun. All he cared for was that the stone should break, and Gothard withit.

Stone struck stone. The roar was soundless. The flash was dark—dll light swallowed in void. The stones
shattered.

They had Unmade one another. There was nothing left of either, not even apuff of dust.
Gothard sprawled at Kerrec'sfeet. His face was stark with shock.

Kerrec read histhoughts as easily asif they had been written on a page. He had been absolutely certain



that he had the victory. He had fdlt it in his hand, as sharply potent asthe stone. All that stood in the way
was hisweakling of abrother.

Not so much aweskling, Kerrec thought. His fingers were numb with the force of the stones breaking,
but they obeyed hiswill. There was a scabbard at Gothard's belt. The knife hissed as Kerrec drew it.

Thetraitor's breast was bare. Kerrec heard the heart beating hard beneath the breastbone. If he shifted
hissight just S0, he could seeit, clenching and unclenching like afist. He knew exactly where to thrust the
knife, up beneath theribs, hard.

Petraslarge and bresthing warmth loomed behind him. His focus wavered. In Gothard's staring eyes, he
saw the battle on the field, blood and daughter and aliving darkness stooping like ahawk upon the
emperor.

Come, the stallion said.

Never in dl their yearstogether had Petra condescended to offer ahuman word. It froze Kerrec where
he knelt. Gothard was helpless, with the knife pressed againgt hisribs.

Kerrec could not make himsdf thrust it home. Not, he told himsalf, because after al heloved hisbrother.
Gods, no. His hate was as strong as ever.

Even to destroy hisworst enemy, he could not commit murder in cold blood. If that made him a.coward,
S0 beit.

Kerrec left Gothard where he lay. He was nothing now. He no longer mattered, even to put out of his
misay.

Kerrec turned dowly. They were dl down, priests and mages.
Most of them were dead. If anyone survived, he was a husk, empty of will or understanding.

There was nothing left here—and yet that, like Gothard, did not matter at al. Kerrec's great working and
the victory he had thought so complete had failed to do what he meant them to do. Without Gothard and
his circle of mages, the powersthat they had raised had not fallen. If anything, they were stronger.

Gothard had laid traps within traps. Each one that Kerrec uncovered only concedled the one benesth.
Here maybe wasthered trap, the reason for dl the rest.

Gothard's working had opened agate. The powers he had summoned were swarming through it.

Morta will had no power over them. They were free, and they had their target. They roared down upon
it.

The cloud of dissolution was nearly upon the emperor. There was no way Kerrec could stop it. The
battlefield was an hour's hard ride away. He could not—

Sabata stamped. There was something lying at hisfeet, periloudy close to that furious hoof.
Vdeia

Shewas dlive. She sat up, hand to head, then staggered to her feet. Sabata offered his shoulder. She
pulled hersdf onto his back.

Kerrec should not have succumbed to temptation. He cast one last, burning glance a Gothard.



Hisbrother bared teeth a him. "Y ou dways were weak," Gothard said.

Kerrec's sight turned briefly bloody. But the cold part of him, the part that saw patterns and foresaw
futures, recognized thislatest of so many traps. If he gave way to provocation, Gothard might die—but
so would Artorius.

After al his maunderings about Gothard'sinsignificance, it was bitter to let go. His ssomach heaved. It
waswell for Gothard it was empty, or he would have had afaceful of the consequences.

Kerrec stabbed the knife hilt-deep into the earth beside Gothard's staring eye and flung himsdf onto
Petra's back.

The galion was dready in motion. Sabataran ahead of him, mane and tail streaming. Vaeriaclung to his
neck.

They sped away from the dregs of Kerrec's obsession. Trees flashed past. Kerrec could not begin to
guess how fast they were going. Faster than amortal horse could gallop—faster than the wind.

He st histeeth and held on. Whatever he was going to do when he came to the battle, he had no master
stoneto feed his power. All he had was himself.

And Petra. And Valeria And Sabata. No rider was ever alone. She had said that. She was often
right—aslittle asheliked to admit it.

The battle wasin full spate. Kerrec had no time to make sense of the surge and flow of forces acrossthe
field, except to note that al of the enemy had crossed theriver. The farther bank was empty of any but a
scattering of corpses, dl barbarians.

Theford wasfull of them, lying side by sdewith meninimperia armor. Somewere till moving. The
gallions surged through them. Bloodied water sprayed high, but it never stained those moon-white coats.

Kerrec heard the hiss of Vaerids breath behind him, agasp sharply cut off. His heart twinged. She was
as strong as any man he knew, but she wasterribly young. She had never seen so much blood or so
much deeth al in one place.

He had, years ago, but he was long out of practice. He could only bear it by closing off hisheart and
focusing on what he had cometo do.

The emperor's mages were holding off the assault, but they were weakening fast. Already some of them
had fallen. Artorius was widding sword and spear againgt tribesmen who had broken through the ring of
his guards, fending off lances and arrows with ashield that bristled with them, and sustaining wards
againg the congtant barrage of hostile magic.

There were two armies |locked in combat between the river and the emperor. Petradowed as he
reached the bank, bucking dightly, tossng his head with uncharacterigtic ill humor.

Sabata, whose fits of temper were notorious, half reared and loosed a bellow. It was barely to be heard
above the battle's clamor.

Away on hishill, the emperor swayed and his banner nearly fell. A bolt of pure destruction hurtled down.
Artoriusflung up his shield. Wards blazed blue-white.



The bolt struck them and shattered. Shards flew wide. Mages fell—maimed or dead.

There was nothing human or mortal or even comprehensiblein the thing that hovered above the emperor.
It could have been acloud or apal of smoke or amemory of terror. It existed to devour him whole.

It was as blank and empty of mortal malice asthe storm that had kept Kerrec from crossing theriver.
Therewasno useinraging & it. It merely was.

Kerrec shook his head, tossing it like one of the stallions. Thiswas raw formlessness, power without
conscious will—but it had apurpose. That purpose was to destroy everything that Kerrec lived for.

He called on power of hisown. Up from the earth, down from the sky, through the bodies and the
immortal spirits of the stallions, he summoned it into his hand. He shaped it into aweapon—a spear, for
choice—and cadt it into the center of the cloud.

The cloud howled. He had wounded it, but it was not destroyed. It was growing as he watched, sucking
warmth from the air and light from the sun, swallowing lives and souls of imperids and barbarians dike.

Hisfather was il on hisfeet. Hiswards were holding—though barely. His legions were overrun. Here
and there, the victory chants had aready begun.

Kerrec gathered himsdlf for anew muster of magic. Hewaslosing strength. He could fed the raw edges
and mended places more keenly than he had in days.

Hewas 4till strong. He could strike another blow—and another if he must, and another after that.
"Wait." Vderids voice was quiet. He should not have been able to hear it through the tumult of the battle.

She rode up beside him. The bay Lady was with her—and Rodry on the Lady's back, greenish pale and
wide-eyed but remarkably steady.

Rodry's magic was clear and strong. Though it was not horse magic, it fit well with the Lady's deep and
snging power. Shewas using it to anchor hersdlf to the mortal world, drawing strength through it and
giving strength in return.

Thelast few stragglers of the melee had moved away from them. They stood donein a broad expanse of
trampled grass and mud and stony earth, littered with yet more of thefalen.

The emperor's wards were fading fast. The enemy poised to swarm up over hishill. Nearly dl of his
guards, aswdl as his mages were down. The few who remained fought desperately againgt arising tide
of barbarians.

Vaeialooked Kerrecin theface. "Dance," she said.
He opened his mouth. "What—"

Petraturned his head and bit Kerrec'sfoot. The pain focused his mind wonderfully. He had no reinsto
gather and no saddle to settle deeper in, but was he not supposedly a master of riders?

He drew abreath and sat afraction more erect. Petra came into balance beneath him. The purity and
subtle beauty of it made his eyesfill with tears.

Rodry got agrip on the Lady's mane and held on. " Just stay with her,” Vderiasaid to him. Her glance at
Kerrec said agreat deal more, but none of it needed words.



Sabata pawed once, sharply impatient. Vaeriafreed him to flow into the first movement of the Dance.

Chapter Forty-Six

War was hdll. Vaeridsfather had often said that, and she had heard stories enough. But the redlity—the
blood, the crushed and severed limbs and trampled entrails, the screams of the wounded and dying, and
over it dl the numbing clangor of metal on meta—was worse than anything she had imagined.

She had no timeto be sick. The legions were losing the battle, and the emperor was barely holding on
againg thetide of Unmaking.

Shewas barely holding on hersdlf. If the stallions had not come across the river, she would still belying
with the fallen priests, and her soul would have goneinto the dark. The stdlions and the Lady were dl
that stood between Vaeriaand dissolution.

It was the Lady who put in her mind the thought of the Dance. The part of Vaeriathat had been trained
asarider did not want to listen. How could there be a Dance with three instead of four or eight? What
hope did they have of succeeding? What if the Unmaking was waiting for exactly that, to break the
Dance once more and end what it had begun?

The Lady's earsflattened to her skull. She snapped her strong yellow teeth in Vaeridsface. No
guestions. Stop thinking. Dance!

Sabata's back coiled beneath her. He could as easily buck her into the river as accept her guidance.

The others were waiting. Rodry might not know her wits were wandering, but Kerrec did. He had had
his own fit of the I-can'ts—and been bitten for it, too.

Completdy unexpectedly, she laughed. The Unmaking recoiled. Sabata tossed his mane and stamped.

She sent him forward. He was not the great master that Oda was. She had to guide him. But she knew
the patterns. They were as clear as words on a page, written on the earth in front of her.

The Lady moved ahead of Sabata. Rodry was motionless on her back.

Therewas no gate and no hall. No Augurs stood in their gallery to interpret the Dance. The ground they
danced on was not perfectly raked and groomed sand but trampled grass, dick with blood.

Nevertheless this was atrue Dance. With thefirst step that the Lady took, the power woke.

It drew the Unmaking away from the emperor. Vaeriaknew she should not do it, but she looked up. A
black tumble of cloud hung over the Dance, swirling dowly. Its heart was darkness absolute. At first it
was no more than apinpoint, but asthe Lady marked the limits of the Dance, it opened wider.

A fiercewind began to blow, buffeting Vaeria. She dared not stiffen againgt it—that would unbaance
Sabata. He had to be perfectly steady.

There was amoment when she knew that neither of them could do it. They were both too young. They
had the power but not the art. She could not guide him. He could not carry her. They would fail.



She brought hersalf up short. The Unmaking was working inside her, sapping her courage, even whileit
sucked thelight and life and soul out of the world. She would be strong enough, Sabata would be steady
enough, because they had to be.

The Lady set the pace. Petra, behind Sabata, anchored them to earth and al its powers. Sabata was the
bal ance between them.

Vaeriahad never known aDance likeit. Not only were there only three of them, and not only did they
dance directly under the maw of the Unmaking. The Lady's presence changed everything they did. It
went deeper and rose higher.

The powersthat came to this Dance were stronger than Vaeria had seen before. Everything that the full
quedrille of stallions wasto the Dance, the Lady was, done, in her sngle sef—and more.

The gdlionsin the Dance were submissive to theriders will. They performed the movements asthelr
ridersinstructed and raised their powers under theriders guidance. They were the living incarnation of
their magic, but that magic was an ingrument in the riders hands.

The Lady did not submit. She drew on theriders power and discipline, but the Dance was hers.

The whole world was the power and the Dance, but Valeriawas aware in her bones that the battle had
gone gill. Somewhere in the ranks, a drum began to beat.

She fdtered and dmost dropped Sabata out of the Dance. But thiswas not the drum that had beaten for
the priests of the One. This one throbbed with magic, but its heart was mortal.

It fell into the rhythm of ahuman pulse. The Lady's satisfaction brushed past Vderialike abresth of
wind.

The Lady was not afraid of the Unmaking. It could Unmake her—of that she was certain. But like all
horses, she did not trouble hersalf with what might be. There was only what was—now and aways.

It wasthe gift and curse of mortasthat for them time was a running stream and not a perpetua present.
That wastheir power, but it was aso their greatest failing.

The Lady needed that failing. She needed even the fear. It shaped a pattern, and that pattern
strengthened the bonds of the world against the Unmaking.

Kerrec gave her hisfear, and his hatred, too, and bitter disappointment that he could not commit murder
when he most needed to do it. That was a strong pattern, dark and clear. Into it he wove other, brighter
strands, too many and swift for Vaeriato follow. She wasin them, and Briana, and even hisfather,
whom in spite of their long war, hetruly loved.

She spun her own threads into the pattern. Asthey wove through Kerrec's, she redlized that she could
see them with her mortal eyes aswel as her magic. They were taking shape in theworld, an intricate
tracery of light and shadow. It spread acrossthe field of the Dance and rose up over the dancers, raised
like a shield between the Dance and the Unmaking.

The Dance both traced the pattern and created it. Thiswas a Great Dance, but it opened no gates and
shaped no future but the one directly before them. The gate that was open, the gate of Unmaking, must
be shut. If it was not, there would be no future. The world would be swallowed in nothingness.

Theimagein Vderias mind was atogether mortd. It wasridiculous, maybe. A man might laugh at it. She
saw the many-colored threads and the void beyond, and thought of mending atorn shirt.



The Dance was the needle. Each movement drew the edges closer together.
It was an enormous working. Without the Lady she could never have doneit.

When shetried to stop, to let the Lady control the Dance, the Lady would not alow it. Thiswasfor her
to do. It needed morta eyes and morta sense of the world.

Vderiagaveintoit. She drew ruthlessy from the others—shrinking alittle from Kerrec until he opened
hismagic wideand laid it in front of her. It was not perfect, but even roughly mended, it was a potent

thing.
Its greatest strength was not the raw power but the order and discipline he imposed upon it. Hewas a
master of hismagic, and hegaveit al to her, to use as shewould.

There had never been agreater gift. The Lady and the tallions came together within it, and Rodry with
his bright, sunlit, utterly morta magic. That wasthe world asit should be—the world they must save.

Vaderiafixed onit. It was beautifully smple, like one of her mother's herbal teas, or aWord spoken to
kindle afire. That smplicity wasthe greatest power that mortals knew. It swayed even the gods.

With the others help, Vaderiabound the Unmaking. She closed the gate. It strained against her—but she
held fast.

The Dancewoveitslast figure. Theintricate pattern hung in the air. The sky was clear, the cloud of
oblivion gone. Sowly the pattern melted and flowed until it was part of dl that was.

The drumbeat stilled. The horses danced to a halt. Sabata's neck was dark with swest, and his breathing
came hard.

The battle of magic against Unmaking was ended. But the armies had declared no truce, and neither had
surrendered. Asif the long pause had been no more than a bregther, they clashed with aroar of renewed

fury.

Valeriahissed. Sabata snapped and kicked at air. Neither of them needed to ask what the others would
do. With Sabatain the lead, they plunged into the melee, aiming for the emperor's hill.

Chapter Forty-Seven

Between the tribesmen's amulets and the cloud of oblivion hovering over the emperor, theimperia mages
were completely and successfully occupied. It was axework on that field, and the legionswerefaling like
trees.

Euan Rohe knew exactly when thetide of battle turned. There was amoment when the legions no longer
stood fast and no longer tried to advance. They were falling back—step by step.

It was dow, but there was no doubt of it. The people were advancing and the legions were retreating. Up
on hishill, the emperor's circle of defenderswas growing smdler.

Euan gathered as many of his Calletani as he could find. They stopped for abreather, spping from
waterskins and egting abite or two if they had rations with them.



The legions were retreating faster now, trying to draw together around their emperor. Most of the
tribesmen harrying them did not seem to notice that they were following rather than herding their prey.

If theimperiadsclosed up their wall again, the fight would till end in their defeat—but it would drag on
much longer than it needed to. Not that Euan minded, but there was agap and he had just the men to
make it wider. There was much more sport in hunting legionariesin ones and twos than in hammering
away at their blasted shiddwall.

Hewhirled his axe around his head and howled—and his Calletani howled back. So did a straggle of
outlanders, clansmen who had lost their chieftains or been cut off from their people. He swept them dl
together into the gap between legions.

Theflanks of both were auxiliary foot—outlandersin imperid pay. They were notorioudy loyd and
famoudly deadly, and they were not about to lie down and accept defeat. They would diefirst. Euan was
happy to oblige them.

Up to now he had fdt like awoodman hewing trees. Thiswas ared fight. Some of the auxiliarieswere as
tall as hewas, and they fought like men—one by oneinstead of in abox of shields.

He went axe to axe with agrest golden bear of aman. He wasfaster but the auxiliary was stronger. They
traded blow for blow, the auxiliary's smashing strokes against Euan's lighter, quicker assault.

After thefirst parry that nearly shook hisarms from their sockets, Euan ducked and darted rather than
take the blows on his axe. He had to hope the other man would run out of strength before Euan ran out
of speed—and then hope he had enough strength |eft to Strike the deathblow.

The auxiliary's axe whistled past his ear. He did aside before it hacked through his shoulder. Hislips
pedled back from histeeth. He whirled, letting the weight of hisaxe carry him, aming at the auxiliary's
neck.

Euan's axe clove empty air. The auxiliary sprawled on the bloody grass with the Ard Ri's great sword in
hisskull.

The high king grinned at Euan. His face was spattered with blood and brains. Blood ran down hisarms.
Helooked asif he had been bathing init.

Euan could have—ah, so easily—l et hisaxe continueits circle and sever the Ard Ri's head from its neck.
Maybe hewas afool for |etting the wegpon fdl and leaning on it, grinning back. They exchanged no
words. Side by sde, they threw themsalves back into the fight.

They were nearly through the gap and ready to surround the fragments of both legions when the light
changed. Euan knew better than to let anything distract him when he wasfighting for hislife, but thishad
the too-familiar stink of magic.

Something new was on thefield. It did not fed at dl like Gothard. It felt like—

He nearly lost his head to alegionary's sword. He cut the man down, barely even aware of what he did.
For the moment at least, everyone el se was absorbed in killing one another. He turned and looked out
acrossthefied.

The battle had long since | eft the ford, leaving only flotsam behind. There were three horsesin the middle
of it—two greys and abay. They looked common enough, and their riders|ooked like imperial couriers,



or maybe scouts. None seemed to be armed.

They must have come with dispatches from the empire and found themselves on the edge of a battle.
Except that they seemed to have come across the river rather than up it. And the way they were standing
there, drawing al thelight to them—that was not so common.

Then they moved and the world went still, and he knew.

Had Gothard known about this? If he had, would he have bothered to tell anyone? There wereriderson
the battlefield, materidized from who knew where, and they were pacing through the movements of a
Dance. Euan could dmost seetheir pattern distilling out of air, atwining, circular shape like one of the
intricate brooches of his people.

For adizzying moment he wondered if they were more of Gothard's alies. But that dream did not last
long.

Whatever they were doing, there was nothing Euan could do about it. He could have sworn on his
father's barrow that one of those riders was a woman—and that woman was Vaeria. If Vaeriawas
here, the One alone knew what would happen.

Maybe not the One, Euan thought as he looked up. He had been perilousy dow to redize what was
different. The sun was shining through atumble of clouds—just as before. But the cloud over the
emperor, the cloud of Unmaking, was gone.

So wasthe stink of magic. There was none left on this field—anywhere. Gothard's sorceries had failed.

Euan breathed deep of the wonderful, living, mortal stench of abattlefield. The emperor was till dive,
but the tribes were taking hishill. Hislegionswere dl but falen. What could his gods do now, if they had
not doneit dready?

Anauxiliary's axe nearly cut Euan in haf while he stood grinning at the empty sky. He blocked it at the
last instant and turned it on the man who had struck it. The white gods and their oddest servant sank far
down in hisawareness. It waskill or be killed here. The end was close enough to taste.

Chapter Forty-Eight

The only wegpon among the three riders was Rodry's long knife. He was clinging too tightly to the Lady's
maneto draw it. Vaeriahad too little magic | eft to raise wards, and Kerrec was barely hanging on.
Speed was their only defense.

Men were fighting in cohorts and clans, the strict order of imperial battle broken down before the
barbarian hordes. The emperor was free of the magical attack, but he was still the enemy’s dearest target.
The tribes were doing their best to take him.

The press of men and weapons was tighter, the nearer they cameto Artorius. The fighting was fiercer.
Imperias and barbarians fought sword to sword, body to body, driving against each other with brute
drength.

Most of the archers on both sides had long since given up shooting and resorted to coarser weapons, but



afew were till sending flights of arrowsinto their enemies ranks. Asthey started up the hill toward the
emperor, one such deadly rain fell ontheriders.

Valeriacrouched low on Sabata's neck. Petra shouldered to the lead. The Lady pressed on at Vderias
knee.

The armies were parting more dowly for them than before. Asarrowsfell dl around them, men dropped,
wounded or dead. One bolt dit the leather of Vaeriasbreeches asif it had been gauze. She ducked
another beforeit pierced her throat.

Sheturned to Rodry, meaning to warn him—asif he could not seefor himsdlf. He was crouched as she
was, making himsdlf as smal as possible. She Sarted to breathe asigh of relief.

An arrow sprouted between Rodry's shoulder blades. It was a black arrow fletched with glossy black
feathers—raven, she thought. The tribes|oved the beasts of battle, the wolf and the raven and the kite
that fed on carrion.

Maybe it was not sunk as deep in him asit seemed to be. Maybe it had only pierced the skin. Hewas
ill dinging to the Lady's back. Hewas dive and riding.

Hisfingersloosened. His body began to dide. Vderialunged toward him, whedling Sabata about and
then Sdewise.

She wastoo late. Rodry tumbled to the bloody ground, eyes wide, staring blankly at the sky.

Therewas asmall space around him, azone of quiet. The fight wasthick al around it. Most of the
fighters were barbarians. The emperor's troops were fighting desperately, but they were outnumbered.

Vderiahad agreat ded of difficulty understanding what that meant. She should move. She should
fight—somehow. But there was Rodry, white and till. How could he be so till?

A warrior burst out of the melee and stopped short dmost on top of him. It was a barbarian, abig man
with an axe nearly astall ashewas. Her numbed mind took in ablur of gold and plaid and coppery red.

He had not killed Rodry, but he was an enemy. He would do. She drew up magic from depths of rage
that she had not known she had. It gathered in her hand, abolt of bloodred light.

She looked into the enemy'sface. His eyes were golden amber like awolf's. Hewas alittle taller and a
good dedl wider that she remembered—a man now rather than arangy boy.

Euan Rohe stared at her asif she had risen from the dead. He was not only alive, hewas clearly
prosperous—his torque was gold, as were his brooches and rings and armlets. A mob of men fought
behind him, hacking off heads and spilling the entrails of the emperor's soldiers.

Maybe she knew some of them, too. She did not look to see. Hisface transfixed her.

It was her fault he was here. She had helped him to escape from the ruins of the Great Dance and his
grand congpiracy. If she had not done that, he would be safely dead or locked in one of the emperor's
prisons.

He could have raised his axe and killed her and Sabata together. She should have loosed the mage-bolt
that was il in her hand, straining againgt the bonds of her will.

Deliberately helowered his eyes and turned away. Equaly deliberately, she flung the mage-bolt at



random, far away from Euan Rohe and hiswarband.

There would be a price to pay for that. Twice now she had had him in her power and let him go. But he
was part of her—her first lover and once, in spite of the worlds between them, her friend. She could not
bring hersdf to kill him.

She wrenched her mind back to the battle. Rodry was till dead. Nothing in the world could change that.

The Lady whirled suddenly into motion. She mowed aswath dl around hisbody, felling tribesmenin
bloody ruin. Then she darted through the mass of warring mortas.

Petraranin front of her, with Kerrec still on his back. Sabata sprang after the others.

The suddenness of the legp nearly flung Vaeriato the ground. She clamped legsto hissides until he
bucked in protest. Prudently, if without apology, she loosened her grip.

Kerrec had stopped just ahead. His head turned, scanning the field. His back tightened, then relaxed—as
if he had seen adifficult choice and made the only one possible.

Vaeriacould make no sense of the confusion, but it seemed he could. He sent Petra onward agai n—not
toward the emperor but in asweeping arc acrossthefield.

Sabatafollowed. The Lady, riderless, curved in the opposite direction. She was herding men—driving
tribesmen on imperid swords and bringing the remnants of the legionstogether into anew wall of shidds.

Kerrec was doing the same on the other side. Instead of hooves and teeth, he wielded hisvoice, caling
out commands. Men obeyed him.

The enemy were not fools. They could see what the rider was doing. A swarm of them turned against
him.

Vderiasmote the ground in front of them with amage-bolt born of anger and grief. Thewall of firedrove
them redling back.

Kerrec took no notice. He was bullying, coaxing, cgjoling, turning ajumble of scattered cohortsinto a
disciplined army.

The enemy battered them again and again. They wavered, but then they steadied. Shield locked on
shield. The sound of it made Vaerias skin shiver.

The barbarians howled in rage—and then in terror, asthey redized what the rider and his hooved dlies
had done. Two walls of shields hemmed them in. The third wall was the open field and theriver, now full
of archers and spearmen and swordsmen. The fourth was the emperor's cavary and mounted auxiliaries,
regrouping and launching the latest of innumerable charges.

The cataphractsin their heavy armor bore down on the mass of the enemy. The lighter auxiliaries darted
in and out, shooting arrows or hurling spears with deadly accuracy.

The enemy might be crazy in their courage, but they were sane enough to know when they were done
for. They broke and ran.

They overran the defenders on the field, swarmed over and through them without heed for the wegpons
raised againgt them. Archers and cavary pursued them, taking aterrible toll—but no smal number won
free and fled across the bloodstained water.



Petra halted on the edge of the ford, with Sabata close beside him. Thelast of the clans had disappeared
into the trees. Some of the mounted archers and the remains of the VVaeriawould have gone after them,
but Kerrec stopped them with araised hand.

"Let them go," he said. "They're broken. They won't be adanger to usfor along while."

"We should break them completely,” said the commander of the Vaeria. He had lost his horse and was
limping badly, but he had refused to withdraw from the fight. "It's the only way to berid of them.”

"Ah," said Kerrec. "Y ou would track every last one of them to hishole and destroy him. That'swise."

The commander eyed him dubioudy. Vderiahad heard the irony, too. She opened her mouth to say
something, but arunner halted panting beside Kerrec.

Theboy'seyerolled a Petra, but he was too desperate to be afraid. " Sir! The emperor—he's calling for
you."

Kerrec'sface went gtill. If he had been anyone else, he would have looked stricken. There were tears
running down the dust and blood that caked the runner's cheeks.

Kerrec barely paused to say to the commander, " Take command here. Do what you will." Thelagt of it
was flung over his shoulder as Petrawhee ed and galloped toward the emperor's hill, with Sabata close
onhisheds.

The hill was bardly visible above the mass of dead and dying. Theimperiad banner till streamed in the
wind, but the hand that held it wasrigid in death.

At first Vderiadared to hope Artorius was only exhausted, sitting up against the ssump of ablasted tree.
Then she saw the blood. Therewas agreat ded of it—more than she would have thought a single body
could hold.

Kerrec flung himself from Petras back and dropped to his knees. The emperor opened his eyes. They
were clear and empty of pain. "You do redize" he said, "that you are guilty of escaping imperid

"l said | would pay the pendty,” Kerrec said stiffly. Helooked around him. Therewasonly Vaeria
gtanding within earshot. "Find aHeder," he said. "Quickly."

"Dont trouble,” said Artorius. "Hewon't get herein time. Both of you listen. Tibullus of the Vaeriaisthe
most capable of the generas. Put him in charge of the army and have him see to the mopping up. My
clerksknow what other arrangements to make. Master Pretorius—trust him. He owes alegiance to no
one order of mages, but he's sworn inddibly to the empire. And Briana—tell her—" He stopped. He had
run out of breath, but there was moreto it than that. His eyeswere full of sadness. "Tell your sster shelll
do noworsethan | ever did."

"I'll tell her," Kerrec said. "Who should take my surrender? Tibullus or Pretorius?”
"Neither," said hisfather. "Gods, you're atiff-necked thing. Was| that bad when | was young?'

"Probably,” Vderiasaid. Her eyeswere dry, but her throat kept trying to close.



Artoriussmiled a her. Y oure good for him," he said. "Don't let him trick you into forgetting it.”

"I'll try," she said. Shetook hishand. It was dready cold. "I'm sorry we couldn't save you. We did
everything we could.”

"You did avery greet thing," the emperor said. "That Dance—I'mglad | lived to seeit. There's never
been anything likeit."

"It faled," sad Kerrec.

Artorius shook his head. "It succeeded. It's not only the One who takes blood sacrifice. When the need
isgreatest, our gods exact the utmost price, aswell. It'sfair. Blood and flesh belong to earth. Our souls

we keep."
"Thereisnothing fair about this," Kerrec said. Hisvoice was raw.

Artoriuss free hand reached for his, gripping it as hard as hisfailing strength would alow. "Child," he
said, "l love you, too—as poorly as I've ever been able to show it. Maybe it would have been better if |
hadn't loved you so much. Then I'd have been less outraged when you chose aherd of fat white horses
over me"

"Did you ever think it was easy?' Kerrec said.
"I madeit eeser, didn't 1?1 drove you away."

Kerrec did not try to deny that. He said, "1 did my share. If we had only—" He bit off therest. "Damn it.
Damn you. Y ou weren't supposed to die.”

"Y ou can't dways get your way," hisfather said. "I'm leaving you with aruddy mess—war dwaysis. Tell
Tibullus not to go after the tribes. HEl want to—hell be convincing, too. But stand your ground.”

"| dready did," Kerrec said.

Artorius laughed—breegking into afit of coughing. There was athicknessto the sound, agurgle that made
Vaerias heart clench. When he swallowed, she knew he swallowed blood.

Heforced words through it. "Good! Good. Y ou'll know what to do with the rest, then. Gods, 1've missed
you. Brianaisabetter heir than | ever deserved, but you and I—you know why we fought so much.
Were exactly dike."

"So people say,” Kerrec said. He bent his head and kissed the hand in his. Tearsfdl oniit. "I'm. not going
toforgiveyoufor this. Or mysdf."

"Dont beridiculous," hisfather said. "All | regret isthat we waited so long to be civil.”
"Better |ate than never," Kerrec said.

Artorius smiled. Hewas|etting go. "My dear," he said. "Thereésone last thing.”
"Yes?' said Kerrec.

"Closer,” Artorius said. "Come closer.”

Kerrec bent down, nose to long arched nose. Both of Artoriuss hands gripped his.



Kerrec met the wide grey eyes. His own were the color of rain.
Artoriusletitdl go.

Kerrec's body spasmed. He fought to pull away—but hisfather held him fast. All that Artorius had been,
al that he had known and seen and wrought, poured into him. All the magic, the manifold powers, the
giftsand arts and skills of athousand years of emperors, filled him until surely it would burst him asunder.

Hetried to Stop it. "Father! Y ou can't—this should be—Briana—"
"Thisisfor you," hisfather said. Histone was gentle, but therewasnoyiddinginit at dl.

Hegaveit al to Kerrec—every scrap of magic that had ever been in him. When it was gone, he gave all
that was | eft, hislife and soul and the love he had so seldom been able to express.

Kerrec was crying like achild, great gulping sobs that rocked hisfather's body. Its emptied eyes stared
up a the sky. Though itslipswere growing cold, they smiled.

Death was seldom peaceful, no matter what the songs said. But thistruly was peace.

Valeriareached to close his eyes, but Kerrec was there before her. His storm of weeping had passed
quickly. The eyes he raised to her were preternaturally calm.

Hewaswhole. She looked into him, searching out his scars and mended places—but there was none.
Hewasadl heded, al but his heart.

Chapter Forty-Nine

"Damn him," Kerrec said.

Therewas no rancor in it, which Vaeriafound encouraging. He looked down at hishands asif they
bel onged to a stranger. That gave her amoment of cold fear. Then he raised his eyes, and the fear
drained out of her.

Hewas gtill Kerrec. His magic was as beautiful asit had been when she first met him—and more. How
much more, she did not know yet, but he was no image of the walking dead.

He looked out acrossthe field. He had changed after all—his face was not the perfect mask it had been.
She saw the pain and the deep shock.

Battle was ugly. Its aftermath was uglier. And there was so much of it.

People were picking their way across the devastation. Most of them were rescue parties, soldiers
guarding Hedlerswho would try to find the living among the dead. Others had begun to gather and sort
thefdlen. Vaeria had no doubt there were looters among them, scavengers who would rob the
defenseless corpses.

Kerrec rose with hisfather's body in hisarms. Petraknelt. He stepped astride. The stalion straightened
and began to descend the dope, picking hisway down the hill.



Vderiafollowed on Sabata. Othersjoined them as they went, the wounded limping, haf carrying one
another. No one spoke.

It was along dow way across the battlefield, and along procession, pacing in slence. The hedlersand
the buria parties paused asit went past, bowing low before the roya dead.

The gate of the camp was open. Guards stood on either Side. As the emperor passed, they performed
the full sdlute. Weapons clashed, armor rang. Then at the last, they smote spears on shields, beating out
the pace of the death march.

In front of the emperor'stent, Petra halted. People were waiting to take the body—embamersin their
robes and cowls, faceless and voiceless.

Kerrec surrendered his burden reluctantly. Onceit was gone, he sat motionless on Petras back. Hisface
for amoment was empty, asif he had given up his spirit aswell as hisfather's body.

Then life came back into it, and grief, and a steadiness Vaeriahad not seen in him before. He caught her
eye.

There was no need for words. People were standing, numb or helpless, waiting for someoneto tell them
what to do. Kerrec on his glimmering white horse, with hisfather's face and now hisfather's magic, drew
themirresdtibly.

He drew himself up. He was exhausted—they al were. Grief lay heavy on him. But he could not run
away and hide and cry himsdlf out in peace, any more than Vaeria could. There was too much to do.

"If you're wounded," he said to the men around him, "go to the Hedlers tents. If you're walking sound,
find your cohorts. Clerkswill run the tallies—dead, wounded, whole."

It was ssmple common sense, but they bowed to him asif he had dispensed the gods own wisdom.
Vaeriadoubted that he saw it. He was aready riding through them, heading back toward the field.

They opened the way in front of him. Hands rose here and there, yearning toward the stalion, but no one
quite dared touch.

Their awe made Valerias sscomach hurt. It fell on her, too, because of Sabataand the Dance. Generals
and commanders were ordinary if exated mortas, but riders who had come out of nowhere to win the
battle for them were as close to gods as made no difference.

Once he was past the camp's walls, Kerrec turned Petra toward the nearest genera's banner. Sabata
would have followed, but Vaeriawas done with running the gods errands—or, for that matter, Kerrec's.
She st her leg to hissde and shifted her weight. He veered off toward theriver.

The masses of the dead were greater the nearer Vaeriacameto the ford. Barbarianslay on their faces,
hacked down from behind. Legionaries|ay in battle order, many of them headless or with their right
hands hacked off. The carrion birds were coming down to feed, going for the eyes and the soft bellies,
snaking their headsin under armor and helmets.

There was nothing in her ssomach, but it did itsbest to turn itself ingde out. Sabata stood patiently while
she leaned over his neck.



After awhilethefit passed. Vaeriagraightened dowly. Shewas not going to find her brother—not
among so many dead.

She had to try. She owed it to him. He had anchored the Lady to earth and shown her the way through
the Dance. Maybe he had been no horse mage, but he had done athing that no rider had ever done.
Because of him, the empirewas gill standing, and Vaeriawas Hill dive.

She steded hersdlf to ride on. It did not get easier. She made hersalf focus on what she knew. Rodry had
not worn armor—that excluded dmost every imperia on thefield. He had obviously not been tall,
fair-haired, or painted blue.

If she had been a seeker ashe was, she could have set aspell to find the one man in plain riding clothes
among thousands of dead. But in spite of al her power, she had not been given that gift. She had to hunt
as mortals did, step by step and body by body.

She refused to give up. Maybe the sorting parties would find him first. Probably they would not. They
were on the other sde of thefield. It would be along while before they came thisway.

It occurred to her that Sabata did not need to endure this. It was dow, and she had to stoop over every
heap of bodies. But when shetried to dismount and go on foot, he spun and sidled and bucked.

He wanted her on his back. She sighed. He went on, stepping carefully.

She found Rodry on the far side of aheap of barbarian dead. There was aring of green grass around
him, with flowers springing init. Their scent was eexily sweet amid the stench of deeth.

Hedid not look asif he was deeping. He looked dead. Whatever had healed the earth had done nothing
to bring him back to life,

The Lady stood over him. Vaeria had not seen her coming. She was smply, suddenly there.
"You," Vderiasad. "Bring him back."
The Lady's head drooped.

"I don't believeyou," said Vderia "You let him die. Now make him live. Y oureagod, aren't you? You
can do whatever you please.”

The Lady sighed heavily. Some things were not to be undone.

"Undoit," Vderiasad. "He earned it. Give him back hislife.

The Lady turned her back. Vaeria dropped to the ground and stooped and pitched a stone at her.
Sheflinched strongly under the blow, but she neither kicked nor bolted.

The grasswas growing. A moment ago it had been afurze of green over the raw ground. Now it was
fetlock-deep on the horses.

A vine unfurled over Rodry's body, putting forth buds that bloomed into sweetly scented flowers. Their
petals were waxy white, but their centers were the color of blood.

Death was transformation. Vderiahad heard priests say thet.

She knew nothing about it. Her brother was dead. She wanted him back.



Shewas not being reasonable. Why should she be?
Because you have to be.

The Lady had turned to face her again. Vaderiahad another stone in her hand, but she clenched her fist
before she threw it. The eyesin thelong horse-face were dark and sad and ineffably wise. They
understood grief—which Vderiafound difficult to believe—but they did not indulgeiit.

Vaerids magic wasthe highest and strongest of dl, because it could open the gates of time and change
the course of theworld. It could not change this. Worlds and empires could shift under the power of the
Dance. Onelifewastoo smadll for it to change.

She sank to her knees. The grass and the flowers were swallowing Rodry's body. The earth was
accepting the sacrifice, turning it into new life.

Rodry's soul was gone. The Unmaking had never touched it. Wherever it was, she could not follow.

His body was alow mound in a spreading expanse of green. Thetide of grass and flowers flowed over
the heaps of thefallen.

When Vaerialooked back, the Lady had vanished. She had heard no footfall. The Lady was smply and
completely gone,

So was Rodry. Therewas abank of flowers where he had been, and aseedling risng out of it. She
recognized the leaves of an oak, tiny but perfect.

Tearswere streaming down her face. Her firg ingtinct was to swalow them. She never cried. Tearswere
aweakness. She could not afford to be weak.

Who would know? There was only Sabata, cropping grasswith asingular lack of concern. He knew
exactly what shewas, to thetiniest detail. No one €lse was within sight. Even the dead were gone,
deeping under a blanket of grass.

It reached al the way to the river now, and hafway to the camp. The buria parties had stopped to stare
at it. It must be dawning on them that they would be left with nothing to do.

Something hugewasrising in Vaeria For afew momentsit swelled, caught under her breastbone. Then
it broke free. Shelay inthe grass and cried hersdlf out.

Chapter Fifty

The fortunes of battle were notorioudy fickle, but as turnabouts went, this was neck-snappingly sudden
and appallingly complete. One moment the tribes were victorious—the emperor was down, most of his
guards and mages were dead, and the legions were afew broken remnants on a bloody fied. The next,
three fat cobby horses and two tattered and nondescript riders crested an army out of nothing and drove
the tribes back over theriver.

Bloody imperia gods and their bloody imperious servants. Euan Rohe had had Vaeriawithin hisreach.
He could have hewed the blocky white head off that stallion of hers. And he had gone on past. He had
let them go—and now it wasdl logt.



Hewould pay for that. For now herdlied his Cdletani asbest he could, aong with anyone e se who
would listen to hisvoice. They crossed the river more or less together and scrambled up the far bank,
dipping in mud and blood.

They caught up with the remnant of the Ard Ri's warband between the river and the trees. They were
going slowly, carrying the high king.

He was conscious and his mind was clear. He greeted Euan with afair imitation of hisold, fanged grin.
"Bloody imperid axe," he said, glowering at the leg that had bled through its mass of bandages.

The blade had nicked the great artery, from the looks. He must have got abandage on it as soon asthe
blow fell—probably killed off the man who struck it, too. Whatever failings he might have as awarleader,
the Ard Ri could hold hisown in afight.

Euan's Cdletani lent ahand with the Ard Ri. There was no pursuit—yet—»but they judged it wise to
make as much speed as they could. Once they were well into their own woods and hunting runs, the
legionswould have to work to find them.

They swept through the camp they had left only thismorning—and it was ill barely past noon. A double
circleof priestsand imperia renegades |ay dead on the camp's edge.

Gothard was not among them. Not dl of his Aurdlians were there, either. At least one was missing from
the count of the dead—thetall fair one with the priet's eyes.

No need to ask what had happened there. Hooves had trampled among the dead—big and round and
unshod. Euan would wager that three gods from the Mountain had been here.

Hewould aso wager that the starstone was gone—destroyed. He felt an odd emptiness when he thought
of it, asif part of himwasmissng.

He shrugged it off. Hewasin a better state than he had been the last time his stroke againgt the empire
fdl disastroudy short. Thistime hewent home as king, with agrowing mob of clansmen behind him.
Remarkably few had died, considering how badly they had lost the war.

By nightfal they were along way from the river. The walking wounded were dragging. The men who
were carrying the worst wounded were walking in their deep.

They made what camp they could, with what they had been able to bring from the old camp. Euan
decided torisk afire. It might draw pursuit, but he had afedling the legions would not be looking far
tonight. They had avictory to celebrate.

He had wagered well. People did come to the light and warmth—but they were warriors from broken
clans or tribesmen who had lost the rest of their people in the rout.

Thelegions had called off pursuit, they said. Thelast to comein declared that the old emperor was dead
and there was a new one aready—a man on awhite horse who rode back and forth through the imperial
camp, and the legions did as he told them.

"| thought the emperor's heir was afemae,”" the Ard Ri said. He was bleeding whiter by the hour, but he
clung fiercely to consciousness.

"Sheis," Euan said. "They must have misunderstood.”



The Ard Ri nodded. Hislatest bandage was soaked through. The shieldbrother who had been looking
after him was standing by with fresh bandages.

Euan moved away to give him room. He was not fedling anything yet, and if he had any sense he would
wait along while before he did, but he could think clearly enough. He knew who the man on the horse
had to be—and that one had been born to be emperor. Now he had won the battle, who knew what he
might decide to do?

A horse mage on theimperid throne. That would be interesting. Would he make Vaeria his empress?

Euan did not like what his ssomach did when he thought of that. He was not feding anything, of course
not. Hewas only seeing her face every time he closed hiseyes.

That was shock, of course. He had fallen out of a pitched fight into acircle of quiet, and there she was,
gtting on her fat white horse. Even though he had half expected her once he saw the horse gods on the
field, he had not been prepared for the blow to the heart.

Damn her. She had got under his skin. Now he owed her a double defeat—and he could no more hate
her than he hated the air he breathed.

The Ard Ri died in the dark before dawn. He was clearheaded to the last, and he was unafraid. Latein
the night, when he was nearly bled out, he said to Euan, "When they have the kingmaking, don't be a
fool. Let someonedse haveit.”

"Areyou tdling mel should try for it?"'

The high king's eyes on him were dark with irony. "I'm telling you you shouldn't. A tribal king—now that's
afreeman. The high king isdaveto everyonein thetribes.”

"What if | do it in spite of you?"
"The Oneknows," said the Ard Ri, "l won't care."

"Therésnot likely to be anyonedse," said Euan. "Gadliceni king isdead. Prytani king may be. Mordantes
king hasn't been seen since the bettle. They'll dl be making kings of their own—never mind ahigh king."

"Victory can be hollow, can't it?" said the Ard Ri. "We're broken badly. Weve lost more men than we
can spare, and the legions are going to come after us, demanding tribute. Be careful you don't find
yourself animperid vassa, boy. That'swhat they'll want. They'll do everything they canto trgp you into
it

"I'll be careful,” Euan said. It was better than arguing with adying man. He knew about traps—and about
treachery, too.

He stayed with the high king through the night, not just because the Ard Ri wanted him there. It seemed
the right thing to do.

When the night reached its darkest point, the time most sacred to the One, the Ard Ri let dip his spirit.
Euan closed hiseyesfor him, giving him to the dark. Already the keening had begun, the degth chant for
the high king of al the people.



Chapter Fifty-One

Kerrec had taken the army's reins because no one e se seemed able or willing. The generals, even
Tibullus, were numb with the emperor's passing. It was asif he had laid a spell on them, and now that it
was broken, they did not know what to do.

Kerrec made what order he could. For the most part the troops knew what to do after a battle. They
smply needed atouch here and atug there. Kerrec on Petra, riding back and forth acrossthe field,
served well enough.

When the tide of green began to roll over the dead, he paused. The Lady's power thrummed in the earth.
He tasted her sorrow, like bitter herbs.

Petrawent on of his own accord, carrying Kerrec toward soldiers who had never seen such magic. They
needed to see and hear him and touch Petra, to be sure of their place in theworld. Then therewasa
flurry of clerks and amatter of supply wagons and along hour among the wounded.

Whispers followed him. Some of it he expected—that he was aFirst Rider, that he had been the
emperor's heir once and had died to that world. Some of it took him dightly aback. People were
marveling that he had stopped awar without laying his hand on aweapon.

Magic was amore terrible weapon than any sword or bow. He was full of magic, overflowing with it. He
could swear it was dripping from hisfingers.

It fed him strength. He fed it in turn to the men of hisfather'slegions. There seemed to be no end toit.

Sunset caught him by surprise. It had seemed asif this day would never end. When he stopped to think,
he redlized that the battle had been won before noon. As battles went, it had been mercifully short.

By then the army was settled in camp, with fireslit and the evening medl eaten. Tibullus had ordered a
double ration of wine. Kerrec would not have done that, but he lacked the common touch. Maybe
Tibulluss order had beenwise.

It certainly raised the army’s spirits. They were Snging and shouting and dancing victory dances. Any
grieving they meant to do for falen comrades was put off until tomorrow. Tonight they would give
themsdlves up wholeheartedly to rgoicing.

Petrawastired. He might be agod, but he lived in flesh, and his body needed to rest. Kerrec found a
place for him in the emperor's horsdlines. The grooms bowed low before him.

When Kerrec left him, he was buried to the eyesin sweet hay. He barely acknowledged hisrider's
farewdl.

Kerrec's own stomach was growling ominously. But seeing Petrafed and cared for reminded him that he
had not seen either Sabataor hisrider in sometime.

He pushed fear aside. If either of them wasin trouble, Petrawould know. Still, there were other kinds of
danger than an arrow in the dark.

Thelast thing Kerrec wanted to do after along day on horseback was trudge across the battlefield
looking for a strayed rider-candidate. He commandeered a horse—a plain and sensible chestnut who



responded to his touch with a contented sigh—and fended off the flock of people who weretrying to get
him into hisfather'stent to eat and rest.

A few of them trailed after him, but they were aminor nuisance. The sky was il full of light. The
battlefield had transformed into along rolling meadow.

All the dead had been taken into the earth. Vaerias brother was there somewhere, adeep under a carpet
of flowers. People were saying this great magic had come from him, or from the Lady who had deigned
to carry him.

Theburid parties had long since returned to camp. There was awatch on the river but not on the farther
reaches of thefield.

Kerrec found Vaderiawhere the grass gave way to athicket. Sabata was grazing not far from the trees.
Vaderialay on abed of flowers, staring up at the sky.

Kerrec dismounted near Sabata, tied up hisgelding'sreinsand let him loose. The beast was delighted to
graze in the white god's shadow.

Kerrec sat alittle distance from Valeria. The temptation to stretch out beside her was overwhelming, but
if hedidthat, hewould fal adeep. "I'm sorry,” he said.

"Soam|," sad Vaeria Her voice was steady, but he could hear the dregs of tearsiniit. "It'strue, you
know. All thisis because of him."

"So | heard," said Kerrec. He had a powerful urge to move closer to her and take her in hisarms, but
something about the way shewaslying told him that would not be agood thing to do.

"Held be annoyed,” she said. "All thisfuss and magic, when al he wanted was a quiet grave somewhere,
and maybe alittle glory to carve on hisstone.”

"We could 4till give him astone," Kerrec said.

She shook her head. "That's not what thisis about. He helped uswin. I'm proud. And I'm so angry |
could spit. His death was stupid. Stupid and bloody random.”

Kerrec held histongue. Anything he could say would only make mattersworse.

She did not seem pleased by his silence, ether. ™Y ou're annoyed with me, | suppose. | didn't help you. |
did alittle—there were wounded who needed taking in and soldiers wandering around confused—~but it
wasn't much. | abandoned you."

He shook his heead—though she was not looking at him. Y ou were there when we needed you most.
The Dance succeeded because of you."

"Don'tindulgeme" shesad.

"That'sthe last thing I'd dream of doing," he said. "'l saw you on thefield al day. It was more than afew
wounded and the odd |ost trooper. Y ou were working as hard as| was."

"Was|?It didn't fed likeit."
"Battleisugly,” Kerrec said.

She shot aglance a him. "Y ou must think I'm acting like aslly girl."



"Not likely," he said. "The young troopers, the first-timers, have been puking their guts out.”
"| did that," shesaid.

"Then you got up and went to work." He moved closer. "I saw my first battle before | was Cdled. | had
to learn, you see, because someday 1'd be emperor. | lasted an hour before | fainted. They had to carry
me off thefidd."

"You never fainted in your life" shesaid.
"Likealady inacorset," hesad.
"Soit getseader,” shesaid. "Should | be glad?!

"Not easer,” hesaid. "You learn to swdlow it, that's dl, then carry on. | think you've dready learned
that.”

"Andyet," shesad, "if you listen to the songs, war isdl pride and glory Warriorslivefor it."

"Warriors are madmen, fools, or soldiers who count the hours until they're home and safe and far avay
fromthefidd."

"l wish | werehome," she said.

"Believeme," he said with heartfelt honesty, "sodo 1"

"Can we go back soon?"

"Yes" hesad. "Assoon asmy father'sbody isready, well takeit to Aurelia Then well go.”
"I'll make you keep that promise,” she said.

She said no word of leaving without him. He found that he was glad.

Herose, pulling her to her feet. "Come back to camp. Y ou need to eat. Then deep.”

Shelet him toss her onto Sabata's back before he mounted the gelding. He eyed her warily, but she
seemed well enough, dl things considered. Shewastired, that was dl. Tired and very young.

Kerrec refused to deep in the emperor's tent. Instead he claimed the one that for afew hours had been
his prison. The servants had opened up the rooms so that they were al one airy space, and brought in a
curtained bed that would have donejustice to an imperia duke.

Either they were seers or the rumor was true—servants redly did know everything. They had laid out a
feast, which Vaeriabarely touched. Shewas out on her feet.

Kerrec dipped the cup of heavily watered wine from her hand before she dropped it, then lifted her in his
arms. Shewas asolid weight. He laid her in the extravagant bed and stood looking down at her.

He would not have stopped her if she had asked to go back to the Mountain before al his duties were
done, but when she made it clear that she would not even think of it, his heart had leaped. He did not
want her to go. Hewanted her with him, close by, completing him in the same way Petradid. Somehow,
without his even knowing it, she had come to mean theworld to him.



Helay beside her. She was deep adeep. He drew her to him, cradling her, breathing the fragrance of her
hair. She sighed and murmured and burrowed into his chest.

"My lord?" The voice was S0ft, alittle hesitant, but determined.

Kerrec opened an eye. Vderiawas till adeep, curled againgt him. The chief of the emperor's servants,
whose name was Marius, was standing over them, taking greet care not to stare.

Vderiabarely stirred when Kerrec |eft her in the bed, except to curl tighter and fall deeper into deep. He
hoped Marius took note of the fact they were both fully clothed. "What isit?' Kerrec asked. "What's

happened?’

"The sun'sup, my lord,” Marius said, "and the generas are demanding to speak with you. Sincethey do
outrank al of uswho are sanding in their way..."

"l see," Kerrec said. "Fetch abath and clean clothes—the plainer the better. Tell their lordships | will
summon them assoon as| am ready.”

Mariusseyesglinted. "I'll be pleased to obey, my lord.”
"Firg Rider," Kerrec said. "That's my title. I'm not—"

"Firg Rider," said Marius. "Yes, my lord." Clearly he wasincorrigible. Kerrec shook hishead but let it
be.

Clean, shaved, fed, and dressed in elegant but acceptably plain riding clothes that had been hisfather's,
Kerrec received the generasin the common room of the emperor's tent. He would have preferred
another place, but it had to be this one. They would not accept any less.

Not only the three legionary commanders had come at his summons. A handful of mages and priests
attended, aswell, with Master Pretorius prominent among them.

The ravages of the battle were still on them all. Some seemed honestly to be grieving for the emperor.
Kerrec took note of those.

They were studying him as he studied them. He hoped they were sufficiently disappointed.

When the silence threatened to crush them al with itsweight, Master Pretorius said, ™Y esterday’s battle
will never be forgotten. Not in athousand years has awar been won in that way. Because of it, the tribes
are broken. It will be along while before they challenge usagain.”

" il say we should wipe them out,” Tibullus said. "Maybe they're driven into their holes now, but they
breed likerats. They'll be back in ayear, raiding our borders, and back at full strength in ten, with a
whole new war for usto fight."

"Maybe," said Kerrec. "The empress may find waysto prevent it."

"Theempress," said Viragus of the Seventh Corinia. He was afine soldier or he would not be here, but
he had the air of an imperia fop. His uniform was perfectly cut and fitted, its every bit of meta polished.
He sghed ddicatdy. "Sheisthat, by the emperor'swill. Pity she can't be with ustoday.”



"Oh?' said Kerrec with lifted brow. "Why isthat?"

"Why, my lord," Viragus said, "war is not for the faint-hearted. A woman's tenderness, as much asitisto
be vaued, is perhaps out of its depth where the harsher redities are concerned.”

"By which you mean to say," said Kerrec gently, "that my sister, the emperor's chosen heir, isunfit for the
office”

"Oh," said Viragus. "Oh, no. Nothing so coarse, |et done so insolent. | was merdly reflecting
on...redlities"

"Ah," said Kerrec. "Redlities. Such asthat the empire requires aregent when the emperor isaway in his
wars? And that the war itsdlf, however vitd to the empiresinterests and indeed survivd, isin strict truth a
clash of isolated armies on the far edge of the world? And that while we wage thiswar, the rest of the
world needs care, feeding, and administration of its provinces? Those redities? | do happen to agree with
my father that hisheir iswell chosen.”

"Chosen?' said the third general, Baruch of the Sixth Gregoria. "What choice did he have? She'sdl that's
left of theline, except atraitor and a—" He broke off.

Kerrec looked himintheeye. "Say it," he said.

Baruch shook his head. He was older than the others, tough and wiry, with aruined eye and adistinct
hitch in hisgait. He had won hislaurelsin the deserts of Gebu.

He had the harshness of the desert about him, and a darkness that Kerrec would investigate when he
could. Therewas arumor that two of his sons had been found among the barbarian dead.

For now, Kerrec would let that be—but not the rest of it. "A traitorous bastard and a prince who died
rather than accept hisdestiny,” he said for Baruch, since hewould not. "Did | say it washischoice? The
gods chosefor him."

"Maybe," said Magter Pretorius. "It's always perilous to second-guess divinity. Even Augurs
acknowledge that their interpretations can be wrong.”

"So," Kerrec said with adigtinct chill in histone. "Isthis mutiny? Are you refusing his choice?"

"We are consdering the empires needs," Viragus said. "Women have ruled before, somewell, some
badly—»but in these times, will awoman's touch be enough? She can't credibly lead the legions.”

"Areyou sure of that?' Kerrec asked. "My sister has been trained to fight. She's studied tactics with the
best the empire hasto offer.”

"My lord," said Master Pretorius, "your loydty to your Sster isadmirable. But think. What you did
yesterday—and the ease with which you did it—made clear to us how badly we need atrue heir of his

lae mgesty.”
"No," Kerrec said flatly. "Don't say it. Don't even think it."

"My lord, we mugt," said Master Pretorius. ™Y our art, your training, your discipline—no one else has
what you have. And he gave you hismagic. | seeitinyou, so strong it nearly blinds me. He meant for
you to take the throne."

"Hedid not," said Kerrec. "Thelaw forbids, and | will not bresk it—which hewdl knew."



"Thelaw can be changed,” Viragus said.

"Not for me," said Kerrec. Herose. "If you have nothing useful to say, then this meeting isended. Y ou,
Tibullus, are commander here by hiswill. | trust you will do as hewould wish. Therest of you arefreeto
choose. Stay and accept Sophia Briana as your empress—or tender your resignation. Any other choice
will condtitute high treason.”

Viraguss nogrilsflared. "My lord! Y ou cannot—"
"I cannot,” Kerrec agreed, "but the law can. And will."

He left them sputtering among themselves. He should have stayed and talked them around, but he could
not stand it.

Their proposition wasinevitable, dl things considered. It made himiill.

Magter Pretorius found him on the horsdlines, brushing Petrauntil he shone. Kerrec felt him coming, but
he had no desire to be polite. He kept his back turned and his mind on what he was doing.

After awhile, Master Pretorius said, "Please accept our gpology. We redlize that thisis difficult and your
grief isfresh, but our need is so great and our fears SO overwhelming—surely you can forgive us.”

"Do not," said Kerrec, "attempt to manipulate me. Y ou want an emperor who isindebted to you, whom
you think you can control. Do you know what my art is? Do you understand what it does?

"I thought | did,” said Magter Pretorius, "but suppose you enlighten me."

Kerrec turned to face him. Pretorius was at ease, smiling, but his eyes were wary. He was not as
confident as he pretended.

"Y ou don't want me asemperor,” Kerrec said. "Believe me. If my father wasintractable and my sster
threatens to be—I would be worse. How much worse, you would do well to reflect.”

"Y ou have apoor opinion of yourself, my lord,” Master Pretorius said. " The troops can't get enough of
you. They loveyou."

"If they love me, it'sbecause | look like my father," Kerrec said.

"And because you won the battle and set them in order and proved that not only can you command
armies, you can win their hearts”

"| train horses," Kerrec said. "It's no more complicated than that. It doesn't make mefit torulean
empire”

"With dl due respect, my lord,” Master Pretorius said, "I don't believe you are qudified to make that
judgment.”

"And you are?' Kerrec turned back to Petra, bending to pick a stone out of hisfoot.
"| think you know that | am more than the usua run of mages.”

"I madeinquiries," Kerrec said. "Y our talents were equally coveted by Augurs, Dreamweavers, and
Adtrologers—so you took mastery in each. You're aprodigy.” He moved on to the next foot. "Read the



omens, Master Mage. My throneismy salion'ssaddle.”
"That's achoice you may regret, my lord."

"I think not," said Kerrec.

Chapter Fifty-Two

Thefull work of the embamers art needed eighty days, but four days were enough to prepare the
emperor's body for itsjourney home. Vaeria spent most of that time keeping Kerrec from throttling the
army's commanders. They were after him to push Briana aside and take her place—and no amount of
refusal on his part seemed to sway them.

No onewas gladder than Kerrec, on the fourth morning, to see the cortege take shape on the field by the
river. One legion, the Gregoria, would Stay in this place, to turn the camp into a permanent fort and keep
watch over the border. The Coriniawould ride with them for awhile, then turn toward itsusua posting in
the south of Elladis. The Vaeriawould escort the emperor to hisfunerd in Aurdia

The legion's namesake was more than ready to go. As beautiful asthe Lady's magic had made the
battlefield, the memory of blood and daughter was strong.

Vaeriahad dept for anight and aday and most of another night after the battle, but she had barely
closed her eyes since. When she did, she saw horrors. The only relief she had was Kerrec'swarm and
solid body in her arms and his beautiful new magic al around her. In that, she could rest.

The cortege formed ranksin the grey light of dawn. The legions had built the bier out of shieldsand
legionary cloaks, so that it glittered in bronze and scarlet. The wagon it rode on was newly made of oak,
and the coffin was oak and cedar. White oxen drew it. A white canopy protected it from rain and
sun—white for mourning. The emperor's banner rode in front of it and the banners of the legions behind.

The Gregoriaand its commander saw them off, beating drums and blowing trumpets until they were long
out of Sght.

There was an honor guard in front of the bier. The rest of the legions marched behind. Kerrec rode
besdeit, with Vderiajust behind him.

They marched or rodein silence. Later the legionswould relax into their usua marching songs, but that
first morning, the weight of their sorrow wastoo greet. The only sound was the tramping of feet and the
rumble of the cart.

Kerrec was shut ingde himself, but for once he had not closed Vaeriaout. His grief washed over her. It
felt cleansing somehow, asif she bathed in cool fire.

His heart was mending dowly. He had so many regrets and so much old anger—it would be along time
before he worked through it dl. Still, the healing had begun. Thislong ridein the heavy heet of late
summer was teaching him the beginnings of acceptance.

The news had gone ahead of them. Each village and town they passed was hung with white banners.
People in white followed the cortege, weeping and singing hymns of sorrow. That for Vaeriawould be



her clearest memory of that long march, voices swelling asthey drew nearer to atown, then fading as
they made their dow way padt.

At night they made camp outside the walls of towns or in open fields beside the road. People camefar
into the night to pay their respects, or gppeared in the early morning, pausing by the bier and offering a
prayer or acandle or agarland of flowers. After the cortege left each camp, candles and flowers
remained as aremembrance.

The nightmares did not stop smply because Vderiahad |eft the battlefield. Thefirst night, while Kerrec
kept vigil by the bier, she dared to degp—and woke shuddering.

Shetried to stop, but the harder shetried, the worse it was. She sat up, groping for the jar of water by
the cot. Her hands shook so much she could bardly lift the jar to her lips.

The water was cool and sweet. It steadied her alittle. As shelowered thejar, the tent's flap opened.
Kerrec dipped through.

She dmost burdt into tears. She thought she caught hersdlf in time—but his face changed.
She did not see him move. One moment he was at the flap. The next, he knelt beside her cot.

Half of her wanted to drive him off with harsh words—lashing out at him for her own weakness. The
other haf pulled his head down and kissed him, then froze, waiting for him to drive her off.

He did no such thing. He returned the kiss so fredly and with such eager passion that she caught her
breath. That made her hiccup, which made her laugh, which set him back on his hedls, affronted. And
that made her laugh even harder.

He scowled, but hislips were twitching. It was not true he had no humor—he only wanted peopleto
think so. She abandoned the cot, which was too narrow in any case, and bore him backward on the
worn carpet.

Thistimethe kissdid not veer off into slliness. It went on for along, delicious while. Somehow or
another, their shirts got lost, and then their breeches.

Vaeridsbody was &fire, and yet she wasin no hurry. She wanted every moment to last aslong asit
possibly could. His hands on her skin, thetaste of hislips, were blissfully sweet.

Shetangled fingersin hishair, then ran them down hisback past the familiar knots and interruptions of
scars. He shivered lightly under her touch. The world's patterns took new shape around and within them.
Where they had been two fiercely, sometimes painfully separate beings, now they were flowing into one.

It had been along while since they had done that. There were dark places, thoughts and secrets that they
would not share, but it did not matter.

Shelifted hersdf above him. Hiseyeswere dark in the lamplight, thinly rimmed with slver. "I missed
you," hesad.

"Whosefault isthat?' But she did not say it with anger. She dipped down for another kiss. "Never shut
yoursdf away from me again. Promise.”

"By my heart," hesaid.



He was smiling. That was so rare she almost did not recognize him. He looked years younger with dl the
gern linesgone.

There was such sweetnessin hissmile that it made her heart mdlt. "Gods, | loveyou," shesaid. "I don't
know why. | can't helpit."”

"Some things are beyond reason,” he said.

She kissed him again, and then again. Reason had nothing to do with it. It was not his pretty face, ether,
though that was a distinct advantage. It was everything about him.

Shetook him inside her, just as he rose to take her. The dart of pleasure was so strong it was almost
pain. She cried out softly.

He paused, darmed. Shelocked ankles around his hips and held him tight, driving him deeper. He
gasped in shock and piercing pleasure.

Kerrec kissed her awake. Hisface was somber as usud, but his eyes were smiling. Asshe sat up
blinking, he set asteaming cup in her hand. The scent of herbswafted fromiit.

Hewas dressed, al but hisboots. He sat cross-legged on the floor beside her and set aladen tray
between them. There was more tea and bread and early apples and sharp cheese. "Hardly elegant,” he
sad, "but it'sfilling."”

"It's perfect,” said Vderia. "Y ou're perfect.”

It was hard to tell in the dimness of the tent, but she thought she saw aflush on his cheeks. "Not as
perfect asyou," hesad.

Shegrinned. "Wdll, no. But youll do."

He startled her by grinning back. He saluted her with his cup, and bowed as princes did. His happiness
bubbled over.

Therewas sorrow init for hisfather and for his brother who was il dive somewhere beyond theriver.
Thosein hismind werefalures, and he would not easily or quickly forgive himsdlf for them. But aslong
as hewaswith her, he could let the dark things fade from his mind.

By the time they were done with breskfast, ranks were forming outside and the legions were preparing to
march. Kerrec went out while Vaeria dressed. When she emerged into the early-morning mist, he was
saddling Petra. He wore the same face as dways, but as she passed him on her way to Sabata, he
warmed her with asmile,

During the day, nothing was different. At night, everything was. Vderiafdt asif her heart had been buried
deep in cold earth, but now it had sprouted and bloomed.

Shefelt apang of guilt that she was s0 hagppy and this was the emperor's funera march. She il grieved
for him. He had ruled well, asfar as she was qudified to judge. She had liked him—| oved him, maybe, as
S0 many of hispeopledid.

It occurred to her that he would not mind. He had struck her as aman who knew how to love. Maybe he



would even approve of the lover his son had chosen.

On thefourth day of the dow march, Baruch took the Corinia off to the south. The Vaeriastayed to
escort the emperor home.

Baruch made a point of saying goodbye to Kerrec. "Sir," he said, "you may want to forget what you are,
but the blood remembers. If you need me, send amessage. I'll come.”

Kerrec thanked him, but Vaeria could tel he had no intention of securing himsalf alegion. Baruch |eft,
riding at the head of histroops. They were chanting a death chant of the desert, adow rolling dirge shot
through with sudden, piercing criesof grief.

It was adeeply disturbing song. The memory of it stayed with Vaeriafor hours after.

Later that day, she rode up beside Tibullus. He was riding with the honor guard, mounted on asturdy
brown cob. He greeted Vaeriawith an inclination of the head. "Rider," he said.

"Generd,"” shesaidinreturn. "'l have afavor to ask of you."
"Ak," hesad. "I'll grantitif | can.”

"l hope s0," she said. "Y ou remember my brother who rode with us across the river. He had to bresk the
emperor'sbantodoit.”

Tibullussface darkened. "Y es. | remember."

"Hedied," Vaderiasad, "in the battle." That was harder to say than she had thought it would be. "What
happened to the field, happened because of him. He rode in the Dance. He was the rider on the Ladly,
the bay mare. Without him, we would have lost the beattle.”

"So I've beentold," Tibullussaid.
Vderiaraised her brows. "Then you'll agree that he's suffered the utmost pendty for his desartion?”
"He sacrificed hislifefor thelegions” Tibullussaid.

"Then," said Vderia, "he's not dishonored, is he? His name won't be struck from therolls. He's honored
dead."

"Heishonored dead," Tibullus said. Hisface softened ever so dightly. "Y es, rider, well send hisshied
home."

"That'swhat | was going to ask, gr,” Vaeriasaid. "Can | be the one who tekesit?"
Tibulluss browswent up. "That's not traditiond.”

"I know," said Vaeria "It'sjust that he died because of me. | wasthereand | couldn't stop it. | haveto
be the one who tells our mother what happened. It can't be anyone else.”

Tibullus studied her for sometime before he said, "1t'saworthy honor for his shield to go home with one
of the white gods servants—especidly since he died one of them.”



"Hewasn't ahorse mage,” Vaeriasad. "That'swhy he could do what he did. His magic was earth
magic—mortal magic.”

"I'msure” said Tibullus, "there are niceties of the magica artsthat I'm not aware of. He was serving the
godswhen he died. The least they can do is send his shield home with one of their own.”

Hiseyeswarned her not to argue any further. She had what she wanted—what she dreaded, but she had
told him the truth. She had thought long and hard, in between the nightmares, and there was no choice.
Shehadtodoit.

Chapter Fifty-Three

From the battlefield at Oxos Ford to the gates of Aurdliawasforty days at the pace of eight white oxen.
They marched from summer into autumn, from the season of sudden, explosive ssormsto golden days
and nightsthat hinted ever so subtly of winter's cold.

Asthe dayswent on, Kerrec began teaching Valeria her lessons again. He had al the booksin hishead,
and al the patterns back again, every one. He recited each lesson, then asked her to reciteit after him,
teaching her the art of memory. In away hewaslearning it al over again for himsdlf, bringing it to the
front of hismind and making it more solidly a part of him.

She was aquick study, but he had aways known that. What he had not expected wasto find his own
power and knowledge growing as he taught her the arts and skills that would, once she passed the
testing, make her aFourth Rider.

That was hisfather's magic putting down roots and spreading branches through his mind and bodly. It
was intricately ordered and breathtakingly strong. Now that it had finished hedling him, it was
transforming him in ways that he could not yet fully understand.

He supposed he should have been afraid. But there was no more danger in what was happening to him
than there ever waswith magic of that level and intensity. That was a great deal—but it was danger he
understood.

No doubt he was being arrogant. Arrogance was his besetting flaw. And yet when he felt the magic
growing in him, hefdt akind of Snging excitement. He wanted it. He had no desireto refuseit.

Artorius had known his son better than Kerrec knew himself. Maybe it was part of the magic that Kerrec
did not hate him for it.

Another part of the magic made him deeply happy. The reticence that had been such a curse was not
exactly gone, but it was much diminished. With Vaeriait was dmost not there at all.

The night before they cameto Aurdlia, the crowds of mourners went by in dow procession dl night long.
From the tent Kerrec could hear their passing, the dow shuffle of feet and the catch of a sob.

Vderiahad falen adeep. Her facein the lamplight was till faintly flushed from loving, her hair touded,
lying in curls across her forehead. He stroked it softly back from her cheek and brushed her lipswith a
kiss. She smiled in her deep.



He dressed quickly and dipped out into the chill of midnight. Torchesflared around the bier. Theline of
people was not quite aslong asit had been in daylight. Hejoined it quietly.

No one recognized him. It was dark and he was plainly dressed. He looked ordinary enough—no blazing
mark of imperia blood on his forehead, and no white stalion to betray hisrank and art. Petrawas safely
and contentedly adeep on the horsdlines.

Something had been happening as he drew closer to Aurdlia. It was so gradual that at first he did not
even noticeit. In the past few days however, he had begun to redlize that his senses were changing.

He could fed theland. It had aways been there in the back of his awareness, part of the giftsthat came
to him from his blood and breeding, but this was stronger. It was like the sense of patternsthat made a
horse mage, deepened and strengthened until it sang in his bones.

Standing herein thisdow procession of hisown people, dmost within sight of theimperid city, hefelt as
if the whole of the empire was contained in hisbody. From the far south of Gebu to the far north of
Toscang, from Eriu to Parthal, it was dl there insde him. He could tel where it wasthriving and whereiit
wasill—though not quite yet how or why.

"Sir, are you Sick? Do you need to St down?”

Kerrec blinked and shook his head to clear it. Somehow he had come asfar as the torches. A woman
was standing in front of him, with amuch younger man behind her—her son, he supposed. Shehad a
broad wesathered face and aknot of greying hair, and she stood foursquare on solid feet. Her eyes were
shrewd but kind. She had magic, not agreat dea but enough to dazzle his newly atered sight.

She would have been a Beastmadter, heredlized, if she had goneinto any of the orders. She petted him
asif he had been one of her animas, and offered him aflask that turned out to be full of deceptively
innocuous cordid. Thefirgt sp was sweet and pungent with herbs. The second set him back on his hedls.

His benefactor grinned. "Wakes you up proper, doesn't it?

"Very proper,” said Kerrec once he remembered how to breathe. "1 may actudly liveto seethe
morming.”

"Good," thewoman said. Shetilted her head toward the bier. "It gets you in the heart, that. Evenif you
never knew himto talk to, he wasthere, being good at what he did.”

People behind them nodded and murmured. One said, "The young one, the heir, isjust like him, they

"I've seen her riding out,” said someone else. "She'salittle thing, and a beauty, but therés stedl in her.
Sheridesaswel asaman.”

Kerrec held his breath, but no one mentioned the late heir who was arider. They were al focused on
Brianaand on the emperor who lay under the pall. Kerrec was amost in front of the bier now.

He had been riding beside it for well over amonth. He had kept vigil over it for part of dmost every
night. Tonight was different. All these people who had never known the emperor and yet loved him, and
the sense of the land insde Kerrec, came together into a pattern he had not seen before.

Thiswas Aurdia—not courts and princes or legions or gods on the Mountain. These people coming from
far away, most of them on foot, to pay their respects, were the heart of the empire. They tilled itsfields
and tended its cattle and marched initslegions. Aurdiawas aliving thing because of them.



Kerrec had dways set himsdlf above them. Even as arider-envoy, mingling with the common people, he
had kept his distance. He was not one of them. Hisworld was dtogether different.

Tonight hewas part of them and they were part of him. They shared his sorrow. They looked after one
another, asthe woman had done with him.

It was anew world. He was not sure that he was comfortablein it, but neither could he turn hisback on
it.
The bier wasin front of him. Thewhite pal glowed faintly—dawn was coming. Helaid hishand onit.

Therewasno life or spirit ingdeit. That had gone long since. Still, there was memory, and the magic
unfolding insde of Kerrec. He bowed to that and gave it atribute of tears.

After thelast of them passed by the bier, they dispersed in ones and twos and fours. Kerrec dipped
asde and watched them in the dowly swelling daylight. He wanted to remember their faces. Then when
he thought of Aurdia, he would remember them and this night and the way the land had come diveinsde
him.

Chapter Fifty-Four

The city of Aurdiawaswaiting for its emperor to passfor thelast time through its gates. All of itswalls
were hung with white. Its people were dressed in white and carrying sprays of white flowers, strewing
petds on the processional way as the honor guard and then the bier entered the city.

Thelegion would not comeinto Aurdlia. That was avery old tradition from the days when emperors
were made and broken by the legions, and any adventurer with amob of rebels could call himsdf a
genera and storm the imperia city. Now asin those days, the Vderiawithdrew to the old barracks and
parade grounds that lay eastward aong the shore.

The dead did not enter the city walls, either, except roya dead. Everyone who died in the city or inthe
barracks was buried in the city of tombs beyond the legionary camp. But the emperor would liein the
crypt of the pdace, in theroyal chamber directly beneath the hal of the throne.

Every living emperor or empress ruled above the bodies of hisforefathers. That wasthe custom. There
was power init, binding whatever magic theliving ruler had to the combined magic of the dead.

Kerrec had been taught thiswhile he was till hisfather's her. It struck him vividly as he rode beside the
bier into the city he had declined to rule. If it had not been for the stdlions and Vderia, he might have
broken and run, fleeing toward the Mountain.

They kept him where he was, part of hisfather's honor guard. It was by no meanstraditiona for the
emperor to go to hisburid with white gods and their ridersin attendance, but it seemed fitting.

Briana, by tradition, could not meet the bier at the city gate or beyond. She had to wait at the palace
gate, dressed from head to toe in white silk, with her own guard and the loftier notables of the court
around her.

Kerrec saw her down the length of the processional way. She seemed very small, standing erect and il



under the great arch of the gate. He could not make out her face from so far away, but he could fed her
in hisheart. Grief for her father, fear of what she had taken on hersdlf, determination not to let it
overwhem her—all of those mingled insde him, matching hisown emotions amost exactly.

If he had had a fraction less discipline, he would have bolted past the crawling oxen, burst through the
honor guard and galloped toward his Sster. She could see him as he saw her, in hissmple rider's uniform
on his shimmering white horse. Her rdlief and gladness dmost broke hisresolve.

Thiswasthe last imperia ceremony that would be celebrated in Artoriuss name. Out of respect for him,
they had to let therite unfold inits proper order. If that meant standing painfully alonein aflock of
courtiersor riding at amaddeningly dow pace from the gate to the palace, then that wasthe way it had to
be.

Step by crawling step, the bier made its way toward the palace. The crowds that lined the road were
slent. There was no music and no singing. The cart rumbled and creaked. The oxen snorted, grinding
flowers under their hooves. The scent of bruised roses and jasmine was amost overwhelming.

Kerrec held his breath as much as he could. Petra shook his head and sneezed. Kerrec stroked his neck
insympethy.

It only seemed that this march would take forever. It would be over soon. There was il the funerd to
endure, but that would not take place until tomorrow. Tonight, Petra at least could re<t.

Petrasnorted wetly and coiled his back, dancing for amoment—enthralling the part of the crowd directly
infront of him—before he settled again to his scrupuloudy disciplined, meticuloudy cadenced,
teeth-grindingly dow walk.

At the paace gate, Briands attendants parted for the honor guard and the bier, then fell in behind. Briana
was on the other side as Kerrec rode past. He glimpsed her face over the bier, but her eyeswere not on
him.

The oxen hauled the emperor's bier straight up to the great hall. Then the honor guard lifted it out of the
wagon in which it had traveled for so long and carried it through the golden doors.

The oxen were led away to awell-deserved rest. Petraand Sabata went in with the bier. Their riders
choice had little to do with it. Onceit waslaid in the center of the hall whereit would remain for the night,
they took station on either sde of it.

Mages were waiting to build wards, and priests were ready to begin the long rite of the emperor's burid.
The gtdlions disconcerted them severdly.

Kerrec dismounted, with Vaeriahdf abreath behind. Thiswas not their vigil. They unsaddled and
unbridled their stallions quickly, rubbed them down—to the scowling disapprova of not afew
watchers—and retreated in as good order asthey could.

"Carry on," Briana said when the shocked stillness continued. Her voice was quiet but clear.

The Chief Augur started asiif he had suddenly come awake. Heraised his staff. The Master Cantor
recovered hiswits and drew breath to begin the chant. The priests remembered themsalves and their
places.

Kerrec might have continued hisretreat until he was completely gone from the hdl, but he found he could



not do it. He put saddle and bridle in Vaerias charge and sent her off to Riders Hall—glaring down her
objections.

Luckily shewasin as biddable amood as she was capable of. She did as she was told. She would come
back, he knew, but not for awhile.

Thefird rite, the rite of welcoming the dead to his hal for thelast time, was amere hour long. It required
the heir to play acolyte to the chief priest of Sun and Moon. Any other living imperia offspring was
expected to wait on the mages. As First Rider, Kerrec should have been accepting their service instead
of giving them his, but in thisrite he was no more or lessthan hisfather's son.

There was comfort in ritua. When he had to share duties with Briana, they moved together as smoothly
asinadance. She offered him the flicker of asmile, which he returned.

The mages raised their wards and the priests welcomed the dead. Then the layfolk were freeto go,
except for thefirst watch of the emperor's guards. The night'svigil was amatter for magic and the gods.

Earth must be placated and the powers of air comforted. For three and thirty years Artoriuss power had
lain over hisempire. Now it was gone, leaving avoid that hostile powers would be eager tofill.

"It'sonly ritud," Brianasaid in the sanctuary of her library. She had retrested there from the hall,
dismissed guards and servants, and ordered alight supper for herself and her brother.

She dropped to the low and much-worn couch that lay under the eastward window. Daylight was fading,
the clouds turning crimson. She lay back and sighed so deeply her body shook. "Y ou settled it all at
Oxas, didn't you? Thereés no gap in the patterns. All our magic iswhole and safe.”

"I'm sorry," Kerrec said. "We weren't thinking about protocol at the time.”

She shot him aglance. "Why are you gpologizing? Y ou did amagnificent thing. Sit, eat. I'll beupina

Kerrec was not hungry, either. He went to stand over her, hooked a stool with hisfoot and pulled it to
him and sat on it. "He gave me hismagic. | couldn't stop him. | know it was supposed to go to you. |—"

"I haveit," she said. He stared at her. She nodded. "The land, the empire—I had them before he I €ft. It
goes with the regent's office. The powers were given for use but not to keep. When he died, they
changed. All the gates opened and the wards went down. That was how | knew, long before the
message came, that he was dead.”

Kerrec studied her for acareful moment. "Y ou're telling the truth. Then how—what—"
"What happened to you? | don't know. Maybe the mages do.”
"| think mages are long past making any sense of me," Kerrec said dryly.

"Maybe s0." She sat up and leaned forward, hugging him hard. Then she held him a arm's length, looking
him up and down. "Y ou look wonderful. I've never seen you thiswell or this comfortable with yourself.
Y ou look—you look like Father."

"l am not growing abeard!"

She laughed much harder than his poor display of wit warranted. When shefindly stopped, she sat



grinning at him, with tears drying on her cheeks. "Oh, my dear, | needed that so badly. | needed you.
Would you believe I'm scared? I'm terrified. What if I'm not good enough for al of this? What if | can't
doit?"

"You'l do it because you haveto,” Kerrec said. "He said as much, you know. 'Shelll do no worsethan |
did,' hesad."

She laughed, asound half like asob. "I don't suppose you'd take my place?’
"Notinthislife" hesaid. "Don't try to coax me, either. I've had enough of that dready."
Thelaughter left her face. "1 suppose you would have," she said. "Did they lean on you very hard?'

"Not so much hard as persistent,” Kerrec said. "What isit with men that they would rather bow to
anything mae, however unwilling and unsuitable, than to awoman?'

"I don't know," shesaid. "I'm not aman."
"l am, and | gill can't understand.”

"That's because you're aprodigy of nature—amale with the capacity for reason. In away | wish you had
givenin."

"l don't," he said. "I have gifts enough and magic beyond the usud, but | was never meant to rule this
empire. To help, yes, and protect it with my life and soul. I'm arider, that'swhat | was born for. I'll never
be an emperor.”

Shetook his hands, drawing him up and toward the table with itstrays and jars and covered bowls. "Do
you know how much adike we are? | have the calling to be arider, but | belong to the empire first and
aways. Y ou would have been avery good emperor, but the Mountain kegps you. | think were meant to
bein thistogether."

"l believewe are," he said as she sat him down and took the chair opposite. I only wish everyone dse
could see”

"They will," Brianasaid. "Some may need years and the gates of death to cometo it, but they will."

Chapter Fifty-Five

Vaeriawould have carried both saddles and bridles out of the hal herself, but apair of servantsinssted
on doing it for her. She did not resist too strenuoudly. It was afair trudge to Riders Hall.

She had not known what to expect when she came there. Dust and cobwebs would not have surprised
her, but she had underestimated the servants whom Brianahad given to Kerrec. They were not only still
in residence, the house was spotless and the rooms were ready for guests. Savory smells wafted from the
kitchen.

Smelsof adifferent and to Vaeriaequally pleasant kind emanated from the stable. Brianad's mareswere
gtill there. So was Quintus. From the evidence, the boys were still coming for instruction—the saddles
were clean but with the look of regular use, and the mares were glossy and muscled, with the soft eyes of



horses who were worked well and often.
There was another reason for that softness, too. Every one of them wasin fod.

Petra's innocence was genuine, glowing in Vaerias heart. Sabatatried to pretend, but he was aterrible
liar—and terribly smug. Foolish humans had never guessed what he did at night when each marewasin
Season.

Vaeria suspected that Briana had hoped for just such an outcome. If Sabata had been in the stable and
not playing statue in the emperor'shdl, Vaeriawould have kicked him. Asit was, shelet him know just
how presumptuous he had been. He barely wilted under her disapproval.

"Men," shesad in disgust. The mare she had been examining agreed heartily, with flattened ears and
restless heds.

One more blow to tradition, Vaeriathought. The white gods did not breed outside of their own kind.

Clearly Sabata did not care for such niceties. These were mares, and beautiful. He had only done what
any sensble galion would do.

"What does sense have to do with it?' Vaeriawanted to know. She fed the mare abit of honey sweet
and |eft her to eat her dinner in peace.

Vaeridsown dinner was waiting in the smal dining room she had sometimes shared with Kerrec before
they both ran off to end awar. She thought she would eat and then go back to the palace, but by thetime
she had worked her way through abowl of soup brimming with bits of fish and strange delectable things
in shells, she decided not to go. Briana needed her brother tonight.

Vderiaate alittle too heartily. The soup was like nothing she had tasted before. There was fresh white
bread with it, and the soft herbed cheese that she wasinordinately fond of, and atart of dmonds and
cream and eggs and sweet spices that needed two servingsto do it justice.

She went to bed aonein the room she had dept in before. Her scomach was unpleasantly full. She had
been eating soldier's rations too long—she was out of practice.

Her deep wasfitful, her dreams dim and formless. She was aware of the stallions on guard and Kerrec
keeping vigil with hissster beside their father's bier. Sometimes when shewoke, shefelt him beside her,
but that was adream. That night he belonged to hisfamily.

Morning came early, with bellstolling from al the temples. Vderia sprang out of her first deep deep of
the night, sumbled to the privy, and lost most of her overly ambitious supper.

Once shewasrid of it, she began to fedl better. She could not look at breskfast without fedling her
stomach heave al over again, but alittle herb teawith honey went down and stayed down.

By the time she was bathed and dressed, she was dmost hersdlf again. The clothes she was wearing
were new, arider-candidate's uniform in white. It fit well, though the coat was awhisper tight acrossthe
chest.

She went back aoneto the palace, eluding any servants who might have tried to escort her. The solitude
of theriders passage was welcome. Wards protected it from magicd attacks and shielded anyone inside
it from awareness of the world.



She could be tempted to stay there, but the emperor's buria rite would not wait for her. She quickened
her pace.

The great hal wasfull, with people spilling out of the doors and gates and into corridors and courtyards.
There was a gpace around the bier, with the stallions guarding it. The Lady stood with them, her deep red
coa drinking the early sunlight.

Brianaand Kerrec stood in the space the gods had cleared. The priests of Sun and Moon surrounded
them, al in white vestments. Mages stood to the north and east and south and west.

Vaeriarecognized the Chief Augur and the Master of Stones. One of the others must be the Master
Cantor in black and crimson, startling amid so much white, and the last would be the Mistress of the Sea
Magic in agown that shimmered like water. Vaeriacould have sworn she saw schools of tiny slver fish
svimminginit.

The door through which Vaeria had entered was hidden in the wall. She would have stayed near it, but
Sabatals summons brought her across the hall. It reshaped patterns so that each moment as she made her
way through the crowd, a space opened, then closed behind her.

She would have liked to study that, to see how he did it, but they both had too much else to think abouit.
Just as she dipped around the bier and into Sabata's shadow, the burid rite began.

The Cantor invoked the powers of air and darkness and the wings of the ssorm. The Sea Witch sang of
water springing from the earth and falling from the sky and roaring in the sea. In avoice like boulders
shifting, the stone mage woke the strength of earth. Last of dl, the Augur called on the sun'sfire and the
moon's cold light.

The prieststook up the chant from the Augur. Its dow rolling cadences crept under Vaerias skin. She
rested her hand on Sabata's neck to steady hersalf.

He curved his head around to blow sweet breath in her face. She rested her cheek against hisfor a
moment before he straightened into immobility again.

The hymnsthe priests sang were older than the empire. They caled on elder gods than Sun and Moon
and the gods of the Mountain—gods of the elements and powers of earth and rulers of the deep places.
They were only remembered in therite of buria, when they were invoked to receive and cherish the
dead.

Vaerias mind followed the intricate weaving of voicesin the chant, tracing the pattern that took shape
there. It was a strange pattern, no little bit disturbing. Something in it made her hacklesrise,

She glanced around her. No one else seemed troubled. Neither Briana, whom she could see standing
with the Lady at the head of the bier, nor Kerrec, who was on the other side but whowasasoin
Vaerids heart, showed any sign of darm. The gallions and the Lady were quiet.

It must be an aftershock of the battle and her nightmares since. She forced her breathing to dow and her
heart to stop pounding. She would not have said she was exactly calm, but she was less unsettled than
she had been.

Mercifully, the chant ended soon after. The Master of Stones stepped forward. He had aring on his
finger with astone like an ember, and arod in his hand, tipped with another fiery stone.



He bowed to the bier and paused. Vderiafelt the gathering of power from below. The Master's stones
caught fire.

Helowered the rod until it touched the paving in front of the bier. For along count of breaths, nothing
happened. Then, so dowly at first it wasimperceptible, the floor opened.

Vaeriahad expected the breath of cold stone and the smell of tombs. That rose up out of the opening, to
be sure, but there was a so the heated-metal scent of magic wielded strongly and often.

The tombs of the emperors were warded as strongly as anything she had seen. Even the Mountain's
defenses were no stronger than this. But for Sabata, she would have falen, struck down by the power of
it.

She wondered what was down there that needed such protections. Emperors were mages more often
than not, and some had wielded powers that rivaled the Unmaking. But they were al dead long since.

Or werethey?

It was odd how much that shook her world. She had seen more of the imperia family than shewould
ever have bdieved possible, and gods knew she had studied their history and lore. But this was out of
her reckoning.

While she dithered insde hersdlf, the honor guard had come forward to take up the bier. Steps
descended directly in front of it, down into darknesslit by acold light. It wasfitting illumination for the
journey of the dead.

Sorrow pierced Valeria so suddenly that she gasped. Artorius had been awarm man. Heloved plain
daylight and the taste of good wine and the sound of laughter. It seemed peculiarly horrible that he should
beladinsochill aplace.

The bier began its descent. Brianaand Kerrec walked dowly behind it. The mages and priests followed.

Vaeriawould have loved to run away into the sunlight, but she could not bear to lose her lover or her
friend to the darkness. She gathered every scrap of courage and forced herself to go after them.

The Lady and the sdlions stayed in the hal. Oddly, that comforted VVaeria. They were on guard asthey
had been since the bier came into the palace. Between them and the massive structure of wards,
whatever wasimprisoned below could not bresk |oose.

After so much dread and creeping terror, the redlity was rather disappointing. A long, wide stair
descended into avaulted hall. Tombs lay dong the curve of itswalls and had begun to work their way
inward to the center in rays like the sun on the emperor's banner. Some were starkly plain, with nothing
on them but a carved name, whereas others were e aborate works of art crowned with effigies of the
deceased. Those effigies were often painted in the colors of life, so that there seemed to be asmall
crowd of men and women in antique dress standing in acircle, watching the arriva of their latest
descendant.

Artoriusstomb had been built for him through the years of hisreign. It was neither as stark asthe
smplest nor by any means as €l aborate as some of the tombs from three and four hundred years ago. It
was made of alabaster, moon-pae and trand ucent. Images were carved on it in bas-relief, alegion
marching toward afort and ariver, atroupe of dancers at a banquet, acompany of nobles on a hunt.



Its lid was ornamented with the beginning of the Dance, the entry of the stdlionsinto the hall. Sun and
Moon shone above them. A forest of woven treeslay below, with patternsin their weaving that Valeria
committed to memory. Later she would try to understand them.

Mages opened the tomb with aWord and aworking. Priests blessed it and sweetened it with incense.
The honor guard laid down the bier and uncovered the coffin. It was made of oak and cedarwood lined
with lead, itslid brushed with gilt to honor the royalty within.

When the guards lifted it from the bier, Kerrec was there with Brianato lend ahand. They helped raiseit
over thetomb and then lower it carefully.

Vaeriaheld her breath. No one'sfingers dipped. The coffin made no move to escape the hands that held
it. It did down smoothly into the tomb.

Therewas a pause. Brianarested a hand on the coffin'slid, near where the heart would be. Kerrec's
hand covered hers. They stood for amoment, then drew back.

Sowly thelid came down over the tomb. The priests sang ahymn of rest and farewell. Their voiceswere
soft in the degpening gloom. The cold light wasfading little by little.

Just before it sank into dark, torches leaped to life. The priests had brought and lit them. Therr light was
smoky and unsteady and not particularly bright, but it had amortal warmth that the other had atogether
lacked.

Briana bowed low to her father'stomb. "Good night,” she said. "Sleep well. May the gods grant you

Chapter Fifty-Six

Thefloor of the hall was closed again. The dead were warded below. The priests blessed the now
hidden gate and cleansed the hal with chanting and incense,

Then the air was clean again. The emperor was dead. The empress would not be crowned until winter
had passed and spring had come with its brighter omens, but the power was hers—as it had been from
the moment her father died.

Briana had to St through the whole of the funeral feast, with its twenty-four courses and intricate
entertainments and endless memoriasto the late emperor. Kerrec lingered only through the fourth
course, when he could honorably plead indisposition and make hisretredt.

Vaeriamight have stayed longer because the patterns forming in the court were so fascinating, but
Kerrec was astronger lure. She had missed him badly last night. Even if he only wanted to deep, he
would be there with her.

He wanted to do more than deep. He startled her, and maybe himsdlf, with how much he wanted it. In
saying farewel| to the dead, he had reminded himsdlf that he was dive—and nothing spoke more strongly
of lifethanthis



Vaerias mind emptied of thought. The world was pure pleasure. When she swam out of it with her body
singing, hewaslying beside her, propped on his elbow, smiling.

She smiled back and ran her fingers down his cheek. "Pretty,” she said.

He hated when she did that, but tonight he only frowned alittle and brushed his own fingers across her
lips. "Beautiful," hesad.

"Youredill prettier.” Shewound her fingersin his. "Will we be going home soon?!

"l think s0," he said.

"Y ou won't stay? The boys are still coming to ride. They're kegping the school going.”
"So | heard," he said. "'l suppose you know the other thing, too."

"Sabataand the mares.” She sghed. "He's horribly smug.”

"Soismy sgter," said Kerrec. "She's getting haf adozen prodigies of nature.”

"Shelsdevious," Vderiasaid admiringly. But she had not forgotten what €l se they had been talking about.
"S0? Are you Staying to carry on with your school ?*

"l dointend to carry on," he said, "but first | have to go back to the Mountain. If it will accept me—if it
doesn't try to bresk me again.”

"That wasn't the Mountain,” said Vaeria. ™Y ou know that. Y ou're whole again. I've never seen you
sronger.”

"| fed strong," he admitted. "I'm ready for the test. But | should warn you—"
"Nothing isgoing to happento you," she said.

"I'm thinking of you," he said. "Y ou redlize you could be expdled for what you did. If you want to stay
here—at least until the furor dies down—I'll understand.”

"l haveto go," shesad. "If therésapunishment to face, I'll faceit.”
"Evenif youre expdled?'

"Even then," she said steadily. It was hard, but she wastelling the truth. She could chooseto stay here
and teach the boys until Kerrec came back—but she could not do that. If she had been a nobleman
instead of afarmer's daughter, she would have said it was amatter of honor.

Kerrec nodded. He could follow her thoughts if he was minded, and these were no secret. "I would do
the same. | promise, whatever happens, I'll stland by you. It was my fault you left at al.”

"WEell let the other riderslay the blame," she said with atouch of dark humor. Then she paused. After a
whileshesad, "Therés something dse.”

He raised abrow.

"There's somewhere | haveto go on the way home. If you want to stay longer here, or ride ahead, |
wont mind."

"Imbria?' he asked.



She blinked. "How did you—Who told you? Have you been talking to Generad Tibullus?'

"I know what's done when asoldier dies honorably,” Kerrec said, "and | know you. Y ou wouldn't let a
granger do it. I'm not going to ask if you think you're up toit. I know what you'll answer. But | will ask
this. Will you take mewith you?'

"Why would you want to do that?"

"Becauseit's not something you should have to face aone. Even if | camp outside the village and pretend
we have nothing to do with each other, | should be there.”

Vaeriadrew abreath. She wanted him with her—desperately. But that same desperation made her
mistrust her judgment. "Y ou don't get to hide," she said. "'If you go, you go beside me. | wontt lie, ether,
about what we are to each other. My mother may not be merciful.”

"All the more reason for me to stand at your back."

Vderiasmiled crookedly. "Wel, then," she sad, "weéll face our demonstogether. Though if you're not
sure—if you would rather not go—"

"Y ou followed meto the ends of the earth,” Kerrec said. "Should | do lessfor you?'

"Just remember,” she said. "Once you're committed, you're bound. Y ou don't get to back off when you
meet my mother.”

"I'm sure your mother is perfectly charming.”
Vderiagaped, then burst out laughing. "If ashe-bear in the spring is charming, then that's my mother.”
"Surely she'snot as bad asthat.”

"Youll see" Vderiasad darkly.

The funerd feast and the festival of the emperor's passing lasted eight days. Thefirst day had been the
burid. The following seven saw anew feast each day in the city aswell asthe palace, for the peopleto
share.

Thefedtiva ran in and around the feasting. There were games and dances and sacred drameas, but no
Dance. Artoriuss future was ended. There was nothing to foresee.

On the eighth night, Briana dined privately with her brother and hisrider-candidate. She should properly
have been concluding the days of feasting in hall with the court, but she had made a brief appearance
there and then withdrawn.

"Thereisadight advantagein being empress,” she said. "If | decide to break protocol, no one can stop
rrell

"No one but the whole empire,” Kerrec said, pouring wine for them all.
"The empireisn't heretonight,” said Briana. Y ou're sure, then? Y ou're leaving in the morning?”

"It'stime" Vderiasad.



Briananodded. "Y ou know that if the worst happens, you have aplace here. Both of you. Well found a
new school if we haveto."

"I don't think we will haveto,” Kerrec said. "We've both committed serious offenses againgt order and
tradition, but the school can't afford to lose us—especialy now. The war between legions and warbands
might be over, but the Dances have made it clear. Something elseis coming, and the Mountain will be
part of it. For that, the school will need every scrap of power it can find. Whatever penalty we haveto
pay, it won't be asdire as expulsion. Well sill beriders.”

"For your sake | hope s0," Briana said. She raised her cup. "Travel safe, prosper well, come back as
SooNn asyou may."

They bowed to the blessing and then drank to it, murmuring thanks.
Briana shook her head. "Y ou deserve more. No one knows or understands what you've done. | wish—"

"It's better thisway," Kerrec said. "Mages know what we do, and there are stories enough in the
markets. People understand well enough that we have power to protect the empire. They don't need to
know exactly what weve done or how."

"Thank the gods for that,” Vaeriasaid. "None of us could stand being followed everywhere we go, or
having songs sung about us. When we ride the Dance, we should beinvisible. Watchers should only see
thegdlions"

"Asatarget born and bred, | envy you," Brianasaid. "Still, it seemslessthan fair that you should have
saved Aurdliatwice, and no one knows your name.”

"Maybe there should be fewer mysteries about us," said Kerrec, "but some things are better |eft done.
Weaentinitfor theglory.”

"You aredl very frudrating,” Brianasad.
Vderialaughed. Kerrec frowned, but hislips were twitching. "That's our grestest gift,” he said.
"I'm going to missyou,” she said.

"I'll be back by spring—the Master permitting. I'll hope to ride the Coronation Dance. Then, if I'm given
leave, I'll continue what I've started. There should be another school besides the one on the Mountain—a
redl one, with real magic and red salions”

"Yes," Brianasaid. "And maybe, if it doeswell here, we can open others elsewhere. Instead of asingle
beating heart, the empire will have strong and capable branches all through its provinces.”

"Somewill argue that the more diffuse a power is, the weaker it becomes,” Kerrec said.

"Well ded with that asit comes," said Briana. "Drink up now, and egt. We have along night ahead of us.
There's so much you haven't told me—all your adventures, and the battle, and the long ride here. How
did you win the battle? | heard it was a Dance, but it couldn't have been anything like the oneswe've
seen here or on the Mountain.”

"It wasaDance," Kerrec said. "Two stallions and a Lady, two horse mages and a wisewoman's son.
Therewas never aDancelikeit."

Vaeriasat back while Kerrec told the story, sipping wine and nibbling bits of dinner. Her somach was



gill intermittently unsettled. It seemed to be behaving itsdf tonight, though she would not be surprised if
sheregretted it again in the morning.

Kerrec's voice soothed her into adrowse. Now and then it paused, then Briana asked a question or told
adtory of her own. Their ease together, the comfort of blood kin, reminded Vaeria of how she had been
with Rodry.

Shewasfar enough dong in her dream that the pain was blunted, but it was till so sharp she caught her
bresth.

Neither of them seemed to notice. She did deeper into deep. Aslong as Kerrec was here, there were no
nightmares that she remembered. She smiled and rested her head on her folded arms, fdling the rest of
the way into soft darkness.

Vaeriawas sound adeep. Kerrec paused in answering another of his sster's questions. Do you think—"

Briana beckoned to one of the servants who stood discreetly by the wall. The man bowed and lifted
Vderiain hisarms, carrying her to the next room, where there was abed and servantsto seeto her
comfort.

"She'sworn out,” Briana said. "Have you been working her too hard?'

Kerrec flushed. It was not work that |eft them both so short of deep, but he was not about to tell his
sder that.

Brianapaid no attention to hisslence. " Shel'sterribly young. She's so strong and can do so much—we al
forget. But she'shardly more than achild.”

"Sheand her stallion.” Kerrec shook his head. "We need her so badly and use her so ruthlessy—wed
never do such athing to one of the horses. I'm as guilty as any. But have you ever tried to stop her from
doing something she felt obligated to do?'

"Thegdlionscan.”

"They're even more ruthless than the rest of us. Whatever they're trying to do, she'sakey to it—and
every door it opensis more disconcerting than the one before."

"Poor tormented rider," Brianasaid with no perceptible sgn of sympathy. "At least you vaue her. The
otherswill learnin theend, | suppose. If they turn out to be difficult, send her back here. We can use
her—and protect her, too."

"Shebedongswith me," Kerrec said gently. "If she comes back, | come with her."
"Y ou would be more than welcome.”

Kerrec frowned into the wine he had barely touched. "Haf of me wantsto stay. There's so much to do,
and the center of it al ishere. But the Mountain is calling us back. It sent us out to do what was needed.
Now it needs us close again.”

"Y our heart needsto hed," Brianasaid. "The Mountain can do that, now your body and your magic are
whole"

He nodded. Rather unexpectedly, he smiled. "Have | ever told you how fortunate | am to be your



brother?'
"Never," shesaid.
He leaned across the table and kissed her on the forehead. "Don't take undue advantage of it."

"But of coursel will." She grinned at him. It was avery comfortable moment amid so many
uncomfortable ones.

Herdaxed into it. That was an art he waslearning, dowly and painfully. Someday he might even be good
ait.

Chapter Fifty Seven

Vaeriawoke in astrange bed with Kerrec stretched out beside her. For along few moments she could
not imagine where shewas. Then she recognized the carving and gilding of the ceiling.

Shewasin the paace. She had falen adeep, ignominioudy, over dinner. Someone had undressed her
and clothed her with afine linen gown and put her to bed.

Kerrec was ill in the shirt and trousers he had worn the night before. He was sound adeep. She eased
herself out from beside him and padded barefoot to the door.

The dining room was directly outside. It was empty, lit with early sunlight. From somewhere she heard a
bird snging, asweet, mournful call that repeated over and over.

Obvioudy they were not going to leave a dawn today. Vderiafound her clothes negtly folded at the foot
of the bed. They were clean and brushed, and her boots stood at attention on the floor, freshly and

impeccably polished.

She dressed quickly. Bright though the morning was, it was cold. Autumn was here for certain, and the
autumn Dance was dready past. She had fair hopes of being in the school for Midwinter Dance.

As she perched on a stool and reached for the first boot, she felt Kerrec's eyes on her. There were
remnants of adream in them, but he was more or less awake. He smiled, then frowned—which was
perfectly likehim.

"Good morning,” shesaid.
Hesat up, yawning. "It'slate.”
"The sun'sbarely up," she said. "We can be on theroad in an hour."

"Two," he said. Helooked around for his coat and boots. She handed them to him. For thanks he gave
her apreoccupied stare. "Y ou wouldn't wake up,” he said.

He sounded only faintly aggrieved. "Y ou could have had me carried home," she said.

"It was easier to wait," he said. He pulled on his boots and shrugged into his coat. "Bath. Breskfast.
Riders Hdl."



"Yes, dr," shesad with asoldier's saute.

That won her agrim stare, but he kept the reprimand to himsalf. He was aready halfway to the door.
She had to run to catch him.

Bath and breskfast were waiting in Riders Hall, in that order. Their bags were packed, and the stalions
were brushed until they gleamed. Quintuswas just bringing out the saddles when they came down to the
gable.

Vaeriatook Sabatals saddle from him. He smiled and bowed. She smiled back. It did not seem
necessary to say anything. She would see Quintus again—maybe not dwaysin theway or time that she
expected, but the patterns around him touched hers more than once down the passage of years.

As shefinished girthing up Sabata's saddle and turned to retrieve the bridle from its hook, she found
hersdf face-to-face with half a dozen silent and staring boys. She had not felt their coming. She had been
focused too far away, on what might happen in ayear or two or more.

They had been coming to Riders Hall every day, even through the funeral. Kerrec, intent on hisfather's
death and hissster's grief, had not seen or spoken to them. Nor had Vaeria, what with leaving every day
by sunup and not coming back until well after sundown.

This morning they were early. From their expressions, that was ddliberate. They had screwed up their
courageto face theriders, and they were not going to let either of them go without saying what they had
cometo say.

The door of Petras stall swung open. Kerrec came out leading his stallion, saddled and bridled and
ready to ride. The boysflinched alittle but stood their ground, blocking hisway to the door.

"Sir," Maurus said, "we have to ask you something.”
Kerrec's brow arched. He looked impossibly haughty. "Ask," he said.

Maurus took adeep bresth and let it out al at once. "Sir, are you coming back? Will you keep on
teaching us?'

"l am coming back," Kerrec said, "but not likely until spring.”
"How are we supposed to hold on that long?' Tatius demanded, then added belatedly, "gr."

"Quintus will keep on teaching you," Kerrec said. "If you grow past him, ask the horses. They're better
teachersthan any human.”

"Horses can't talk," Darius said. "How can they teach us?"

"Humans can listen,” Kerrec said.

"But—" said Darius.

Maurus cut him off with an elbow in theribs. "We don't understand, sir," he said.
"When you're ready, you will."

"You dways say that," Vincentius said, but he was only whining alittle.



"Ligten," Kerrec said, "and learn. I'll be looking for you to be much better riderswhen | see you again.”
"That won't be hard,” Maurus muttered.

The others hushed him, not gently. He bared his teeth at them and said to Kerrec, "Sir, well do our best.
Y ou won't be disappointed.”

"l don't expect to be," Kerrec said.

They drew back like an honor guard. He saluted them without irony and led Petra past them, with
Vderiaclose behind.

For her there were smiles and grins and whispered goodbyes. She returned them as best she could, but
Kerrec was moving too fast for her to stop. He was in the yard and mounted before she reached the
stable door.

The boys streamed out behind them and followed them into the Street, running after them for some
distance before Quintus's bellow called them back. It was as grand afarewd | asValeriahad ever
needed.

"I hope we do come back," she said as she rode up beside Kerrec. The street was deserted—unusual at
thishour. Apparently they were not the only peoplein Aurdiawho had dept late this morning.

Kerrec kept his eyesfocused straight ahead, but he answered her amiably enough. "I do intend to come
back and teach them,” he said, "or &t the very least send someone who can take them past where
Quintus leaves off. | took them up and then abandoned them. | owe them the best ingtruction | can find.”

Vaeriawas not going to argue with hisjudgment of himsdlf. It was alittle harsh, but it was accurate.

Sabatawas fussing. He had been locked up for days—he was jumping out of his skin. She let him stretch
hislegs, even allowed ajudicious buck or two, before arising tide of passersby brought his exuberance
to adancing, snorting halt.

The city was waking around them, stumbling out to greet the day. Merchants had set up shop and
vendors opened their stallsin the markets. Most of the traffic was aiming toward the various gates,
funerd guests and mournersleaving in asweling flood.

That was exactly what Kerrec had hoped to avoid, but he suffered in silence. It took them well over an
hour to travel a distance that on other days would have taken aquarter of that. Then there was the crush
at the east gate, with supply wagons coming in while what seemed like half the city tried to get ouit.

If they had been on foot they might have given it up for fear of being trampled. With the galions, they
endured jostling and tedium but no danger to life or limb.

Eventualy—very eventually—they rode through the gate. The road beyond was crowded with foot
traffic and wagons, but the greenway for riderswas aimost clear.

Sabata was not the only one to take advantage of it. Petra showed him afine pair of heels. They raced
one another down the greenway, dodging the priest on his mule and the pair of nobles on extravagantly
pretty but otherwise undistinguished horses. The nobles were offended, but the priest cheered them on.

They ran neck and neck for the last few furlongs, away from the worst of the crush and toward the
legions encampment.



Gradually the stallions dowed to a canter, then to awalk. Sabatawas till inclined to dance and fret, but
Petrareturned to his deceptively phlegmatic self, plodding down the greenway like a plowhorse coming
infromthefidds.

Vaeriahad not faced the purpose of this particular errand yet today. Now she had no choice. The
encampment loomed in front of her, with guards at the gates and along the top of the wall.

They were expected. The guards saluted them as they came toward the gate, and an escort was waiting
to take them to the commander. No one tried to separate them from the horses, which was well. Sabata
was hot in an obliging mood.

Every legionary camp had quartersfor the various cohorts, with tentslaid out in asguare. Inthe middle
was the parade ground, awide open space fronting on the commander's tent.

That space wasfull thismorning, with al the cohorts standing in ranks. They worefull baitle armor. Their
shields were dung behind them and their spears were upright and grounded. The generd and his Saff
good in front of them.

Thiswasafull review. Vaeriawould have hung back and waited for it to be over, but Kerrec rode
graight down the center toward Tibullus on his platform.

Asherode, with Vaeria hesitant behind him, the marching drums began to beat. Petra and then Sabata
began to dancein time with the rhythm.

Vaeriacould be terribly dow-witted, but once she caught sight of the white mule standing to one Side,
she understood. The mule was wearing apack saddle and carrying the full armor, spear and shield of a

legionary.

Rodry's legion was giving him full honors—generd's honors. The banner of the legion came down as
Vaeriaapproached, and the battle standard lowered. The standard-bearer wound the banner around the
gaff and held it until Sabata cameto ahdt in front of the platform. Then helaiditin Vderiashands.

It was surprisingly heavy. The staff was a spear, and it was hung with badges of honor.

Her throat had |ocked shut. She had been expecting Rodry's shield and a salute from his cohort, and
maybe acommendation from his generd. Thiswas beyond anything she would have dared to hopefor.

Shedid her best to commit it dl to memory. The glitter of sunlight on helmets and the bristle of spears,
the weight of the standard in her hands, Tibulluss measured tones as he named Rodry and his cohort and
his legion and then spoke of his commendations and his service, sank into her remembrance and set asif
in amber.

"At theend of hisservice," Tibullus said, "he broke the emperor's ban and crossed the river, guiding a
pair of ridersinto the enemy's country. For that he would be counted a deserter and so dishonored. But
the gods had chosen him. Through him the enemy was destroyed and the battle won. He redeemed
himsdf ahundred times over, and transformed dishonor into great honor. His name will be remembered
among the great ones of the Vaeria. Whenever the names of heroes are recited, hiswill come high
among them. He served hisempire well. He did honor to hislegion.”

Then he granted Rodry the salute, and every man of hislegion followed hislead. The sound of samping
feet and clashing armor, multiplied almost five-thousandfold, rocked Valeriain the saddle and made her
earsring. Last of al they besat spears on shidlds, hammering out the rhythm that had made their enemies
blood run cold since the first emperor led hisarmiesinto battle,



With Kerrec leading the mule and Vaeriaill cradling the standard, they bowed their headsto the
generd and hislegion. Then they rode dowly out of the camp. The sound of spear on shield followed
them for along way, until finaly they had ridden out of itsreach.

Vaeriahad to stop then. Thetearsdid not last long, and Kerrec did not reprimand her for them. Hisown
cheeks were wet.

"I never dreamed they would do so much," she said. "'l wish my father could have been there. | wish he
could have seenit.”

"Hecan," Kerrec said. "Thereisaway.”
Vderiadared & him. "What—"
"It'sakind of pattern magic," he said.
"Can you teach me?"

"When you'reready," he said—damn him.

Chapter Fifty-Eight

They were three days on the road to Imbria. They could have doneit in two without mortally offending
the mule, but Vaeriasuffered a collgpse of courage. The closer she came, the dower she rode, until
Sabata dribbled unhappily to ahdt.

Kerrec very carefully said nothing. She was well aware that he was restraining himsdlf. Herode in slence
behind her, with the mule plodding ongside.

If he had suggested they give it up, send the mule to Imbriawith acourier and head straight for the
Mountain, she would have hit him—and done just that. She would have hated hersdlf for it and blamed
Kerrec, but it would have been easier than facing her family and telling them Rodry was dead.

Vderiahad never taken the easy path in her life. That got her out of bed on the third morning, her
stomach so knotted she lost last night's supper and turned away disgusted from breakfast.

Thelandlady of the posting inn was, rather surprisingly, unoffended. Sheinsisted on wrapping up the
uneaten bread and eggs and stewed apples and sending them with Valeriawhen sheleft. "Y ou'll be
hungry soon enough,” she said. "Watch yoursdf on that horse, now."

"l will," Vderiasaid. "Thank you." It seemed rather strange, but some people were odd about stallions.

It was no more than half aday'sdow ridefrom theinn a Bari to Imbria. Hafway there, the road divided.
Thewider way led to Malliaand eventualy to the Mountain. The narrower road, rutted and unpaved,
wound through hills and patches of woodland.

The day had begun bright and amost warm, but by mid-morning it had turned grey and cold. Thewind
had an edge that made Vderiathink of snow. It was early in the year for it, but in these parts, not

impossibly so.



Out of sight of the main road, open country gave way to fenced pastures and harvested fields. Away in
the hollows, she could see the low shapes of farmsteads. If Kerrec had asked, which he did not, she
could have named the farmers who held them. They were dl old soldiers out here, retired legionarieswho
had taken the grant of farmland and amule and gone to make something of it.

Her father'sfarm was farther off the northward road but closer to the village. The nearer she cametoit,
the dower she wanted to go. Everything here was familiar to the point of pain.

Sheglanced back at Kerrec. He was wearing hisfavorite mask, the haughty, princely face that could
make him seem so far above the rest of the world. There was no telling what he was thinking, and Petra
was not in the mood to let her ook behind the mask.

Probably he was wondering what he had got himself into.

Vaeridsfirst urge wasto draw deeper into herself. Her second wasto ride up beside him and dip her
hand into his.

Hiswarm fingers closed around her cold ones. He raised her hand to hislipsand kissed it.

Thetightnessingde Vaeriadid not let go completely, but the worst of it opened up and poured away.
She sat straighter in the saddle, to Sabata's manifest approval.

They rode on past familiar lanes and paths that led to houses she knew. Not long before noon, they came
to the runepost that marked the boundary of her father'sfarm. It was freshly painted and the wards newly
set—her mother renewed them every year after the harvest wasin. It was old habit from when she had
been acenturion's wife on frontier postings. Winter brought wolves, two-legged aswell asfour-legged,
and sometimes things came in off the snow, seeking warmth and mortal blood.

Thewards prickled on Vaerias skin, but they raised no darm. They were set to recognize family. Petra
sneezed as he passed them. Kerrec stiffened, then frowned.

He should not have been surprised. Vaeria had warned him about her mother.

Sabatamoved ahead of Petra, leading him down the hill and over the stream. Asthey rounded the bend,
they paused.

Her father'sfarm filled a shdlow valley. The house and its outbuildings stood securein their palisade
above the pastures and the plowed rectangles of fields. All the barley and wheat werein, and the
winter-whest field was ready to be planted. There were gill applesin the orchard up beyond the house.

People said that one's old home aways |ooked smaller after one had seen the world. Titussfarm looked
exactly the same as Vaeriaremembered. The barn had anew coat of lime wash and the house roof was
freshly thatched. Like the runestone, that was an autumn ritua.

Vderidsyoungest sigter, Gwynith, was playing in the yard in front of the house, tumbling in the dirt with
the dogs. She bounced up staring—people on horses were avanishing rarity in this place—and let out a
long wall. "Papaaal

She turned and fled into the house. The dogs were much less appalled. They leaped and fawned around
the gdlions, licking Vderia's handsin an ecstasy of recognition.

Titus came out of the barn with a pitchfork in his hand and her younger brotherslooming unexpectedly
behind. Nial wastdler than hisfather, and plump little Garin had grown into atal, narrow young thing
with avoicethat cracked ashe said, "By thegodd! It'sVaderia"



"Onahorse" Nidl said. His voice had been cracking last year. It was dmost comfortable with itself now,
though helooked asif he did not know what to do with hisbody yet. "A white horse. Do you think—"

"l seethat," Titussaid. Histonewasmild, but it silenced his sons. He lowered his pitchfork. "Y ou, dogs.
Down. Come here."

The dogs did not want to obey, but not al of Vaerias gifts came from her mother. When Titus spoke,
the dogs did asthey weretold. They backed away from Valeria, sill wagging their tails, and crouched at
Titussfest.

Hiseyesfdl on the mule. The shield and armor were covered, but their shape was unmistakable. Hisface
went gill. "Garin, fetch your mother. If shesnot still at market with Murna, find out where sheisand go
there. Bring her back."

Garin looked asif he might have argued, but when Titus spokein that particular tone, no one crossed
him. Garin ran past the stallions—darting awild glance at them as he went—and vanished down the road
tothevillage.

"Nidl," Titussad, dtill with thet terrible quiet, "see to the horses.”
"We had better do that,” Vaeriasad. "They're not—exactly—horses."
Titus barely paused before he shifted stride. "Help them, then,” he said to Niall.

Kerrec dismounted and led Petra and the mule toward the barn. VVaeriawas trying to keep her chin up,
but whatever coldness she had expected from her mother, she had at least thought her father would be
glad to see her.

"It'sasif herecognizesme," she said to Kerrec in the barn as they unsaddled and rubbed down the
gdlionsand the mule, "but he doesn't know meat all."

"Maybe he thinks he doesn't," Kerrec said.
"It mekesmefed cold."

"Mother saysit will snow tomorrow,” Nidl said. He had bedded three of the plowhorses stallswith
straw and was pitching hay into the mangers. He flushed, conspicuoudy shy. "I know, that's not what you
meant. It was hard when you left. Y ou were dways hisfavorite."

"l wasnot," Vderiasad.
"Were, too," Nidl sad.
Vderiabit her tongue. Now was not the time for that familiar fight.

Sabatawas unsaddled and clean. Sheled him into the middle stal, where he settled himsdlf with hay and
water and ahandful of barley. Petrawasin the end stall. Kerrec and Nial were unloading and tending the
mule

Vaeriawent back out into the grey daylight and the blustery chill. Tituswasin the house—she could fedl
him there. She amost turned and ran back to Kerrec, but she had given up cowardice when she took the
turn toward Imbria



The house was warm. Titus had stirred up the fire and hung the pot to boil, and was lowering one of the
hams from the rafters. Vaeriareached up to steady it asit came down.

He nodded histhanks. "Y ou've grown,” he said.

"A little" She set the ham on the big, scarred table. Titus fetched the knife and set to work carving off
thick dices

Vaerialet hersdf fdl into the old familiar rhythm. It was strange to go down into the root cdllar in search
of turnips and potatoes and find it as it had aways been—minus the bed that had made it aprison for a
daughter who could not possibly be hearing the Call to the Mountain. She came back up again as quickly
as she could.

She and her father worked side by side, scrubbing and pedling and chopping. Potatoes, turnips, an onion,
ahandful of ham chopped fine.

Gwynith regppeared from wherever she had gone to hide and think things over. Clearly she had reached
aconclusion. Shewrapped her arms around Vaeridsleg and clung as she had done when she was
barely old enough to walk.

Vaeriatossed the last handful of potatoes into the steaming pot and sat on the bench by the wall.
Gwynith climbed into her lgp. She smelled of dust and dogs and warm child.

Nial brought agust of cold wind into the house. Kerrec followed in much more contained fashion.

Vaeriasaw how hetook in the room, sweeping aglance over it that caught every detall. It wasabig
room for afarmhouse, and high, coming to a peak around the chimney. Compared to aroomin the
palace, it wastiny and smoky and crowded with people and furniture.

Kerrec did not think that way. At first Vderia could not tell where the thought had come from—then she
recognized the flavor of Petra's presence. Kerrec saw things for what they were.

Vaeriawas duly chastened. She started to stand up for belated introductions, but Nial wastaking care
of that. "HisnameisKerrec," he said to hisfather. "He'saFirst Rider. That means he's a master mage.
He'shad hisstdlion for ten years. The stdlion picked him, not the other way around. He's been bucked
off Sx times Hesaid—"

Obvioudy, while Vaeria had been trying to mend matters with her father, Kerrec had been seducing her
brother in the barn. He had told Nial morein half an hour than Vderiahad got out of himin ayear.

Gwynith lifted her head from Vaerias shoulder and peered a Kerrec. "Pretty," shesaid.
That shocked laughter out of Vderia. "My sentiments exactly,” shesaid. "Y ou like him, then?"
Gwynith nodded. "Hes shiny."

She could see magic. Vaeriasmoothed her tangled curls. They crackled alittle. It was not just seeing,
then. Maybe Morag would have a proper heir, after al.

Asif the thought had conjured her, Morag herself appeared in the doorway, with Garin and young Murna
behind.

Vderiasfather had not changed abit. Neither had her mother. Morag was till astal asaman and as
sraight asagted blade, and there was ill no sign of grey in her glossy dark hair with itsred lights. Her



eyeswere the same odd color as Valerids, neither green nor brown, flecked with gold.

She was beautiful. Vaderiahad never seen that before, though she had heard it often enough. Beautiful
and terrible.

Morag's glance across the room reminded Vaeriavividly of Kerrec's not so long before. Her eyestook
in the stranger with the prince's face and the accent to match, and leaped from himto Vaeria

Vaeriabraced for the blast, but none came. Morag went as quiet as Titus had. She hung her cloak and
hood on the hook by the door and sent Murnato fetch the good lamps from the bedroom. Then she
greeted Kerrec with civility that would not have shamed acourt lady. "Sir. Y ourewecomein this
house."

Kerrec bowed. "I'm honored to be here, Mistress," he said.
Vderiarose, lowering aprotesting Gwynith to the floor. "Mother," she sad.

Morag did not go blind as Titus had seemed to. She saw Vderiaperfectly clearly. "You'retoo thin," she
sad. "Arent they feeding you?'

"Modly | feed mysdf,” Vderiasad.

"Feed yoursdlf better,” Morag said. "Those horsesin the barn are sturdy enough. They can carry abit
more of you."

"Mother," Nidl sad, "those horses are—"

"I know what they are," Morag said. "And you, too, sr—past and present. So awoman can be Called,
ater dl?'

"So it seems, Midtress,” Kerrec said.
"Has she acquitted hersdf well?!

"Extremedy wdll, Migress" said Kerrec.

"Good," Morag said. "Youll eat with us, of course."

Kerrec inclined his head. The boys and Murnawatched wide-eyed. They would be imitating his every
gesture for days. Like Rodry, they werein love with him.

Maybe it was adisease of their blood. VVaeriawasthe wordt of them all.

Chapter Fifty-Nine

Dinner was by no meansasilent medl, with the children chattering brightly and Kerrec answering their
gpate of questions. Vaeriasaid hardly aword. Titus ate in silence. Morag watched and studied and
ignored the food and drink in front of her.

When the boys had devoured their third helpings, Morag sent al the children to bed—over their loud
protests. A solid glare put an end to those. They tumbled and clamored their way out of the room, with



many glances back.

Vaeriawent with them because Gwynith begged her. She tucked her in tight beside Murnain the big
wooden bed. Asshelaid aWord of deep with the kiss on each sster's forehead, she looked up to find
her mother watching from the doorway.

"I'msorry," Vderiasaid. "l shouldn't have—"
"They're ill your ssters,” Morag said, "whatever eseyou may be."
"I'm glad you think 0," Vaeriasad.

Morag did not rise to the bait. She stood back, leaving room for Vaeriato dip past her through the
door.

Tituswas as slent as he had been al evening, stting with Kerrec by firelight, nursing amug of de. Vaeria
sat on the bench beside Kerrec, alittle defiantly—if anyone cared.

Morag stayed on her feet. "Now," shesaid. "Tdl us. Rodry or Lucius?'
Vderialet go her bresth in along sgh. "Rodry," she said.
"How?'

Vaeriahad rehearsed for days, until she had the story perfectly straight and thorough enough to pass
scrutiny in one of her classes on the Mountain. It was al gone from her head, lost in her mother's Sare.

Kerrec spoke beside her, softly, but hiswords were clear. He began with the meeting in theinnin the
town of VaeriaVictrix, and told the rest in order. As he spoke, the words took shape. It waslikeliving it
al over again, with dl the sghts and sounds and smells and Rodry'sliving, laughing presence.

Kerrec had turned the wordsinto living memory. Everything that Rodry had seen and done that Kerrec
could know, he laid before them. The battle, the Dance, the stark and sudden ending, they were dl there.
Then at thelast, he gave them what Vaeriahad asked for, the legion's great honor and splendid farewell.

For along while after he was done, no one spoke. Thefire danced and flickered. The wind wuthered in
the eaves.

Kerrec sat with his head bowed and his hands folded. He had wrought a great working, as powerful and
yet as subtle as any work of magic Vaeriaknew. He had taken words and memory and woven them into
patterns that made them redl in the minds of everyone who heard.

It was no wonder he had declined to teach her thetrick of it. Thiswas First Rider's art. It needed strong
discipline and indelible memory, and control of patternsthat for al her strength, she had not yet mastered.

The stdlions humbled her constantly, but it was not often she bowed in deference to arider's magic. She
was too sure of her own strength. She tended to forget that her magic was art, not brute craft.

After amoment or an hour, Morag stirred. "Thank you, sr, with all my heart. Y ou've given usagreat
gft”

"I would rather have brought him back dive,” Kerrec said.



"That wasin the gods hands," Morag said. "Y ou know what they say to soldiers. ‘Come back with your
shield or onit." He chose hisway. It won him honor. Therest isfor usto livewith."

Kerrec rose and bowed. It was a princely gesture, and it nearly knocked him flat.
"You're exhausted,” Morag said. "Come, you need to deep.”
"I'll bed down inthe barn," he said. "If | could borrow a blanket or two..."

"Youwill not," said Morag. "l redlize that there are gods in our barn tonight—gods who egt hay and
deepin straw and have thick coats against the cold. Y ou need alittle more pampering than they do,
especidly after such aworking.”

Kerrec opened his mouth to argue, but he was no more able to resst Morag's will than one of her
children. She bore him off to her own bed. She and Tituswould spread apalet in front of thefire, she
said in atone that brooked no opposition.

Vaeriawas no doubt expected to deep in her old bed with her sisters. There was more room than there
used to be, with Caiamarried off to Wellin Smith. Gwynith and Murnawould be glad. They were happy
that she had come back, though their parents were not.

She dmost gave way. But she needed Kerrec tonight after reliving so much pain. Sheleft her parentsto
their makeshift bed and retreated to the strange-familiar room.

It felt most peculiar to stand in that space. It had dways been her parents kingdom, with the enormous
carved bed that filled most of it, and Tituss old army chest at the bed'sfoot, and the nursing chair that
Morag had brought from Eriu. Children only came here on sufferance.

The sheets were fresh and smelled of cedar from the press. They were the best sheets, the wedding
sheets, woven of creamy linen and embroidered along the edges. Morag must have had a premonition of
important guests and—V aeria had no doubt—sudden sorrow.

Kerrec had managed to undress and fold his clothestidily before he dipped under the down-filled
coverlet. Vaeriadid the same. His skin was blissfully warm. She wrapped hersdf around him.

Neither of them wasin the mood for more tonight. Kerrec fell adeep inthe middle of akiss. Vderialay
awake while the lamp burned low.

The room was warm—one wal | was the kitchen chimney. Faintly, with abit of an echo, she heard her
parents voices on the other sde. She made no particular effort to catch the words. It was clear enough
what they were talking about.

Shefdl adeep ligening to their voicesrising and faling, murmuring through the cry of thewind.

"Areyou going to get married?"

Vaeriaopened one eye. Murnas face hung over her. The weight bouncing on her was Gwynith's, and
Nial and Garin were hovering beyond.

Murnahad asked the question. It was Nial who said scornfully, "Riders don't marry, stupid.”



"They do, but it's not very common.” Kerrec was awake and apparently undismayed to find the room full
of curious children.

"So are you?' Murnademanded. She was nothing if not persistent.
"No," he answered before Vderia could stop him.

"Areyou going to?"

"Caaishaving ababy!" Gwynith announced loudly.

Murnawas still young enough to be eesily distracted. 'Y esl Mother saysit'sagirl. Caiathinksit'saboy.
Wellin Smith doesn't care aslong asit's hedthy."

"Wdlin Smithisawiseman,” Kerrec said, Stting up. Gwynith transferred her bouncing sdf to him. "She
isn't having the baby today, is she?'

“Today!" Gwynith sang. “Today!"

Niall plucked her out of Kerrec'slap. "She's crazy,” he said. "Mother says breakfast is ready whenever
you are.”

Vderiaglowered. " She sent you?"

"Just Murng," he confessed. "Therest of uscameto help.”
Vderiathrew her pillow at him. "Get out! Out!"

It took awhile, but they roared and tumbled out, al four of them.
Kerrec fel back in the bed. He was shaking with laughter.

Vaeriawas till furious, but she could not help but see the humor init. Her face cracked into asmile. Ina
moment she was laughing as hard as he was.

When the last gust of giggles was gone, they werein each other'sarms. Kerrec was grinning. He looked
no older than Nial. "Now that never happened to me before,” he said.

"You'relucky," Vderiamuttered.

"Oh, no," hesaid. "Y ou are. These children—they're wonderful. Y our mother and father have their
terrifying aspects, but they've raised you well."

"They're nonetoo happy with me" Vaeriasaid.

"They don't know what to say," he said. "They're not sure they know you any more.”
"And you know them well enough to tel me what they're thinking?'

"Sometimesthe view isclearer from outsde.”

"So what would you have me do?'

"Whatever'sin your heart."

"My heart wants to get up and get dressed and go to the Mountain.”



"Doesit?"
Hewas using histeaching voice. She hated when he did that outside of the schoolroom.

She particularly hated it when he wasright. "My heart, damn you, wants to make them see I'm il
Vderia Maybel cut my hair and left my skirts behind, but | didn't change my blood."

"Tdl them that."

"Because you told meto?'

"Because your heart told you."

"You aremy heart," shesad, "damn you."

"Y our heart-damn-you is grateful for the honor." He sat up again and stretched. Therewasart init,
deliberate stretching of each limb and muscle, a dance of suppleness and strength.

She hated to get up and brave the cold air and theicy floor, but it was either that or stay in bed until
spring. The prospect wasterribly tempting.

A storm was raging outside, awhite blast of wind and snow. Breakfast lay on the table. Everyone was
out—storm or no storm, there were stock to feed and stalls to clean, cows and goats to milk and wool to
spin and clothes to make and mend.

Vaeriaeyed the pot of porridge and the jug of cream and the bread and soft cheese and apple buitter,
and swallowed. Later, she thought. She took a deep breath instead and opened the door.

Thewind cut like asword. It ripped the door out of her hand and wrestled with her as she fought to pull
it shut again. Snow mixed with deet lashed her face.

She amost gave up and fled back into the house, but she was not one to quit once she had begun. She
crossed the yard, blinded and buffeted by the gale, and dived into the warmth and relative quiet of the
barn.

The boyswere in theloft, pitching hay down for the cows and the horses. Vderiafound Titus outside the
mules gdl, knedling in the aide. He had uncovered Rodry's armor and propped the shield against the
wall. Now he was unwrapping the standard.

It was a heavy, awkward thing for one pair of hands. Vaerialent him hers. He did not order her away.
They unfurled the banner together, uncovering the eagle and thunderbolts of the Vaeria

Titus smoothed it, then touched the standard with its tokens of bronze and sted and gilded lead. "I fought
in some of these battles,” he said. "That one there—that's Morrigu, where we broke the back of the
Mordantes and took haf the Calletani royad line hostage.”

Vaeriabrushed the token with afinger. It was silver, not sted, sheredized—adisk aslarge asher palm,
stamped with an odd, angular bird perched on top of askull.

"Thehigh king wore that asan amulet,” her father said. "That's the raven of battlesthat always brings
victory. Wetook it that day, with its owner's head. The emperor had the skull cleaned and sheathed in
gold and sent back to thetribe."



"That was agreet gesture,” Vaeriasad.

"Artoriuswas good at that." Titusangled aglance a her. "Y ou've learned athing or two since you left
here"

"I'mdill Vderig" shesad.
"Youll dwaysbe Vaeria" Titussad. "l like your young man."

That was not as abrupt a change of subject asit might have seemed. "I don't know if heésmine," she said.
"He's not atame cregture.”

"He'syours," Titussaid. "Helooks at you the same way your horse does.”

"Sabataisn't my horse, ether. | belong to him."

"Yes" Titussaid. "It goes both ways. When his eyes are on you, he doesn't see anything ese.”
"Isthat agood or abad thing?'

"If he doesn't break your heart, it'sgood.” Titus began to roll up the banner again, carefully. "There's
enough of that in therest of life—and deeth.”

"I wish Rodry hadn't died,” Vderiasaid.
Titus paused in rolling up the sandard. He was blinking rapidly.

He had looked the same to Vaeriafor aslong as she could remember, foursquare and wegthered, with
flecksof grey in histightly curling hair. He was shorter than her mother and much broader, and famoudy
strong. As heliked to say, hewasbuilt to lagt.

Even so, he was not a young man. He must be as old as the emperor had been. He was much older than
Morag, Vderiaknen—Morag'sfamily had taken along time to forgive their daughter for running off with
acenturion old enough to be her father.

Vaerianever had asked exactly how much older he was. He was just Papa, asimmutable asthe earth
and assolid to lean on.

For thefirst time she understood that he was human. 1t was a deep shock, deeper in itsway than her
brother's desth. On€e's father was supposed to be alofty and forbidding figure, not an aging man in abarn
ade, mourning theloss of hisfirstborn.

Vaeriagtopped waiting for him to cometo her. She wrapped her arms around him and held him tightly.

Hewas Hiff at first. Men did so hate to be seen for the fragile things they were. Then he relaxed little by
little. Hisarms closed around her and tightened.

Shelet gofirg. Titus held her at arm'slength. "We thought we'd never seeyou again.”
"Did you think | was dead?"

He shook hishead. "No. Just lost to us."

"I'm sorry," shesaid. "l should have written aletter. It wasjust—"

"Anger'sahard oneto get over,” Titussaid. ™Y our mother's been regretting what she did since she found



the root cellar empty and you gone out of reach. She honestly thought it was for the best.”
"l don't believeyou," said Vderia. "Mother was never sorry for anything in her life."

"Theresafirg timefor everything," her father said. " She loves you more than sheloves hersdlf. If she's
hard on you, it's because she's afraid for you. She's seen you flying so high—but the higher you go, the
farther and harder you can fall.”

"I'm scared, too,” Vaeriasad, "but | can't giveit al up for that."

"Nor should you," Titussaid. "But try to be alittle more understanding of your mother. She'sonly doing
what mothersdo.”

"Mothersand lovers" Vaeriasaid with aheavy sgh. She hugged him tightly but briefly, then pushed
hersdf to her feet. There were il stalsto clean and cowsto milk.

The crooked-horned cow was lowing her discomfort. Vaeria set to work with bucket and stool.

She heard the door blow open at the end of the barn. A blast of cold air set loose straw swirling and
roused a squawk from one of her brothers.

"Vdeid" Murnadhilled. "Mamawantsyou!”

Vaeriathought of pretending not to hear, but that had never worked in her family. Sherose with afaint
groan. "Come here and finish milking the cow."

Murnagroaned, too, but she took Vaerias place on the stoal.

"What does Mother want mefor?' Vaeriaasked her.

Murnalooked up from the cow's side. "Caiads having ababy," she said.
"What, now?'

Vaeriasaw the start of Murna's nod. She did not wait to seetherest.

Chapter Sixty

Morag wasin the gtillroom in the smdler barn, filling her midwife's bag with packetsand vids. Vderia
had brought her mother's heavy cloak from the house, and one for herself—the old legionary's cloak she
had worn every winter snce she grew astal as her father.

"She's having this baby early," Morag said as she fastened the bag tightly and wrapped hersdf in the
cloak. "l was sure weld have another haf month at least.”

It was asif Vaeriahad never been away at dl. She dug in her hedls. "Mother, | can't stay hereand bea
wisawoman.”

Morag regarded her in what seemed to be honest surprise. "Did | ask you to? Y ou were never
particularly focused, but you had wonderful hands. We may need them. If there's another reason for this
than the baby's impatience—"



"I'll go," Vaeriasaid. "I just need to be sure you know. As soon asthe roads clear, I'm going back to the
Mountain. That'swherel belong."

"I know that," Morag said. "Are you coming?"'

Vaeriawound the cloak tighter around herself and pulled up the hood. M orag nodded, took a deep
breath, and forayed out into the storm.

Vderiahad been out in storms as bad, on similar errands with her mother. She had never beenout in
worse. She had to trust to Morag's sense of direction—she was deafened and blinded by the wind and
Now.

Something loomed up in front of them. After ablank moment she recognized it as a cloaked human
figure—then asKerrec.

He did not say anything, but turned and went on in front of them. The air behind him was notably quieter,
the wind less overwhelmingly strong. AsVaerials mind came back into focus from the confusion of the
gorm, she felt the tingle of the working.

Kerrec wasfull of surprises. It made sense enough if she remembered her lessons—everything he was
doing was part of a horse mage's power. But she had not redlized how much there wasto it, or how
useful some of it could be.

It was gill ahard road, whipped by wind and drifted with snow. Sometimesthey had to stop and cling to
one another, waiting out a particularly powerful blast. Vaerias feet went numb. Her face felt like ablock
of ice.

Wdlin Smith's house stood on the edge of the village. A huge oak tree stood in front of it. In the summer
peopl e brought horses or mulesto be shod in its shade.

There were still |eaves on the branches, though the wind was ripping them to tatters. The door of the
smithy was unbarred, the smithy delirioudy warm. A brawny boy wastending thefire.

"Updtairs," he said when he recognized Morag. He took no particular notice of the others. They were
cloaked, plastered with snow and ice and barely recognizable as human.

Vderiahad never been in the smith's house before. The stair in the back of the forgeled to asurprisngly
large and luxurious space. There were carpets on the floor, and one wal was painted with scenesfrom a
harvest festival. The tablein the middle of the room waslonger and heavier than the onein Morag's
kitchen, with chairsdrawn uptoit. A slver wine service glimmered at oneend.

Caahad married even better than Vaeriathought. VVaeriawas happy for her.

It would not matter how rich shewasif she did not survive this birth. Morag shook the snow from her
cloak and spread it on the bench in front of the hearth, where afire was burning strongly. Kerrec and
then Vaeriaquickly did the same, then followed Morag through adoorway and up ashort Sair.

The bedroom had its own hearth, burning applewood with its sweet scent. Wellin Smith's bulk seemed to
fill the room, but in front of Morag he shrank into afrightened boy. "M other-in-law! Thank the gods.
How did you know we needed you?"

Morag did not answer that. She pushed him aside asif he had been no bigger than Gwynith, and bent



over the bed. Vaeria, from near the door, could see her sster'sdark hair in an uncharacteristically untidy
braid, and hear her quick, light panting.

She was not screaming, which rather surprised Vaeria. She would have taken Caiafor a screamer.

Morag spoke without looking away from Caia. "Wellin, go down to the forge and make yourself useful.
Eat ontheway, if you can. It'sgoing to be awhile. First Rider, can you boil water? | need these packets
brewed into tea. Vderia, help me undress her."

Kerrec took the packets Morag handed him and followed the smith out of the room. With the men gone,
Morag stood a bit straighter and breethed allittle easier. She folded back the coverlets—muittering at
their number and heaviness

Calawas drawn into aknot around her pregnant belly. She was conscious, but she was so lost in fear
and pain that she did not even redlize her mother was there. She was swaddled in three [ayers of linen
shifts, with more laces and ribbons and furbel ows than Vaeriahad seen since the last time she helped
Brianadressfor a state occasion.

Morag shook her head at the foolishness of it al and set her hand to thefirst of many laces. Together she
and Vderiagot Caiaout of her tifling clothesand laid her naked on afresh sheet.

Caaunfolded whilethey did that, and cameto hersdf alittle. "Mama?"

"Yes, child," Morag said with the brisk matter-of-factness that had soothed many aterrified new mother.
"| fell down cooking breakfast,” Caiasaid. "It came so fadt. Isit supposed to be that fast?"
"Sometimesitis" Morag sad. "What were you doing cooking for yoursaf? What happened to Brigid?'
"Her mother issick,” said Cala. "It wasjust supposed to befor aday or two. | didn't expect—"
"Neither did |," Morag said. "Here, Sit up. Vaeria, thefolded linen from my bag, please.”

That unfolded into amuch plainer shift than the ones Caia had been wearing. Just asthey smoothed it into
place and laid Caiadown again, Kerrec appeared with a pot and a stack of cups. He had brewed the
tea—perfectly, Vaeria happened to notice.

Caasquinted at him. Then she peered at Vaeria "Vderia?I'm not dreaming you, am 1? And who is
that?'

"You'renot dreaming,” Vderiasad. "That isKerrec."
"Whois—"
"Firg Rider," Morag said pointedly, "acup of tea, if you please."

He poured it obediently and held it to Caiaslipsfor her to 9p. Shewas saring a him asif she had never
seen aman before.

"If you say 'pretty,” he said, "I'll be forced to retaliate. And you, madam, are beautiful .”

"Soareyou,” shesaid in atone morefit for adream-dazzled girl than awifein childbed. "Wherever did
shefindyou?'

"Inahedgerow," he said.



The cup was empty. He lowered it. Her hands caught his.
The pains struck just then. Her fingers clamped tight. His breath hissed, but he did not pull away.
"Good," Morag said asif to hersdf. "Don't move." Shelifted the shift and reached up benesth.

Calagasped but did not scream. Morag's face emptied of expression. She was searching with more than
hands. Magic hummed in the room.

"It'sbacksdefirs," Kerrec said. "You'll havetoturnit.”

Morag raised her brows. "Y ou're amidwife, too?'

"l cansee”

"Canyou?' Morag wasted no timein amazement. "Well, then. Tell me exactly what you see.”

Kerrec nodded. His eyes closed. Vaeria, focused on him, saw the patterns forming and re-forming
around him. Her eyesfollowed them downward from his hands through Caia's body.

She caught her breath. 1t was like looking through asmoky glass. She could see the beeting heart and the
intricate tracery of veins, the glistening curves of organs and the white scaffolding of bones.

There wasthe baby, tiny and complete, curled in atight bl asif fighting the compulsion to be born. It
was aboy—Caiawould have her wish after dl—and he had magic. It glowed in him like an ember.

"l need your hands," Morag said in her ear. "Rider, tel her—"

"l seeit,” Vaeriasaid. She whispered aWord that she had learned for calming horses. Caiasighed and
relaxed and stopped trying to push out the baby.

Vaeriareached up indgde. It was eerie to see her hand passing through those trand ucent shapes, diding
up and around the baby and carefully turning him until helay head down, angled as he should beto be
born. He had stopped fighting. The Word acted on him, too, and mercifully so.

"Now," she said to Caia. "Wake up and push.”
Calawasted no timewhining. She gritted her teeth and let ingtinct have itsway.

Morag moved in past Vaeria Vaeriawas glad to leave her to it. She was fedling the aftereffects of
strong magic, with light head and heaving sscomach.

She found the privy behind the kitchen, area room with heat from the chimney and running water. It was
much smpler than what she had learned to take for granted in the schoal, but for Imbriait was the height
of luxury.

Shewas grateful for it, as her empty stomach registered its objections to everything she had been doing
toit. Eventually the spasms stopped. She washed her facein icy water, gasping and spluttering.

When she came out, she surprised hersdlf with hunger. There was bread in a cupboard in the kitchen,
along with around of her mother's sharp and savory cheese. She found adab of beef in the cold
cupboard, too—haf-frozen in this weather—and a bag of onionsand abarrel of cider.

She could do something with those. She hunted up a pot and abox of spices, raided the herbs drying in
bunches along the celling, and came across atrove of dried fruits.



Calawasdill inlabor. Vaerialeft the pot sSmmering and went up to see. Kerrec had shifted until he was
sitting on the bed with Caiain hislap, propped up againgt him. Morag sat by thefire, ascam as she
aways was when things were going as they should.

Vaeriadid not try to seeinside. Even with bread and cheese in her ssomach, shewas a bit week ill.
She trusted her mother to know when to worry.

Kerrec'seyes amiled at her. He seemed quite at ease serving asabirthing chair.

Vaeriacould imagine what the riderswould say. She perched on astool beside him. Caiawasresting,
but woke as another spasm took hold of her.

Thisonewas strong. Vaerialaid ahand on the swell of her belly. "Cool," Caiasaid. "That feds cool.”

Morag brought another cup of tea. Caiadashed it out of her hand. "I'm sick of teal | want to havethis
baby!"

"Then haveit,” Morag said.

Cala sucked in abreath and pushed until the cords sprang out on her neck and her face went crimson.
“l... cant... doit!"

"Agan," Morag said, merciless.

Vaderiafrowned. Caiawaslosing strength. Something insde her wanted to bresk. Vaeria smoothed the
pattern that tried to turn jagged and held it in place while Caia gathered hersdlf for one last bitter fight.

Caiapushed as hard as she had ever pushed in her life. Vaeria pushed with her. Kerrec fought the battle,
too, and Morag refused to let her dacken. Then for the first time Caialet out ascream: along roar of
absoluterage.

A much dhriller cry joined it, with the same horrendous temper and the same indomitable will. Morag
rased her grandson into the light, wet and glistening and howling at the top of his substantia lungs.

Chapter Sixty-One

It wasjust as hard to birth ababy asit wasto save the world.

Vaeriaheped Kerrec extricate himsdaf from Caia. He was so stiff he could barely move, but heinssted
on lifting Caiawith the baby in her arms while the others spread fresh sheets and made the bed clean
again. Then helaid her down. The only sign of strain was adight catch in hisbreeth.

Caagmiled up a him. "l wasgoing to name him Titus" she sad, "but now I'm thinking—"
"Titusisawonderful name," Kerrec said quickly. "My grandfather's namewas Titus."
"Oh," said Caia. "Wéll, then. Maybe he can have two names. Other people do.”

"Y ou want him to get above himsdf?' Morag asked.

"Why not?' said Caia. "He's my baby. He can be anything he wants.”



Morag sniffed. Caiarocked her son and cooed to him, then looked up with an expression that made
Vaeriastop worrying about her infatuation with Kerrec. Wellin Smith was standing in the door, looming
and hulking and trying not to do ether. Caialoved to feast her eyes on a handsome face, but her
husband, she smply loved.

Maybe she was not such ashalow idiot, after al. She certainly was stronger than Vderiahad given her
credit for. She had fought thisfight aswell as anyone Vaeriahad seen.

"Thisisyour son," Caiasaid to Wdlin. "Look. Hisnameis Titus."
"That'savery good name," Wellin said, lowering himsdlf to the stool Vaeriahad been perching on.

He leaned forward and kissed his wife, then peered into the nest of blankets. Vaeria could tell when he
found thetiny red face. His own big red one went all soft.

She pulled Kerrec with her out of the room, down the stairs and into the dining room. Her pot was
bubbling gently, wafting out fragrant steam. She filled bowls and broke aloaf of bread and sat down with
him.

She was ravenous. So, she saw, was he. He ate two bowls and mopped the second clean with the last of
theloaf.

"| should cook for you more often,” she said. "I've never seen you et that much at aStting.”
He amiled. "That's part of awoman's dowry in these parts, isn't it?"

"A box of spices, abarrd of ale, and her mother'sartsin the kitchen,” Vaeriasaid. "A woman isn't ready
for marriage until she can do the whole festiva dinner, from eggsto gpples, in Sxteen courses.”

"Now there'san art to conjure with," he said.

Shekissed him, savoring the spices. "Someday I'll makeit for you."
"All sixteen courses?'

"Every one”

He held up hisempty bowl. "Isthis part of it?"

"For you it can be."

They grinned a one another. They were till grinning when Morag brought cup and bowl with her from
the kitchen and sat acrossthe table to esat.

"All'swdl?' Kerrec asked her.

She nodded. "If you're done here, you can go back to the farm. Titus will want to know he hasa
namesake."

"Areyou sureyou won't need us?' Vderiasad.

"I'm sure," said Morag. "Wellin's boy went to fetch the maid. She'samidwife's daughter, that'swhy |
talked Caainto hiring her. Once she gets here, I'll come home mysdif.”

"Il tell Fether," Vderiasaid.



"Goon," Morag said. "Y ou've just enough time to get there before dark.”

It was dtill daylight and <till snowing, but the wind had died down. The air was bitter cold.

The snow was knee-deep but light, and not unbearably difficult to wade through. They went armin arm,
which kept them from dipping.

Vaerids heart was aslight asthe snow. Rodry was still dead and there was terrible uncertainty in front of
her—maybe even expulsion from the school—but there was great power in the birth of ababy.

The light was fading when they came into the farmyard. There were lampslit on either Side of the door,
and ydllow light shone out of the windows onto the snow.

Her father and brothers and sisters were at dinner. She could hear them from outside, the familiar uproar
of alarge and boisterous family. When she waked through the door, warmth and light and noise struck
her like awe come blow.

They weredl yelling at once, even her father. She held up her hands until they quieted down. "It'saboy,”
shesad, "and hisnameis Titus. Mother will be home by morning.”

Tituslet hisbresth out in along sigh of rdlief. The children were clamoring for the whole story.

Tonight it was her turn to tell it while Kerrec listened and nodded. She could not make it real—not
yet—Dbut none of them cared. The words were enough.

For once degp was welcome when it came. The battle Vaeriadreamed of wasthe battle to birth achild.
In her dream, it was her in Kerrec'slap, fighting the pain, but it was ftill her mother on the midwife's
stool. The baby was agirl. She opened eyesthe color of rain, so full of magic it dripped from her like
water, and smiled.

Morag came walking through the farmyard just as Vaeria came out of the privy. The snow had stopped
in the night. The early-morning sky was clear and so cold it looked asbrittle asice.

Vaeriawasfeding alittle green still. She hoped her mother would not see, but Morag's eye was too
sharp for that.

She herded Vderiainto the sllent house. Titus and the boys were long gone about the morning chores.
Kerrec wasin the barn, seeing to the horses. The girlswere still adeep, having stayed up well past their
bedtime.

Vaeriawould have excused herself and gone to lend someone ahand, but Morag sat her down firmly
and brewed up ateathat made Vaerias nose wrinkle. "Red raspberry tea? What are you feeding me
that for?"

"Whet for indeed?' said Morag. "How long have you been sick in the mornings?'
"How long have I—" Vaeria stopped short. "No. Oh, no. That's not possible.”

"Don' lieto your mother," said Morag. "I'll wager he knows. It wasn't only Caiahe was seeing



yesterday."

"Hedidn't say aword,” Vaeriasaid.

"He doesn't usually, does he? Not about matters of the heart. He's as bad about that as you are.”
"But| can't be," Vaeriasad rather desperately.

"Why not?Y ou're hedlthy, young, and mad in love with ahedthy young man. Thereisn't award or an
herb or aprotection in the world that will stop nature from taking its coursg, if it's determined and the
gods are paying attention.”

Vaeriadrank her tea numbly, because the cup was in her hand and her mother was expecting it. She
liked red raspberry tea—that was not the trouble. It was what it meant that made her go dl strange.

She shrank from looking inside herself as she had looked inside Caia, but she had to be sure. She had to
know. She opened her eyesin that particular way.

It was very small yet, but there was no doubt that it was there. It had been there, she judged, not quite
two months—since that first night on the road from Oxosto Aurdlia

The gods had wasted no time. They were laughing, she was sure. What shefélt...

Shedid not know yet. The tea settled her ssomach. It would make her womb strong, too, and ease the
birth.

"My dream last night,”" shesaid. "It wastrue. Kerrec was with me. It was adaughter. And...you were
there”

"Of course | was," Morag said. "Y ou think I'd let anyone e se birth my grandchild?
"Thisdoesn't change anything," Vderiasad. "l ill haveto go back to the Mountain.”
"Then I'll go to the Mountain.”

Vaeriaamost choked on thelast of her tea. Master Nikos and Morag together in the same citadel—the
earth would shake.

The earth was going to shake badly enough once the riders discovered what Vaeria had been doing
while they pretended not to notice. She could hide it, shewas sure, at least until after Midwinter. Then—

"Vaeria" her mother said in the tone she resorted to when her daughter's mind had wandered off the
edge of theworld, "I'm going to tdll your father. But not until after you leave."

"Thank you," Vderiasad, "l think."

"You arewelcome,” her mother said. "Now go let your man know you're not as hopelessanidiot as he
might bethinking.”

"Kerrec knowsI'manidiot," Vderiasad. "We're both idiots. That's why we match so well."

Morag burst out laughing—so suddenly and so completely unexpectedly that Vaeriasat gaping. She
could not remember ever having heard her mother laugh like that. 1t was the most joyful sound she could

imagine



"Goon," Morag sad throughiit. "Go tel him."
"But if he dready knows—"
"Out! Go!"

That was more like the mother she knew. She half ran out into the cold, clutching her cloak around her.

Chapter Sixty-Two

Kerrec was tending one of the plow horses, the grey who wasthe tallest horsein six villages. Kerrec had
the platter-sized hoof in hislap, trimming it, while the horse bent his head down to watch. AsVderia
paused, Kerrec stroked the big arched nose and murmured something that made the beast Sigh blisstully.

Vaeriahad hoped one or more of the children would be there, adoring him as utterly as old Nimbus did.
But she was not going to get that excuse to keep from telling him. Hewas adone.

Helooked up and smiled. She could not see any differencein him, at least not since hisfather's magic
broke down the worst of hiswalls.

Had he known that long?

Oh, no. That would be unbearable.

She planted hersdlf infront of him. "Thisisyour fault, you know," she said.
"I'mtold it takestwo," he said.

"l don't care. I'm blaming it on you.”

"l supposethat'sfair enough,” he said. He set Nimbus's hoof down and dapped the rump that rose well
above hishead.

"Areyou angry?' she asked him.
"Do look angry?'

"Y ou dwayslook angry,” she said.
"Evenwhen I'm amiling?'

She lunged at him, bearing him backward into the straw. Nimbus stood perfectly still when Kerrec
fetched up againg hisfordegs.

"You cant tell anyone," shesaid. "They'll never let me back if they know. Once I'm in, when thereés no
longer any hiding it—"

"Stop,” hesaid. "Just stop.”

She stared at him.



"Do you redly hate mefor this?' he asked. "Because if you do, there are waysto make it go avay. No
one hasto know."

"Except us," shesad, "and Mother. And the innkeeper in Bari. And who knows who € s2?"
"Even 0," he said steedlily.

"Y ou would let me do thet?"

"It's not amatter of letting. It'syour lifethiswill change.”

"And not yours?'Y ou don't even care?’

"Of course| carel”

She had never heard him raise his voice before. It rocked her back on her haunches.

"Of coursel care" hesaidin hisusud tone. "But if you truly can't go through with this, and if you truly
foreseethat it will destroy any hope you had of being arider, | can't stop you. | may not forgive
you—but | won't stop loving you. | can't ever do that.”

Hisface was as transparent as it could be. That was not very, but Vaeriawas learning to read it. He
meant what he said.

"What if | go through withit?' she said. "Can you live with what's going to happen? | doubt therésbeen a
scandd likeit Ssnce—"

"Since awoman was Cdled to the Mountain?' He shifted smoothly. She did off him. He sood and held
out his hand.

She got up without hishelp. "Don't take it so lightly,” she said. "It'sgoing to be bad.”
"Y ou might be surprised.”
"l would liketo be," she said without much hope.

"Y ou have more friends than you know," he said, "'beginning with the gods and the Ladies. Don't you
think they had something to do with this? We both had wards up. They shouldn't havefalled. I'd have
said they couldnt, if it wasn't so obviousthat they have.”

"The gods are going to get apiece of my mind,” Vaeriasaid with abaeful glance toward the stalions.
Neither of them appeared to be listening. Sabatawas nibbling hay. Petrawas adeep.

She turned back to Kerrec. He should have looked tired—he had been working harder than he ever
worked on the Mountain, on somewhat less degp—but he had never |ooked better.

He set his hands on her shoulders, searching her face. "Areyou redlly unhappy about this?"

"No!" shesaid sharply. "No. | should be. Thisismore trouble than | ever thought | could get into. I'm
terrified. But when | look inside and see—you know how they say in stories, 'Her heart leaped? | never
knew it could. But that's exactly what it does."

"Youwantit?' hesaid. Y ou want this baby?'

"Doyou?'



He nodded asif words had failed him. His heart wasfull, brimming over in hiseyes.
"Sodol," shesad, "in spite of everything.”

By the second morning after the storm, the cold had begun to loosen its grip. The sun waswarm on
Vaeriasface as she brought Sabata out into the farmyard.

Morag and Titus were standing with the children in the drifted snow. The young oneswere silent for
once.

Gwynith had cried hersdlf out when Vderiatried to explain why she had to go away. She had only
stopped the flood by promising to come back as soon as she could.

The others had better control over their tears, but they were also more difficult to soothe with promises.
"You'l only come back if someone dsedies” Nidl had said with the bitterness of the young.

Hewas Hill refusing to look at Vaeria, though he could not take his eyes off the stdlions. They were, for
reasons best known to themsalves, |etting these mortals see alittle more of the truth than anyone usualy
saw outsde of the Dance. Even Vderiawas dazzled.

Morag's eyes were narrowed againgt the brightness, but her mind was as practicd asit awayswas. "Are
you sure you won't stay for the baby's naming ceremony? It's only two more days."

"l wishwe could,” Vaeriasaid, "but theré's another sorm coming. If wewait, well be caught in the
mountains.”

Morag nodded. She had enough weather witchery to seeit, too. "I'll see you on the Mountainin the
soring.”

"If we're not there," Kerrec said from Petras back, "well bein Aurdia. Look for usin the paace. If
we're not there, either, they'll know where we've gone.™

Morag bardly blinked at that. "Y ou'll be on the Mountain,” she said with conviction. She clasped
Kerrec's hand, looking him in the face as afree woman of Eriu could do even to ahigh king. "Look after
her until | get there. Keep her out of trouble.”

"I'll try," Kerrec said.
She patted hisknee. "Good. I'll hold you toiit."

Vaeriaturned from her father's long, rib-creaking embrace toward Sabata. Morag was standing
between. Her embrace was shorter but just as strong.

Morag pushed Vaeriaaway with avisble effort and straightened her face—though not before Vaeria
saw aglint of moisturein her eye. "Go on now. That storm's not going to wait for usto finish dragging out
our goodbyes."

Vderiahugged her onelast time, quickly. "Until spring,” she said.
Morag nodded, pushing her toward her stdlion. "Until spring,”" she agreed.



Vaerialooked back once as she rode away. They were al standing together, huddled close against the
cold. For amoment she could see what they must see, two dark figures on white horses, dwindling down
the snowy road.

Her heart contracted. She wanted to go back to the Mountain—more than anything in theworld. And
yet she wanted them, too, in dl their maddening familiarity.

These days had been agift. They had given back apart of hersdf that she had not even known she was
missing. It hurt to leave them, but her heart knew she could come back. Or they could cometo her.

A wall had broken down. Rodry had died to make it happen—she would mourn him for the rest of her
life. But she would thank him, too, and honor his spirit.

Icy wind whipped the tears from her cheeks. She turned resolutely and focused on the road ahead of her.
The Mountain was at the other end of it, and areckoning.

She was not afraid. Whatever price she had to pay, she knew she could pay it. She was going home.

Chapter Sixty-Three

Euan Rohe came back to Dun Eidyn at the gates of winter—ayear, near enough, since the last time he
had crawled home in defest.

Thistime he had the royd clan at hisback. They had fared better than any of the other clans, having lost
only adozen men and gained dmost adozen timesthat in new dlies and clanlessmen. The high king's
funera rites were behind them, with a clan gathering made bitter by grief and loss.

In the spring there would be anew high king. Euan meant to cast hisaxeinto the circleand lay clam to
thetitle

That was months away. This raw and rain-sodden evening, he found the hall clean and swept and thefire
burning. A fat ox turned on the spit, and afeast was waiting.

Euan had the luck, people said, seeing how strong the Cdlletani till were. They did not know whose fault
it wasthat the battle was |ost—or what Euan had failed to do that would have kept the tide from turning.
That was not a secret he intended to share.

Tonight helet himself be glad he was home. Dun Eidyn greeted the winter with its storehouses full. With
so many new mouthsto feed, they would be tightening their belts before spring, but with some more of
Euan's fabled luck, they would not sarve.

He was not in the mood for an al-night roister. Simple people could celebrate a homecoming and forget
what had brought them to it. He kept remembering a baitle won and then suddenly, devastatingly lost.

As soon as he sensibly could, he dipped away. He meant to deep, but he was too restless. He climbed
the tower instead.

The stars kept their places tonight. The air was till and bitter cold. He circled the tower, treading
carefully on the crumbling floor.



Near the yawning darkness that was the ladder to the lower hall, he nearly sumbled over alump of
shadow. It unfolded, raising asmall, pale face and eyesthat glinted in the sarlight. "Good evening, Da,"
sad hisson.

"What are you doing here?' Euan asked—softening hisvoice & the last instant. He did not want to send
the child screaming back down the ladder.

Conor did not even blink. "1 liketo come up here," hesaid. "It'squiet.”

"Sodol," Euan said, squatting beside him. "It'sa cold night to be up on the roof."

"I like cold," Conor said.

"Still," said Euan, "come down whereit'swarm. | hear your amma made some honey sweets.”
"I know that,” Conor said. "1 had six." But he let Euan lift him and carry him out of the cold.

He was warm and comfortably heavy in Euan's arms. Euan was oddly reluctant to surrender himto his
grandmother. A child of his age belonged with the women, learning to behave properly and be obedient
to hisbetters, but surdly one night would not undo histraining.

Conor offered no objection to being taken to hisfather'sroomsinstead of his grandmother's. Euan
thought he might be adeep, until Euan paused in front of hisdoor. Conor raised his head from Euan's
shoulder and said, "Don't go in there.”

Euan stopped with his hand on the latch. "What's wrong? Did you put a snakein my bed?'
Conor shook hishead. "Just don't goin."

Euan frowned. Children had odd fancies. He sniffed, but there was no stink of magic around the door.
He opened it and paused, senses dert.

The room was dim and quiet. Only one lamp burned in the cluster by the bed. Two broad-shouldered
shadows lurked by the wall—but they were only empty armor and legionary standards long since won.

Someday Euan would bring in new trophiesto outshine the old. These were dusty and faded, like the
glory they recdled.

Conor'sarmsweretight around his neck. Euan's own grip tightened on the child. With an effort he pried
Conor loose and set him on hisfeet. "A warrior isbrave," he said, "and he's never afraid of the dark.”

"It'snot the dark,” Conor said. He pointed with his chin toward the far corner.

Therewas atall chest there, another piece of imperia loot, in which Euan kept hiswar cloaks and plaids
and afew oddments. One of those oddments, which Euan would have liked to forget, was a small box
lined with silk, in which he had hidden the seeing-stone Gothard had made for him.

He had not looked into it since well before the battle. Maybe he should have—then he might have seen
the horse mages coming. But hislove for magic had grown even lessthe longer hisdliance with Gothard
went on. He had used what Gothard had, hoping to win the war—and he nearly had—but he had
decided that for hisown self, magic was afoul and deadly thing.

He should have dropped the stone in the river when he could. Why he had kept it, he did not know.
Maybe because awise man never discarded aweapon.



Conor could not know it was there. Euan had told no one. But he was staring at the chest asif it held a
venomous snake.

Hetugged at hisfather'shand. "L et's go see Amma. She has honey sweets, remember?”

Euan would have been happy to be diverted, but now his hackleswere up. "Stay here," he said, lifting
Conor and setting him back on hisfeet near the door.

He did not stop to see what the boy did. If he ran to his grandmother, so much the better. Euan
gpproached the chest carefully, feding alittle ridiculous—aking of the people, staking awooden box.

He opened it dowly. Therich smell of cedar wafted out. His clothesweretidily folded. There was no
viper nested in them, and the cedar kept moths at bay.

He moved to shut the door and turn, meaning to say, ™Y ou see? There's nothing there.” But his hand
perssted in reaching under the pile of folded woal to the smal hard lump of the box. It was purely his
imagination, but hisfingers sung when hetouched it.

His hand snapped back. He gritted histeeth and reached in again. Thistime there was nothing to shock
him.

The box was Calletani, carved with twining shapes that were both pleasant and intriguing to the touch.
Thething insde buzzed like anest of bees.

It was dl Euan could do not to fling it across the room. He st it down hard. He meant to dam the door,
but again, his hand did something other than what he commanded. It dropped the box.

Thelid fel open. The gone did out, lying on the bright plaid. It looked like the maw of Unmaking.

He stepped back sharply and nearly fell. Conor was directly behind him. He swung the boy into hisarms
and kept on backing up.

More than the stone was humming now. Conor was shaking intime withit. " Stop,” Euan said fiercely.
"Stop that."

"Can't." Conor's voice was bresthless.
Euan's back struck the door. He did dong it, reaching behind himsdif for the latch.
The humming stopped. Conor gasped, then went limp.

Two men were standing in the room. They were stark white and staring like apparitions of the dead. One
of them sucked in a breath and collapsed. The other looked around him, blinking eyesthat had
swallowed oblivion, and smiled.

Conor gasped again and cried out. Euan held him as close as he could without choking the breath out of
him.

Gothard's smile widened. "I seel have you both to thank for bringing me safely home."
"I'vetold you before" Euan said low in histhroat. "I'll tell you again. Hands off my son."
"Beieveme, coudn,” Gothard said, "1 wouldn't dream of harming him.”

Euan tossad that off asthe lying nonsenseit was. "What are you doing here? How did you get in?"'



At Gothard's feet, hisyellow dog twitched and rolled onto hisface, raising himsdf to hisknees. The boy
looked even madder than Euan remembered.

Hiseyesrolled. Had they been that pa e before? Now they were dmost white. They might be blind,
though when they cameto rest on Euan, they stayed. "We came through the gate,” he said. "The maw of
the Unmaking."

Euan had thought him mute. Clearly not. He spoke the language of the people rather well, which was not
surprising considering his face and coloring. He must, like Gothard, be someimperia nobleman's
by-blow on a captive woman.

"He meansthe stone," Gothard said. "What, did you think I'd run for it on foot after the last time? I've
learned alittle since. Not to put all my power in one stone, and to leave mysalf away out. It was good of
you to keep my gate. | was afraid you'd loseit.”

"l wishto the Onel had," Euan said bitterly. "Y oureacurse on dl our tribe."

"Am|? Areyou starving? Hunted? Stripped of your young men? How many of the Calletani did you
lose?'

Euan'steeth clicked together.
"Indeed,” said Gothard asif Euan had managed an answer. "How long hasit been? It is spring yet?'
"Not nearly,” Euan said, though histhroat wanted to close. "It's the dark of the year."

"Earlier than | wanted,” Gothard said asif to himself, "though it will do. I'll betaking this stone, if you
don't mind."

"Where?' Euan demanded. "Where are you taking it?"

"That depends,”" said Gothard. "We gtill have abargain. Unlessyou're dready high king?Isthe Ard Ri
dill dive?'

"He died after the battle," Euan answered. He considered not doing it, but that would serve no purpose.
Thiswas il hisdly, he could suppose—though what he felt for Gothard was rapidly changing from
didiketo outright hatred.

"So, akingmaking in the spring,” Gothard said. "Meanwhile, there are plans to make—thingsto do. |
takeit thelegions didn't press the advantage too hard, since you're hereand not in aprisonin Aurdia
How much tribute have they demanded? Are you intending to pay it?'

"There's been nothing,” Euan said. "There's alegion camped a Oxos till, but it's just standing guard. No
one's come to take our surrender.”

"Excdlent,” said Gothard, rubbing his hands together.

If Euan'sarms had not been full of avery quiet but blessedly dert Conor, he would have gutted Gothard
where he stood. It would have done the people a great service.

Gothard was watching him, till half smiling, asif he could follow every turn of Euan'sthoughts. Heno
longer looked dead. He merely looked asif he had not seen the sunlight in months. He must be feeding
on air—or on the power of the stone—because Euan had ddliberately not offered him either food or
drink.



"Do think," said Gothard. "Not too hard now, but let it grow in you. What isthe real power of the
empire? Not itslegions. Not its merchants, either, or even its mages. Where is the empire's heart?!

Euan shook hishead. "I'm not going to listen to you. Go down to the hal, claim the vagrant's portion,
then leave. | don't care where you go aslong as you swear on that stone to stay away from my people.”

"First your son, then your people,” Gothard said with an exaggerated sigh. "Y ou're avery proper
tribesman. And here I'd been thinking there was more to you. Don't you want to break the Aurdian
empire?’

"The Aurdlian empireis succeeding rather well in bregking us," Euan said.

"Y es, and why? Or rather, who? Who has blocked us at every turn? Who lost us the battle when we had
it won?"

"Wehad it won," Euan said sharply. "Y ou had dready falled."

"| let the arstone break," Gothard said, "because | was donewith it. What | set in motion should have
swallowed the whole army. Who stopped it? Answver me that.”

Euan refused. Gothard said it for him. "We thought that if we broke the emperor's Dance, we could
change the future and give ourselves the victory. We were half-right. It wasn't the Dance we needed to
break. It was the dancers.”

"Y ou're going to take on the Mountain.” The words escaped before Euan could catch them. "That's
insane. No man can—"

"| dready have," Gothard said. "The Mountain is stone. That's my power, cousin. Stone, and Unmaking.
It only takes alittle—that's the beauty of it. A little magic, atiny working, and it grows. It'sgrowing
dready. If we Unmake the Mountain, how long will the empire last? Will you wager on it?

He was as seductive as pure evil awayswas. And yet, Euan thought, he could beright.

The empirewas built on magic. Take away the magic and what was|eft? A federation of warring
states—that was what they taught in the School of War on the Mountain. They were rather proud of it.

With the emperor dead and ayoung and untried woman in his place, awar won but at no small cost, and
the horse mages themsel ves weakened by the attack on the Dance, Aurdiawas not in much better sate
than the tribes. If therewas away to weaken it further...

"It won't dl happeninaday,” Gothard said, "or in ayear, or maybe even ten years. But each step brings
us closer to the victory. So far welve lost on the face of it—but they've fared worse. WEIl winin the end.
Their gods are strong, but the Oneis stronger. That's dways been o. It dwayswill be."

Euan looked at him, hating him but hearing every word.
Conor was slent in Euan's arms. What he made of this, only the One knew.

Inthe end it was very smple. A man needed sons. Sons needed places of their own, relmsto ruleand
peopleto follow them. What better inheritance for this child than an empire?

"Wedlill haveabargain," Euan said.

Gothard bowed to him in theimperid fashion. "Y our hand on it, my lord king?'



Euan snarled a him. ™Y ou have my word. That's enough.”
"Surely,” said Gothard. Maybe there was anger deep in those eyes. Maybe it was merely mockery.

Whatever he thought of it, it was done. Euan turned hisback on his dearly hated but inescapable dly. His
son needed rest, and so did he. He had another war to plan—another stroke against the peopl€'s ancient

enemy.
Thistime, the Onewilling, hewould winit. Then...

Time enough to ponder the rest once he had his victory. He shifted Conor in hisarms, settling the child
more comfortably, and left Gothard to his plotting.

* * % % %
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The Mountain dept, locked deep in winter's snow. Far benegth the ice and cold and the cracking of
frozen stone, thefire of itsmagic burned low.

It would wake very soon and send forth the Call. Then young men—and maybe women—would come
from thewhole of Aureliato answer it. But tonight it was adegp. One might amost imaginethat it wasa
mortd place and its powers morta powers, and gods who wore the shape of white stalions did not graze
its high pastures.

Vderialeaned on the window frame. The moon was high, casting cold light on the Mountain's summit. It
glowed blue-white againgt the luminous sky.

"Has anyone ever been up there?' she asked. "All the way up past the Ladies pastures, to the top?”

Kerrec wrapped her in awarm blanket, with hisarms around that, cradling the expanding curve of her
belly. He kissed the place where her neck and shoulder joined, and rested his chin lightly on her shoulder.
Hisvoice was soft and deep in her ear. "There'salegend of arider who tried it, but he either came back
mad or never came back at al."

"Why?What's up there?"



"lce and snow and pitiless stone, and air too thin to bresthe," he said, "and, they say, agate of time and
the gods. The Great Ones come through it into thisworld, and the Ladies come and go, or soit'ssaid.
It's beyond human understanding.”

"You bdlieve that?'

"l can't disproveit,” hesaid.

"Someday maybe someone will."

"Not you," he said firmly, "and not now."

Sheturned in hisarms. He looked like an emperor on an old coin, with his clean-carved face and his
narrow arched nose—not at al surprising, since most of those forgotten emperors had been his
ancestors—buit lately he had learned to unbend alittle. Even as sternly as he spoke, he was amost
gmiling.

"Not before spring," she conceded. She kissed him, taking her time about it.

The baby stirred between them, kicking so hard she gasped. He clutched at her. She pushed him away,
haf laughing and haf glaring. "Stop that! I'm not dying and neither isshe.”

"Areyou sure?' hesaid. "Y ou looked so—"

"Shocked? She kickslikeamule" Vderiarubbed her side where the pain was dowly fading. "Go on, go
to deep. I'll bethereinawhile"

He eyed her narrowly. "Y ou promise? No wandering out to the stable again?’
"Not tonight,” she said. "It'stoo cold.”

He snorted softly, sounding exactly like one of the stalions. Then he yawned. It was late and dawn came
early, here at the far end of winter. He stole one last kiss before he retreated to the warmth of their bed.

After afew moments, she heard his breathing dow and deegpen. She wrapped the blanket tighter.

Insde her where the stallions dways were, standing in aring of white faces and quiet eyes, the moon was
shining even more brightly than on the Mountain. Power was waking, subtle but clear, welling up likea
spring from the deep heart of the earth. The world was changing again—for good or ill. Shewas not
prophet enough to know which.

She turned away quickly from the window and the moon and dived into bed. Kerrec'swarmth was a
blessing. Hisvoice murmured deepily and hisarms closed around her, warding her against the cold.

Kerrec was gone when she woke. Breskfast waited on the table by thefire, with aWord on it to keep
the porridge hot and the cream cold. Vaeriawould rather have gone to the dining hall, but she had to
amileat thegift.

She was ravenoudy hungry—no more sickness in the mornings, thank the gods. She scraped the bowl
clean and drank al of the tea. Then she dressed, scowling as she struggled to fasten the breeches. She
was fagt growing out of them.

Her galionswere waiting for her in their stable. She was not to clean stdls now, by the Healer's



order—fool of aman, he perssted in thinking she was delicate. But she was till riding, and be damned
to anyone who tried to stop her.

Sabata pawed the door of hisstal as she waked down the aide. The noise was deafening. Oda, ancient
and wise, nibbled the remains of his breskfast. The third, Marina, whickered beneath Sabata's
thunderous pounding.

She paused to stroke his soft nose and murmur in his ear.

Hewas older than Sabata, taler and lighter boned, with aquiet disposition and a gentle eye. He had
been the last stdllion that old Rugier trained, a Third Rider who never rose higher or wanted to—but he
had had the best hands in the school.

Rugier had died after the Midwinter Dance, peacefully in his deep. The next morning, Marinamoved
himsdlf into the stall next to Oda's and made it clear that Vaeriawasto continue histraining.

That was aso the morning when Vaeria confessed to Master Nikos that she was expecting achild. She
had planned it very carefully, and rehearsed the words over and over until she could recite themin her
deep. But when she went to say them, there was a great to-do over Rugier's passing, and then there was
Marinadeclaring his choice of arider-candidate over al the ridersin the school.

"l suppose,” Master Nikos said after they had retreated from the stable to his study, "we should be
thinking of testing you for Fourth Rider. Y ou're young for it, but we've had others asyoung. It'slessof a
scandal than arider-candidate with three Great Onesto train and betrained by."

"Areyou sure I'mready?' Valeriaasked. "I don't want to—"

"The dalions say you are," Nikossaid. "l would prefer to wait until after Midsummer—if you can be so

patient.”

"Patienceisarider'sdiscipling” Vaderiasad. "Besdes, | supposeit's better to wait until after the baby's
born."

For along moment she was sure he had not heard her. His mind was ranging far ahead, planning the
testing and no doubt passing on to other matters of more immediate consequence.

Then hesad, "That iswhat | had been thinking."

Vaeriahad been standing at attention as was proper. Her kneesamost gave way. "Y ou—hao—"
"We're not lwaysblind,” Nikos said.

She scraped her wits together. "How long have you known?”

"Long enough to see past scandd to theinevitability of it dl," hesaid. "The galions arefiercein your
defense”

"They'reddlions" shesad. "That'swhat they'refor.”

Master Nikos sighed gustily. ™Y ou, madam, are more trouble than this school has seenin dl itsyears.
Y ou are aso more beloved of the sdlions than any rider in memory. Sooner or later, even the most
recacitrant of us hasto face the truth. Y ou are not oursto judge. Y ou belong to the gods."

Vaerias mouth was hanging open. She shut it carefully. "Do the other riders agree with you?”



"Probably not," he said, "but sooner or later they'll have to. We dl professto serve the gods. That service
isnot always as easy or Smple aswe might like."

"I'm going to keep and raise this child," she said. She made no effort to keep the defiance out of her
voice. "l won't give her up or send her out for fostering.”

Magter Nikos neither laughed nor scowled. He smply said, "I would expect no less.”

He had caught Vderiacompletely off baance. It was alesson, like everything esein this place. People
could change. Minds could shift, if they had to. Even asenior rider could accept the unacceptable,
because there was no other choice.

In this early morning at the end of winter, three months after Master Nikos proved that not everything a
rider did was predictable, the stallions were fresh and eager. So were the riderswho cameto join Vaeria
intheriding hall. The patterns they transcribed in the raked sand were both delicate and
random—deliberate in that they were training exercises, random in that they were not meant to open the
doors of time or fate.

Vaeriacould see those patterns more clearly thelonger she studied in the school. She had to be careful
not to lose hersdlf in them. The baby changed her body's balance, but it was doing something to her
mind, aswdl. Some things she could see more clearly, othersbarely made sense at dll.

Today she rode Sabata, then Marina, then Oda—each set of figures more complex than the last. Her
knees were weak when she finished with Oda, but she made sure no one saw. The last thing she needed
wasaflock of clucking riders. They fussed enough asit was, asif no other woman in the history of the
world had ever been in her condition.

It was only amoment's weakness. By the time she had run up the stirrups and taken thereinsto lead the
gallion back to his stable, she was steady again. She could even smile at the riders who were coming in,
and face the rest of the morning's duties without thinking longingly of her bed.

Thiswould end soon enough—though she suspected the last of it would seem interminable. She
unsaddled Oda and rubbed him down, then turned him out in one of the paddocks. He broke away from
her like ayoung thing, bucking and snorting, dancing his delight in the spring-bright sun.



