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THE GRAPPLI NG HOOK skittered

across the rain-slick stone of the | edge before dropping to catch in the
grillwork below the third-story w ndow.

Ber ham | eaned back on the rope to test it. "That's it, Captain Sir. Tight as
may be," the servant whispered.

"Well done," Thomas Boniface told him He stepped back fromthe wall and

| ooked down the alley. "Now where in hell is Dr. Braun?"

"He's coming," G deon Townsend, Thomas's |ieutenant, said as he made his way
toward them out of the heavy shadows. Reaching them he gl anced up at the ful
nmoon, stark white against the backdrop of wi nd-driven rain clouds, and
muttered, "Not the best night for this work." The three nen stood in the nuddy
all ey, the dark brocades and soft wools of their doublets and breeches

bl ending into the griny stones and shadow, noonlight catching only the pale

| ace at the wists or shirt collars of Thomas and his |ieutenant, the glint of
an earring, or the cold netal sheen on rapiers and wheell ock pistol barrels.

It was a cool night and they were surrounded by foiled counting houses and the
crunmbl i ng el egance of the decaying, once-wealthy honmes of the River Quarter
Thomas personally couldn't think of a good time to forcibly invade a foreign
sorcerer's house. "The point of it is to go and be killed where you're told,"

he said. "Is everyone in position?"
"Martin and Castero are up on the tannery roof, watching the street and the
other alley. | put Gaspard and two others at

the back of the house and left the servants to watch the horses. The rest are
across the street, waiting for the signal," G deon answered, his blue eyes
deceptively guileless. "W're all quite ready to go and be killed where we're
told."

"Good," Thomas said. He knew G deon was still young enough to see this as a
chal l enge, to care nothing for the political reality that sent themon a

m ssion as deadly as this with so little support. d ancing down the alley
again, he saw Dr. Braun was finally coming, creeping along the wall and
unconfortably holding his velvet-trimed scholar's robes out of the stinking
mud. "Well?" Thomas asked as the sorcerer canme within earshot. "Wat have you
done?"

"lI've countered the wards on the doors and wi ndows, but the inside ... This
person Grandier is either very strong or very subtle. | can't understand what
protections he's used." The young sorcerer |ooked up at him his watery eyes
blinking fitfully. His long sandy hair and droopi ng nmustache made hi m | ook

li ke a sad-faced spani el

"You can't give us any hint of what we're to find in there?" Thomas said,

t hi nki ng, This woul d have been belter done iftve hadn't been saddled with a
sorcerer who has obviousfy escaped from a market-day farce.

Braun's expression was both di stressed and obstinate. "He is too strong, or

. He mi ght have the help of sonme creature of the Fay."

"God protect us," Berham nmuttered, and uneasily studied the cloudy darkness
above. The others ignored him Berhamwas short, rotund, and had been wounded



three times manning barricades in the |ast Bisran War. He clained that the
only reason he had left the arnmy was that servants' wages were better. Despite
the little man's vocal quavering, Thomas was not worried about his courage.
"What are you sayi ng?" G deon asked the sorcerer. "You nean we could fall down
dead or burst into flame the noment we cross the threshol d?"

"The uninitiated so often have ill-conceived ideas about these matters, |ike
the fools who believe sorcerers change

their shapes or fly like the fay. It would be exceedingly dangerous to create
heat or cold out of nothing ..."

"So you say, but. . ."

"That's enough,"” Thonmas interrupted. He took the rope and tested it again with
his own weight. The first floor of the house would be given over to stables,
storage for coaches or wagons, and servants' quarters. The second woul d hold
sal ons and other roons for entertaining guests, and the third and fourth woul d
be the owner's private quarters. That would be where the sorcerer would keep
his |l aboratory, and very likely his prisoner. Thomas only hoped die
information fromthe King's Watch was correct and that the Bi sran bastard
Grandi er wasn't here. He told G deon, "You follow ne. Unless, of course, you'd
Uke to go first?"

The lieutenant swept off his feathered hat and bowed extravagantly. "Ch, not

at all, Sir, after you."

"So kind, Sir."

The brickwork was rough and Thomas found footholds easily. He reached the

wi ndow and pull ed hinmself up on the rusted grating, balancing cautiously. He
felt the rope jerk and tighten as G deon started to clinb.

The wi ndow was set with small panes of |eaded glass and divided into four tal
panel s. Thomas drew a thin dagger fromthe sheath in his |left boot and slipped
t he point between the wooden frames of the |lower hal f. Working the dagger
gendy, he eased the inside catch up. The panels opened inward with only a
faint creak. Moonlight touched the polished surface of a table set directly in
front of the w ndow, but the darkness of the deeper interior of the room was

i npenetrable. It was silent, but it was a peculiar waiting silence that he

di sl i ked.

Then the wi ndow | edge cracked | oudly under his boots and he took a hasty step
forward onto the table, thinking, Now we'll know, at any rate. Dust rose from
t he heavy draperies as he brushed agai nst them but the roomrenmained quiet.
"Was that wi se?" G deon asked softly from bel ow the w n-dowsill

"Possibly not. Don't cone up yet." Thomas slipped the
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dagger back into his boot sheath and drew his rapier. If something came at him
out of that darkness, he preferred to keep it at as great a distance as
possible. "Tell Berhamto hand up a light."

There was sone soft cursing below as a dark lantern, its front covered by a
nmetal slide to keep the light dinmed, was lit and passed upward. Thomas waited
impatiently, feeling the darkness press in on himlike a solid wall. He would
have preferred the presence of another sorcerer besides Braun, the rest of the
Queen's Guard, and a conscripted city troop to quell any possibility of riot
when the restive River Quarter nei ghborhood di scovered it had a mad foreign
sorcerer in its mdst. But orders were orders, and if Queen's guards or their
captain were killed while entering Grandi er"s house secretly, then at |east
civil unrest was prevented. An inspired intrigue, Thomas had to adnmit, even if
he was the one it was nmeant to elimnate.

As he reached down to take the shuttered | anp from G deon, somrething noved in
the coner of his eye. Thonas dropped the |anmp onto the table and studied the
darkness, trying to decide if the hesitant notion was actually there or in his
i magi nation

The flicker of light escaping fromthe edges of the lamp's iron cover touched
the roomw th noving shadows. Wth the toe of his boot Thomas knocked the
lantern slide up.



The wan candl el i ght was reflected froma dozen points around the unoccupi ed
room fromlacquered cabinets, the gilt |eather of a chair, the netallic
threads in brocaded satin hangi ngs.

Then t he wooden cherub supporting die right-hand corner of the table Thomas
was standing on turned its head.

He took an involuntary step backward.

"Captain, what is it?" G deon's whisper was harsh

Thomas didn't answer. He was | ooking around the roomas the faces in the
floral carving over the chi meypiece shifted their blank white eyes, their
tiny nmouths working silently. The
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bronze snake tw ned around the supporting pole of a candle-stand stirred
sluggishly. In the wool en carpet the interwoven pattern of vines withed.
Keepi ng hold of the rope, G deon chinned hinself on the wi ndow | edge to see
in. He cursed softly.

"Wirse than | thought," Thomas agreed, not | ooking away fromthe hideously

ani mate room Unblinking eyes of marble-ized wood stared sightlessly, |inbs
and nout hs noved without sound. Can they see? O hear? he wondered grimy.

Most Mkety they can. He doubted they were here only to frighten intruders,
however effective they mght be at it.

"We should bumthis house to the ground,"” G deon whi spered.

"W want to get Dubell out alive, not scrape his ashes out of the w eckage."

" How?"

Good question, Thomas thought. The vines in the carpet were lifting thensel ves
above the surface of the floor like the tentacles of a sea beast. They were as
thick around as a man's wist and | ooked strong, and nmetallic glints that had
been gilt threads in the weaving were growi ng into knife-edged thorns. It was
only going to get nore difficult. Thomas caught up the |l antern and stepped
down into a chair with arns shaped into gilded | anpreys. They were struggling
viciously but were unable to turn their heads back far enough to reach him
From there he stepped down to the hardwood fl oor and backed toward the

door way.

G deon nade a nove to clinb into the wi ndow but the vinelike tentacles were
reachi ng up above wai st -hei ght and groping al ong the edge of the table. Thomas
said, "No, stay back."

At the sound of his voice the vines whipped around and stretched out for him
growi ng prodigiously I onger in a sudden bound, and Thomas threw hinself at the
door.

The I atch was weak and snapped as his weight struck it. He stunbled through
and caught hinself, just as somethi ng
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t hudded into the dark panelled wall in front of him He dropped the |antern
and dove sideways, scranbling for cover between two brocaded chairs and the
firepl ace.

Enbedded in the wall, still quivering, was a short netal arrow, if he had cone
t hrough the doorway cautiously it would have enbedded itself in his chest. The
lion heads on the iron fircdogs snapped ineffectually at himas he pushed

hi nsel f farther behind the chairs, thinking, Were the hell is he? The
sputtering candl e sent shadows chasi ng each other across crowded furniture and
everything was noving. Then in the far comer he saw the life-sized statue of a
Parscen archer. Naked to the wai st and bal anci ng a candl ehol der on his

tur- baned head, he was drawi ng a second arrow out of the bronze quiver at his
side and putting it to his short bow

Rolling onto his back to make hinself a smaller target, Thonas dropped the
rapi er and drew one of his wheellocks. He'd | oaded both pistols down in the
al l ey, and now as he wound up the mainspring, an arrow thudded into the
over-stuffed chair seat. The other chair began to edge sideways using the
clawed feet at the ends of its splayed | egs, and w thout thinking Thonas



muttered "Stop that.'
and fired.

The plaster statue shattered in the deafening inpact. The shot scarred the
wal | behind it and filled the roomw th the stink of gunpowder.

Thomas got to his feet, tucking away the enpty pistol and picking up his

rapi er. Now the whol e dammed house knows |'m here. He hadn't planned to do
this alone either, but the vines filling up the first roomand curling round
the doorway into this one conmtted himto it.

Avoi ding the animate furniture, he went to the door in the opposite wall and
tried the handle. It was unl ocked, and he eased it open carefully. The room

wi thin was dark, but the archway beyond reveal ed a chanber |it by a dozen or
so red gl ass candel abr a.

Thomas pul |l ed the door closed softly behind himand noved forward. The dim
[ight reveal ed stealthy novement in
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the carvings on the fireplace mantel and al ong the bordered panelling. In the
nmore brightly lit chanber beyond the arch, he could see an open door | ooking
out onto the main stairwell.

He stopped just before the fall of light fromthe next room woul d have
reveal ed his presence. There was sonething . . . Then dearly he heard the
creak of |eather and a harsh rasp of breath. It canme from just beyond his
range of sight, past the left side of the arch. They knew G andi er had hired
men to guard the house; it was the only way the King's Watch had been able to
trace the sorcerer, since there was no one in the city who could identify him
The man in the next room nust have heard the shot; possibly he was waiting for
the protective spells to dispose of any intruders. Thomas had pl anned on
something to distract the sorcerer's human wat chdogs, to send them down to the
| ower part of the house, if G deon would just get on with it...

From somewhere bel ow there was a nmuffled thunp, and the floorboards trenbl ed
under his feet. Thomas sniled to hinself, shouts and runni ng footsteps sounded
fromthe stairs as the hired swords hastened for the front door. In theory, he
wasn't di sobeying die King's orders to keep the raid on G an-dier/s house
secret. Placed correctly, a small charge of gunpowder could bl ow a wooden door
to pieces while making little noise, and the houses to either side of
Grandier's were enpty anyway.

The waiting guard did not take the bait with the others, but went forward to

He set the spring, then braced the pistol on his forearm

stand at the doorway into the stairwell, his rapier drawn. He was big, with
greasy blond hair tied back fromhis face, and dressed in a dun-col ored
doubl et. Thomas had al ready decided to kill himand had started forward when

the man turned and saw hi m

The hired sword's shout was nuffled by the clatter of his conrades on the
stairs and he rushed forward w thout waiting for help. Thomas parried two wild
bl ows, then beat his opponent's sword aside and lunged for the kill. The man
jerked away and took the point between die ribs instead of under the
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br east bone, dropping his weapon and staggering back. Cursing his own

sl oppi ness, Thomas | eapt after him grappling with himand trying to drive his
mai n gauche up under the man's chin. In another nonent Thomas was easing the
linp body to the floor. There was bl ood pooling on the rug and on his boots,
but hopefully the others were occupied bel ow and there was no one left to
follow his trail.

He gl anced qui ckly around the roomand noted it was free of the sorcerous

ani mation. There was a cl osed door on the opposite wall, and it bore exam ning
before he ventured out onto the main stairs.

As Thomas was reaching for the handle, he felt a sharp stab of unease. He

st epped back, his hand tightening on his sword-hilt, baffled by his own
reaction. It was only a door, as the others had been. He reached out slowy
and felt his heart pound faster with anxiety as his hand neared the knob



Either |1've gone mad, he thought, or this door is warded. Testing it with his
own reactions, he found the ward began about a foot fromthe door and
stretched out to conpletely cover it. It was a warning, with a relatively mld
effect, nmore than likely meant to keep the hired swords and servants away from
this portion of the house. It could al so explain why the dead man hadn't |eft
his post to investigate the pistol shot or to follow his conrades to the front
entrance. He had been guardi ng somet hing of crucial inportance.

Thomas st epped back and kicked the center panel, sending the door crashing
open. Beyond was a staircase |eading upward and softly lit by candl elight

gl owi ng down fromthe floor above.

Braci ng hi nmsel f, Thomas stepped through the ward and onto the first step, and
had to steady hinself against the wall as the effect faded. He shook his head
and started up the stairs.

The bani ster was carved with roses whi ch swayed under a sorcerous breeze only
they coul d sense. Thomas clinbed slowy, |ooking for the next trap. \Wen he
stopped at the first landing, he could see that the top of the stairs opened

into along gallery, lit by dozens of candles in mrror-backed
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sconces. Red draperies framed nythol ogi cal paintings and cl assi cal | andscapes.
At the far end was a door, guarded on either side by a man-sized statuary

ni che. One niche held an angel with flow ng | ocks, wi ngs, and a beatific
smle. The other niche was enpty.

Thomas clinbed al nbst to the head of the stairs, |ooking up at the archway
that was the entrance to the room Something suspiciously |like plaster dust
drifted down fromthe carved bunting on the opposite side.

A tactical error, Thomas thought. Whatever is hiding up there isn 't doing it
to be decorative. He took a quiet step back down the stairs, drawing his enpty
pistol. The air felt warm beneath his doublet, sweat was sticking the thin
fabric of his shirt to his ribs. Fromthe powder flask on his belt he neasured
out a double charge and poured it into the barrel. He pushed the bullet and
waddi ng down with the short ranrod, thinking that it would be quite ironic if
the pistol exploded and ended the matter here.

Thomas wound and set the spring, then carefully aimed the pistol at the top of
the archway and fired. The fifty-caliber ball tore through the |ight

ornanental wood and into the body of the plaster statue that had perched up on
t he opposite side of the arch. Thomas shielded his face as splintered wood and
fragnments of plaster rained down. A scul pted head, arm and pieces of a foot
thudded to the floor in front of him

He clinbed the last few steps and stopped at the front of the gallery, which
was now weathed in the heavy white snoke of the pistol's discharge. This next
trap wasn't bothering to conceal itself. Ponderously the angel statue turned

its head toward himand stepped out of its niche in the far wall. Thonas
shoved the enpty pistol back into his sash and drew t he second | oaded one,
circling away fromthe angel. It was slow, its feet striking the polished

floor heavily, plaster wings flapping stiffly.

It stalked himlike a stiff cat as he backed away. He wanted to save the

pi stol for whatever was behind the next door, so he was reluctant to fire.
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Then his boot knocked agai nst something that seized his ankle. He fell heavily
and dropped the wheel | ock, which spun across the polished floor and sonehow
managed not to go off. Rolling over, he saw that the hand and arm of the

br oken statue had tripped himand was still holding onto his ankle. He drew
his main gauche and snashed at it with the hilt. The hand shattered and fel
away, but the angel was alnbst on top of him Scranbling desperately backward,
he caught the base of a tall bronze candl estand and pulled it down on the
angel . The heavy holder in the top struck the statue in the tenple, knocking

| oose a chunk of plaster. It reared back and Thomas got to his feet, keeping
hold of the candlestand. As it lurched toward hi magain he swng the stand. A



| arge piece of the wing cracked and fell away as the bl ow connected, and the
creature staggered, suddenly unbal anced.

Past the stumbling statue he saw novenent on the stairs. There were dark
writhing shapes clinbing the steps, dragging thensel ves upward on the

bani sters. He backed away, realizing it was .the vines that had sprung out of
the carpet in the first room Are they filling the entire house? He had known
he couldn't get out the way he'd gotten in, but he had hoped to have the front
door as an option. Now that way was bl ocked. Thomas dropped the candl estand
and turned to the other door

He pull ed the heavy ironbound door open and one quick glance told himthe room
seened unoccupi ed by statues. He slamred the door closed as the angel | unbered
awkwardly toward him bracing against it as he shoved the bolt home. He

st epped back as the thing battered agai nst the other side.

Moonl i ght from hi gh undraped wi ndows reveal ed shelf-lined walls stacked with

| eat her bound books, nost chained to the shelves. It was a | arge room crowded
wi th the paraphernalia of both library and al chem cal |aboratory, quiet except
for the erratic tick of several lantern docks. There was a witing desk
untidily crammed with paper, and workbenches cluttered with fl asks and

| ong- necked bottles of colored glass. It snelled of tallow fromcheap candl es,
t he nusty odor of
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books, and an acrid scent fromresidue left in the containers or staining
floors and tabl etops. He drew his rapier again and noved around the overl aden
tabl es, inbred caution making himavoid the stained patches | eft by al chem ca
accidents on the floor. He knew he woul d have to cone back to this house at
some point: the desks and cabinets cramed with scribbled papers woul d

undoubt edly hold some of Grandier's secrets, but now he hadn't time to sort
the vital information fromthe trash.

Thomas circled the rotting bulk of a printing press and a cabi net overfl ow ng
wi th ink-stained type, and stopped. At the far end of the room hidden by
stacked furniture and shadows, was a man seated in a plain chair. He faced the
wal | and seenmed to be lost in thought. Dressed in a black cope and a baggy
scholar's cap, his face was angular and lean in profile and his hair and beard
were gray. He didn't seemto be breathing.

Then Thormas saw the shinmer of reflected noonlight fromthe w ndow and
realized the man was encased in an i mense glass bl I. Whndering at it, he
took a step forward and the enigmatic figure didn't nove. He went closer and
lifted a hand to touch the glass prison, but thought better of it.

As if the gesture was sonehow perceptible to the man inside, he turned his
head slowy toward Thomas. For a nonment his expression was vacant, eyes fixed
on nothing. Then the blue eyes focused and the nouth sniled, and he said,
"Captain Thomas Boni face. W haven't formally nmet, but | have heard of you."
Thomas had not known Gal en Dubell closely, the fifteen years ago when the old
sorcerer had been at court, but he had seen the portraits. "Dr. Dubell, I
presune." Thonas circled the glass prison. "I hope you have sone idea of how
I"'mto get you out of there.”

There was anot her heavy crash against the door. The statue, the ani mate vines,
or something else was intent on battering its way in.
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"The power in this bauble is directed inward, toward nme. You should be able to
break it fromthe outside," Dubell said, bis conmposure undisturbed by the
poundi ng fromthe door.

It woul d be dangerous for the old sorcerer but Thomas coul dn't see any ot her
way. At |east the heavy wool of his scholar's robe would provide sone
protection. "Cover your head."

Using the hilt of his rapier, Thomas struck the glass sphere. Lines of white
fire radiated out along the cracks. The material was considerably stronger
than it | ooked, and cracked |ike eggshell rather than glass. He hit it twce



nore, then it started to shatter. A few of the |larger shards broke | oose, but
none fell near the old man.

Gal en Dubell stood carefully and shook the smaller fragnents out of his robes.
"That is a welconme relief, Captain." He | ooked exhausted and bedraggl ed as he
stepped free of his prison, glass crackling under his boots.

Thomas had al ready sheat hed his rapier and was overturni ng one of the cabinets
beneath the window. He clinbed atop it and tw sted the wi ndow s catch. Coo
night air entered the stuffy roomas he pushed it open. An ornanmental sil

just below formed a narrow sl anted | edge. Leaning out, he could see the edge
of the roof above. They would have to clinmb the rough brickwork.

He pulled his head back in and said, "I'mafraid we'll have to take the
footpad's way out, Doctor." He just hoped the old man could nake it, and
speedily; the battering at the door was grow ng | ouder

Dubel | scranbl ed up die cabinet easily enough. As if he'd read Thomas's

t hought, he said, "It's quite all right, Captain. | prefer the risk to nore of
Urbain G andier's hospitality.” He might have the easier tine of it; he was
al nost a head taller than Thonas.

As Dubell pulled hinself carefully out onto the narrow sill, the door gave
way.

The sorcerer used the scrollwrk around the wi ndow casenent as a | adder
drawi ng hinself up toward the roof. Thomas
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swung out onto the sill after himand stood, holding onto the w ndow frane.
Broken fragnents of brick sprinkled down as Dubell grasped the edge of the
roof above.

Thomas boosted himfrom bel ow and the schol ar scranbl ed over the edge. D gging
fingertips into the soft stone, Thomas started to pull hinself upward. Dubel
had barely been able to grasp the | edge from here; Thomas knew he woul d have
to stand on top of the cornice before he could reach safety.

There was a crash just inside as the cabinet they had used to clinb to the

wi ndow was torn away. Straining to reach the edge of the roof, Thomas bit his
lip as sonething gave way beneath his left boot. Fingers wedged between die
soft brick, he groped for another hold and felt the nortar under his hand
crunbl e.

Then from above, Gal en Dubell caught his armin an iron grip, supporting him
as he found another foothold. For a man who nust do little with his hands
besides wite or do scholarly experinments, Dubell was surprisingly strong. The
man's gentl e denmeanor made it easy to think of himas nothing nore than an
aged university don and to forget that he was al so a w zard.

Thomas scranbl ed over the edge, his nuscles trenbling with the strain. "I

t hank you, Doctor," he said, sitting up, "but there are those at court who
won't appreciate it."

"I won't tell themabout it, then." Dubell |ooked around, the danp breeze
tearing at his gray hair and his cap. "Are those your conpani ons?"

There was a shout. The two men he had stationed atop the tannery were wavi ng
fromthe edge of the next roof.

"Stay there," Thomas shouted back. "W'Il come to you."

Slowy they nade their way up the crest of the pitched roof to the edge where
the others were throwi ng down some planks to bridge the gap. The slate tiles
were cracked and broken, slipping under their feet. They had just crossed the
makeshi ft bridge to the tannery when Thomas turned to say sonething to Dubel
and in the next instant was lying flat on the rough planks with the others as
the tinber frame of the
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bui | di ng was shaken by a nmuffled explosion. Then they were all retreating
hastily across the tannery roof, choking on acrid snoke, as flames rose from
the Bisran sorcerer's house.

"So much for keeping this quiet,

Thomas remarked to G deon. The two nen sat



their nervous horses, watching froma few |l engths down the street as

Grandi er's house burned. There was a crash as the facade coll apsed i nward
sending up a fireworks display of sparks and an intense wave of heat. The

nei ghbor hood had turned out to throw buckets of water and nud on the
surroundi ng roofs and m |l about in confusion and pani cked excitenent. The
real fear had subsided when the residents had realized the fire was confini ng
itself to the sorcerer's honme, and that only a few stray sparks had lit on the
surroundi ng structures.

Three of the hired swords had been taken alive, though Thomas doubted they
woul d know nuch, if anything, about Grandier's intentions. H's own nen had
obeyed their orders and cone no farther than the front hall, so they had been
able to escape the fire. There had been one casualty. Gaspard, one of the nen
who had been posted in the court behind the house, had been hit by a
splintered piece of flam ng wood as he tried to escape fromthe explosion. His
back and shoul der had been badly burned and he'd only escaped worse by rolling
in the nuddy street. Dubell had insisted on treating the injury i mediately,
and Thonas had been only too glad to permt it. Now Gaspard sat on a stone
bench in the shelter of a hostler's stall, his shirt and doubl et cut away so
Dubell could treat the blistering wound. The servant Berham was handi ng the
sorcerer supplies fromDr. Braun's medical box and Dr. Braun hinself was
hovering at Dubel Ts el bow. Thomas suspected that Berham was bei ng nore help

t han the younger sorcerer

"The fire is hardly our fault" G deon shrugged. "Blane G andier for it."

"Yes, he's a cunning bastard."

G deon gl anced at him frowning. "How do you nean?"
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Thomas didn't answer. Dubell had finished tying the bandage and Martin hel ped
Gaspard stand. As Castero led their horses forward, Thomas nudged his mare

cl ose enough to themto be heard over the shouting and the roar of the fire
and said, "Gaspard, | want you to ride with Martin."

"Sir, | do not need to be carried." The younger man's face was flushed and

si ckly.

"That was not a request, Sir." Thonmas was in no nmood for a debate. "You can
ri de behind himor you can hang head down over his saddl ebow, the choice is
yours."

Gaspard | ooked | ess conbative as he contenplated that thought, and let Martin
pul | himunresisting to the horses.

Ber ham was packi ng the nmedi cal box under Braun's direction and Dubell was
staring at the fire. Thomas had been considering the question of why G andier
had not killed Galen Dubell. The answer could be sinple—& andi er m ght have
wanted to extract information fromthe old scholar, and his plan had gone awy
when the King's Watch [ ocated the house. But somehow he didn't think it was
going to be sinple. The fire should have started when | broke the glass ball
Yes, it served the purpose of destroying Gandier's papers, butwhy not kil

all the birds with one stone? Unl ess he wanted us to rescue Dubell. But why?
To announce his presence? To show t hem how powerful and frightening he was? To
make them di strust Dubell?

As Berham took the box away to pack on his horse, Thomas waved Dr. Braun over
and | eaned down to ask him "Is it possible for Gandier to ... tanper with
anot her sorcerer, to put a geas on hinP"

Braun | ooked shocked. "A geas can be laid on an untrained mnd, yes, but not
on a sorcerer like Dr. Dubell."

"Are you very sure about that'"

"OfF course." After a monent, under Thomas's cl ose scrutiny, Braun coughed and

said, "Well, | amquite sure. | had to put gascoign powder in nmy eyes to see

t he wards around the house, and a geas, or any kind of spell, would be visible
on Dr. Dubell."
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"Al'l right." That was as good as they were going to get wthout taking the old
scholar to Lodun to be exam ned by the sorcerer-phil osophers there, and there
was no tinme for that.

Dubel I turned and canme toward diem "An unfortunate fire," he said. "There was
much to learn there.”

"I thought you said it was dangerous to create fire out of nothing?" Thomas
asked Braun.

"It is," Braun protested, flustered.

Dubell smled. "It depends on one's appreciation of danger."

"So much does," Thomas agreed. "They'll have sone questions for you at the
pal ace. "

"OfF course. | only hope ny small know edge can aid you."

"W'll find Gandier," G deon said, comng up beside them

Dubel Ts eyes were troubled. "If he continues his mschief on such a grand
scale, he will be hard to miss. He'll also be a fool, of course, but he may

not see it that way."

"Ch, | hardly think he's a fool," Thomas said. Castero and Berham had gotten
Gaspard mounted up behind Martin, and they began to turn their horses away
fromthe crowded street. As the others went down the alley, Thomas took one

| ast | ook at die burning house. So far G andi er had shown an odd conbinati on
of ruthlessness and restraint, and he was not sure which he found nore
daunting. The sorcerer had snatched Gal en Dubell out of his home in Lodun

i ndi scrinmnately slaughtering the servants who had witnessed it. For no
practical reason, since Lodun University was full of w zards and schol ars of
magi ¢ who had been able to divine G andier's identity w thin hours of

exam ning the scene. Yet the fire that could have been so devastating stuck to
Grandier's house like pitch and refused to spread to the ready tinder of the
other old buildings. As much as he might wish to, Thomas couldn't see it as a
gesture of defiance. He only wondered where, in what corner of the crowded
city, the word had passed to watch for a sorcerous blaze in the night, and
what to do then.

"DOES THE MASK fit?" Anton

Barasel li | ooked up at the young wonan who sat on the bal cony railing, her
feet swi nging under her tattered red skirt.

Gray eyes stared back at himfromdie pale features of the distorted

hal f-mask. "It fits. Do | have the part?"

Baraselli sat at his table on a bal cony overhanging the main room of the
Mumer's Mask tavern, where his acting troupe nade its hone. He was

m ddl e-aged, his dark hair diin and wi spy on his nearly bald head, but his

pl umpness and the newness of his clothes reflected his troupe's recent
prosperity. He could barely hear the woman's deep voi ce over the shouted
conversation, drunken argunents, and the conpeting strains of mandolin and
viola that rose up fromthe rowdy crowmd on the tavern's main floor below. The
weal t hi er patrons were drinking in the small private roons off the
second-floor gallery, the shutters propped open so the music could reach them
clearly.

"Well, you've no troupe to reconmrend you," Baraselli said, |eaning back. He
didn't want to pay her as nuch as she might ask. His [ast Col unmbi ne had run
off to be married, |eaving without a backward gl ance yesterday norning.
Baraselli had cone to Ile-Ri en fromconquered Adera years ago when all forns
of the Aderassi theater were despised and confined to back alleys and peasant
festivals. Now the war with Bisra was over and Il e-Rien's capital was nore
cosnmopolitan and free with its noney. Vienne was a jewel of a city in a rich
setting, standing on tenperate plains roughly in the
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center of the country, with rolling hills and olive groves on the warner coast
to the southwest, rich forested mdlands, and bl ack-soiled farm and in die
terraced vall eys of die high country to the north. Baraselli had liked it, and
now t hat Comredi a and other foreign theatricals were popular he liked it a



great deal nore

The wonman took the mask off and tossed it onto the table. Her |long hair was
dirty blond and her narrow face with its long nose and direct eyes was plain,
too plain to ever play the unmasked heroines. Her faded red dress was old and
wel | -worn, better than a country wonan's but no bawd's false finery either.
What ever the runonmi ongers thought, whores made terrible actresses.

She | ooked toward himwith a grin. Snoke fromthe candl es and cl ay pi pes bel ow
had reached up to touch the tavern's hi gh beaned ceiling and had spread out
like a cloud behind her. It was an interesting theatrical effect, but there
was sonet hi ng about the image that Baraselli found faintly disquieting. She
said, "I'mnot here to make ny fortune. |1'Il take what you paid the |ast one."
She had good teeth, too. "All right, you're our Colunbine. But on sufferance,
m nd. WeVe got an inportant engagenent—a very inportant engagement. |t happens
when you attract the crowds and prai se we have. If you don't give a fine

performance, you're out. If you do, well, it's one silver per fortnight and a
fair share of whatever they throw onto the stage."

"That's well, | agree.”

"Anton! Look out the window " Garin, still wearing the gray beard fromhis

Pant al one costune, came pounding up the stairs.

"What? |' m busy. "

Garin pushed past himand threw open the shutters of the w ndow behind
Baraselli's table.

"Dam it, you'll let die night air and the bogles in, you fool." Barasell
stood abruptly, jarring the table and sl opping wi ne onto the stained fl oor
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"But | ook at this." Garin pointed. The Mumer's Mask stood in a huddl e of
taverns and ol d houses on the side of a low hill commandi ng a good view of die

River Quarter. Lying before diemwere the narrow overhung streets of the ol der
and poorer area, which eventually led into the vast plazas and pillared
promenades surrounded by the garden courts of the wealthy. Farther to the west
and standi ng hi gh above the sl ate and wooden roofs were the domes of churches,
die fantastic and fanciful statues ornanenting the gables of the fortified
Great Houses, the spires of die stone-filigree palaces on the artificial

i slands on the river's upper reaches, all transforned into anonynous shapes of
alternating black and silver as clouds drifted past the moon. But now, against
the stark shadowy fornms of the crowded structures of the River Quarter, diey
could see the bright glow of fire, a harsh splash of color in die darkness.
"Down near Cross Street, | think," Garin said.

More of die troupe had drifted up the stairs in his wake, curious. "Lord save
it doesn't spread,” one of them whispered.

"Anot her bad onen," Baraselli nuttered. One of die clowns had died of fever
last nonth. Clowns were traditionally good luck in Adera, if not in lle-Rien
and having one of them di e unexpectedly had shaken the other performers. Cods
and spirits, no nore onmens before this of all performances, Baraselli prayed.
"Maybe it's a good onen," the new Col unbi ne said, selecting an apple out of
the bow on the table and watching the worried actors wi di oblique anusenent.
"Some people think fire is.”

Dark snoke streaned into die night sky.

They rode through St. Anne's Gate and into die cobbled court between the high
walls of the Mews and the Cisternan Guard Barracks. The facades of the two
bui | di ngs were al nost identical, though tinme and weather had scarred the
dressed stone in different ways. Each was entered by three great archways that
faced one another across die length of the court. Now torches
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threw reflections up onto the mst-slick stone as grooms and stabl enands
hurried to take the horses or curious C stermans wandered out to see what the
excitenment was.

Thomas di smount ed and handed the reins to one of the groons. He took off a



glove to rub the horse's nape, then let the man | ead her away. This was
Cisternan Guard territory, but it was also the closest entrance to the pal ace,
and he wanted Galen Dubell within a warded structure before G an-dier made
anot her attenpt on the old sorcerer

The pal ace wards repelled fay, sendings, and any other form of magical attack.
They were fitted together |ike the pieces of a puzzlebox, or a stained gl ass
wi ndow, and drifted constantly, noving past each other, folding over each
other, wandering at will over their domain. They woul d prevent the sorcerous
abduction that G andier had used to snatch Galen Dubell fromhis home in
Lodun, and the pal ace's other defenses were nore than adequate to hold off any
nore hired swords.

As Thomas crossed the court toward the two sorcerers, the G stenman Conmmrander
Vivan joined him The G stemans were the regular guard for the palace, their
ranks drawn fromthe famlies of the wealthy nerchant classes or the gentlenen
| andowners. Vivan had held the post of Commander for the past five years, and
even though the Ci stemans were ultimately under the King's authority, Vivan
had no particular political ax to grind, and Thomas found himeasy to dea

wi th. The Commander said, "A mdnight expedition? How exciting."

"I would have preferred to stay here and help you guard the stables, but duty
called,” Thomas told him

Vivan snorted. The old king Ful stan had made the Ci ster-nans his bodyguard out
of dislike for the Al bonate Knights, who had held the post traditionally. Wen
Ful stan ,s son Rol and had taken the throne, his mstrust of anything bel ongi ng
to his father had led himto denpte the Cistemans and return to the Al bons.
&oing fromthe King's Owm to the King's Ad had been a great |oss of prestige
for themand the Queen's
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Own had never let themforget it. Another sore point was that their cerenonial
tabards were dark green trimmed with gold, making them good targets and
appropriate decor during mdw nter festivals.

G deon reined in near them and di snounted, asking, "Captain, what orders?"
"Send these gentlenmen back to the Guard House." As the |ieutenant cane cl oser
and Thonmas could | ower his voice, he added, "Go to Lucas. Tell him what
happened and then wait to see if the Dowager Queen has questions for you. I|'ll
see himafter this neeting.”" He wanted to double his share of the guard

pl acenents and put a watch on Dubell.

"Yes, Captain." G deon nodded.

Vivan was eyeing the old sorcerer with grudging curiosity as Gal en Dubell and
Braun di smounted. He asked, "What were you doi ng, ki dnapping scholars out of

t he Phil osopher's Cross?"

"Exactly," Thomas said as he went to join the sorcerers. "I could never keep
anyt hing fromyou."
Thomas | ed Dubell out of the wet chill of the courtyard and through the inner

gate at its far end, passing under the spikes of an old portcullis. Dr. Braun
trailed behind them In the wall beyond, a heavy ironbound door guarded by two
alert Cistemans led into one of the corridors that ran inside the protective

i nner siege walls. The corridor was raw stone, lit by oil |anmps and
undecor at ed except for scribbled witings by present and | ong-dead occupants.
Dubel | shook his head. "I lived here for many years and there are still parts
of this place | have never seen. | amquite lost, Captain.”

"We're in the siege wall opposite the south curtain wall. The Sumrer Resi dence
and the Adamantine Way are behind us at the opposite end of the corridor, and
we're going toward the King's Bastion." This siege wall divided the newer
section of the palace with its open garden courts, domed Sumer Residence, and
the terraces and wi ndowed facades of the Gallery Wng fromthe junbled
col l ection of ancient blocky bastions, towers, and walls on the west side.
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A steep stairway led up into the King's Bastion, which | oomed above the A d



Courts and the Mews. As they clinbed, the surroundi ngs began to show rapid
signs of inmprovenment, the rough stone softened by hangi ngs and overlaid by
carved panelling. The ancient cracked tiles had been recently scrubbed and

polished, reflecting the light fromhall lanterns of stanped netal and gl ass
as soft pools of gold. They passed Ci steman guards posted on each | andi ng, and
began to hear the bastion's hum of activity, never still at any tinme of night.

At the fourth level, Thomas |ed themout of the older stairwell and across the
| anding to the carved-oak Queen's Staircase. They were in the heart of the
bastion now, and the nen posted here were Queen's guards.

Dubel | paused on die |anding, |ooking up at the wide staircase with its dark
wood carved into flow ng bands and banisters set with fragments of nmirror

gl ass. Then he shook his head as if at his own folly and said, "It has been a
long tinme."

The old sorcerer had been led this way the day of his exile ten years ago, to
see the Dowager Queen and to hear his sentence, which so easily could have
been deat h. Thomas acknow edged t he guards' salute, and thought it fortunate
all around that Ravenna had been | enient with Gal en Dubell.

The top of the staircase opened into a vestibule, the first roomin the
Dowager Queen's State Apartnents. The King's State Apartnents were on the
opposite side of the bastion, and the young Queen Fal ai se |ived in another
suite on the floor just bel ow. They passed the young pages waiting in the
vestibule and went in to the Guard Chanber, a long richly panelled roomlit by
several glass drop chandeliers. G deon was already there and several Queen's
guards surrounded him demandi ng to know how the night's work had gone. They
call ed greetings as Thonas entered, and he went forward to ask G deon, "D d
you see Lucas?"

"Yes, and he spoke to Ravenna. But the Bi sran anbassador cane in and denanded
to see her. They're in the Privy Council Chanber now. "

"Dam. \What does he want at this tinme of night'"
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"Who knows?" G deon shrugged. The anmbassador was a di pl omat, not a soldier
and the young lieutenant didn't think hima matter of much inportance.

Thomas consi dered a nonent. Sonething to do with Gandier? If it was, then
there went all hope of keeping the River Quarter incident quiet.

"Queen Fal ai se has been asking for nme." G deon | ooked unconfortable. "WIIl you
need ne anynore toni ght?"

"No, you can go on."

As G deon left, Thonmas | ooked around and saw Dubell was taking his | eave of
Dr. Braun, who had apparently decided not to brave an interview with the
Dowager Queen. The other guards were eyeing the sorcerer curiously, which at

| east nmeant that news of their adventure hadn't flown too far ahead of them
There were al so two young Al bonate squires waiting self-consciously in the
corner. So Renter is already here, Thomas thought. Wether that was good or
bad depended on what nood the King had been in when he'd sent him He said,
"We'll wait in here, Doctor," as Dubell turned back toward him and they went
into the anteroom

Tapestried hangings with a Garden of Paradi se thene matched the carpet and
tabl e covers, cloaking the large, high-ceilinged roomin rich shades of green
Reni er stood before the i mrense marbl e hearth, abstractedly watching a
manservant build up the fire. He was Preceptor of the palace's chapter of

Al bonat e Kni ghts, which was a nilitary order founded for the protection of the

King's person, and the only order of knighthood in Ile-Rien that still neant
nore than a courtesy title. They were menbers of sone of the highest fanmilies
inlle-Rien, brought into the Order as boys, living in nonastic discipline

until they were knighted by the King. Renier would probably have nmade a better
country bishop than a preceptor, but in his tenure he had kept the Order's
tendency toward religious fanatici smunder tight control. He had broad

shoul ders and was mnuscled |ike a bear, and still rode to tourney on King's
Ascensi on Day, easily managi ng the weight of the heavy cerenonial mail. Over



his court doublet and | ace-
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trimmred collar, the big red-bearded kni ght wore the bedraggl ed coat of

sackcl oth and poorly cured | eather all Al bon knights wore in honor of St

Al bon, who had done sone wandering in the wlderness before his sainthood.
Renter | ooked up at their entrance, saw Dubell, and smiled. "Success."

Thomas wat ched the Preceptor greet the old sorcerer, and wondered just how
much Renier had known of tonight's expedition

The door opened again and Lord Aviler stood there a nonent, eyeing them

t houghtfully. He was dark haired, dressed in the blood red state robes of the
M nistry, and his handsone sallow face was carefully controlled. He nodded to
Reni er and Gal en Dubell, then his gaze shifted to Thomas and he said, "The
River Quarter is on fire."

Thomas smiled slightly to hinself and went to | ean casual | y agai nst the
mant el piece. "Only a small portion of it." Aviler had foll owed so quickly
behi nd them that he knew the nman nust have been lying in wait.

"A stupid nmistake." He noved farther into the room his folded hands covered
by the hang of his sleeves. Thomas wondered if the pose was intentionally
copied fromthe High Mnister's late father, or if it was only habit. Aviler
had recently inherited the post of High Mnister of the body of nobles and
weal t hy nerchants who formally advised, or were supposed to advise, the King,
and had a great deal of theoretical power. But the Dowager Queen Ravenna
actively opposed him Queen Fal ai se ignored himexcept on social occasions,
and no one had been able to do anything with Rol and one way or the other since
he had taken the throne at the end of Ravenna's regency |ast year. Aviler was
statesman enough to resent this and just inexperienced enough to occasionally
reveal his feelings.

"Really, ny lord, what do you want me to say?" Thonas raised his brows
inquiringly. "That the m ssion was in danger of being found out so | set the
city on fire to confuse the issue?"
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Before Aviler could reply, Galen Dubell said quietly, "It was unavoi dable."
"Dr. Dubell." High Mnister Aviler acknow edged himstiffly. "lIt's a pity you

couldn't have returned sooner and avoi ded this consternation."”

"That was ny intention, my lord, but ny plans went sonewhat astray when ny
househol d was murdered and | was abducted." Dubell said it with such good
grace that Aviler was actually caught off guard.

"So Galen Dubell is a diplomat as well as a scholar,” Renier said softly to
Thomas as Aviler recovered his conposure. "He was sonething of a recluse when
| knew him but | suppose years of academ c infighting at Lodun will give

anyone eyes in the back of his head. It's good he's returned.”

Thomas wasn't about to admit he missed Dr. Surete, who had held the post of
Court Sorcerer since he could remenber and had di ed suddenly | ast nonth of

pl eurisy. Surete had been seventy years old, had called every man under the
age of sixty "boy," and had been the terror of the court for his ability to
use sardonic invective |like a bludgeon

Thomas said, "Let's hope Dubell's not anxious to get back to Lodun anytimnme
soon. W're going to need his help." Dr. Surete's assistant M| am had. been
killed in an accident before Surete hinmself had died, and since then there had
been not hi ng but argunent over who woul d receive the appoi ntrent while | esser
talents like Dr. Braun vied for attention

Reni er | ooked at himthoughtfully. '.'Lose anyone?"

Thomas' s expression betrayed nothing. "Does it nmatter?"

Reni er said softly, "Forgive him Thomas. He's a boy and he was angry."

"I thought you'd given up on the priesthood,” Thomas answered, thinking, If
Hs Majesty Roland wants nme to die in the line of duty, it's his business, but
he coul d have chosen a better tine. If he doesn 't see that Grandier is a
danger to the state ... At Renter's |ook he added, "It isn't ny place to



condemn himor forgive him But tell me, did Denzil suggest the plan to

Rol and, or was it soneone el se?"
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Renier stiffened visibly. "I know of no plan."

The doubl e doors into the Privy Council Chanber beyond the anteroom opened and
t he Bi sran anbassador stepped out, his expression grim He was an ol der man,
with the olive skin and hawkli ke profile of the Bisran aristocracy. Ile-Rien
and its capital and court were alien to him and his di sapproval was evident.
The excessive formality of the Bisran Court nade it stagnant and stultified,
while in Ile-Rien landlaw had traditionally permtted high officers and even
personal servants to address kings and queens as "ny lord" or "ny |lady," and
to forgo obeisance in informal circunstances. The anbassador's dark plain
clothing and sinple white collar also marked himas a menber of their sect
that regarded any kind of ornanentation as a work of Hell; the opul ence of the
pal ace nmust seem al nbost a personal insult.

The anbassador's hard eyes swept the room pausing on Galen Dubeti's scholar's
cope and narrowi ng in dismayed di sgust. Turning to the H gh Mnister he said,
"Anot her sorcerer for the King's nmenagerie, Lord Aviler?" In Bisra, the

magi cal as well as nmpbst of the phil osophical arts were condemed, though the
theurgic magic their priest-magicians practiced had been a deadly barrier

agai nst outside attack during the war. Sorcery that was not perforned under

t he auspi ces of the Bisran Church was outl awed, and puni shabl e by deat h.
Aviler hesitated, his diplomatic smle turning thin with annoyance, unable to
find the right words to defend DubeU s honor w thout insulting the anbassador
Before the silence could | ast [ ong enough to give the Bisran a victory, Thonas
i nterposed, "Perhaps that's a subject you should discuss with the King

hi nmsel f ?"

The anbassador flicked a resentful glance at himand received only an

i ngenuous smle in response. As a matter of policy, Roland did not receive the
Bi sran anbassador, who was not very pleased with this arrangenent, since it
required himto address his demands to the considerably | ess nall eabl e Dowager
Queen. But why is he here in the mddle of the
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night? It could be only obstinate determination to get a hearing no matter who
he i nconveni enced, but Thomas doubted it. To conmpound the Bisran's disconfort,
he added, "But |I'msure ny |ady Ravenna dealt with you to her best ability."

The anbassador said, "Her Majesty was nost... civil," and favored himw th the
same col d scrutiny he had enpl oyed on Dubell. The Bisran Court did not allow
favorites to wield political power, so the anbassador tended to di scount
Thomas' s position and influence, and cordially hated himas well. It probably

didn't help either that the shape and tilt of Thomas's bl ack eyes gave his
face a naturally cynical slant, and that with his dark hair and beard this

ef fect nade himresenble certain popular portraits of the Prince of Hell. If

t he anbassador had noticed the evidence his clinb on a wet and dirty buil ding
had I eft on his clothing, no doubt he attributed it to some adventure in
debauchery.

Turning stiffly back to Aviler, the anbassador said, "Another matter. | wanted
to make certain you understood that if Ile-Rien offers shelter to the devil's
son Grandier, the cost may be nore than you are prepared to pay."

Avi l er bowed, his reserved nanner masking a certain wariness. "l assure you,
nmy | ord Anbassador, |Ile-Rien has no intention of offering shelter to a
crimnal sorcerer who has caused your |and such pain."

Besi des, Grandier hasn't asked for shelter, Thomas thought. Unfortunately. And
since the Bisran sorcerer had announced his arrival in Ile-Ri en by abducting a
prom nent Lodun schol ar of Galen Dubell's reputation, it hardly seened
possi bl e that he woul d.

But it was likely that the ambassador was only using Gran-dier's presence in
the city as an excuse for a confrontation with Ravenna, and if he was being



prodded by the Bisran War Coll ege to take a nore aggressive stance with the
Dowager Queen, it could only mean trouble. Bisra was miles of dry flat plains,
and only tribute fromits conquered states kept its coffers full. The Bisran
Church exercised rigid controls on a popul ace that was | and-poor and

hal f-starved in the country
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and hovered at the brink of nob violence in the cromded cities. fle-Ri en had
its uprisings and city nmobs as well, but usually over taxes, and they were

scattered outbreaks that were settled within a few days. Bisra seened to
teeter always on the edge of chaos, and with He-Rien's rich land and its
Church's policy of tolerance toward the pagan O d Faith as a constant
irritant, war had been inevitable and frequent.

And now Urbain Grandier's depredati ons had nade them even nore desperate
Thomas wat ched critically as the ambassador nodded with bare courtesy to Lord
Aviler and strode to the anteroom door, the page stationed there barely
managi ng to swi ng open the heavy portal in tine.

As the door closed Aviler shook his head and said softly to Galen Dubell, "M
apol ogi es, Doctor. To a Bisran, any man in a scholar's gown is half denon."
Dubel Ts expression was cl osed and enigmatic. "And a sorcerer, of course, is
all denon."

Fromthe Privy Council Chanber two Queen's guards entered and stepped to
either side of the doors as the Dowager Queen canme into the room Everyone
bowed and she acknow edged themwith a nod and a slight smle. "Gentlenen.
Forgive the delay." Her graying red hair was tucked up into a | ace cap and she
wore a dark informal norning gown. She was over fifty now, and the years
hadn't di m ni shed her beauty, but transfornmed and refined it. Only the faint

[ augh |ines around her nouth and the shadow of strain at the corners of her
eyes betrayed her age. She took a seat in the brocaded canopy chair beside the
hearth, her attendant gentl ewoman settling on a cushi oned stool behind her
"Dr. Galen Dubell, I'mglad to find you in good health. Perhaps you can help
us in explaining this matter."

"Yes, ny lady. You saw ny letters concerning Urbain G andier?" Dubell said,

st eppi ng forward.

"Yes. Dr. Surete brought themto me when he requested your return to court.

H s unfortunate death del ayed the matter just long enough, it seens. Wen the
nessages cane from

Lodun telling of your disappearance | had already sent an order lifting the
ban and requesting your return.” As she spoke she was already unfolding a
square of half-conpl eted bl ack-work enbroidery and | ooking for the needle that
mar ked her place. Ravenna al ways had to have something to do with her hands.
It was a habit mat disconcerted all but the npst resolute of petitioners and
forei gn anbassadors, but Thonas noted it didn't seemto faze Dubell

The old sorcerer bowed to her. "I am honored, ny |ady."

Ravenna gestured that away. "Tell me nore about this Grandier. He has an odd
name for a Bisran."

Wat chi ng t he Dowager guardedly, Aviler said, "W have sonme know edge about his
early life. Ubain Grandier was a Bisran sorcerer and scholar, though it is
believed his father was fromlle-R en, possibly a visiting priest, or even a
nobl e, journeying there during one of the tenporary treaties in force in the
year of Grandier's birth. This would explain his surnane, which is certainly
not Bisran. Stubbornly, he refused to take another nanme, and this probably
contributed to the suspicion with which he was regarded there."

She frowned at her enbroidery. "H s original bffense was sonme outrage
concerni ng nuns, and the Bisran Church renmoved his sanction to perform
sorcery? And then he was arrested by the Inquisition?"

"Yes, ny lady. After his escape fromthe Inquisition, Gandier brought on a
pl ague and apparently made subtle changes in the weather over the Kiseran



plain, some of their richest farm and, and destroyed nost of their last year's
harvest. The Bisran theurgic sorcerers are said to be near exhaustion wth
hol di ng of f magi cal attacks on Church officials and the War Col |l ege."

Ravenna smiled tightly w thout |ooking up from her enbroidery. She hated Bisra
even nmore than she had hated her dead husband, the old king Fulstan. "One

m ght point out that it is nothing nore than they deserve."

"One mght," Aviler agreed. "But the point is that Gandi er has suddenly
chosen to cone to Ile-Rien.”
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Thomas shook his head, briefly amused. Aviler's relationship with the Dowager
Queen was an acri noni ous one.

For her part Ravenna merely studied the High Mnister a noment. Her fine

| ong-fi ngered hands had paused on the enbroidery, the gold needl e catching the
firelight. That m ght nean anything; Thomas had known her to order an
execution, explain to the culprit why it had to be done, and deny the fanmly's
fervent pleas for mercy, all without mssing a stitch. Then she drew the
strand of blue thread up tight and said, 'Tell nme about the events at the
convent, Lord Aviler." She nodded to her gentleworman. "Lady Anne knows she has
perm ssion to | eave the room shoul d she hear anything that causes her to fear
for her nodesty."

As Lady Anne bit her lip and | ooked studiously at the floor, Aviler frowned
and said, "The original incident took place at a convent in a town called
Lindre, in the northern part of Bisra. Gandier was accused of corrupting the
nuns, causing themto bl asphene against their own Church, to attack each
other, to performrituals that. "

"According to the Inquisitors General of Bisra," Galen Du-bell interrupted
gently, "he caused themto corrupt thenselves." The old schol ar had noved
toward the hearth and was staring into the fire, an expression in his eyes
that Thomas couldn't interpret. "They found evidence of human bl ood used in

rituals, symbols and books banned for centuries, the darkest nmagic ... There
was even sone evidence of an agreenment with a Lord of Hell."
As the others watched Dubell in silence, Thomas said, "In Bisra they stil

burn hedgepriests for putting curses on cows. Wiy do you feel you can trust

the Inquisition's reports?”

"True, Captain." Dubell turned back to them "The Inquisitors were, of course,

| ying. They manufactured the evidence, or nost of it. Scholars who are not

even sorcerers have itens in their possession that an evil mnd can

m sinterpret. And Urbain Grandier was a scholar. He studied the stars, as well

as die body and its ills and hunors. He was al so very outspoken in his

opi nions, and involved in the printing of inflamatory
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panphlets. It was for this that he cane under the Inquisition's scrutiny. The

i nci dent of some hysterical nuns at the Lindre Convent was used agai nst him

and he was given the usual sentence of torture and inprisonnment."

Dubel | 's voice had an enthralling quality. It night have been facilitated by

the growing warnth in the roomor the fatigue that was catching up with

Thomas, but the old sorcerer seemed to be painting a particularly vivid

pi cture of the man Grandi er had been

After a noment Dubell shook his head. "It turned him you mght say. He

escaped eventual ly, and began to commt many of the crines of which they had

accused him but on a larger scale. The plague, for instance. It caused

pockets of a poi sonous hunor to form beneath the skin, which burst when the

victimwas in death agony and spread the di sease to anyone who stood near by.

It caused so nmuch chaos entire cities were disrupted; the sick went untended.
Only a man well versed in healing-sorcery could have devised sonething so

terrible, and only a man driven mad with the lust for revenge could have

brought hinself to inplenment it." In the firelight, Dubell's face was a nask

of pain. Then he sighed. "Wen | heard that a man calling hinself G andier had



become established in the city and was believed to be a sorcerer, | thought it
best to bring the matter to Dr. Surete's attention. | only wish I'd acted
sooner."

Reni er had gone to the round table in the center of the room and was | ooking
t hrough the faded parchment and | eather maps stacked there. He pulled one out
and found Lindre, then dioughtfully tapped the red cross that marked the town
and asked, "You knew Grandi er very well?"

"No. Hi s excesses and the notivation for them were nuch di scussed at Lodun
where there is great interest in the natural, as well as the magical, arts.”
Dubell smled. "And the printing of an occasi onal pamphlet.”

"We know," Aviler said dryly. He paced a few steps, his face severe and only
hal f-visible in the candlelight. Aviler's late father had made his fortune in
tradi ng voyages to the East
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bef ore he had settled down to take over the Mnistry, and the stigm of those
origins made Aviler the Younger careful to preserve the proper aristocratic
di sdain toward the occasional political conmentary from Lodun. But the High
M ni ster dropped the subject and only asked, "Wy does G andi er conme here
now?"

Dubel | spread his hands. "I don't know. But whatever his reason, he must be
stopped and driven away."

Ravenna nodded. "Excesses in Bisra are all well and good, but he cannot be

allowed to commit them here. | agree, Doctor. But why did he seek you out?
Sone special grudge?"
"I't has been ten years since Dr. Surete and | last tended to the pal ace wards.

Wth Surete dead and Grandier runored to be in the city, | thought it best
that | should see to them again. The warding stones that hold the etheric
structure of spells in formation around the newer sections of the pal ace nust
be exam ned individually, though in the A d Courts where the wards are tied to
the structures thensel ves such attention is not necessary. But now | realize
the situation is even nore urgent than | thought If G andier nmeant to keep ne
fromexamning the wards after Dr. Surete's death, then he nmust have sone way
to circunmvent them"

Avil er |1 ooked up. "How is that possible?"

"The wards are not unlinmted or infallible. The sorcerers who constructed them
directed themto react to certain situations in certain ways. But their
creators could not, and did not, think of every situation. If a fay knew where
the gaps were that their novement occasionally creates, it could pass through
them unharned. " Galen Dubell smiled. "Dr. Surete knew the nost about the
wards. He could tell you their nanes."

"l see,"” Aviler nuttered.

"Do you? Good." Ravenna finished part of the pattern and spread the square of
needl ewor k out on her lap. "Dr. Dubell, when can you begin this exani nation of
t he wards?"

"Imedi ately. It will take several days, as some portions may only be

performed during certain hours of the night."
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"Cood, but we nust continue the search for Grandier."

Thomas said, "The King's Watch found that house; they'll find him" The King's
Wat ch was a euphenmismfor the network of spies set up by the late Aviler the
El der to keep an eye on discontented nobles living in the city and the foreign
cults that had begun to appear at that time. It was they who had been able to
find Gandier's River Quarter house when the Lodun sorcerers had naned hi m as
Gal en Dubel | ' s abductor.

"Very well. That is enough for now. Dr. Dubell nust rest before he begins his
work and | know you gentl emen have nuch to attend to."

As they nade to | eave, Ravenna added, "Stay a nonment, Captain.”

Thomas wai ted, and when the doors had closed behind the I ast of the others,



she asked, "It was difficult
"Fairly."

"That's hardly an answer."
He wat ched her a monent thoughtfully. That Roland had sent himon a m ssion
designed to cause his death probably rankled her nmore than it did him "Is
that why you wanted ne to stay, to indulge nmy sense of self-pity?"

"Ch, don't start. Roland could send you to the edge of the earth and I would
not care." She sniled for a nmoment, but her expression becanme bitter as she
snoot hed a section of the enbroidery. "Master Conadi ne was sent for today from
the Granges to help deal with Gandier. He should be here within the week. It
was the worst stupidity not to wait for himand to send you with only Dr.
Braun. "

"If I'd had the choice, | night have gone anyway," he admitted. "If we had

wai ted any | onger G andier could have killed Dubell."

"And taken a handful of men, and only Dr. Braun? Never mnd. Roland did it to
aggravate nme, and we know who encouraged himto it, don't we?" Ravenna tested
t he sharpness of her needle with a finger, then sel ected another out of the
case Lady Anne held ready for her. "And what other mi schief has Denzil been up
to lately?"
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Thomas went over to the hearth and took a seat on one of the stools near her
chair, feeling his weariness as a tight pain across his shoul ders. The epi sode
with Gandier had worried Ravenna nore than she had revealed to Aviler or the
others, but he let her change the subject. He said, "He visited a banker on
the Riverside Wy yesterday, but that was about a ganbling debt. If he's

pl anni ng somet hi ng now, he's taking nore care with it."

"Perhaps. Soneday he will m scalculate."

Thomas shrugged. "Rol and can al ways pardon him" Den-zil was Duke of Al sene,
Rol and' s ol der cousin on his father's side, and acknow edged favorite. There
were nen who had nore respect for the finer feelings of their dogs than Denzi
had for Rol and, but the young King still clung to him It was undoubtedly the
Duke who had tal ked Roland into sending a snall contingent of the Queen's
Guard to beard Grandier in his lair, knowi ng Thomas woul d be bound to | ead
them and knowing that it would infuriate Ravenna. Thomas rem nded hinsel f
there was nothing to be done about it tonight. But he was | ooking forward to

t he nonent when the news reached Denzil that he had gone into G andier's house
and brought Galen Dubell out alive without losing a single man. "What did the
Bi sran anbassador want'"

"To accuse us of harboring Grandier."” She nade a gesture of exasperation
willing to be Ied away fromthe subject of her son's favorite, "And also to
present a new list of their heretics sheltering in Ue-Rien, so they could be
arrested and returned to Bisra to bumfor their crimes. That the Bisran

I nqui sition has no authority within our borders is immterial, apparently. |

wi sh | knew why the anbassador is so certain that Gandier is here with our

bl essi ngs." She coughed, and Lady Anne hastily produced a | ace-edged cloth for
her .
Wat chi ng her accusingly, Thomas said, "You're not feeling well." She had

caught a lung flux last winter when they'had gone to Bannot-on-the-Shore to
qgquell a m nor upheaval anmong the March Barons. Her vitality made it difficult
to
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renenber that she was not a young worman anynore, and Thomas still regretted
allowing her to ride with the Guard instead of going in an encl osed carri age,
even if it had let her surprise the barons in the mddle of their secret
conference. The di sease had weakened her |ungs despite the best efforts of
apot hecari es and sorcerer-heal ers, and she wasn't up to any nore m dnight
rides over ice fields, whatever she mght think. "You didn't have to see
Dubel | tonight, or the ambassador."



"It is very danp out, and you are not ny nursenaid." She tucked the doth into
her sleeve, unperturbed, "I wanted to get this over with as quickly as
possible. And if the pal ace wards are weakening..." After a nonent, Ravenna
shook her head. "And what do you think of Dr. Dubell?"

Thomas knew she wasn't asking about the old scholar's abilities as a sorcerer
"He's no fool. He handles hinmself very well."

"Lord Aviler, the old Lord Aviler, not that young puppy of a High M nister
had great faith in Dubell. Despite his past disgrace." She sighed. "But 1've
kept you | ong enough."

Thomas stood up, took her hand, and kissed it. She said, "Ch, and |'d al nost
forgotten.” She rummaged in her sewi ng case, and pulled out a ribbon-tied
packet of letters to hand to him

"What is it?"

"An annoyance for you to deal with."

He accepted the packet with an expression of distaste. "And | was afraid

m ght have to sleep tonight."

"Ch, it isn't urgent. At least not to nme." She sniled. "Enjoy."

Stepping out into the Guard Room Thomas turned the packet over curiously.
Ravenna never forgot anything; it nust be sonmething she didn't want to

di scuss. Before he could untie the bound letters, he saw that Gal en Dubell was
waiting for him "A nonent, Captain?" the old sorcerer asked.

"Yes?"

"Forgive ne if the question is intrusive, but Lord Aviler
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does not care for you?" The Hi gh Mnister had al ready gone, though Renier was
still in the Guard Chanber, speaking quietly to the two Al bonate squires.

"Lord Aviler is like that." Dubel Ts expression held nothing but nild
curiosity. After a nonment, Thomas found hi nsel f saying, "He doesn't approve of
favorites. He's studied enough history to know what damage | could do if |
were inclined to it."

"I see." Dubell smiled. "Does Queen Falaise still have, her entourage of

poet s?"

Fal ai se had been a princess of Unberwal d when Ravenna had chosen her to marry
Rol and a year ago. At eighteen she was four years younger than the King, and
if Ravenna's notive in choosing her for a daughter-in-Ilaw had been to pick
soneone she could teach and influence, she had nade one of her few mni stakes.
Fal ai se m ght have been the quiet studious girl that the ambassadors had
descri bed when she was a third daughter with few prospects, but once here and
safely wed to Rol and she had taken to palace life Iike a beggar child |let

| oose in a bakery. "Yes, she does. City gossip reaches you all the way out in
Lodun?"

"City gossip is a treasured comodity. The servants bring it in with the mlk
every norning. The general opinion, | gathered, was one of relief that she had
chosen to turn her attentions to harm ess poets, considering what el se she
coul d have done."

"She coul d have had guardsnen. "

"Or sorcerers." Dubell's expression turned serious. "I owe you a great debt,
Captain."
Thomas | ooked at himsharply. "I think you've already repaid that debt."

Dubel | gestured that away. "Nevertheless, if | can help you in any way, do not
hesitate to call on ne."

As the sorcerer turned to follow the servants waiting to take himto his
roonms, Renier intercepted Thonas.

"There's sonmething | have to show you." He | ooked worri ed.
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Resi gned, Thomas foll owed the Al bonate Preceptor to a quieter corner of the
Guard Room "What is it?"

"Aletter. It arrived today in a packet of dispatches from Portier. The



courier's a trusted nman who swears he never |et the packet out of his sight.”
The big man unfol ded a square of paper. "This is a translation | had a priest
do."

Thomas took the paper. "Wat | anguage was it in?"

"dd Church Script.”

Thomas read the first scribbled sentence aloud, " 'O Best Beloved' ?" He | ooked
up, puzzled. "To whomwas it sent?"

"Roland. But the priest said that's the proper way to begin an old

riddl e-song, which is what this is.”

Wiere the nusic is not heard,

There was a |ight not seen,

There are barren MIs honme to nultitudes,

And dry | akes where fish are caught above a

city's towers. Catch the incantation, solve the song

"The answer is a sinple one: the Fay," Renier said.

There was only one person acquai nted with Rol and whose feelings would
natural ly express thenselves in poetic forns of the past. "You know who this
is from" Thonas said, |ooking up at the knight.

"The countryfol k are calling her Kade Carrion now. " Renier shrugged, uneasy.
"I suppose we're |ucky; she could have sent sonediing that exploded or told
the secrets of whomever picked it up."”

Rol and' s ol der sister, the bastard princess who had never forgiven anything.
Thomas tapped the rolled paper against his palm "An odd coi nci dence, with
Gal en Dubell here. Ravenna decides to pardon the man who first told the bane
of our lives that she was a witch, and the witch herself starts neddling

again." She had chosen her nmonment well. We have nore than
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enough to deal with from Grandier, and Kade is too dangerous to ignore.

"She's been quiet for almpst six nmonths. Wiy now?"

Across the room a nusician had taken a seat at the spinet and now pl ayed the
openi ng verse of a popul ar new ball ad, about a nan who fell in love with a
fayre queen and was taken away by her. He couldn't have chosen an air nore

i nappropriate to the nonment, Thomas thought. He said, "One hundred and

ni nety-seven days. | keep count. She m ght be in | eague with G andier." Though
Grandier had killed to protect hinself, and Kade was rather |ike a cat—f the
mouse was dead it was no good playing with it anynore. But peopl e change.
Reni er shook his head. "There's not much el se we can do. The sentry positions
have al ready been doubled and tripled for Gandier's sake." The knight's eyes
flicked up to neet Thonas's. "Dubell is going to tend the wards."

"Yes, he is, isn't he?"

"W've nothing to go on."

Thomas handed hi m back the letter. "Watch hi m anyway. "

AT THE FI RST creak of the door

Thomas was up on one el bow and drawi ng the main gauche fromthe belt hung over
t he bedpost. Then he recogni zed the nan entering the room and shoved the | ong
dagger back into its sheath. "Damm you, Phaistus."

The young servant shrugged and knelt beside the hearth to scrape the ashes
out, muttering to the unresponsive andirons, "Well, he's in a nood."

Thomas struggl ed out of bed. Despite the high ceiling and the natural tendency
for drafts, the roomwas al nost too warm daylight shining through the high

wi ndows was reflected dazzlingly off the whitewashed plaster of the walls. H's
scabbarded rapi er | eaned agai nst a red brocaded chair and his other three
civilian dueling swords hung on the wall, along with the heavier, broad-bl aded
weapons used for cavalry conbat. He ran a distracted hand through his hair,
wor ki ng the tangl es out, and said, "Wat's the hour?"

"Nearly midday, Sir. Ephraims outside. He said you wanted him And Master
Lucas brought that Ganbin fellowin."

"Good." Thomas stretched and grimaced. A few hours of sleep had done little
besi des give his bruised nuscles time to stiffen. \Wile Phai stus banged t hings



on the hearth, he found his trousers and top boots on the floor underneath the
bed's runbl ed white counterpoint and started to dress. "Clean that pistol."
The servant stood, wi ping his hands on his shiittatl and

56

MARTHA VEELLS

gl anci ng over the draw table where Thormas had | eft his wheell ock and rel oadi ng
gear. "\Were's the other one?"

Thomas grabbed up a pewter jug and threw it at Phai stus, who ducked, grinned,
and went on with what he was doi ng. Phaistus had come to the Guard House as

a. kitchen boy, silent and terrified, but had grown out of it before his voice
changed. "I obviously don't beat you enough,"” Thomas said, going over to the
tabl e and pushing back his sleeves to splash water on his face fromthe bow
there.

Undi st urbed, the boy asked, "Going to kill Ganbin, Sir?"

"It's a thought." Deciding he could wait to trimhis beard. Thomas pi cked up

t he scabbarded rapier and went into the small anteroom

Ephrai mwas waiting for him He was a little old man, the pockets of his faded
brown doubl et and breeches stuffed with sheaves of paper, the ballads he sold
on the street. Hi s stockings were nud stained and one of his shoes had a | arge
hole in the toe. He grinned and pulled his battered hat off. "You wanted to
see ne, Captain?"

"Someone sent a packet of letters to the Dowager Queen through Gambin. | want
you and your people to find out who hired him"

Ephrai m rubbed his grizzled chin. The best of the civilian spies Thomas

enpl oyed, Ephrai mwas discreet enough for the occasional official mssion as
well as for Thomas's own needs. "That could be difficult, Sir. That Ganbin | ad
hires out to so many there's no telling whose business he's on today, and he
m ghtn't have a reason to go back to the fellow, you know. "

"Ganbin's here now. I'll nake sure he does."

"Ahh. That's a different matter. The usual wages?"

"A bonus if you find out by tomorrow "

"Ch, | can't make any prom ses." Ephraimlooked flattered. "But we'll do our
poor best."

Thomas | eft himand went down the staircase toward the clash of steel and | oud
talk fromthe large hall on the lower floor. The old, ranbling house stood
just inside the Prince's Gate, where it was dwarfed by the bulk of the King's
Basti on
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and the Al bon Tower. For seventy years the house had been the headquarters of
the Queen's @uard and the property of whonever held the comm ssion of Captain.
The carved knobs topping the stairway' s balusters were gashed and chi pped from
practice bouts up and down the steps, and the walls still bore the faint scars
of powder burns from nore serious skirm shes.

The Queen's @uard were all scions of province nobility or second sons of

| anded famlies, with few expectations of |arge inheritances. The requirenent
for menbership was a termof service with a crown troop, preferably cavalry,
and an appointment fromthe Queen. In general the Queen's Om were unruly and
hard drinking, and carried on jeal ous and obsessive rivalries with both the
Gsternans and the Albon Order. They were also the nost effective elite force
in a country where until a few years ago private arni es had abounded;
conmmandi ng them had been Thomas's only anmbition for a long tine.

As he reached the second-floor |anding, Dr. Lanbe was just coming out of the
archway that led into the other wing. Dressed in a stained snock, the

apot hecary was foll owed by a young boy wei ghed down with various satchels and
bags of nedical paraphernalia. Thomas asked Lanmbe, "Did you see Gaspard?"

"I did, Captain, and I'mnot sure | believe it." Lanmbe adjusted the cap on his
bal di ng head. Apothecaries prepared the herbal remedi es used by
sorcerer-heal ers, and nany, |ike Lanbe, al so nmade good physicians, even

wi t hout any sorcer-ous skill. Healers learned in magic were in short supply



everywhere but in Lodun, where the university drew them by the dozens.

"What do you nean?"

"The buns are scarred over already." He shrugged. "I knew Gal en Dubell had a
reputation for healing-sorcery, but what did the man do?"

"Whatever it was, he did it quickly. He used sone things Braun had."
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"Dr. Braun's not so bad." Lanbe caught Thonmas's expression and added, "He's
not a steady sort, I'll give you that, Sir, but he has the makings of a fine
practitioner in him But this work of Dr. Dubel Ts... It would be an honor to

hand the man bandages."

Thomas wat ched Lanbe go, thoughtfully, then turned into the small second-fl oor
council room where Lucas waited for him

The dingy walls were hung with old maps and a lew tattered remants of fl ags,
some of which were trophies fromthe |last war, while others were nore recent
acquisitions fromthe G sternan Guard, who woul d undoubtedly give a great dea
to learn where they were. In the gl ass-fronted bookpress were cl assica

treati ses on warfare, nmanuals of drilling, nusketry, fencing, and tactics, The
Conpt eat Body of the Art Mlitary and Directions For Miusters. Lucas, the First
Li eutenant of the Queen's Guard, was |eaning back in a chair, nursing a
tankard, his boots propped up on the heavy plank table beside a wi ne bottle
and anot her tankard.

Ganbin was standing in the corner in an attitude that suggested he wanted to
be as far away from Lucas as possible, and his |long face was sullen. Ganbin
was a spy as well, but w thout Ephraims sense of professional integrity. He
wor ked nost often for the I esser lords of the court, and this was the first

ti me Thomas had considered himanything nore than a mnor irritant. He was
dressed in a red and gold sl ashed doublet, the peacock finery of a court
hanger-on that was particularly hateful to the eyes after a hard night and
little sleep. Ganbin said, "I've business el sewhere, Captain, if you dbn't

m nd." The bravado in his voice was unconvi nci ng.

Lucas rai sed an eyebrow. Thomas gl anced at the lieutenant as he set his rapier
down. Ignoring Ganbin, he poured wine into the other tankard, tasted it, and
wi nced in disgust. He said to Lucas, "Adijan '22? Are you mad?"

Lucas shrugged. "It wakes ne up."

"It wakes the dead." Thomas dropped into a chair and

| ooked at the spy. He waited until Ganbin's pale eyes shifted away from hi s,

t hen said, "Soneone gave you a package."

"They do. |I'mhandy for that," Gambin mnuttered.

"This was for the Dowager Queen."

The spy licked his lips. "Was it""

"Was it?" Lucas echoed.

"It was," Thomas said. He drew the rapier fromthe fine black |eather of the
scabbard and out of die corner of his eye saw Ganbin shift nervously. The hilt
was unador ned beyond the inherent el egance in die shapes of the half-shel
guard and the blunt points of the quillions, and the netal was worn snooth
fromuse. Thomas ran a finger down the flat of the narrow bl ade, apparently
giving all his attention to the shallow dents and scratches it had coll ected.
"Who gave it to you?"

"I"mnot saying | had any package."

Lucas pulled the packet of letters out of his runpled doublet and dropped it
on the table. Last night, after discovering that it was Ganbin who had
delivered the packet to one of Ravenna's gendewonen, Thomas had given it to
Lucas along with instructions to bring in the spy.

Thomas hel d the rapier up and sighted al ong the blade. Despite last night's

m sadventures, it was still unbent. "Were'd this package conme from then?"
Ganbi n | aughed nervously. "There's no proof | had anything to do with that."
Thomas | ooked up at him "A Queen's word is not good enough?" he asked softly.
"That's dangerously close to treason.”



"I ... That's . . ."

"Who gave it to you?"

Ganbi n nade the mi stake of changi ng defensive tactics. "I can't tell you
that."

" 'Can't? Surely not 'can't,' Lucas pointed out. "Perhaps you nean
"shouldn't'? There is a distinct difference."

"I meant | don't know who it was; he had his man give it to ne," Ganbin

pr ot est ed.
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"That's a pity." Thomas laid the rapier gently back on the table and stood up
"You're no use to us, then, are you?"

"So I'll be on ny way, then."

"Yes, do that."

The spy hesitated, started to speak, then made a sudden dash for the door
Thomas caught himas Ganbin faltered in the doorway at the sight of a group of
guards dicing in the next room He slung the spy around and sl anmed himface
first into the table.

Lucas deftly rescued the wine bottle and noved out of the way.

Ganbi n yel ped, the cry escalating into a screamas Thomas tw sted the spy's
armupward at an unnatural angle. He said, "Keep yelling. There's no one to
hear you who gives a damm. Now | suggest you consider an answer."

"Look here, I ... I'll find out who it is for you. | swear, he ... |'ve got
friends that can find him" The spy's voice rose in desperation

"I think you're lying. Doesn't it seemlike he's |ying?" Thomas asked Lucas.
"Well, he is handy that way."

"No, no, it's the truth," Ganbin panted. "I'll find him"

"Are you sure?" Thomas put a little nore of his weight on the man's abused arm
bone.

Ganbi n shrieked. "Yes, yes! | swear it!"

Thomas | et himgo and stepped back. Ganbin fell to the floor, gasping. He
staggered to his feet, clutching his arm and stunbled for the door

Thomas stood his chair upright and recovered his tankard fromthe floor. He
gestured at the wine bottle Lucas was holding protectively. "Are you keepi ng
that all for yourself?"

Lucas passed it to himas he took his own seat. "I thought it woke the dead."
"It does. That's what bad years are for." He poured the tankard full and took
a long drink. He resented wasting the time on Ganmbin, and wanted to get back
to the problemof Gandier. The three prisoners they had taken | ast night had
known not hing. The man who had hired them had worn a hood and a mask, which
was a conmon practice for nobles and the wealthy slumring in | ow taverns, and
they had not been able to decide if he was a Bisran. Wich mght nean G andier
spoke wi thout an accent, that the man who had done the hiring had not been the
sorcerer but another confederate, or that the hirelings were too witless to
have known himfor Bisran if he had been wearing a Bisran cornet officer's
tabard. W know not hi ng about G andi er, Thomas thought in disgust, except
runor and common know edge. "I suppose G deon relieved you at dawn."

"Yes, and he was disgustingly cheery about it. |I can't recall being that
energetic as a youth. Wio's foll ow ng Ganbi n?"

"Ephraim the one that pretends to be a ballad-seller.™

"Ch, hiring out, are we?"

"Had to. AH the regulars fromthe King's Watch are still |ooking for

G andi er."

"Grandier's a bad business." Lucas picked up the packet of letters and gl anced
through it. "So you're having an affair with the Countess of Mayence?"
"Along, torrid affair. | get very effusive about it in the one dated | ast
month." He didn't mind his lieutenant's raillery. Lucas was perhaps the first
man Thomas had |l earned to trust entirety, when with the rest of the Queen's



Guard they had been enpl oyed as couriers and intelligence-gatherers during the
| ast Bisran War. Since they were both dark enough to pass for Aderassi, the
two of them had once spent six days disguised as nercenaries fromthat small
country in a Bisran cavalry encanmpnent on the wong side of a wide and rising
river. The Bisran commander had staged executions of captured officers of the
Ile-Rien arny as after-dinner entertai nment, and the bounty he had offered for
Queen's Guardsmen was enough to support a well-to-do nerchant famly for a

year.
"Yes, | particularly enjoyed that one." The older |ieutenant spread the letter
out on the table to exam ne the signature. "It's a good forgery. |'d think
there were sonme truth to it if |
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didn't know you were too proper a gentleman to stand in line with the good
countess's groons and | ackeys. | expect it's a lucky thing the Dowager thinks
so too."

"It's hardly luck. If Ravenna had asked me if 1'd actually slept with the
countess, | would' ve had to tell her | honestly couldn't remenber. Mst of the

court ladies are starting to |l ook alike to nme." Thomas and Ravenna had not
been | overs for nore than a year, since her health had first begun to fail,
and she knew that he'd had other wonmen since then. It had not changed anything
between them their relationship had passed that point |ong ago. The only
worman she woul d have objected to was Fal ai se. Not too nany years ago pal ace
coups had ignited as quickly as fises in a dry sumer; Ravenna coul d not
afford to have the man who comranded her guard beconme attached to a
daught er- queen who in many ways was still an unknown quantity, and who one day
mght like to rid herself of a dom nating nother-in-Iaw

But even though the letters had failed in their purpose, they were an
annoyance at a tinme when Ravenna needed himfree to help her, and not
constantly guardi ng his own back. Thomas tapped the packet. 'This was done by
soneone who doesn't know Ravenna."

Lucas nodded. " Someone who doesn't realize how little she appreci ates people
who trouble with her personal " —he paused and his mouth

qui rked—matters."

Thomas strongly suspected his friend had been about to say "affairs." He |et
it pass and said, "It's nore the sort of thing that would work with Rol and.
wonder if our anonynous schemer plans to try it." If some disgruntled courtier
also tried to drive a wedge between Roland and his cousin Denzil in this
manner, Thomas wi shed himluck, but it was far nore likely this asinine trick
was the brainchild of one of the Duke of Alsene's cronies. Inspired by a few
casual ly dropped hints by Denzil hinself, of course.

Lucas | ooked thoughtful. "I wonder if it's been tried already."
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"I'd think the screams woul d have been audi bl e even over on this end of the
court. But there's no way to be certain.”

"Surely Renier, the ideal of perfect knighthood, would know. "

Thomas snorted. As the ideal of perfect knighthood, Renier was not w thout
flaws. He was a skilled swordsman but tended to depend too much on his weight
and size, using his greater strength to bowl over smaller opponents. This
techni que had some nerit: there were many nmen who unwi sely dueled with the
Preceptor of the Al bon Knights only to end with his footprints down their
backs. Renier had knocked Thonas down once in a friendly duel, and when the
Preceptor had stepped in close to follow up, Thomas had retaliated by slanm ng
himin the groin with the hilt of his main gauche. Renier didn't seemto hold
it agai nst Thomas, and his good hunor never seened to suffer. But Renier had a
m sgui ded perception of loyalty, and while he was not a bad influence on the
young King, he was not a good one either. He often went out of his way to
repeat to Rol and what everyone else in his hearing said, wthout regard for

Rol and's sensibilities or the safety of those whose carel ess words were | ater



used agai nst them Thomas said, "The ideal of perfect knighthood thinks it's
his duty to tell Roland every word | say to him and God knows what His

Maj esty woul d nake of the question.”

"Well, whatever you think." Lucas got to his feet slowy. He was only a few
years ol der than his captain, but he noved |ike a much ol der man when he was
tired. The refl exes go, Thomas thought, |ooking at the rapier lying on the
table. And that's that.

Lucas said, "I'moff to a well-deserved rest. Ch, there's that entertai nment
at court tonight. WIl you need ne?"
"No, Gdeon and I will take it. |I've doubled the duty list for it, what with

all our other little troubles." The acting troupes brought to court by the
Master of Revels didn't ordinarily present nuch of a problem Before they
reached the pal ace they were exanined for foreign spies or suspected
anar chi sts,
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and the actors seldomturned mad and attacked anyone. "Wat sort of play is
ittt

"An Aderassi Comedi a."

"Well, it could ve been a pastoral." Thomas drained the tankard.

"Ch, there's this. 1'd forgotten." Lucas picked up a | eather dispatch case
froma pile along the wall and tossed it onto the table. It was stuffed with
papers.

Thomas | ooked at it w thout enthusiasm "Wat's that'"

"The King's Watch sent it over. It's sone witings and copies of docunents
fromGandier's heresy trial in Bisra."

"You're joking," Sitting up, Thomas pulled out the papers and thunbed through
t he pages of faded script. "How did they get it?"

"A Viscondin monk who was travelling in Bisra attended the trial. He asked one
of the officiating priests if he could copy the docurments, and they all owed
it. None of it was considered secret, or inportant, apparently. The King's
Watch said it wouldn't be of any use, but they know how you are about these
things so they sent it along.”

As Lucas left, Thomas spread out the papers. The Viscondin Order was one of
the few brotherhoods that could still cross the border to Bisra freely. The
Church of Ile-Rien and the Church of Bisra had declared ecclesiastical war on
each ot her when the bishops of Ile-Ri en decided agai nst purging the
countryside of the pagan A d Faith. The Bisran Inquisition had started its
persecution of sorcerers at about the sane tine, and the Church of Ile-Ren's
objections to it had caused Bisra to outlaw nost of the independent religious
orders.

The Vi scondi n nonk had copi ed the court docunents in the original Bisran
Thomas coul d read Low Bi sran, but not the elaborate H gh Script used for their
of ficial docunments. He doubted the nmonk had been able to either, and the
King's Watch had probably not bothered. He sorted the unreadabl e docunents
aside to send to the palace clerks for translation.

It was clear even fromthe nonk's crabbed notes on the evidence that G andier
had been a victim The nuns' testinony
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had been confused and contradictory, and the details of how G andi er had
enchanted them were vague at best; if they had brought such charges in
Ile-Rien a nagistrate woul d have had themall hauled off to gaol for false

wi tness and wasting the time of a |law court. According to the nonk, one nun
had even tried to recant her testinony but the judges had refused to hear her
Grandi er had been tortured with fire, the choking-pear, and the other devices
the Inquisition used to obtain confessions of heresy. Despite this the
sorcerer had refused to confess, and had been sentenced to the question

ordi nary and extraordi nary. He had been subjected to both strappado, having
been hoi sted by his bound arms and dropped to a stone floor, and squassation



during which the executioner had attached heavy weights to the victinms feet,
t hen hoi sted and dropped himto within a few inches of the floor until |inbs
had been dislocated. The scars woul d be visible on his face, his hands. Even
if he's healed hinself, he can't conceal that kind of injury. It would be a
mracle if he could straighten his back or wal k without Iinping, Thomas

t hought .

Grandi er disappeared fromhis cell a few weeks after his torture. A nonth
|ater the priest who had brought the original conplaint died insane. Wthin
anot her month the bi shop who headed the Inquisitorial Committee foll owed him
The witch-pricker, who had probably falsified the denon marks he had reported
finding on G andier's body during torture, died later in "terrible delirium"
as the nonk described it. The account ended there, before the plague and the
other horrific disasters now attributed to the outlaw sorcerer

If he wasn't working dark magi c before the trial, Thomas thought, he is now.
The afternoon at the Mummrer's Mask passed slowy as the tavenkeepers recovered
fromthe night before and the acting troupe prepared for the night to cone.
Baraselli and his assistants sat at a big round table on the tavern's nmain
floor arguing over which characters they would use tonight, while the
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actors |l ounged nearby feigning disinterest. Shafts of sunlight fromthe
cracked wi ndows glittered off the dust in the air and the various

par aphernalia of the stage that had been haul ed out for inspection

Silvetta, the actress who played one of the heroines, said, "Wat did you say
your name was?" to the woman who had been hired for the Col unbi ne mask.

There was a nonent of hesitation before the woman answered, "It's Kade." She
was sitting on top of one of the wi ne-stained tables, her |egs fol ded beneath
her skirt in a position that nbpst wonmen of better breedi ng woul d have found
difficult if not inpossible. The playing cards she shuffled "ere a tattered
pack bel onging to the tavern

"Real ly? Don't tell Baraselli." Silvetta shuddered, rolling her eyes in a
gesture better suited for the stage. "Bad luck, ill onens, that's all he tal ks
about. But they don't give children that nanme here anynore, do they? Except in
the country. Are you fromthe country?"

"Yes."

"When did you | earn Comedi a?"

"I travelled around with one for a while and | earned the Col unbi ne mask. That
was after | got out of the convent," Kade told her

"Why were you in a convent'"

"My wi cked stepnother sent me there."

"Ch, you're telling ne a tale." Personal questions out of the way, she said,
"Do ny fortune again."

"I doubt it's changed any in the past hour."

"You can't tell; it mght have."

"You can tell," Kade said, but began to lay out die cards for the fortune
anyway.

Corrine, the other heroine, appeared out of one of the back roons carrying two
dresses visible only as tunbl ed confections of sparkled fabric and | ace. "Wat
do you think, this blue or that blue?"

Bot h wonen paused to give the matter serious consideration. "That one,"
Silvetta said finally.
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"I think so," Kade agreed.

"What are you wearing?" Corrine asked her

Kade suspected she was anxious to make sure she wasn't going to be outshone by
t he woman pl aying her maid. Wth a shrug of one shoul der, Kade indicated the

| oose red gown she wore over the | ow necked snock and said, "This.11

"You can't wear mat," Silvetta objected.

"I"'mplaying a maid." She | aughed. "What el se should |I wear?"



The free fortune-telling had won Silvetta over conpletely. She said, "At |east
et me curl your hair."

Kade ran a hand through tine linp hair that the dusty sunlight was tenporarily
transformng into spun gold. Ordinarily she considered it the col or of wheat
suffering fromrotting blight. "Wth an iron?"

"OfF course, you goose, what el se?"

"I hate that."

Corrine draped the gowns over a chair and said, "The thing to do is to attract
attention to yourself. There's plenty of nen there, gentlenen, |ords, wealthy
men, on the | ookout for nmistresses. O course, it's not often you can get
somet hi ng permanent, you understand, but it's worth a go."

"Real | y?" Kade asked, her tone a shade too ingenuous, but not so rmuch so that
the other two wonmen suspected subtle nockery.

"Much better than an actor," Silvetta said, and jerked her head in the
direction of the tavern entrance. The actor who played the Arlequin stood
there talking to one of the tavern-keeps, having just come in fromthe street.
He was darkly handsome, clean-shaven after die current fashion in Adera, and

didn't look at all like the other actors who played cl owns.
After a noment, Kade said, "How well do you know hi nP"
Silvetta answered, "He's new. Baraselli hired himlast nonth when the other

Arlequin died."

"Was he an old man?"

"Ch, no, all our clowns are young. He died of a fever. It was very bad luck."
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The Arlequin had glanced in their direction, and seened to be staling at Kade.
Corrine, who apparently had only one thought in her head, grinned and said,
"He |ikes you."

But Kade, who could read wolfish contenpt in those dark eyes, snorted and
said, "Hardly," and by sleight of hand managed to insinuate the card for
future wealth into Silvetta's fortune.

Thomas had spent the afternoon checking on the progress of the inquiries he
had set in motion |ast night, but the King's Watch had made little headway so
far. He had wanted to sound out Gal en Dubell on the subject of his one tine
student Kade Carrion, but last night hadn't seened the right nmonent after the
sorcerer's rescue fromthree harrow ng days as Urbain G andier's prisoner

Gal en Dubell had noved into the late Dr. Surete's old roons, and Thomas found
hi mt here when the afternoon sun was gl owi ng through the wi ndows and filling
the high-ceilinged roomwith light. The old Court Sorcerer had needed this
room when his eyes had started to fail; the multipaned wi ndows in the west
wal I took full advantage of the daylight. Gold-tri med bookshel ves covered the
other walls and a globe still shielded by its protective |eather cover stood
in the corner. The rest of the furniture was buried under piles of nore books
and a fine | ayer of dust.

When the servant |ed Thomas into the room Dubell |ooked up fromhis witing
desk and sniled. "Captain." He was wearing a battered pair of gold-rinmed
readi ng spectacl es and open books were spread out on one side of the partners
desk Dr. Surete had once shared with his assistant M ani

Thomas said, "I wanted to thank you for what you did for ny man |last night. He
woul d have died if you hadn't healed him"

"You are wel come, but | don't think that is the only thing you cane to speak
about. Please be direct."

Vll, well. Thomas | eaned on a bookshel f and tipped his
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pl umed hat back, finding hinself nore amused than disconfited. Directness was
not somet hi ng one encountered often at court. "W've had a nessage from an old
acquai ntance of yours. H's Majesty Roland' s half sister Kade."

"So that is it." Dubell took off his spectacles and tapped them thoughtfully
agai nst the carved armof his chair. For the first time he | ooked |ike a young



man who had gradually grown old rather than the nodel of an aged
wi zar d-schol ar who had sprung fully formed out of the fertile ground at Lodun

University. "Indeed, | know Kade."
"She was your apprentice.”
"Not quite. | was the first to show her the uses for the talent she already

had. A mistake | have already paid for. Ten years is a long tinme to be

bani shed fromthe city of one's birth." He shook his head, disnissing the

t hought. "But you have had a nmessage from her?"

"Yes. It seens to suggest she's about to pay a visit."

"I'n person? That is odd. She usually sends tricks disguised as gifts, doesn't
she?"

"I'f you can call themthat." Kade's tricks ranged fromthe dangerous to the
ridicul ous. The goblet that no adulterer could drink from had provi ded sone
enbarrassi ng and hunorous nonents for the entire court. A gift of a necklet
that, once clasped, contracted and cut the wearer's head off had been

consi derably | ess entertaining. The anci ent kni ght who had arrived | ast

m dwi nter with his beheadi ng game had been one of the nmpst frightening but the
| east substantive. O course, Renier had fallen for it like a sack of rocks
off awall. It had taken the Preceptor of the Al bon Knights off on a two-nmonth
guest that was notable for its pointiessness and not much el se. Presumably the
fay sorceress had watched from a di stance, |aughing her own head off. When
viol ent, Kade was about as subtle as a thrown hammer; when devi ous, she stil
preferred to sign her nane to the deed. As an enemny Thomas woul d have
preferred Kade over Urbain G andier; she, at |east, was a known danger. "Could
she be coming to see you?" he asked Dubell.
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The sorcerer got to his feet and went toward one of the w ndows that | ooked
out on the Rose Court five stories below Thomas followed him The stone paths
bel ow formed gray rivers anong islands of small red and white fall roses. On
one of those shaded rivers were a gallant and a court |ady, standing close
toget her in conversation. There was sonething furtive in the turn of the
worman' s head that spoke of an assignation. They couldn't know they were being
wat ched by the Captain of the Queen's Guard and the man who woul d probably be
made Court Sorcerer sometine in the next few nonths, but in the pal ace sonmeone
was al ways wat chi ng.

After a noment Dubell said, "Kade could have seen nme nore easily at Lodun. Wy
shoul d she wait until now?"

"I can't answer that, Doctor. She's only half human and | don't understand why
she does anything." No one had been able to answer the question "why" when
Kade' s not her appeared at court twenty-five years ago to captivate the old
ki ng Ful stan. No one had known she was Mire, a great queen in her own right
fromone of the multitude of fayre kingdons that hid under ancient barrows,
deceptively deep | akes, or the disappearing islands that lay off the southern
coast. She had held Fulstan's attention constantly, day and night, for one
year before departing and | eaving behind her a baby daughter like a forgotten
pi ece of baggage and a man who was far worse a king than he had ever been

bef ore.

Dubell had a way of seeming to pick up on someone else's train of thought. He
said, "I renenber her nother. | was a young man then. The King's Conpany was
perform ng The Fortunate Lands and suddenly she was there, dressed in black
and her jewels like stars. The Queen of Air and Darkness." He picked up a book
fromthe wi ndow | edge and absently added it to a stack on a nearby chair. "A
wi ser man m ght have seen a potential danger in Kade. The fay who appear the
nost human are often nore changeabl e and vindictive than their nonstrous
brethren. But | saw only an isolated child with the first stirrings of rea
power and the wit and the will to use it | adnmit | have never felt guilty,
Captain. | gave her only an
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elementary tutoring in the craft. If | hadn't, she would have found sonmeone
else. I'msorry for what she has done with the know edge since then, but I
assune no responsibility for it." He | ooked back at Thonas seriously. "
suspect that may be | ese-mmjeste.”

"Perhaps, but it's a mld formof it." Conpared to nost of what goes on here.
"And we do need your help." He was sure Dubell realized that until another
court sorcerer could arrive he had themover a barrel, and Thomas was curi ous
to see if the old scholar would conme out and admit it.

Dubel | shook his head. "I took a vow of fealty when | first cane here years
ago. Whatever differences of opinion have arisen since then can have no
bearing on it."

The ol d sorcerer stood there watching the garden bel ow, his stooped shoul ders
reveal i ng his bone-weary exhaustion. Galen Dubell spoke so freely it made
suspicion difficult, even for someone in whom suspicion was a deeply ingrained
habit. And how many tinmes does a man have to swear undying |oyalty before you
have to take himat his word? Thomas thought. At |east until events prove

ot herw se.

The couple in the court bel ow had noved somewhere out of sight. Dubell asked,
"Has anything been heard of G an-dier?"

"No, not so far. He's not going to be so easy to find again. You haven't
renenber ed anything el se you heard that night hint of his plans?" Thonmas asked
wi t hout nmuch hope. They had gone over all this exhaustively | ast night on the
way back to the pal ace

"No, | saw and heard very little of anyone. A thing to be glad of, since
expect that is why they allowed ne to live."

"I don't know. This is a very conplex game he's playing."

Dubel | nodded. "So it is," he agreed. "So it is."

Wth winter on the way, the days were growi ng shorter, but as night dropped
over the city on this particul ar day, Thomas felt he had done a great deal and
gotten absolutely no results for any of it. As he | eaned on the bal ustrade of
the Queen's
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| oggi a and repeated to his young |lieutenant G deon the |ast message fromthe
Ki ng's Watch commander, he was even nore convinced of it.

One of the roofed terrace's walls was open to the night and to a view of the
park and the river canal where it ran for a time within the towering bul k of
the pal ace's outer curtain wall. Paintings on oiled silk hung fromthe edge of
the roof, rippling slightly in the sharp cool ness of the evening breeze.
"They've lost Grandier's trail conpletely,” Thonas told G deon. Both were
dressed in dark brocades for court, with lace at collars and cuffs and

overl apping their top boots. Thomas wore Ravenna's signature color of red in
the ribbons on his sleeves and his sword knot. "Which isn't surprising at this
point. He was here secretly |long enough to establish that house; he could have
bolt holes all over the city by now. "

"That's not very encouraging,"” the lieutenant said with a rueful expression
One of G deon's duties was the command of the group of Queen's guards that
formed Queen Fal ai se's escort, and he had been attending to her nost of the
day instead of participating in the nore exciting search for G an-dier.
"That's an understatenment." Thonas wat ched the breeze ripple the surface of
the canal. G deon had been Fal aise's |lover for the past nmonth, and he wondered
if the younger man realized that he knew it. Thonas hoped it didn't becone
awkward. |'ve known Hi m since he was a boy, he thought. 1'd hate to have to
kill him Mted nusic and | aughter drifted up the graceful staircase to the

| oggi a. The open doors in the archway below led into the entrance hall of the
Grand Gallery where the night's entertainnent for the court was being staged
Thomas said, "Grandier's playing with us. | think he wanted us to find himthe
first time, and the question of why isn't an easy one." He shook his head.
"I"ll have to talk to the King's Watch commander again tonight."

"Yes. Wll, there's one other thing." G deon lowered his voice. "My | ady



Fal ai se wants to see you. | know what you've said about that, Captain, and
have put her off, but. "
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"I"lIl take care of it." You'd think the woman didn't have any sense of

sel f-preservation, he thought. Thomas was trying to avoid giving Queen Fal ai se
an opportunity to make himany offers he would be honor-bound to tell her

not her-i n-1 aw Ravenna about. "Wo is she with at the nonent'"

"Aristofan, he calls hinself." G deon grinned. "Hi s real nanme is Semnue
Porter."

"Which one is he?"

"The pinply one."

"They're all pinply, G deon."

"The pinply one with the red hair." He hesitated. "Braun's conming this way."
Thomas | ooked around. Dr. Braun, dressed for court in.a black velvet scholar's
gown, was gesturing erratically at themfromthe |anding bel ow the |oggia. "He
seens to have sonething on his mnd," Thomas said.

G deon | ooked down at the young sorcerer with thinly veiled contenpt. "He
nearly got Gaspard killed funbling around with the wards at that

wi zar d- house. "

"Then perhaps it will offset all the tines that Gaspard has nearly gotten
hinself killed. Go on back to Falaise. See if you can tactfully encourage her
to show up for court.”

"Sir," Gdeon saluted and headed for the stairway |eading to the upper |evels
and Thomas went down to neet Dr. Braun

"I have sonething | need to discuss with you,'
Thomas reached him

Dr. Braun was worried, and his normal hangdog expression had given way to a

| ook of frightened intelligence. Thomas found hi nsel f asking seriously, "Wat
isit?"

"Captain!" The voice hailed himfromthe arched entrance to the Gand Gallery.

the sorcerer said hurriedly as

Hell, it's Denzil, Thomas thought. He told Braun, "If it can't wait, tell me
qui ckly."

Braun hesitated, his nervous eyes on the approaching Denzil. "It can wait," he
said. "I'll cone to the Gand Gallery later."

"Are you sure?"
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"Yes." The young man began to sidle uneasily away.

"Very well."

Braun nodded and all but bolted out of the entrance hall.

Thomas went to join Denzil.

The Duke of Al sene's father had been a wastrel and little better than a border
bandit who managed to | ose npst of the famly properties by the time of his
death. Denzil had inherited the Duchy of Al sene at age eight, surrounded by a
large fanm|ly of grasping and inmpoverished noble rel atives. Seven years |ater
when he had cone to court and captured Roland's favor, all those properties
had been restored, and he had been made generous gifts of |land, court offices,
and the incomes that cane with them Now he had his own cadre of debauched and
wort hl ess young nobl es, and he encouraged themto plot and spread runors and
ot herwi se annoy Ravenna, even though two of his foolish friends had gone too
far, and died for it on the Traitor's Block outside the city. Ravenna was
continually bal ked by his influence over Roland, and if Den-zil's famly had
deliberately trained himfor the part he played now, they coul dn't have done
better.

"I'"ve heard some unpl easant runors about the crown's intentions toward ny
manor at Bel Garde, Captain," Denzif said, adjusting the set of his gloves and
deliberately not |ooking at Thomas. The King's cousin was the mirror of the
perfect courtier. Hs blond hair was curled to perfection, his beard perfectly
trimed, his handsone features unscarred by the ravages of battle, work, or



time, his anber doublet trimed with aglets and his gol d- enbroi dered breeches
di e height of fashion. That m ght be part of the attraction Denzil had for

Rol and; the King had al ways been an awkward boy. "Perhaps you can put ne right
onit."

"I would be happy to put you right, ny lord," Thomas said easily.

At tfiat the Duke's eyes lifted to neet his, cold blue and opaque, and very
much at odds with the pettiness he was affecting. After a nmoment he smled

i ngenuously. "l've heard
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that a cavalry officer thinks ny manor there is sone sort of a threat."

That was enough to tell Thomas that Denzil already knew all and was only
trying to bait him Bel Garde was built around a fortified tower overl ooki ng
the city. In die last century it had withstood a two-year siege and it would
make an ideal staging area for an attack on the city wall. That Denzil should
be owner of such a valuable and potentially dangerous property was a sore
point with the older nobility and particularly 'Ravenna. Thomas silently
dammed whoever had let slip their plans to the young Duke and said, "It isn't
a manor, Sir. It's a fortress, and in violation of the edict against private
fortifications." The edict hel ped di scourage rebellious nobles, but Rol and had
managed to avoid the issue of Denzil's property at Bel Garde for the past

year. He had finally given in to Lord General Villon's diplomatic prodding,

but the difficulty had lain in keeping it fromDenzil until they could get a
si gned warrant from Rol and.

"Who has said this?"

"Lord Ceneral Villon, the commander of the siege engine cavalry."

"He's a fool."

"It is possible he was m sled by the nobat and the crenellated walls."

Denzil fingered one of the tawny stones set into the cup hilt of his rapier
apparently trying to decide if the nockery was worth taking i ssue with or not
Thomas knew t he gesture for an enpty one, perhaps put on for the benefit of a
group of courtiers now crossing the foyer to the gallery behind them Denzi
was a superb duelist, but Thomas coul dn't chal |l enge hi m because of his loyalty
oaths to the royal famly. Denzil could initiate a challenge hinself, but
despite provocation, he seened to be saving it for a tine when Thomas was
badl y wounded or on his deathbed. Denzil finally said, "And so he will destroy
ittt

"Only fill in the npat and tear down the walls. The estate
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itself will be better for it in die long run. I'"'mtold by those who should

know that it presents a gol den opportunity to extend the park and put in
formal gardens."

Denzil's expression suggested this was the equival ent of prostituting one's
children. He said, "Surely this plot did not originate with the King."

"This edict has been posted in the Council Chanber for two years and a great

many | ords have already submitted to it. I would hardly call it a plot, Sir."
Denzil gestured that |ogic away. "You would not call it so, Sir," he said
stiffly. "I would like to know why you are ny eneny, Sir, and despise me so."
It was one of Denzil's best tactics with Roland; he could turn any mld
criticisminto a personal attack on hinmself. Thomas said, "I suppose if | ever
gave you any thought, | mght despise you, Sir, but | can't inagine

circunmstances in which I would be conpelled to give you any notice at all."
The expression of artificial indignance in Denzil's eyes hardened to rea
anger, and for a nonment Thomas was hopeful, but the young Duke was only
fooli sh about things that endangered other people's lives, not his own, and

t he nonent passed.

"W will see, Sir," Denzil said softly.

Thomas waited until the Duke had vani shed through the main doors of the Grand
Gallery before starting down the steps after him Denzil couldn't have gotten



wi nd of the plans for Bel Garde any tine before diis afternoon, at the
earliest, or he would have confronted Rol and about it when he saw himthis
nor ni ng. Wager then that Denzil had approached Thomas i nmpul sively. Wager then
al so that he woul d approach Rol and sonetime tonight, instead of waiting for a
private audi ence, in the hopes of provoking Ravenna into an unflattering and
public argunent with the King,

Wal ki ng through the oversized doubl e doors of the archway was |ike wal ki ng
into a wall of sound. The conbination of the nusic fromthe nusicians
gal l eries above the raised dais and di e babbl e of conversation noisily echoed
of f the high
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scul pted contours of die ceiling and shivered die rock-crystal chandeliers.
The room was so inmense that what Thomas knew to be a | arge crowd appeared
sparse. Visiting nobles, courtiers, mnisters, and wealthy merchants invited
out of courtesy or political necessity mlled in large groups around the bases
of the marbl e-sheat hed col utms, the orange trees potted in silver tubs, or the
fountains running witii w ne.

Thomas made his way through the crowds toward the dais, occasionally greeting
an acquai ntance, hi the center of the room the play had just started on a

rai sed plank stage with wooden cl assical colums and a pai nted backdrop of an
Ader assi market pl ace. A gaudily dressed Pantal one with a pointed beard and a
mask with a | ong hooked nose was in |oud nock argument with a grotesque

Pul chinella with a hunped back, protrudi ng stonmach, and a hi gh peaked cap
Sone of the crowd were even paying attention to it.

Ci sternan guards were stationed at all the entrances to the gallery, though
they were arnmed only with swords. The Queen's Guard and the Al bonate Knights
were permtted to carry firearns in the royal presence at court, but no one

el se.

The polished-stone dais supported the three chairs of state for Ravenna,
Fal ai se, and Rol and. Rol and was surrounded by his servants and a few courtiers
who had been called up to speak to him An Al bon knight stood guard at his
back. Next to him Falaise s chair was enpty.

Ravenna was firmy established on the opposite side of the dais fromher son
Four guards were gathered near her and a lady-in-waiting sat on a stool at her
si de.

Thomas swept off his hat and bowed to Rol and who was hi dden behind his wall of
servants and hangers-on, to Falaise's enpty chair as a matter of form and to
Ravenna, who sniled down at him As he clinbed the dais, the guard nearest her
caught his signal and stepped out of earshot. Thomas kneel ed besi de Ravenna's
brocaded chair and said, "There's news."

Ravenna put her sew ng down. "El aine dear, conme and stand in front of ne,
there's a good girl. Here, wind diis thread back on the spindle." The young
worman's full skirt, puffed
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sl eeves, and w de plunmed hat effectively shielded them from curious eyes.
"Denzil knows about the plans for Bel Garde. It's likely he'll confront Rol and
about it tonight. You know what wi |l happen,” Thomas tol d Ravenna.

"Villon's been working on Rol and about this for the past two nmonths. He said
he'd give the order." She shoved her sewing into her satchel and started to

st and.

Thomas said, "Don't."

She st opped, | ooking down at him her hands white-knuckled on the arns of her
chair.

"Roland won't listen to you. O worse, he'll do the opposite.”

"He will do what | ..."

"Face it, Ravenna; it's a fact."

She sat back down with a thunp. "Damm Denzil to hell. Dam you to hell. Hand
me that fan, Elaine. Ch, don't cringe so, child; I'mnot angry with you, am



| 7" She fanned herself rapidly, the delicate silk construction sonehow hol di ng
up under the pressure of her grip. "I want you to kill Denzil, Thomas."

"Fine. Is now soon enough? | believe | can hit himfromhere if El aine would
step out of the line of fire."

"No, no. I'"Il get himeventually. I'll think of sonething. You'll think of
something; it's your duty.”

"My duty is protecting you and Fal ai se."

"Dam Fal aise to hell. Wat | mind nost is that Denzi Ts making a fool of the
boy. Treating himlike a puppy to be petted or kicked as the nood takes him
God, | hate that."

Thomas didn't answer.

She twisted the fen between her fingers, then extended it with a snap. "Well?"
she asked softly.

"Send the order tonight. Tell themto start a breach in Bel Garde's curtain
wal | ."

She hesitated.

"There was a m stake. You thought Rol and had signed the warrant, or was about
to sign it. You sent the order yesterday."
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"Ah." She bit her lip thoughtfully and the fan's notion slowed. "I wll order
themto stop work i medi ately when | realize what an unfortunate m stake has
been nade. | will be properly apologetic. |I will repair it with ny owmn funds."

Thomas waited, watching her as she thought it over. A breach in a supporting
section of the curtain wall would be difficult to repair, especially with
gentl e m smanagenment, and could be nmade to buy themat |east six nmonths. It
woul d al so keep General Villon, who was away with his troop at the nonent,
from bei ng conprom sed

"It will do," Ravenna said. "Elaine, find ne that |apdesk, please."

As the girl brought the flat wooden box with the ink bottle and pen set,
Thomas noticed the crowd around Rol and had cl eared and one of the stewards was
presenting Dr. Galen Dubell to the King. As the old sorcerer bowed deeply

Rol and said, "Cone up here, Sir, and tell me how things are at Lodun."

Rol and had wanted to go to Lodun or the smaller university farther off in
Duncanny, but Ravenna had needed himhere during her regency, and before that,
Ful stan had refused to even |l et the boy make a progress there to see the
place. It couldn't have hurt, Thomas thought as Ravenna's pen scratched across
the parchnent. He'd have tired of it in a few nonths, but it would have nmade
hi m happy. God knows, they m ght even have been able to teach hi m sonet hing.
Rol and resenbl ed his father, with his curling brown hair and blue eyes, but
his features were a good deal nore delicate. The King's servants woul d never
have | et himout of his roonms | ooking anything other than i mracul ate, but he
still managed to | ook incongruous in his cloth-of-gold slashed doublet, and
the lace of his falling band was beginning to turn

Gal en Dubel |l clinbed the dais and took a seat on the stool a servant whisked
into place for him Roland asked a question and the sorcerer's answer made him
| augh. Thonmas | ooked over the crowd for Denzil and spotted himin deep
conversation with a man he didn't recogni ze. Denzil's conpani on had
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dark hair and sharp features, and though he was dressed in the heavy brocades
of court finery, he was obviously ill at ease. That m ght not be due to the

| ofty conpany: nost of the city's nonied class was here, bringing with them
all die rivalries and old scores that wanted settling. But sonething about the
way he was standing, the way he turned his head, nade Thomas thi nk he was
observing the crowd and the roomw th particul ar care.

If this was sone new advi sor of Denzil's, he hadn't been in the |last report.
And if the spies paid to watch Denzil were taking bribes to | eave out certain
details, then there were going to be a few new heads adorning the spi kes on
the Prince's Gate cone norning. But in that case, surely the man woul dn't



casual ly wander into a court function. He night be onfy an acquai ntance,
Thomas t hought. But Denzil seened to draw all of his acquaintances into his
pl ots eventual ly.

Then Denzil broke off die conversation and started toward the dais. "Here it
cones," Thomas said quietly to Ravenna.

When t he Duke of Al sene bowed in di e Dowager Queen's direction she sniled
sweet |y back at himand nodded graci ously.

The steward caught Roland's attention unobtrusively and stepped aside as
Denzi| bowed.

Rol and said, "Wl cone, cousin.” He |ooked pitifully glad to see the ol der man.
Wth just the right anmount of theater Denzil said, "Your Mjesty, my hone is
i n danger."

Caught by surprise, Roland said, "You told me your hone was here."

Thomas wi nced. Roland's reply had the distinctive sound of a | overs' quarre
rather than a sovereign dressing down a lord, and die courtiers near the dais
were growi ng quiet to listen.

Denzil recovered smoothly. "It is, Your Mjesty. | was speaking of ny hone at
Bel CGarde.”

"Ceneral Villon has spoken to nme about it. It's in violation of ny edict
because the walls are greater than twelve feet in
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hei ght." Rol and shifted unconfortably. "They will be careful of the
surrounding land, and it will inprove the view"

"Your Majesty, it is my ancestral hone. Its walls have defended our famly for
generations, and are a symbol of ny allegiance to your crown."

"I will give you another manor in conpensation. There is an estate at
Terrebonne t hat "

"My cousin, it is Bel Garde that concerns ne." The carefully cal cul ated
interruption, the appeal in his expression, were all part of the deliberate
assertion of his personality over the younger man's.

Thomas coul d see Rol and waver. The King said, "You are a trusted councilor."
Denzil bowed again. "There is none nore loyal than I, ny cousin, and | need
Bel Garde to defend that loyalty."

Then Gal en Dubell, forgotten at the King's side, said something to Roland. The
Ki ng | ooked at hima nonent.

Denzil caught a hint of something that worried him Al npbst too sharply he
said, "What was that, Sir?"

Rol and said, "It is an interesting point. Wiy do you need the fortress, Sir,
when you are under ny protection?"

There was a tension in Roland s voice mat quieted die rest of the
conversations around the dais and stopped Ravenna's pen. Denzil hesitated,
staring at die young King. Then he made a gracious bow. "I need it... to
present it to you, Sire."

There was a nonent's silence as the surrounding courtiers digested that, then

a polite murnmur of congratul ati ons and appl ause. "GCh, how delightful," Ravenna
excl ai med | oudly.

"I accept it, Sir," Roland said happily. "I'll have ny best architect put in
magni fi cent gardens, and then | will return it to you."

There was nore appl ause. Ravenna folded the half-witten order and handed it
to Thomas. "I shall like Bel Garde a great deal with a new formal park."
Thomas dropped the paper into a nearby brazier. "You'll like it even better

with your troops all over it."

BEHI ND THE WOODEN backdr op

of the stage, in the small actors' area curtained off fromthe glories of the
gallery by dusty velvet drapes and a canopy, confusion reigned.

I gnoring die outcries and exclamations fromthe actors and cl owns rushing
around in the lamp-lit gl oomand nmusty heat behind her, Kade had enlarged a
hole in one of die dark blue curtains and was | ooking out at the rear of the
gallery. The back wall was nostly paned glass, its wi ndows | ooking out onto



the terraces and A wi de expanse of garden designed to provide a harnoni ous

Vi ew.

She remenbered di al garden, though she could see little of it now through the
gl are of candl elight on wi ndow gl ass and the darkness beyond. She coul d have
pointed to the stand of sycanore trees, or the hill widi its classical ruins
carefully constructed to | ook aged and abandoned. She had expected to remenber
t he pal ace, but she had not expected its sights, textures, and scents to press
in on her in such an overpowering way. The walls were stained with powerful
auras of old battles, old anger, love, pain. They humed with die reve-nants
of die emotions and magics of |ong-dead sorcerers. She had | eft her own marks
here, sonmewhere. She was not pleased at the idea of com ng upon one of them
suddenl y.

Here Kade had | earned her first real sorcery from Galen Dubeil. He had taught
her High Magic, with its sl ow painstaking fornulas that used al cheny and the
powers of die astral bodies to understand and conpel the forces dial governed
t he
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uni verse. Gal en had been an excellent teacher, his instruction touching on
everything fromthe sinplest healing charms to the architectures of the G eat
Spells that eventually took on lives of their own. Wen he was bani shed for

t hat teaching, she had been sent to the Monelite Convent, where she had

| ear ned about herbal poisons and the Low Magic of witchcraft fromthe village
worren. Later she had | earned what she could of fay nagic from her nother, but
her human bl ood kept her from shape-changi ng and practicing many of the other
skills that cane so easily to the fay. It had been Galen's teaching that had
enabl ed her to survive. Human sorcery was painstaking and slow, but powerful,
usi ng nunbers, synbols, carved stones, nusic, and other tools to explain the
unexpl ai nabl e, to control and direct the astral forces the fay only pl ayed
wi t h.

/ shouldn 't have conme back, Kade diought. Sonmewhere between here and the
Mumer' s Mask, her courage had fled, |eaving her to pick up the pieces of her
pl an al one. Not that it was a good plan to begin with. She felt an
overwhel m ng desire to discard it and stay with Baraselli's acting troupe for
a few weeks. The gods of the wood knew the actors could use the help. Only one
tiling stopped her.

/ mght be able to stand feeling tike a coward, but | cant tive with feeling
like this nmuch of a fool. And it would be foolish to turn back when she had
cone this far. But the nore she thought about it, the nore the idea of
returning to Knockma or Fayre with nothing solved and facing the sane old
difficulties seemed worse than continuing on this course

It had becone apparent to her that she needed to go hone, to the palace at the
heart of Ile-Rien, to face her past. To face her half brother Roland, to see
if it was really himshe hated or the menories and the father he represented.
And perhaps to face Ravenna as well, to show t he Dowager Queen what t hat
once-unl ovely changeling fay child had beconme. To get her approval ? Kade asked
hersel f suddenly. / bloody well hope not. She bit her Iip, fingering the
frayed edge of the curtain. So it's either stay with Barasel U s troupe
forever, or go on with what | canme to do, what | said | had to do, she
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t hought. A group of wonen passed by in front of the wi ndows, the |ight
glittering on their satin gowns, gens, and starched |ace collars, their

noti ons hanpered by layers of underskirts, hip rolls, and fashi onabl e puffed
sl eeves. Perhaps I'll wait and see how the play does before | decide.

She turned back to the troupe's frantic clanmor as Garin hopped through the
curtai ned stage doorway. He was i medi ately attacked by three other actors and
their hel pers, who began to tear off his Pantal one costunme and wrestle him
into the Brighella outfit. Kade picked the wig and cap off the floor and
handed it to them trying not to get her fingers torn off by their frantic



gr aspi ng.

Barasel li peered through a gap in the backdrop. "Terrible," he nmoaned. "It
isn'"t going well at all."
"Dam it, man, |'ve done ny best," Garin snapped, his voice muffled because

Uoshe was forcing a new shirt over his head. "If it isn't good enough, then
you get out there."

Unli ke other theatricals, Commedia had no playbook for the actors to |learn
The plot was determ ned by the characters, and the actors | earned only the
standard lines for one role and suppl enented them by whatever jokes or |oca
gossip cane to mind. Garin was doing the unfamliar Brighella role nore ad lib
than usual and using the standard lines only when he could renmenber them it
was confusing everyone else terribly.

Garin had taken the extra rol e because the worst had happened. The Master of
Revel s and the G steman guards who exani ned entertainers for the court had
refused to allow the cl own who played Brighella entrance into the pal ace. The

clown had a cousin who was on a list of participants in an ill-fated Aderassi
i ndependence revolt. The officials had been terrifyingly polite about the
whol e thing, and Baraselli, suspecting themall to be nagicians of the

bl ackest kind for knowi ng about it in the first place, had not dared to speak
even a word of protest.

In the prisonlike barrenness of the questioning roons of the St. Anne's Gate
Guard House, the troupe had been kept waiting for hours. Partly, Kade knew, to
gi ve those who had
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reason to be nervous a chance to betray thensel ves, but nostly to allowthe
clerks to ook through the rolls of "undesirable" nanes that the King' s Watch
endl essly conpi | ed.

"And what's your nane, darling?" the C steman guard had asked Kade when it
canme her turn.

Kade knew the robed academnician in the conmer of the whitewashed questioni ng
roomwas a sorcerer, using spells to search out hostile magic. As the guard
asked her the question, Kade felt the sorcerer's spell settle over her like a
cold mst, invisible and intangible to anyone not trained in magic. It net the
maski ng spell she had prepared and set around herself hours earlier, then slid
across and away w thout friction. The sorcerer's second and third spells did
the sane. He stopped there, just as her masking spell was beginning to fray on
the edges. He mi ght have cast five or six spells and caught her out; Kade,
bei ng Kade, had taken that risk. If the sorcerer had detected either her magic
or that she was fay, she would have thought of something el se.

In answer to the guard's question, she had said, "Katherine of Merewatch. They
call me Kade, short for Katherine." Mere-watch was a haml et: near the place
she made her home nmuch of the time, and so it was factual enough not to set
off the truth spell that blanketed the whole room It was a conplex spell

ol der than she was, as intricate and detailed as the inside of a Portier
clockwork toy. It had the conbination of ruthless logic and artistry about it
that marked it as old Dr. Surete's work, and despite great tenptation, she
decided not to tanper with it.

The guard stared at her a nonent. She had a ninor qualm wondering if they had
really burned the only portrait of her, as Roland had cl ai med they had so | ong
ago. But the man only said, "You ought to change that, you know. Could make
trouble for you."

"But it's what ny numcalls ne."

"Your | ookout then. And how s your mumis fanmily called?"

"She didn't have one that | knew of. In Merewatch they called her Miira." Also
true; the deep northern brogue of the
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Merewat ch i nhabitants rendered Mdire as Maira. Kade sensed a faint trenor in
Surete's truth spell, but her statement was on that very narrow line of truth



and fal sehood, and it didn't betray her

Nei t her questions nor spells had shown anything odd about the actor who played
Arl equin, and that puzzl ed Kade.

She had suspected hi mof sonething, of what she wasn't conpletely sure, but
she knew the pal ace's protections to be good ones. She had gotten through them

with a substantial helping of fayre luck and the willingness to take a risk,
and she knew that having been born inside the wards had | et her pass them and
any other traps Surete nmight have laid in that questioning roomas well. It

didn't seem possible dial an ordinary human sorcerer could acconplish it.

Per haps he's Just an ass, she thought, watching the Arlequin nowin the

backst age confusion. He was sitting on a props box, watching the others with a
grin, cool and unaffected by the frantic activity.

Kade |lifted her |eather Col unmbine mask and wi ped the sweat off her face. She
knew she shoul d be goi ng onstage again soon, but with all the Brighella
confusion, she couldn't tell if they were getting close to her part or not.
Possi bly overwhelmed with relief at sighting the end of the play, the others
m ght skip her last entrance entirely.

Kade noved to where she could glinpse the front of the Grand Gallery through a
gap where the curtain met the stage's edge. There was a good view of the dais
from here

If seeing the pal ace again affected her, it was even nore of a shock to see
its inhabitants. Rol and has changed—for the worse, she thought. Wrse still,

Ravenna hasn't changed at all. Despite the new gray in her red hair, the
Dowager Queen was still delicate, still lovely, and still ruthlessly
sel f-assured. And every woman at court was still hiding behind a fan while

foll ow ng Thomas Boniface with her eyes. That Kade had joined in this pastine
ent husi astically as a child sonmehow did not nmake it any better. She had to
admt, at least in the privacy
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of her own thoughts, that while he was a touchy and arrogant bastard, he was
still well worth | ooking at.

She remenbered deep-set dark eyes, and a remarkably ironic smle. He had | ong
been known as one of the jewels of the court, even when blond gallants were
nore often in fashion. She watched him | eave the dais and cross the crowdled
gallery until he was out of her view. He nust be nearing forty now, but the
years hadn't changed hi m much and there was only a little gray in that dark
hair. Don't be an even bigger fool than you already are, Kade told herself. He
and Ravenna had been made for each other

Barasel li had given of f npaning and was now raci ng around |ike a madman trying
to collect the props for the finish. He rushed up to Kade and thrust a gold
candel abrum at her. "Quick, hold this."

An instant later she realized it was gold paint over iron and dropped the
thing with a curse. It clanged on the tiled floor.

"What is it?" Baraselli cried out, with the same hysterical urgency he
woul d' ve shown if she'd fallen to the floor in a dead faint.

"I sprained a finger," she grow ed at him tucking her smarting hands under
her arnpits.

"A sprain? Oh god, it could' ve been your foot!" He grabbed up the candel abrum
and fled toward the stage with it.

Fayre luck, hell, Kade thought. She could hear Silvetta shouting at one of the
heroes and vaguely renenbered she shoul d be onstage for that.

She headed for the curtain. If she hadn't stood there like a dolt and held the
thing . . . The intensity of her nagic could be affected for a short tine.
When Queen Fal ai se entered with Aristofan, or Semuel Porter, on her arm and
Li eutenant G deon and the rest of her escort trailing her, Thonas had deci ded
it would be nore politic at the nonent to | eave the dais and take a turn

t hr ough the
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cromd. He also wanted to find Dr. Dubell, and caught up with him as the



sorcerer was |leaving the gallery.

They stood in one of the gracefully arched doorways at the opposite end of the
room just far enough away fromthe mlling groups of guests to be able to
hear each ot her.

"You may have made an eneny," Thomas told him

"Possibly, but |I certainly didn't intend to provoke all that." Dubell | ooked
back toward the dais, frowning a little.

Thomas | eaned back agai nst the curve of the archway and regarded him

t houghtfully. "Wat did you say to Rol and?"

"Well, he asked me what | taught at Lodun besides sorcery, and | told himit
was debate and logic, and we spoke a bit about how orators use it. Then Lord
Denzil started his speech. Finally I couldn't contain nyself. |I said, 'It's an
invalid argument.' Hs Majesty said, 'Wat is?' and | said, 'He seens to be
claimng that he needs the fortress to protect you, but under |andl aw of
course you're his protector.' The King quite liked that idea, | think." Dubel
shook his head, ruefully amused. "It's alnost the right phase of the nmoon to
start the crucial work on the palace wards, and |'d hate to be distracted. At
Lodun we're all very experienced in howto give each other the cold shoul der
at dinner, but |'ve been away fromcourt so long |I'mout of practice dealing
with quarrels of this kind."

"The thing to do would be to bring it to ny attention, at least in your case,"
Thomas sai d.

"Wwuld it?" Dubell met his eyes seriously.

"It would."
"Then | will renenmber to do that. Goodni ght, Captain.”
Dubel | left, and Thomas turned back into the gallery. He had never offered

ei ther support or protection to anyone at court lightly, and he wasn't really
certain what had pronpted himto do it for Galen Dubell. Except perhaps that
the old sorcerer had survived decades of court intrigues and still seenmed to
have retained both his optimsmand his honesty, and Thonas didn't want to see
t hat change. He | ooked back toward the dais where Denzil now sat at Rol and's
feet, making
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his King laugh at sonmething, all ill feeling apparently forgotten. Apparently.
Thomas turned away fromthe dais and | ooked around for Dr. Braun, but if the
young sorcerer was here he was lost in the crowd.

The Conmmedi a was al nost over. Thonas hadn't paid nuch attention to it, except
to notice that it was a little better than the farces perforned al nost nonstop
for market-day crowds. This troupe had apparently altered its perfornmance to
acconmopdat e a nore sophisticated audi ence. He stopped near the stage beside a
group of outland nobility to watch two of die clowns performng the clinactic
sword duel. Instead of uncoordinated acrobatics that would have bored nost of
their audience, with its connoi sseur's appreciation of dueling, they did it in
exaggeratedly slow notion, allowing themto performintricate noves that woul d
ot herwi se have been beyond t hem

Thomas had al so noticed the nmasked actress who was pl ayi ng Col unbi ne. She was
standing within about twenty feet of himon the opposite end of the stage from
the other actors and was the apparent instigator of the duel for sonme reason
that he assunmed woul d nake sense if he had seen the entire thing. Wth tousled
bl ond hair and a red dress that would have been nore appropriate on a

di sreput abl e wood nynph, she was hardly as gl anorous as the two denure
her oi nes, but she had her tattered skirts kilted to the knee for the
acrobatics and undoubtedly had the nost attractive |egs.

Qddly, the actor playing the Arlequin was standing behind her in the shadow of
a painted scenery colum, not quite off the stage but not on it enough to be a
part of the action. There was sonething in the man's stance that kept Thomas's
attention. The Arlequin seenmed to be focused on the actress a few feet in
front of him and not on the nock duel. His half-mask was dark and trinmed
with coarse false hair, with deep scarring winkles around its pinhole eyes



and snub nose. Hi s brown baggy cl othes were patched and torn, and there was a
bedraggl ed rabbit tail on the top of his cap. Then the Arlequin
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took a half step forward and the air around his bare feet seemed to blur. The
shadows near the colum were pooling around himas if their consistency were
sol i d.

Thomas turned and brushed past the spectators, heading toward the Qsternan
guard stationed at the nearest archway. He grabbed the guard's pi ke and said,
"Cet Gal en Dubell; get him now "

“Sir . . . ?"

"He should be on his way to the North Bastion. Tell himwe're under attack
And give ne that."

This settled the Cisteman's hesitation at taking orders from another officer
He surrendered the pi ke and slipped back out of the archway.

"What is it?" The Ci sternan Commander Vivan was com ng over from his post.
Thomas said curtly, "The actor playing the Arlequin is in the process of
transformng into sonething. Get ready to contain it or we're all going to be
dead. "

Vi van | ooked toward the stage, startled, then headed toward the next G sternan
guardpost at a run

Thomas took the pike and started toward the Arlequin, ignoring the curious
stares. His pistols weren't |oaded and there wasn't tinme to do it. He canme up
behind the Arlequin at an angle, out of its line of vision. Through the breaks
in the scenery he saw nore C stemans noving up behind the stage. A nurmur of
unease grew as the crowd saw t he guards novi ng and began to sense sonet hi ng
W ong.

The change was so quick it was nonents before the panic started. Suddenly the
Arl equin's exposed flesh was turning nottled and patchy and the actor's

| eat her mask and rough costume seened to enlarge and neld with its face and
body. Then it was twice the size of the nman it had been and its | egs were
taki ng on the denon-shape of a goat's hindquarters.

A worman in the crowd screamed, and up on the stage the Col unbi ne actress
whirled and saw the Arlequin just as the creature rocked forward to | eap at
her. Not cl ose enough yet to do anything el se, Thomas threw the pike.
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The weapon struck the Arlequin's arm staggering it. Wailing, it jerked the
pi ke out and tossed it away, scattering yellowed bits of flesh.

The crowd and the actors were scattering in panic and the C stemans were
fighting their way through the rush

Trying to push past the panicked spectators hinself, Thomas saw the Arlequin
stri ke one of the actors who hadn't fled quickly enough, slanm ng himthrough
t he wooden backdrop. It pushed a col um aside, knocking another actress down,
t hen charged the woman pl ayi ng Col unbine. Incredibly, she waited until the

| ast nonent, then ducked out of the way and |leapt off the stage. Its own
monentum carried the Arlequin to the end of the platformbefore it could stop
itself and turn.

Thomas broke free of the crowd and picked up the fallen pike. The G sternan
guards were circling the stage, pikes levelled at the snarling creature.
Thomas nmoved to join them noting that sone of his own nen were coning up to
hel p. He hoped G deon was getting Ravenna and Fal ai se out of the gallery, but
he coul dn't spare a | ook over his shoul der

A shot went off from somewhere behind them then another, echoing thunderously
agai nst the nmarble facings, but the Arlequin wasn't affected. Thomas knew
there were some creatures of Fayre inmmune to gunfire and silently dammed Gal en
Dubel | for not being here. The Arlequin nade a darting notion at one of the
Cistemans, testing them It seened reluctant to face the pikes again. Thomas
shout ed, "Steady, we can hold it"

He gl anced si deways and saw the masked Col unbine actress, a little to the side



and behind him watching the Arlequin.

Everyone el se with any sense had | ong since fled. "Get out of here," he yelled
at her.

She gl anced at himand obligingly backed up a few steps. Madworman, Thomas

t hought .

Abruptly the Arlequin rushed forward, noving with sudden and blindi ng speed.
It slammed into two G stenans,
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knocki ng both men aside with a force that nust have broken their necks, then
changed course and darted toward Thonas.

It caught the top of his pike before he could brace the butt against die
floor. He let go and dove out of the way. The Arlequin overshot and crashed
into a brandywi ne fountain in an expl osion of plaster and brass pipes.
Dripping with brandywine, it struggled out of the debris and turned to cone at
himagain as he was rolling to his feet. A guard threw anether pike at the
creature and caught it a glancing blow as Thomas drew his rapier. The Arlequin
pounced forward and was al nost on top of Thomas when he shoved the sword into
its chest.

The creature's forward noti on against the rapier sent Thomas falling backward
his back striking die hard floor, nonmentarily knocking the breath out of him
Then the Ar-. lequin was straddling him falling forward on top of him Its
snell was foul, like rancid mlk. Desperately he twisted die hilt and pushed,
the creature's own weight helping to drive the rapier through cartilage and
muscle. He fete the vibration through the hilt as the bl ade snapped, then the
Arl equin shrieked and | eapt away from him

Thomas scranbl ed back and got to his feet. One of the G sternans tossed hima
sword, but the Arlequin had | eapt backward onto the stage. At least die thing
was sl owi ng down—and still dripping brandyw ne. Thonas gl anced around and
spotted one of his men. "Martin, go get a torch."

The Arl equin paced around on the creaki ng wood of the stage, snarling at them
As Thomas | ooked back he saw that the actress who had been struck down in the
first attack was on her hands and knees and trying to crawl toward the edge of
the stage. Before he could nove to distract the Arlequin, it whirled and saw
her. She screamed and the Arlequin grabbed up a section of one of the painted
colums and hurled it at her

Suddenl y Col unbi ne was on the stage and shoving di e ot her worman out of the
way. The wooden missile hit her in the back and knocked her off the stage,
sendi ng her crashing to the floor in a heap of splintered wood.

THE ELEMENT OF FI RE

93

Dam it, Thomas thought. Damm brave madwoman. He | ooked around as Martin ran
up with the lit torch, a makeshift affair of a chair leg, a torn piece of
someone' s underskirt, and lanp oil. Thomas took it and noved forward slowy.
The Arlequin shifted away, wary, ready to charge again.

Thomas's first thought was to lure it away fromthe wooden stage, know ng the
stone and marble facings in the rest of the roomwould give themtine to put
die fire out. But he suspected the Arlequin s instinct would be to take as
many people with it as possible, and when it was racing around like a
nmonstrous torch, it would have plenty of opportunity.

In the pile of shattered wood, die Col unmbi ne actress noved. She pushed herself
up, shaking her head dizzily as her actor's mask fell away. Thomas was

t hi nki ng, She nust Have a head as hard as a brick . . . Then she | ooked up and
saw the Arlequin just as it turned and saw her

Instead of rushing her, it gave that wailing cry again. Thonas took the noment
of distraction to run forward and hud the torch.

He saw the actress struggling to her knees, her hands a flurry of notion
Thinking it over later, he thought she had scraped up a handful of splinters,
spat on them and tossed themat die Arlequin. They flew farther than their
wei ght al |l owed, bl own by sone invisible wind to scatter around the creature's



feet.

The torch struck the brandy-soaked fur on the Ariequin's chest, which caught
fire as if it had been dipped in pitch. The Arlequin wailed and battered at
die air around it, fighting an invisible wall. There was sonet hing contai ni ng
it, a hardening of the air that the heat of the flanes shivered against.

The Arlequin was dissolving into a cloud of thick black snoke.(Its wails had
ceased and it was curling up like a roll of paper kindling. Thonmas saw Dubel
arriving through the arched doorway | eading fromthe Iong hall, and realized
the fight had |l asted only a short tine.

Actors and guests who had scattered around the room behi nd col ums or
furniture began to energe from hiding.
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The guards were beginning to | ook around for wounded and dead. Thomas wal ked

slowy over to where the Col unbine actress still sat in a pile of scrap wood.
She was wat ching the nonster bumwi th a grin of undisguised triunph.

He al ready knew who she nust be, but it still took himwhat seemed nonents to
put together the direct gray eyes and the |long straight nose with a forgotten
portrait in an upstairs hall, and with the wldness of the nmagic she had just
per f or ned.

Kade | ooked up at him nmet his gaze a noment, then wi nked.

THOWAS SAI D, "MAY | congratul ate you on a spectacul ar entrance?"

Looking up at himfromthe fl oor, the sorceress nodded. "It was one of ny
best."

Dubel I was at Thonmas's side. The old sorcerer |ooked at what was left of the
Arlequin, at the destruction in the gallery, and down at Kade. "WAs this your
doi ng?" Hi s voi ce was incredul ous.

For a nonent her expression was that of a small boy caught stealing an apple.
"No." As she got to her feet Thomas saw there were wood chips in her hair from
t he broken colum die Arlequin had thrown at her. She | ooked defensive. "It
foll owed nme here.”

Thomas nmoved a few paces away fromthem The C ster-nans and his own nmen were
scattered, collecting the wounded and the dead. There were still courtiers
mlling around toward the end of the room Now would be a terrible tine for a
pitched battle.

Dubell met Kade's eyes a | ong nonent, then he said thoughtfully, "Did it

real ly?"

"Well, in awy it did." She began to pull the splinters out of her hair. "But
it joined the troupe before | did, and I think it killed one of the clows to
get a place. | would have stopped it sooner but 1'd touched sonme iron, and it

took a bit to wear off."

Reni er and a group of Al bon knights burst in through the archway and started
toward them The hide and sackcloth
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coats they wore over the |lace and velvets of court finery nmade them| ook |ike
anci ent barbarians arriving to loot a city. Thonas went forward quickly to
stop Renier. "Let Dubeti handle her," he said in a | ow voi ce.

Renier signalled his knights to halt. "Wo is she?"

"Kade Carrion."

"My God, we've got to . . ."

"No, if he can get us out of this without a bl oodbath, we've got to let him
try. "

The big kni ght considered a nonent, then nodded tensely. "All right." He
signall ed the other knights to nove back

Thomas nodded, thankful that while Renier wasn't a particularly brilliant
statesman, he wasn't a bloodthirsty idiot either

"Did she cause all this?" Renier asked, |ooking around at the chaos in the
gal l ery.

Thomas gl anced back at Kade and Gal en Dubell. She was watching themto see



what they would do, wary and a little angry. Her brows were darker than the
pal e bl ond of her hair, so the effect was that when she was | ooking at you,
you knew it. He thought about her |eaping to push the other actress out of
danger and said slowy, "I don't think so."

Then Kade's eyes focused past them and her expression changed. Thomas fol | owed
her gaze and swore. Roland stood in the archway the kni ghts had cone through
Thomas said, "Renier "

"What ?" The kni ght | ooked around and gasped, "Damn that boy." He sheathed his
sword and strode toward Rol and, deliberately placing hinself between the King
and the sorceress.

Thomas | ooked back toward Kade, aware that the other guards in the room had
hel d off on his order. He would have to deci de what he m nded nore, dying or
behaving this stupidly.

Gal en Dubell was wat ching Kade thoughtfully. Wth gentle firmess he said,
"Kade, don't."
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She | ooked up at the older man, her eyes losing sone of their intensity. "
didn't come here to kill anyone—even him™

Reni er, as Preceptor of the Al bon Knights and the only man in Il e-Ri en all owed
to touch the King without his perm ssion, seized Roland' s armand hustled him
out of sight. Dubell watched as they di sappeared, then turned a worried eye on
Kade. "Then why did you come here?"

She smled. "For an audience with ny dear brother, of course.”

And that, Thomas thought, is not gothg to Help matters at all.

The gallery snelled of ash and sour wi ne. Many of the chandeliers and | anps
had gone out, throwi ng the upper half of the huge chanber into shadow. The
court had been di spersed, and Ravenna, Rol and, and Fal aise had retired to a
nearby solar with watchful guards. A breeze, created by an open door or w ndow
somewhere up one of the long galleries, swept gently through the huge chanber,
lifting the heat and the stench for a nonent.

"How | ong had he been with the troupe?" Thomas asked Baraselli.

The Aderassi actor-nmanager noaned and woul d have sunk to his knees again but
for the two Queen's guards who were struggling to hold himup. The Master of
Revel s hovered worriedly nearby; it was on his responsibility the troupe had
passed the final check at the gate.

"No one's done anything to you, and no one will, if you just answer the
qguestion.” Thomas kept his voice mld, despite his growing irritation. It was
easier to question recalcitrant anarchists under torture than sonmeone who was
so busy caving in he could hardly stay coherent enough to speak

"Only a month. Only a nonth. | didn't know. "

Dubel | had noved quietly up behind the actor-manager. Hs |ips noved

soundl essly for a nmonent, then he | ooked up at Thomas and nodded. Barasell

was telling the truth.

"Who recomended hi n?" Thonas nodded to the guards,
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who cautiously released their hold of the man and stepped back

Barasel li swayed on his feet, but stayed upright. "It was his first mask, he
told ne. He'd learned it froman old actor he lived near. He did it well, and

he cane to us just after Derani died ..
"Who was Derani ?"

"He played the Arlequin until he died of fever."
Dubel | asked, "Wat were the synptons?"

Barasel Ii whi pped around, staring up at the tall sorcerer in fear, but
something in Dubell's expression and mild deneanor cal med himand he said,
"He... Hs skin was hot to the touch, and his wife said he couldn't keep

anyt hi ng down, not even water, and he had blood in his, pardon, piss, and



W paid to have the apothecary in to him but he just died."

"When was this?" Thonas asked.

"Last nmonth. Well, a nonth and a fortnight ago."

Thomas | ooked up at Dubell. "About a nonth and a fortnight ago Dr. Surete's
assistant Mlamfell down a stairway in the North Bastion and broke his neck
A week after that Surete hinself died of pleurisy. It came on suddenly, and by
the tine anyone realized how serious it was, he was dead."

Dubel | shook his head. He said, "It's the easiest of dark magics to bring
sickness, and the hardest to detect. It's sinplicity itself to send a bookish
and uncoordi nated young schol ar down a staircase. If one has the stomach for
that sort of thing, of course.” He nodded at Baraselli. "He's telling the
truth, and | doubt he can reasonably be held responsible for Kade's actions.
What will be done with hin®"

Even without the confirmation of Dubell's truth spell, Thomas was inclined to
bel i eve Baraselli. He'd observed enough people under stress to read the
sincerity in those hysterics. He told the Master of Revels, "G ve' himhis
money and tell himto take the others and go away."

Barasel |i sobbed and tried to fall to his knees in thanks. The Master of
Revel s gestured sharply to the Ci sternans wait-

i ng nearby, who intercepted the actor-manager in mdgrovel and haul ed him
away.

"It's either a hell of a coincidence, or a hell of a plot," Thonas said
quietly to Dubell.

The ol d sorcerer sighed. "There are no coinci dences."

"I woul d have thought it difficult for a wizard to hex another w zard,

especi ally someone like Dr. Surete. He was the Court Sorcerer for two
decades. "

"If a sorcerer is in fear for his He, he night test every object he is about
to touch with a sprinkle of gascoign powder or sone other preparation that
reveal s the presence of magic, but Surete and Mlamwere not in fear for their
lives. The spell could have come to them on anything—a forged letter
purporting to be froma friend, an apple sold to themby a street vendor

As Dubell stood lost in thought, Thomas watched the sorceress. Kade Carrion
was paci ng around the remains of the stage which the servants were

di smantling. As she wal ked around the painted panels scattered on the fl oor
and the stacks of singed planks, he had two distinct inmpressions of her. The
first was that she was only a young girl with a tangled nmop of hair and a
tattered red dress, not oblivious to the consternation she was causi ng but not
particularly worried by it either. The other was that here was a creature
epheneral yet solid and real, who wal ked with the night and the wild hunt.
Dubell is the onfy one who realty knows her, Thomas thought. And even he isn
't certain what her game is now

If she hated her brother and the rest of the royal famly as nmuch as she

cl ai mred, she wasn't w thout notive. Their father Fulstan hadn't been nuch use
as a king: he had neither Ravenna's head for finance and dipl omacy nor the
ability to listen intelligently to advisors who did. The fayre queen Mire had
drai ned himof what vitality and strength of character he possessed, |eaving
himbitter and old before his tine. He had taken out his anger at Mire's
abrupt departure on anyone in
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his reach, especially on Mire's daughter. No one directly in his power had
nour ned hi s deat h.

Urbain G andier, however, had no notive, at |east not one that Thonmas knew.
Kade m ght be in | eague with the Bisran sorcerer, but finding out what she
knew wasn't going to be easy.

Dubell was | ooking toward the place where what was |eft of the Arlequin had
burned down into a heap of sone foul-smelling dark powder in the center of the
stage platform "Be careful not to step in that black powder,"” he called to



the servants who were warily clearing away the debris. Then the old sorcerer
turned and saw Kade, whose curiosity had already | ed her ankle-deep into the
bl ack powder. She lifted her head, surreptitiously rubbed a stained bare foot
agai nst her calf and | ooked the other way. Dubell shook his head irritably.
The Al bon knights had by now arrived in force. There were about forty of them
in the gallery now, guarding the arched doorways and the terrace w ndows,
paci ng the musicians' bal coni es, and watching the sorceress. The rest of their
nunber were patrolling the palace with nost of Thomas's nen and the G stemans.
Reni er energed fromthe wi de oak door inset with panels of stained gl ass
behind the dais. It was the gallery entrance to the solar where the royal
famly had retired to fight things out. He wal ked up to Thomas and said
softly, "Roland wanted to put her under arrest, but Ravenna has tal ked hi m out
of it Apparently she's in favor of giving the sorceress the audi ence she
wants, and trying to settle it quietly."

Thomas t hought, Yes, Renter, tell me all about how the anointed King stil
can't win an argunment ivtth his mother. He said, "Really."

Renier either did not recognize the sarcasmor ignored it out of habit. "M

guess is diey"!! give her the audience."

"Very likely. | suppose, in the long run, it is better than going to war with
her in the mddle of the palace, killing everyone who stunbles into the way."
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As Gal en Dubell turned back to them Renier asked him "Could you tell what
that creature was?"

The ol d sorcerer nodded, gesturing back toward the ruin of the stage. "It
wasn't fay. It was a construction of wood and ani mal bone, aninmated by a very
powerful spell, called a golem 1'mnot sure, but I inmagine it was designed to
resi st anything the weight and size of a pistol ball. It's a relatively new
techni que which | believe will cone in quite handy on the battlefield once
it's perfected. Doesn't do a thing for can-nonballs, though. The conbination
of the weight and size . . ." Dubell recollected hinmself and shook his head

"But that is neither here nor there."

"How did it get past die wards?" Thomas asked.

Dubell met his eyes frankly. "1've done sonme work with (hem nothing that
shoul d weaken them They shouldn't have let this creature pass through. |
bel i eve sonething has affected the wards to make the gaps their continua
noverent creates larger, to make them appear in |locations predictable to
someone. It would take an intinmate know edge of the construction of the wards,
at least as great a knowl edge as Dr. Surete had, but it would be possible

And, perhaps nore disturbing, the spell that caused the golemto shape-change
fromthe appearance of a nan to that of the creature we saw here would have to
be actuated by someone cl ose at hand."

Slow y, Thomas said, "The sorcerer was here, in die gallery."

"Or an assistant, who carried in the charmdesigned to trigger the golem |
have | ooked for Grandier's power-signature, but the ether in this roomis free
of it." Dubell nodded to hinself. "Yes, | believe it was only an assistant who
was here tonight."

"What a chance to take," Renier said. "There was a Parscen w tehman who tried
to cause trouble last year. Surete said there was a disturbance in the wards,
and had sonme of us come with himwhile he tracked it to the source. W found
the witehman hiding in an enpty house in the Phil osopher's
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Cross, sitting on the floor and crying |ike a baby. Surete said he nust have
tried to do a sendi ng agai nst someone in the pal ace, but the wards stopped it
and followed his magi c back to himand took his mnd away. We knew t hat he
tried something because he had nmore wi tch-poi sons and hair anmul ets on himthan
you can imagine, but it didn't help himat all."

Dubel | 's attention had gone back to Kade; his expression was worried. As well
it mght be, Thomas thought. Had the gol em been activated by a confederate of



Grandier's or by Kade herself? "Did she tell you why she wanted an audi ence

wi th Rol and?" Thomas asked.

"No." Dubell was silent a nmonent. "Her abilities here, in the nmortal world,
are not as great as when she is in Fayre, and it is difficult to fatally wound
her with anything other than a weapon of iron, but... It appeared the creature
was attacking her?"

"Yes," Thonmas adnitted.

"I hope so, for all our sakes."

The door to the solarium opened and one of the stewards energed, |ooking
harried and somewhat the worse for wear. He hesitated, then approached Thomas
and Renier. He said, "His Majesty will see the sorceress now "

Thomas said, "CGood. Go and tell her."

The steward bl anched vi si bly.

"Al'l right, all right."

As Thomas approached she | ooked up, a strange creature not at all like the
child he barely remenbered, or the fifteen-year-old girl in the portrait. He
said, "His Majesty will see you now "

"WII he?"

"Yes."

"And | thought he'd be so glad to see me he'd have run out into my arnms | ong
before this." There was a bitterness underneath the light irony in her voice.
"You were m staken."

"l suppose."” She shrugged, abandoning repartee with a disconcerting

abr upt ness.
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Thomas turned and wal ked back toward the solarium s door without |ooking to
see if she foll owed.

After a noment she caught up with him "This isn't turning out right at all,"
she muttered.

"Ch? Who did you plan for the Arlequin to kill?"

"You don't really believe that. And I don't know who sent tt so you won't find
out fromnme. Ch, was | supposed to pale and let sonething slip at that point?
I"msorry, | was thinking of sonething else.”

Thomas didn't slamthe door of the solar open with any nore force than
necessary, and bowed her in with el aborate courtesy.

The old solar wasn't used much, and the three huge wi ndows covering the
farthest wall had al ready been shuttered by painted panels in preparation for
wi nter. The scene on the panels was a lurid traditional hunting | andscape,
subtly at odds with the other paintings on the oak-sheathed walls, the

hangi ngs of brocaded satin and striped silk, and the delicately carved
furniture. Thomas renmenbered that this roomwas one of those that had been
redecorated after the death of Roland's father; the painted panels reflected
the old" king's taste, and had probably been left unaltered by nistake. He

t hought Ravenna mi ght have chosen the roomfor that rather than its

conveni ence to the gallery.

Rol and was slunped in his chair in a sulk, Denzil seated beside him Falaise's
face was still a little reddened under the powder, as if she had been weeping
from anger rather than hysteria. She had chestnut hair and blue eyes, and her
natural prettiness had been transformed by her coiffure and costume into

f ashi onabl e beauty. She wore a blue gown trinmed with gold ribbons and seed
pearls, and agai nst the sonber colors of the rest of the roomshe | ooked |ike
an orchid thrown into a dirty alley. Ravenna was the only one who appeared
cal m Her hands were busy on her enbroidery and she didn't | ook up at their
arrival

There was a stiff silence in the roomand the dregs of a bitter argunent |ay
heavy in the air.
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Thomas realized it was his duty to announce Kade, the steward havi ng



apparently seized the opportunity to escape. Sensing that calling her "the
evil fay sorceress" would probably please her no end, he said,"The Princess
Kat heri ne Fon-tainon," then nmoved to take his place at Ravenna's side.

Kade's fair skin made her hel pl ess agai nst a sudden bl ush.

Ravenna | ooked up and said, "How |l ovely to see you again, dear child."

Kade curtsied in what had to be an intentionally gracel ess fashion. "I'm sure
it's just as lovely for you as it is for me, stepnother.”

"I"mnot your stepnother, dear. Your mother did not bother with the travesty
of marriage with your father, and it would hardly have served the purpose if
she had, because he was al ready nmy husband at the tine. You know this, but it
seens to please you to hear ne repeat it."

In a whisper plainly audible to the rest of the room Denzil said to Rol and,
"Cousin, diis is all too dull."

Ravenna snapped, "Rol and, send himaway. This is private."

Rol and gl ared. "I could ask you to send your paranour away too, nother."
In the ensuing nonent of silence, Kade snickered.
Thomas gl anced briefly heavenward. Denzil |ooked at Roland in irritation as

the inplication in the unfortunate phrasing of the King's retort sunk in.
Real i zi ng what he'd said and reddening faintly, Roland continued defiantly,
"This is a famly matter and he is the only one of ny famly who is truly fond
of ne."

"What a sad thought," Kade added hel pfully. "Sad, but true."

Rol and stared at her, neeting her eyes for the first time since she had
entered the room "Wat do you want here?"

Kade ignored the question. She | ooked to Ravenna, who had gone back to her
enbroi dery. After a noment the Dowager Queen said, "And how is your dear
nmot her, child?" as if her prepared greeting had never been interrupted.
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Ravenna' s expression was as polite as a judge passing sentence; Kade | ooked
ironic and anused. "She's in Hell," she said.

"Wshful thinking, certainly.”

"Ch, no, she really is. W saw her go. She |ost a wager."

"My condol ences,"” the Dowager said dryly, as the rest of the room di gested
that. Kade had just rem nded themall of her strangeness, and Ravenna had
taken the point. "Now tell us why you' ve come here in this unseemy fashion
as an actress of all things, bringing an eneny with you and di sturbing our
peace. "

"What are you nore worried about, that | brought you a battle or that | was
with an acting troupe? Never mind. | have quite a few enemes; | can't help it
if they follow ne about. As to why |I'mhere . " She paced a few steps, not
| ooki ng at them hands cl asped behi nd her back and the dingy |ace of her
petticoats swirling around her feet. "I just wanted to see ny fanmily, and ny
dear younger brother."

The slight enphasis on the word "younger" made Roland sit up and fl ush.

Kade | ooked from Ravenna to Rol and, her gray eyes passing over the quietly
wat chi ng Fal ai se.

This isn't turning out right at all, she had sai d outside, Thonas renenbered.
"I want to nmake an agreement with you," Kade said.

"Was it agreement you wanted when you sent mny court those cursed gifts?"

Rol and demanded. "How nmany of us have you tried to kill?"

"Then there's the death of King Fulstan," Denzil added hel pfully, before Kade
could answer. "Hi s illness was very sudden, was it not?"

"I see no point in resurrecting either the dead, or the runors of years past."
The gaze Ravenna turned on Rol and's cousin should have transfornmed himinto
stone. He only nodded politely at her. "Kade, what agreement are you . "
Unable to contain hinself, Roland interrupted, "Wy
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woul d we want to deal with you, sister?" Contenpt twi sted his voice. "You' ve



threatened us, ridiculed us ..
"Threatened? Oh, what a King you are, Roland." Kade cl asped her hands
dramatically and said nockingly in falsetto, "Ch, help, my sister is
threatening ne!" She | ooked down at her brother, [ip curled in disgust. "If |
wanted to kill you, you would be dead."

Rol and was on his feet. "You think so?" he said. "Wen you cursed di e nanme of
our famly . .

"You mewling idiot, so did you,
to rage.

"You're lying; | never did. It was you who .
"Silence, both of you," Ravenna said, but sonething in her tone told Thomas
she had rather enjoyed the argunent.

Brot her and sister stared at each other a long nonent. Kade's hands were at
her sides, curling into fists, uncurling.

Dam it, he's too close to her, Thonas thought. The Al bon kni ght nearest

Rol and had eased forward, ready to snatch himout of his sister's reach

Then Rol and turned away from her and threw hinmself down in his chair. Kade
turned her back on him and wal ked stiffly to the other side of the room her
hands shaki ng.

Into the silence Ravenna said, "You haven't said what agreenent you want to
nmake, dear."

In a voice al nost a whisper Kade said, "You make nme wish | never . . ." She

st opped, shook her head. "Landl aw and courdaw, stepnother. Landl aw favors the
first-bl ooded child of the female line. That's Roland. But courtlaw favors the
first-blooded child of the male ruler. That's ne." Kade stopped to watch t hem
a noment, their silence, their concentration

She shrugged. "Roland's little ass is planted firmy on the throne. That gives
hi m t he advantage. And you base your power on | andl aw, stepnother. You founded
your regency on the rights it gave you. You keep your guard by its
traditions.” She net Thomas's eyes a nonent. He returned her gaze

i mperturbably. She went on, "But there are still those who think |I should
have been the heir."
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Wt hout |ooking up fromher enbroidery, Ravenna said, "Do you want to be
Queen, dear? Wen you were fifteen you said you didn't. You spat on the throne
and said it was a foul thing and you woul dn't have it as a gift. And yes,
diere are still those who would put you on it, or at |east |ong enough to
secure the succession for a nore nmanageabl e candi date."

"It's caused you no nore trouble than it has ne."

"Then what is. your solution, dear?"

"I"ll sign an agreenent formally giving up my claimon die throne and any
Fontai non famly properties. Have your counselors draw it up." She gestured

el oquently at the King. "And 1'll even stop 'threatening Roland."

"And what do you want in return?"

Kade was deliberately silent until Ravenna | ooked up at her. "The freedom of
nmy old home," the'sorceress said softly.

"That's inpossible," Roland said, his voice | ow and harsh

"Ch, it's hardly that," Kade said.

Ravenna asked, "And what has brought this change of heart about?"

"I have my own reasons, and you don't have anything | want enough to make ne
tell you what they are."

"But why, dear?"

"Because | want it."

"That isn't nuch of a reason.”

"It's al ways been enough for you."

Have to give her that one, Thomas thought. Good shot.

Ravenna' s hands paused on the fabric and she stared at Kade. "You don't know
enough to judge nme, Katherine."

"Don't 1? You've always thought yourself fit to judge nme. It's only fair."

Kade shouted, her sarcasm abruptly giving way



"You are young, you know nothing, and life is not fair."

"I know enough, and life is what you nake it."

There was a pause.

Ravenna said quietly, "If you are to stay here, there are proprieties that
nmust be observed ..."

"No conditions. | haven't nade any.'
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The whol e idea was so unlikely it took Thomas a few nonents to realize that
Ravenna was seriously considering it. In a low voice, he said to her, "It
isn"t worth it, ny lady. It's too dangerous."

"Very likely," Kade agreed, smling idly and twisting a | ock of her pale hair.
Thomas knelt beside Ravenna's chair so he could see her face. "Don't do it."
Ravenna | ooked at him then regarded Kade for a | ong nmoment. Her opaque bl ue
eyes betrayed no enotion. She said, "I accept your proposition, dear."

"No," Roland said, his voice unsteady. "I forbid it."

Ravenna turned a basilisk gaze on her son. He trenbl ed, whether from anger or
fear it was difficult to tell, but said, "I won't have her here."

For a | ong nonent the outcone was in doubt. Thomas realized he was hol ding his
breath. The roomwas silent in suspense, as if they observed someone poi sed on
the brink of a chasm Even Denzil had |ost his expression of detached
anmusement and watched the struggle in fascination

Then Rol and' s nerve broke. He pounded his fist on the chair arm and shout ed,

"I don't want her here! Damm you, can't you listen to nme?"

It was a retreat. A shadow crossed Denzil's face that m ght al nbst have been
di sappoi ntment. Ravenna started to speak but Kade interrupted her. "Ch, cone
now, Rol and." The sorceress smled. "You have nore to worry about than ny
presence here."

He | ooked at her uncertainly. "Wat do you nean?"

She said, "The pal ace wards are still in place. | felt themwhen | cane in."
She frowned thoughtfully and laid a hand flat on the marble veneer of the
fireplace. She curled her fingers, draw ng sonething out of the stone that was
gray and wi ggl ed.

It canme out with a shower of stone chips, but without |eaving a hole in the
mantel . Kade held it between thunb and

forefinger like a boy with a rat, a spidery, boneless thing that struggled
frantically. It was hard for the eyes to fix onit. "This is a frid. It's
harm ess. It lives in stone and eats crunbs spilled on the floor. But it

shoul dn't be here.”

She dropped it. It hit the hardwood floor wkh a splat, hopped once to reach

t he hearthstone, and di sappeared beneath the pitted gray rock like a duck

di vi ng under water.

"I'"d say the wards aren't proof against the fay anynore. You have a probl em
stepnot her." Kade bowed to the roomin general and was out the door before
anyone coul d react.

Rol and | eapt up and noved to stand over Ravenna's chair. "You have overreached
yourself this tine, nother," he said. The protest convinced no one. H's face
was red with thwarted anger, but he had | ost his chance to defy her

"Have |? What woul d you have done, Roland?" she asked, as if not terribly
concerned with his answer.

"Arrested her!"

"And if she didn't want to go with the guards? Power is relative, ny lord."
Ravenna | et heat creep into her voice. "I thought |I'd taught you that if
nothing else. Tell ne you understand."

She | ooked up at him waiting, while Roland stared at her

Loungi ng back in his chair, Denzil said, smling, "Really, cousin, it's
beneath your notice."

Rol and | ooked back at him After a noment he nodded. "Perhaps you're right."

She smled. "It's only fair."



He turned back to Ravenna, lips twisted with contenpt. "Do what you like,
nother; it doesn't concern ne."

Then the King turned and stal ked toward the door, his page scranbling to open
it for himand his knights snmoothly surroundi ng him

Denzil stood and bowed to Ravenna with an ironic smile. "Congratul ations, ny
lady. Very well played."

Ravenna | ooked up at himconsideringly. "How old are you, Denzil?"

"I amtwenty-six, ny lady."
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"And do you intend to be twenty-seven?"

Denzil's smile widened. "I depend upon it, ny lady." He bowed again and

foll omed Rol and's departing retainers.

"What a good idea," Ravenna said to the roomat |arge. "Wy doesn't everyone
go?"

- When Ravenna phrased an order as a question it was a good indication that
her temper had reached the boiling point. Falaise started to speak

reconsi dered, and stood up to Jet G deon conduct her out. Ravenna's guards and
attendants went to wait for her outside.

Thomas had started for the door when Ravenna said, "Stay here, Captain."”
Unwi I i ngly he stopped, his back to her, waiting until die others had filed
out before turning around.

Ravenna had shoved her sewi ng aside and was resting her face in her hands. The
flicker of light fromthe hearth played about the red highlights in her hair
and netallic threads in the enbroi dery of her gown. Wthout noving she said,
"Don't look at me like that."

He folded his arns. "I amnot |ooking at you in any particul ar way.
"The hell you're not." She lifted her head and rubbed her tenples. "If she had
been ny daughter 1'd have narried her off to the God-King of Parscia. Cvi

war woul d have been the least of his worries.”

Thomas gave up pretense and | et her see how angry he was. He | eaned on one of
the flimsy rosewood tables that | ooked so out of place next to the

bl ood- spl ashed hunting scenes that dom nated the roomand said, "Cvil war may
be the | east of your worries now that you' ve let her in here. Before this she
was taking out her revenge in small pieces, which was a damm sight better than
what she coul d've chosen to do. Now she wants sonething nore."

Ravenna sat back and | ooked up at him "She may well get ft, whatever it is,"
she said seriously. "Did you see the way she dealt with me? And | think there
was a nonment when Rol and
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actually forgot Denzil was in the room She nmakes a fine eneny."

"She could be a deadly eneny. She's grown now and she doesn't want a child's
revenge anynore," Thonmas told her. Ravenna was single-mnded and ruthless in a
way that woul d have been devastating had it not been for the |lack of any

sadi sm She had been born to be an absolute ruler as some nmen were born to
paint or wite nusic. She wanted to bring Kade back into the fold, to direct
the sorceress's powers and talents to her own ends. He didn't think Ravenna
woul d understand the bitterness of wounds that had never heal ed.

"A child s revenge," Ravenna said, looking into the fire. "I wish | had a
child' s revenge. Fulstan wore away at them both of them Wen | discovered
all he had done . . . And | didn't realize it until he'd made nmy son a
coward. "

Ful stan's treatnment of Rol and and Kade had been at its worst when Kade was
fourteen and Rol and twel ve, at the tinme when Ravenna was away on the borders
during the last Bisran War. Thonas had been a lieutenant then, travelling with
Ravenna and the rest of the Guard. There had been no one at the palace with
the courage to informthe Queen that while she was managi ng supply lines and
br owbeati ng her generals into cooperation, Fulstan was destroying Ile-Rien's
future through its heir. Thomas had | ong wondered if Ful stan hadn't known



exactly what he was doing. If he wasn't striking back at Ravenna in the only
way open to him God knew she had been indifferent to anything el se he'd ever
done.

At this time it had al so been an open secret that Thomas was Ravenna's | over.
Most of his conversations with the |ate king had been Iimted to details of

t he execution Ful stan had pl anned for Thonmas the day Ravenna died, or grew
tired of him He did have a gift for words. Perhaps he woul d Have been happi er
as a poet than a king.

Ravenna was saying, "Had my children been bastards |I think all of us would be
the happier for it."

"Very el oquent. Now what are you going to do about it?"
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She stood up and flung her sewing to the floor. "Sixteen years ago when |
approved your appointment into ny guard, | knew | was making a m stake," she
shout ed.

"Probably," Thonmas agreed. "And | suppose that bit of misdirection, while
admi rabl e, though not quite up to your usual standards, is the only answer |'m
going to get."

She stared at hima noment, then shook her head, her expression turning wy.
"I'f I had an answer, | wouldn't need msdirection.” After a noment of thought,
she asked, "Can we trust Gal en DubeU?"

And that was that, even if he stood there and argued until he fell down dead
of old age. Thonas rubbed the bridge of his nose. It wasn't the first tine
Ravenna had gi ven him a headache. He said, "I think so." i

"Real | y?"

"I don't think he knew she was com ng here. But he's genuinely fond of the
girl, and there are people who are going to m stake that for collusion. It
woul d be agai nst your best interests to be one of them"™

"Yes, we need him Braun and his little apprentices are no good for serious
work like this. The sorcerers we sent for fromthe G anges and Lodun haven't
even reached the city yet. That's suspicious in itself. I'll tell Renier to
send nore messengers." She paused, her back to him her slender form

sil houetted against the light of the fire. "1 want you to watch her, Thomas."
"I gathered that," he said dryly. "lI've already arranged for it."

There was a discreet tap on the door, and Ravenna irritably called, "Enter."
It was the steward who had nade his escape fromthe solar earlier. He said
nervously, "My lord High Mnister Aviler is requesting an audi ence, ny |lady."
"Ch, he is? Wll, I'min the mood for him as a matter of fact. Tell him he
may enter, and don't think | didn't notice when you di sappeared earlier

Sai san. Let's not nmake a habit of that, hmmP"

THE ELEMENT OF FI RE

113
The steward bowed. "No, my |ady."
As the servant withdrew, Thomas said, "Fond as | amof Aviler, | have sone

things to attend to."

"Thomas?" she said quietly.

"Yes?" He stopped hal fway to the door

"You're the only man | know who doesn't hate, dislike, or fear ne, and it is a
bl essed relief sinply to speak to you; did you know t hat ?"

Because the High Mnister was already com ng through the door behind him
Thomas swept off his hat in his best formal court bow and said, "My lady, it
is my very great pleasure.”

On his way back to the Guard House, Thonas took the inmense circul ar stairwell
that led up fromwhat had been the main hall of the A d Palace two centuries
earlier and now linked the wing that held the Grand Gallery with the ol der

def ensi ve bastions. The gray age-old stone of the banisters and the centra
supporting colum were carved into flow ng ribbons and bands that ended in the
heads of gryphons, lions, and unrecogni zable animals fromthe artisan's

i magi nation. The lanmplit twilight of the stairwell was cool, and echoed



faintly with the humm ng activity of the rest of the pal ace.

Thomas wondered what Kade Carrion the fay sorceress was doi ng now.

The first time Kade had used her power against the court had been on a Saints'
Day ten years ago. It was held on M dsumer Eve because conbining the Church's
holy days with the O d Faith's festivals made it easier for the priests to get
a respectable turnout for the services, especially in the country where npst
of the population still considered thensel ves pagan. Qutside, the city streets
had been packed with costuned entertainers, travelling merchants, and
celebrating crowds, while in the Hi gh Cathedral the bishop was saying the

Sai nts' Day Mass before the royal court. At the cul mnation of the service,
pandenoni um had erupted. hjects levitated and snashed into walls.

Candl el amps, altar vessels, and stained
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gl ass wi ndows shattered. It had been a display of raw uncontroll ed sorcerous
power .

Dr. Surete had been Court Sorcerer then, and he had i medi ately sensed the
cause of the disturbance. It was Kade.

Gal en Dubell, who had been at court working with Surete, admitted that for
nost of the past two years he had been secretly teaching Kade the rudi nents of
sorcery. This in itself was not rmuch of a crinme. But Kade was the illegitimte
daughter of the king. She was ol der than Roland and courtl aw gave her a claim
on the throne. She was also half fay, and elenments at court and in the

M ni stry had been advi sing Ravenna that Kade was dangerous al nost since the
girl's birth. The next day Ravenna had bani shed Dubell to Lodun and sent Kade
out of the city to the Monelite Convent, perhaps knowi ng she would f not | ong
remain there. Many had wondered at the tinme why Ravenna had shown the daughter
of her husband's mistress that nuch nercy, when no one in Ile-R en except the
di sgraced Gal en Dubell woul d have objected to Kade's execution. But they knew
that Ravenna did everything for her own reasons, and asking for an expl anation
when none was of fered was usel ess.

In the solar Ravenna had unintentionally said "nmy children" and Thonmas didn't
t hi nk she was including the two stillborn girls buried in the H gh Cathedral's
crypt. Ravenna had wanted Kade to be the canny, beautiful daughter she had
never had, and in some ways she still wanted that. But that was exactly what
that brave, daft, strange-eyed sorceress woul d never be.

There was a clatter as Martin appeared on the | andi ng above and call ed,

" Capt ai n?"

"What is it?" Martin had been sent with the other Queen's guards to see that

t he pal ace was secure after the Ariequin's disturbance. Thomas suspected the
expression of relief on the young nan's face indicated that he was about to
pass a thorny problemon to soneone el se.

"Trouble, Sir," Martin said as Thomas reached him The
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young guard led the way off the landing to a short pillared hall. "W just
found him It's Dr. Braun."”

On one side of the hall an oaken door stood open. Thonas followed Martin into
a small room furni shed as a sal on which had been used as a waiting room for

di pl omati c guests when the A d Hall had been an audi ence chanber.

Braun lay crunpled on an eastern carpet whose rich color was distorted by his
bl ood. He lay as if he had been sitting on the stool at the high witing desk
when he had slunped to the side and fallen to the floor

Two nore Queen's guards waited there, Castero and Bas-erat. Both were | ooking
at the corpse as if trying to decide what to do with it. Thomas went past them
and knelt beside the body. The carpet was soaked with bl ood and squi shed

unpl easantly underfoot. Carefully he lifted the young sorcerer's head and saw
that his throat had been cut. The edges of the wound were straight, not

ragged. It had been done snoothly, with a very sharp knife. The body was cold
and beginning to stiffen. "Wio found hi n?" he asked.



"I did," Martin said. "W cane past this roomearlier on the first quick
search and missed him You can't see die body fromthe door since the
secretaire is in the way. Wien we were worki ng our way back just now doing it
thoroughly | wal ked all the way in and saw him"

"He's cold, so he nust have been here before that, Sir," Baserat added.

"Yes, and he must have been killed here," Thonmas agreed. The carpet was

evi dence enough of that. Braun had been |l eaving fromthe gallery, going back
to die King's Bastion, and rmust have stepped into the little roomto speak to
someone. Soneone who had cone up behind himat sone point during the course of
the conversation and skillfully slit his throat.

"What is this?"

Thomas | ooked up to see High Mnister Aviler standing in the doorway, watching
t hem suspiciously. It wasn't surprising that the H gh Mnister's audience with
Ravenna had been a

116

MARTHA VEELLS

short one; in her current nmood it woul d have been succinct, to say the |east.
Thomas answered, "At first glance it appears to be a dead nman."

"I realize that." Aviler stepped into the room his |long state robes brushing
the floor, keeping a wary eye on the other guards. As he well m ght, Thomas
thought, if this were really the nurder in progress the man obviously half
hoped it was. Martin and the others, who were probably still uncertain whether
they'd neglected their duty and didn't appreciate Aviler's presence as a
witness to it, were no doubt helping this inpression by their obvious
attitudes of belligerence and guilt.

The Hi gh Mnister cane to the edge of the bl ood-soaked carpet and stopped,
frowning, as it becane apparent the death was some hours old. "Braun," he said
in surprise, recognizing the young sorcerer. "Wo did it?"

"That's a good question." Wy? is another good question, Thomas thought,

t hough he could guess at |east part of the answer. Poor bastard. He said it
wasn't important.

THE AIR SHELLED | i ke rain. Kade

sat on the | edge of the fourth story of the North Bastion, |eaning on a stone
por poi se and watching the sky. The clouds were gray and heavy, though sunli ght
broke through in occasional patches. Across the naze of paved courts and
formal gardens bel ow were the high walls and steeply pitched roof of the
Gallery Wng, nore nodemand airy in its design than the bl ocky bastion at her
back. It was a cool day, and a danp breeze tore at her hair.

She could feel the wards. They stretched fromthe bottom of the outer walls to
a point high above the palace, fornming an invisible, constantly shifting dome.
Years ago Gal en Dubeli had shown her how to use gascoi gn powder made from
hart's horn and crab's eyes to see the corona of |ight that marked their
presence, and to use ash or flakes of charcoal to track their movenents. Bad
weat her tended to push themcloser to the earth; perhaps that was why they
seened to be intruding into her thoughts today.

The frid nust have slipped in through one of the naturally occurring gaps

bet ween the individual wards. If it had blundered directly into one, the

harm ess, powerl ess creature woul d have been eaten in an instant. If the

nmoti on of the wards was slowi ng, then the frid—and the gol emfor that
matt er —i ght sinply have been |ucky enough to slip through. The new sorcerer
Braun ni ght have been as inconmpetent at tending the wards since Dr. Surete's
death as he had been at defending hinself fromwhoever killed him Galen
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Dubel | had only been back a day: not nmuch time to make up lost ground with as
conpl ex an etheric structure as the wards.

However it had gotten in, Kade was fairly sure the gol em had been sent for
her. She had eneni es enough anong the courts of Fayre, w thout even

consi dering those anong the nortal sorcerers. There were many fay who want ed
Moi re' s castles, especially Knockma, and Kade was determned not to give them



up.
Soneone novi ng t hrough the garden bel ow reni nded her that she was being

foll owed, but the passerby did not glance up. Kade had dodged the men who were
wat chi ng her, though they probably knew she was somewhere in this bastion. It
didn't matter; all she needed was a few nmonents' privacy.

Seei ng Rol and and Ravenna again had stirred a whol e nest of unpl easant
nmenories. He stood there and said | cursed the nane of our father, as if
not hi ng had ever happened. As if | hadn't held himwhile he prayed to the
Church's God for our father to die, she thought. Roland was only two years
younger than she; he couldn't fail to remenber.

Ful stan had al ways been a frightening presence in their lives, but during
Ravenna' s | ong absences fromcourt during the |ast years of the Bisran War, he
had been at his worst. Kade's menories of those tines were particularly vivid.
The day Ful stan had beaten to death one of Roland's servants, a boy no ol der
than the ten-year-old Prince. Gods, how can Rol and forget that. Those little
bones breaking ... In sheer terror Roland had sent away his other young
servants, and even his pages, sons of high nobility neant to grow up with him
and become his conpani ons and advi sors. Fulstan had permitted this, because it
had | eft Rol and al one. Except for ne, Kade thought. Looking back she could see
that they shoul d have spoken to someone, that Roland could have sent a letter
to Ravenna ... As the daughter of the king' s supernatural and despised | enan,
Kade had had fewer options, but neither she nor Roland had been able to
believe that a world exi sted where hel p was avail abl e.
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Landl aw expected even a sovereign to be responsible for his behavior, even if
courtlaw did not, but Fulstan had been careful. He had nmade the G sternans his
personal guard instead of the Al bon Order, thereby ridding hinself of the
interfering presence of an Al bon Preceptor. He had never done anything to

Rol and that would | eave an outward sign. He had surrounded hinself with
sycophants and croni es, and he had been a terror to die pal ace wonen.

For a long tinme he had been wary of Kade, perhaps half hoping, half fearing
that her nother Mdire would return to claimher. He had treated his daughter
with contenpt, reviled her, held her up to the court as an object of ridicule,
but he had never touched her. Until that day of her fifteenth sunmer, when he
had pi nned her in a comer of her roomand told her that as she grew ol der her

| ooks were al nost passable

The next day had been M dsumer Eve and the Saints' Day episode in the

cat hedral . She had been bani shed to the convent, and six nonths |ater Fulstan
was dead.

Kade cursed softly to herself, com ng back out of the past to the cloudy day
and the breeze lifting her fine hair. It's no good to think about it; it's
over. If Roland hates you for leaving him that's his decision. You were a

pri soner escaping a cell, and you took the first chance that was handy. At

| east that was what Galen Dubell had told her, two years ago at Lodun

From t he open wi ndow a few paces along the | edge to her left came the sound of
a door squeaki ng open, then a nmoment |ater the nuted thunmp of something heavy
being shifted. That's Gal en, Kade thought, easing herself up the wall to stand
on the | edge. The servants never noved anyt hi ng.

She stepped around the el aborately figured w ndow caserment and onto the wooden
sill. Galen Dubell was in a corner of his room piling stacks of books atop a
stout wooden chest. He finished and straightened his back with a sigh, turned,
and saw her. "Kade."

H s expression was disturbingly neutral. She wondered at his |ack of reaction
Even t hough she had never fallen off
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anyt hi ng hi gh enough to hurt herself, he hated to see her wal k on | edges. She
said, "I wote and told you that | was com ng back. Didn't you get the

letter?"



"No, | never received it,'
you. "

"You told ne | should face nmy anger and that would help ne get rid of it. |
take it this wasn't exactly what you neant." Kade spoke with a sinking heart.
And she had thought her decision to return to the palace to confront her past
was sensi ble and w se.

"Perhaps | didn't know what | meant." He al nost smiled. "Perhaps |'ve becone
too used to dealing with old men who would rather talk than act. But if this
is die way you must do it, then I wi sh you luck."

"But you dgn't want ne to involve you," she said, and thought, How cahnfy that
cane out. The wooden wi ndow frane was rough agai nst her hand and she realized
she was gripping it very tightly.

He didn't | ook away, but held her gaze gravely. "That mght be for the best."
It was not what she had wanted to hear. She had wanted himto | ook exasperated

he said slowy. "I would have tried to dissuade

and say, That wasn't what | neant at all, you little fool; now stop feeling
sorry for yourself and cone down out of that w ndow.

"Something is going to happen here, Kade," he was saying. "I don't know what
it is yet, but I have to be free to deal with it."

And not be bani shed agai n because of nme. She said, "I know It's someone

called Gandier."

"What do you know about hi n"

"He tried to kill you."

"He failed."

She shook her head, trying to put the anger away. "The | esser fay won't even
speak his name. They're nore afraid of himthan they are of ne. The ones from
the higher courts say they've never heard of him but it's pretense. They

woul dn't tell ne the truth anyway."
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"He's in the city, perhaps closer than anyone realizes. Dr. Braun was killed
[ast night. I'mcertain Grandier had something to do with it, and that neans
he must have soneone inside the wall already. | could use your help, but I
dare not take it. Do you understand?"

"Yes, well, | suppose | do."

"And you nust give nme your word that you won't harm anyone here, no matter
what provocation."

Kade coul dn't ook at himanynore. Her voice was nore bitter than she

i ntended. "You know | can't promi se that." She slipped out of the w ndow and
began to make her way down the | edge to an unused bal cony. Behind her, he
called with a trace of his old exasperation, "Be careful, dam it."

The guards spotted her agai n when she had reached the ground floor and was
com ng out of the entrance into the Rose Court. Kade picked up her skirt and
bolted down one of the stone-paved paths between the rosebushes. As she
reached the wall of the court, she heard heavy bodi es crashing into the thorny
and not-so-delicate hedges. The wall was rough and pitted and she scaled it
easily. Reaching the top she crouched anmid the tangled vines and took a quick
gl ance around. As she had seen from above, the area between the bastion and
the high walls of the Gallery Wng was a honeyconb of intersecting gardens and
courts, sonme old and familiar and others that were recent additions. She ran
lightly along the wall, junped to a narrower intersecting wall, and ran al ong
its length. She heard a yelp and a crash as the vines on the first wall gave
way on someone. As she spun around to | ook, her |ace underskirt caught on a

i onhead spout on the wall's rain gutter, throwi ng her off bal ance and forcing
her to junp down.

She | anded heavily in a pile of raked | eaves. She was in a | ong and

irregul arly shaped garden, with a clipped | awmn and overfl ow ng fl ower borders,
nost of it ranbling out of sight behind the wall and sheltering hedges.

Kade got to her feet and strolled toward the nossy foun-
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tain just around the curve of the wall, prepared to be mldly amused when they

caught up with her.

St oppi ng beside the fountain where water spouted frompitchers in the hands of

stone nynmphs, she wiggled her toes in the cool grass. The garden w dened out

fromthis point on, becomng |larger and nore grand than she had first

supposed. In the wide area of | awmn were yew bushes shaped into a scal ed-down

battlement with towers half-circling a |l arge round nosaic of a massive

sundial. It was nmonments before her eyes focused on the man and the woman

seated on a bench beneath a honeysuckle arbor only a few yards from her; the

pl ay of the fountain had covered their voices. It was Queen Fal ai se and

Denzi | .

Fal ai se saw Kade at al nbst the same monent. She stood, jerking her hand free

of Denzil's grasp, and hurried toward her. Kade, who was nore used to catching

peopl e unawares t han bei ng caught, stood there and stared.

The Queen stopped a few feet fromher, said uncertainly, "M/ |ady Katherine
uh, Kade?" She wore a dress of rose and pear) and was clutching a snall

book in a white-knuckled grasp. Iike npst aristocratic wonmen woul d have been

she was out of breath fromthe exertion of wal king quickly across die garden.

Fal ai se hadn't been crying, but there was something stricken in her blue eyes

that anounted to the sane thing.

Kade felt herself |ooking stupid. She said, "Yes?" hoping to provoke an

expl anati on.

Alittle desperately, Falaise said, "W had an appoi ntnent."

Kade realized that the Queen was not seeing her as a sorceress or as her

husband's nmad sister, but only as another worman. "An appointnent," she

repeat ed hel pfully, noddi ng.

Denzil reached them and caught Fal aise's arm again. The Queen flinched and

dropped her book, which barely mssed the fountain. Kade stooped i nmedi ately

to rescue it fromthe danmp ground.

Denzil said, "Another appointment, ny |ady?" H s snile
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was confident and anused. A brief glow of sunlight breaking through die cloudy

sky touched his blond hair, the powder blue of has doublet, the gens

ornanenting his sword. He and Fal ai se made a beautiful couple.

Fal ai se hesitated. "Yes, | "

"I was late," Kade said, brushing dirt off the little book's sheepskin

bi ndi ng.

"Yes, she was," Fal ai se agreed instantly. She stepped away from Denzi
stiffly.

He chuckl ed and bowed slightly to make the point that he was allowi ng her to
escape. "Then |I'I| | eave you to your appointment."

H s arrogance was too obvious for Kade to | eave well enough alone. "Do that,"
she said.

Amused and ironic, he net her eyes and bowed. "My |ady."

They wat ched himcross the garden toward the gate behind the hedges. Kade
didn't know Denzil very well. He had been presented to court shortly before
she had left. He had attached hinself to Roland shortly thereafter

There was not hing she hated nore than people who didn't take her seriously.
Fal ai se sat down on the edge of the fountain, heedl ess of what the noss woul d
do to her silk damask skirts

This near to the Queen, Kade was suddenly conscious that the clinb on the
bastion's | edge and her fall into the | eaves hadn't done her dress any good.
But her grubbi ness was bound to aggravate Ravenna, and she resolved to let her
cl ot hing degenerate as far as nodesty all owed, "Were are your guards?" she
asked Fal ai se.

"This is ny private garden. When | give audi ences here they wait beside the
gate. | bribed ny ladies to go down to the grotto."

"Why didn't you call the guards?”

"That wouldn't do any good."



Fal ai se had the cal m of someone who has been miserable for a long tinme and
expects to go on being m serable. Kade
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said, "lIt's difficult for soneone to nake advances when there are a |l ot of nen
standi ng around looking at himas if they want to kill him They're Queen's

guards; even Roland can't order them away when they're protecting you."

The Queen shook her head wearily, the wind playing with her curls and ribbons.
"It isn't that sort of advances."

"It doesn't matter what sort of advances. It always worked for Ravenna's

| adi es when . " When ny father. . . "when they needed it," she finished

but Fal aise didn't notice the | apse.

"He wouldn't let me call them™

"Do it anyway."

"It's easy for you to say." Fal aise gestured hel pl essly, the puffed sleeves of
her gown al nost hi ding the novenent.

Kade watched her a nmonent, dien sat on the fountain rimbeside her. "Not

al ways. "

But Fal ai se opened the book on her |ap and turned the pages distractedly. By
crani ng her neck Kade could see it was witten instead of printed, and by a
hand not as fine as a professional clerk's. Poetry, she guessed, and it would
hardly be from Rol and. Fal ai se sl ammed the book dosed and said abruptly, "What
do | call you, (Catherine or Kade?"

" Kade. "

"Kade. Did you ever turn yourself into a bird?"

"I thought about it, but | decided | wanted to live." It came to her that
Fal ai se wasn't really nuch of a coward. Denzil must have browbeaten her

t horoughly. Possibly nost men in authority over her had browbeaten her

t horoughly. "Human sorcerers can't shape-change, not if they ever want to turn
back into thenselves. Mst fay can, but | never had to badly enough to make

t he experinent."

"That's a shame. It would be wonderful to just turn into something and fly
away. "

They sat in the quiet a nmoment, with not even birds to interrupt the
fountain's bubbling. Then Kade renenbered sonething and asked her, "Wat did
you mean when you said Denzil wasn't making that sort of. "
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A man cane runni ng around one of the yew hedges toward them He threw hinsel f
at Falaise s feet so enthusiastically Kade had to scranmble out of the way to
avoid being tunbled into the fountain.

More graceful than the sorceress, Fal aise kept her bal ance and said in
exasperation, "Aristofan, please . "

The young man kneeling at her feet was handsone with russet hair and eager
brown eyes. He was dressed for court in blue and gray and had lost his

feathered hat in his run across the lawn. "It was him wasn't it? That was why
you didn't want ne to cone to you today. You nmust tell me what he wants from
you. "

Kade | ooked down at herself to make sure she hadn't inadvertently faded from
si ght.

"No, | can't, | told you." Fal aise spoke firmy, but then she stroked his

hair. "Really, it's all right."

"Don't mind ne," Kade said. "I'll just stand over here, shall |?"
Aristofan clasped the Queen's hand ardently. "Don't you trust ne? |1'd do
anyt hing for you."

"Sometines | alnost think you would."

One of the men followi ng Kade appeared at the top of the wall, spotted her
and waved back to his conmpanions. "Wll," Kade said, "I have to | eave before
t hey decide |I'm holding you prisoner and roll in a couple of cannon.”

"Pl ease." Fal ai se | ooked up at her. "You won't say anything?"



"I don't know anything." Kade started away, then stopped and | ooked back at
the other woman. "If you're going to tell soneone, tell Ravenna."

Fal ai se | ooked down at Aristofan's head, her expression drawn and troubl ed.

To avoid Fal ai se's guards, Kade |left the garden by going over the wall behind
the battl ement hedge. She was still not quite ready to be foll owed again, and
she rejoined the path that |ed away fromthe Queen's garden only when she was
out of sight of the garden gates. The path wandered past wall ed
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herb gardens then abruptly opened out to the paved area bel ow the terraces of
the Gallery Wng. The smpboth stone of the Gallery Wng's walls was butter
colored and would glow like gold in the full sunlight. She clinbed the steps
and wal ked along the terrace, |ooked at the view of the rolling [ awn, the
trees, and the artificial tenple ruins, and wondered about Gal en Dubell

I"mnot going to sit like a lunp while he fights this Bisran bastard G andier
si ngl e-handed. Does he honestfy expect me to do that? No, he couldn't, she
decided. It was incredible. If she were going to behave in that ridicul ous
fashion to one of the few friends she had, then she m ght as well have stayed
in the convent and saved years of trouble. Galen isn't an idiot. G andier
trapped hi monce; he might do it again. He knows he needs hel p; he just can't
ask for it.

She stopped, drew a toe neditatively over a pattern in the paving stone. She
was tired of being foll owed.

Kade cl osed her eyes and pulled gl anour out of the danmp air and the dew on the
grass, wove it with the afternoon sunlight filtered through the clouds, and
drew it over herself like a concealing blanket. If anyone saw her she woul d
appear as another courtier, a servant, whatever they expected to see.

She woul d hel p Dubell, and she had an inkling of howto go about it.

"Well, that's been a waste of time," Thomas told Lucas. They had just finished
qguestioning the last of Dr. Braun's apprentices and servants and had elicited
not hi ng but a tearful confession fromthe sixty-year-old chanberl ain about a
few pennies' worth of m sappropriated househol d funds.

During the questioning, Lucas had been entertaining hinself by flipping a
smal | boot dagger from hand to hand, and now he sent it into the table with a
thud. "So, who killed the poor bastard? The chanberl ai n?"

The room was danmp and too warm despite the open wi ndow. Thomas stood up from
the table piled with papers and noved restlessly to the rooms little bal cony,
unbut t oni ng
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the top of his doublet. From here he could | ook down onto the hall where
servants wandered, off-duty guards gathered, and the main life of the Queen's
Guard House was concentrated. He | eaned agai nst the rough pillar in the coner
of the bal cony and said, "He's too short. Braun was sitting at a clerk's
writing desk and the stool was a foot or so taller than an ordinary chair.
Whoever cut the good doctor's throat was at |east my height. The way that old
man's back is bent he'd never have been able to reach him"

On the stone-paved floor of the hall below, sonme of the nmen had di scarded
their doublets to practice swordplay on wooden targets and one another. Cuards
usual | y fought one another every chance they had. Constant work was required
to keep in top formfor the real duels, which usually lasted no nore than a
few nonents, depending on the relative skill of the opponents, and often ended
with a death or a crippling. Al used their regular dueling swords rather than
the blunt-tipped weapons often enpl oyed for practice, and it was only due to
the skill of the conbatants that so little blood was being shed. There were
not as many men off-duty as usual; all the guardposts and duty shifts had been
doubl ed since | ast night.

Al this morning Thomas had noted a tension on the wind that hadn't been there
yesterday. Everyone knew t he danger of dark and deserted pl aces, but the

pal ace had al ways been safe ground from any but human opponents. Two G stenman



guards had been sent back to their famlies in boxes today, the first

casualties in a new and uncertain war. The rest of the court had also finally

bothered to notice the danger, and today there were conplaints, mld hysteria,

and | oud questions about why soneone wasn't doi ng sonet hi ng.

"If you're going to be clever about it, we won't be able to arrest anyone,"”

Lucas pointed out.

The pillar Thonmas | eaned against still bore the nine-year-old bullet hole that

had signalled the end of his predecessor's career. He picked at the splintered

area thoughtfully and said, "We're looking for a throat-slitter who takes an

unpr epared man from behi nd but who still scruples at robbery." Braun

128

MARTHA VEELLS

had been wearing a respectable anbunt of court jewelry, including a

di anond- st udded presentati on medal from Lodun and several genstones given to

hi m by past wealthy patrons. Al had been left on the body. "That elim nates

nost of the servants but certainly throws suspicion on every nenber of the

nobility in the palace. And Grandier."

Lucas | eaned his chair back against the yellowed plaster wall behind him

"Always Grandier. Wat did Braun have that Grandier would want to kill him

for?"

"Information."” And thinking of information, Thomas w shed the cl erks would

hurry with the translation of the documents chronicling Gandier's trial in

Bi sra. They knew so little about the man, and he wanted to take advantage of

every resource, no matter how sparse it mght be.

"Ahh. Braun saw sonething ..."

"Or remenbered sonething. He tried to talk to me |ast night but we were

interrupted by Denzil."

" Coi nci dence?"

Thomas gl anced back at him "Which coi ncidence? Braun wanting to tell ne

somet hing or Denzil interrupting at the opportune nonent 11"

"W're not going to get anywhere if you keep inventing new questions." Lucas

gl anced briefly toward the w ndow, which opened onto the narrow alley between

t he house and the stone wall of the old arnmory. "Half the pal ace is saying

that it was the sorceress.”

"Not a bad suggestion, except she was Already in the gallery perform ng bad

Commedia in front of everyone who matters in the city when | saw Braun alive.

The body was long cold by the time she left." Thonas shook his head. She was

al so too short. "Today she |l ost her guards in the Queen's garden. One of them

reported it an hour ago."

"What was she doing there?"

"Tal king to the Queen, apparently."

"Huh. What's going to come of that, do you think?"

"Not much." Thonas smiled. "They can't bani sh Fal ai se. ™
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Lucas was silent a nonent, then said, "Your great friend Hi gh Mnister Aviler

is implying it was a Queen's guard."

"What a hel pful suggestion. How in hell did he come up with it?"

Lucas shrugged. "The usual way. There was some |oud muttering about Braun

some of the men blam ng himfor his inconpetence when you were trying to get

Gal en Dubell out of Grandier's house. Braun was never half the help old Dr.

Surete was."

"So one of themtakes it on hinself to renmove the irritant? It's unlikely."

But G deon had said sonething about that I[ast night. Thomas was struck by an

unpl easant image. Braun, unable to find Thomas in the crowded gallery,

stopping a facel ess Queen's guard on a deserted stair. Asking himto take a

message to his captain, stepping into a quiet parlor to use the witing desk .
But Thomas had al ways seen Braun as a pitiable figure, and the young

sorcerer had been coldly elimnated in a way that didn't agree with the theory

of a guard rmurdering himin sudden anger. Then again, Braun was a sorcerer and



woul d surely have had sone neans of defending hinself; he would al nost have to
be taken from behind .

The door creaked as a servant opened it to usher in Ephraim the ragged

bal | ad-sel |l er and professional spy.

"Good news?" Thomas asked as the old man grinned and bowed to both of them

Ephrai m pul l ed off his cloth cap and began to knead it conversationally. "In a
manner of speaking, Sir. It's quite a tale. The Ganbin | ad's dead, you see."
If he had his throat slit around the sanme tinme as Braun did last night, I'm

going to retire, Thomas thought. "What happened?”

"Fromthe beginning it was that a couple of ny own boys followed Ganbin to see
if he would lead us to the fellow who hired him and he led thema nerry way,
Sir, but he ended up back at the palace quarter and entered Lord Lestrac's
house." Ephraimhesitated. Not fromtrepidation, but nore as if he
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were still trying to sort things out in his own mnd. "After a bit he cane

out, and the boys foll owed Ganmbin on a wandering way back to his honme ground,
and waited outside his house, as they hadn't any instructions to do otherwi se.
Bef ore dawn this nmorning a young wonan arrives, and she goes in and starts to
scream The boys figured they should go in and see what the natter was, and as
Ganbin didn't know either of themdiey could say they were passersby. Well
they didn't have to say much at all, because Ganbin was dead, you see, wi thout
a mark on him

"When | got there | Sent for a |ady who lives down in the Philosopher's Cross
and knows a bit about these things, and in her opinion it had the | ook of a

wi cked sending about it, though |I never heard of Ganbin to trouble with
sorcerers before. She said it was nmost likely in something he was given, sone
token, that was enspelled to nmurder the |ad whenever the nmaster was finished
and didn't want the |ikes of anyone asking questions. It cost extra for her to
search for the token, and | thought you'd want your own people to do that, so
| locked up the house and cane on here."

"You' ve done your best," Thonmas told him "Tell themto get you a drink, and

t he Paymaster has your fee."

Ephrai m s bow was unpolished but sincere. "Ch, that's very good of you,
Captain."

When the spy had left, Lucas said, "Well, well. Lord Lestrac is our nanel ess
letter-forger, and Ganbin is silenced the same way you think Dr. Surete and

M1 amwere. A connection to G andier?"

"Maybe." The attenpt with the letters was the sort of subtle, ineffective
trick Denzil's friends were fanous for in their attenpts to please him and of
whi ch the Duke unconcernedly let them suffer the consequences. "It al nost
seens as if there are two different men, or factions, at work. Grandier with
his sorcery, and then soneone el se plaguing us with littie distractions.
Ganbin was hired by the second nan, and when he was conpronm sed, G andier
killed him"

"I'f they're working together. They mi ght not be." Lucas shrugged. "There's no

way to tell."
Thomas bit his lip thoughtfully, considering his options. He said, "I want you
to send men to search Ganmbin's house and pick up the body; I'Il want an

opinion on it from Dubell."

"How | ovely for him" Lucas got to his feet. "You know, if |I'm not m staken
Lestrac is also a friend of Denzil's. | think the good Duke of Al sene

mai ntai ns that house for him"

"He does. And it was searched by the King's Watch about two days ago. They
didn't discover anything." Lestrac's house was one of a group of manses for
royal dependents that were built up against the outside of the pal ace's west
wal | . Lestrac was a | andl ess, dissipated young nobl eman, useful occasionally
as a tool for Denzil but not much else. He had never been inplicated in one of



Denzil's plots deeply enough to send himto the traitors' graves outside the
city, but he assisted Roland's cousin in the spreading of runors and |ies.
After a nmoment Thomas shook his head. "Even if we did connect a friend of
Denzil's to Grandier, it won't prove anything to Roland. To convince himwe'd
have to catch Denzil standing over the royal bed with a drawn sword, and even
then I'mnot sure he'd believe it."

"Lestrac was supposed to have dabbled in black nmagic in his wlder days, and
bargai ned with denons, like Grandier. The letters m ght have been his own

i dea, and he could have killed Ganbin hinself," Lucas said.

"I heard he dabbl ed, but | never heard he dabbled all that successfully.

Fi ndi ng the token should settle it. Have them be especially careful of

anyt hi ng val uable on Ganbin's body. If | were Grandier, | would have put the
spell on the paynment that was given him" Thomas paused. "I'l|l see Lestrac
nmysel f."

Lucas frowned. "WII| you take Dubell with you?"

"He's still a target for Grandier and |'mnot sure | want to risk him He may

be the only protection the pal ace has."
"So you go to Lestrac's house where Grandier is hiding and
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he kills you because Gal en Dubell is safe back here. Does that make sense?"
"It's not a perfect plan, I'll admit. 1'Il take one of Braun's apprentices.
They aren't conpletely useless.”

"O take ne."

Kade Carrion was sitting in the wi ndow, perfectly conposed, the ragged hem of
her dress tucked under her feet. How she had gotten there wi thout either one
of them hearing her was incredible; fromher attitude she m ght have been
there for the past hour.

"What are you doi ng here?" Lucas asked, dropping a hand to his sword.

Her | ook said she suspected his sanity. "Listening. Next you'll ask ne how
much | heard, to which I'Il very likely reply 'enough.' Can't we dispense with
all that?"

Lucas | ooked at his captain and rai sed an eyebrow i nquiringly. Thomas shook
his head minutely, and asked Kade, 'Take you where?"

"To what' s-hi s-nane's house where you think Gan-dier is."

Thomas | eaned back against the pillar and folded his arms. "Why do you want to

go?"

She roll ed her eyes in exasperation. "lI'moffering to help."

"And in such a touching and spontaneous way. If | refuse your hel p?"

She appeared to seriously consider the question. "I mght follow anyway. |'m
good at that. O not. | might do a lot of things; the day is young."

This was om nous. "And |I'm expected to trust you?"

Apparently outraged, she sat up strai ght against the w ndow caserment and said,
"I gave ny word."

"No, you did not."

"1 did."

"Waen?"

He saw her hesitate, then she gave in and grinned. She said, "So 1 didn't.
Cone on, you know you want nme to go. |'mlucky."

"Lucky for whon?" Lucas nuttered.

"This isn't a game," Thomas said, wary. She had her own brand of charm that
was certain. And Thomas realized that even against his will he was tenpted by
that charm Because she's different, or because she's dangerous? he asked
hinself, irritated. Stop being ridicul ous and concentrate. "You' ve said you
want to help, but you haven't told ne why. And you haven't been terribly
hel pful in the past."

"The past is the past." Kade tilted her head to one side, watching himwith
those very direct eyes. "Grandier would have killed Gal en Dubell, who is ny



ol dest friend." She finished lightly, "I can't have that, can |?"

Trusting her was a decided risk, but if Grandier was in that house, or had
been there and left nore traps, Kade would be their best hope. And so far he
had come across nothing to suggest that she was the Bisran sorcerer's ally.
And this is certainly one way to find her out if she is. He said, "Very well."
I

THE HOUSES THAT cl ust ered

agai nst the palace's west wall presented bl ank stone facades to the public,
nost of their life and wealth turned i nward. The cl ouds had cl osed up overhead
and a light rain had started, settling the dust and washi ng away the habitua
stench of the street, preparing to turn it into a river of nmud. Street vendors
who sold ribbons, trinkets, foodstuffs, and anulets to protect against

ni ght-dwel ling fay were gathered in danp clunps around the pillars of the
promenade that faced the line of houses. Coaches splashed by, trying to reach
their destinations before the stormstarted in earnest; few of the wealthier
residents were abroad at this hour, and nost had retreated into the rich shops
farther under the sheltering roof of the pronenade. The street was nostly
unobserved, for which Thomas was gl ad. He hated an audi ence for this sort of
wor k.

Lestrac's house was four stories topped by a steeply pitched red tile roof,

set between the towering residence of a ship owner and the wi nter hone of a

m nor nobl e.

Rain dripping off his hat, Thonas stepped back to | ook up at the barred

wi ndows whil e Castero banged on the door. Another Queen's guard tried the
doubl e carriage doors while the others spread out in front of the house and
attenpted to | ook i nnocuous. There was no back alley and no other exit. He had
brought twenty nmen, which was overkill if this was Lestrac's own plot. If
Grandier hinmself was in there despite the earlier search by the King' s Watch,
the entire troop m ght not be enough
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There was no answer at the door. Thomas started to tell Castero to break it in
when he gl anced down and found Kade Carrion at his el bow. The water that was
beadi ng on his dark cloak was dripping fromher hair and her dingy red dress.
She had appeared so suddenly it was possible that she had sinply risen out of
the nmud. She had been investigating the street on her own, wandering about in
a random fashi on and poki ng around doorways. "There's someone in there," she
sai d positively.

"There's no answer," Castero call ed.

Thomas | ooked down at Kade. "Is it warded?"

She stared at the door, brows drawn down in concentration. "No. It should be."
"Open it," Thomas told Castero.

The guard drew his pistol and used the heavy butt to pound the | ock. The wood
around it cracked and Castero used his shoulder. As he struck the door it
swung backward and came off its hinges.

Kade slipped past Thomas al nost before the door gave way. As she ducked inside
Castero junped back and nuttered, "Pardon ne."

If it's a trap, she's determined to spring & first. Thomas signal |l ed Baser at
and anot her two guards to stand watch outside and foll owed her, drawing his
rapier.

I nside was a high-ceilinged area with a stone staircase curving up the wall to
t he second-floor entrance. The floor was stone paved, and a bl ack coach wth
pol i shed brass fittings stood in front of the carriage doors. Light came in

t hrough hi gh narrow wi ndows in the outside wall. There was stabling beneath
the stairs, and Thomas nodded for one of. his men to investigate it.

Kade was hal fway up the steps and Thomas called to her, "G ve us a nonent,

pl ease.” She threw her arnms up in exasperation, but stopped, tapping her foot

i mpatiently.

The guard flushed a couple of frightened groons out of the stalls where they
had been attenpting to hide. Fromthe
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nunber of horses stabled there, Lestrac was i ndeed hone and entert aini ng.
Thomas put two nore nen to watch the servants and to keep any fugitives from
escapi ng behind them then headed toward the stairs, the others follow ng him
Kade was of f again as soon as he started up. Behind him Castero whispered,
"Captain, should we let hft- go first' | mean, she is a wonman."

"Presumably she knows that," Thomas told him

At the top of the steps just before the wooden doors, Kade stopped themwith
an outflung arm After a moment of intense study of the dirty stone of the

| andi ng, she tore a scrap of cloth fromher skirt hem licked it, and stooped
to rub it over sone invisible spot on the flagstones. Something canme away
bright blue, and Kade flicked the cloth over the edge of the |anding.

"A ward, but it wasn't working anynore. It was old," she admtted, and stepped
up to push the door open

It was the first roomof a suite of salons, the dying enbers in the hearth
reveal i ng | andscape paintings, papered walls, heavy oak cabinets, and brocaded
chairs. Sprawl ed around on the fine furnishings and all drunk into

unconsci ousness were three young nmen Thomas recogni zed as sprigs of nobility
and two wonen whose el aborate and reveal i ng costunmes proclaimed t hem
upper-cl ass bawds. A bottle had broken on the floor and wi ne had seeped into
the carpet, and fromthe snmell, they had been lacing the stuff with syrup of
poppi es. Some of the candles were still lit, their holders half-buried under

bi zarre shapes of dripped wax.

"We've interrupted a party," Thomas told Castero, who grinned, and tipped one
of the unconsci ous young nobl es off a couch

"A dull one," Kade said, |ooking around with a puzzl ed expression

Thomas consi dered her a noment, suddenly recalling that she was a nenber of
the royal famly and had spent sone of her youth in a convent, then decided to
let it go. If he had
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known Lestrac was going to be hosting an orgy, he woul d have reconsi dered

al l owi ng Kade to acconpany theminto the upstairs roonms, but he was damed if
he was going to say anything about it now.

"Alivelier brood in here, Captain," one of the guards called from ahead, and
Thomas followed himinto the next room

There were five of themin a central parlor, and they had | eapt up froma card
table, overturning their chairs, funmbling clunmsily for swords. They were al
drunk, though not quite to the advanced stage of their conpanions in the other
room "What is this?" one of them demanded nuzzily. Thomas thought he m ght be
t he second son of the Count of Bel ennier, though he wasn't certain. He ignored
t he question and nodded to the guard who was covering themwi th a pistol, who
i medi ately said, "Drop your swords, gentlenen."

Whil e they disarmed, Thomas quietly told Castero, "Leave a few nen down here
to watch this lot, and take the others on ahead to search the rest of the
house. Lestrac is the one | want."

"What about ne?" Kade whi spered, standing at his el bow again. *

"You go with him" Thomas snapped.

n W]y?ll

"You're here to spring sorcerous traps, not to stand about and be entertai ned
by ne."

"Ch. My mistake." She didn't sound particularly chastened, but she foll owed
Castero and the others.

Turni ng back to the group held at bay, Thomas suddenly recogni zed what he'd

t hought at first to be a conpletely unfamliar face. It was the dark-haired
stranger he had seen with Denzil at the disastrous court |ast night. There was
not hi ng unusual about hinm he had the sane pal e bedraggl ed | ook as the others,
the early lines on his face that came fromtoo much drinking. But there was
somet hi ng about his eyes . . . @uarding a queen of stubborn and definite



opinions in the crowmded courts had made Thomas preternaturally sensitive, and
peopl e
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who were hiding something usually broadcast it in some way, either in | ook or
gesture or sinmply by the way they stood. This man was hi di ng sonet hi ng.

The obj ect under scrutiny seenmed to realize he was bei ng watched, and swayed a
little against the table. Thonas smiled to hinself. He's also not as drunk as
he's pretending. "Were's Lestrac?" Thomas asked the group in general

"He's about sonmewhere,” answered the second son of the Count of Bel ennier, who
seened to have el ected hinself the spokesman. "You'll pay for this, forcing
your way into a gentlenman's house . "

"I"ll discuss that witii the gentleman in question."

"Well, he's about sonewhere."

"How | ong have you been here?"

"Ch, all day." Recalling he was outraged, the young man protested, "And you' ve
no right to question us, if it's Lestrac you're after.™

And he's about somewhere. That would be all he could get omof themuntil he
actual ly produced Lestrac, but die chances were they hadn't been here

yest erday when Gam bin had visited the house. At least, if Lestrac had any
sense at all they wouldn't have been

"Don't let themtalk to each other," Thomas told the guard with the pistol

and nmoved on after the othere.

They went from one well -appointed roomto another and up the central staircase
to the third floor, the guards spreading out to search nore thoroughly as Kade
flitted before mem checking for magical traps.

After a short while, it became apparent that die only inhabitants were those
they had already di scovered and that Lord Lestrac was nowhere to be found, and
Thomas and Castero net back in a central parlor on the second fl oor

"He nust be on the run, Captain." The young guard absently kicked a chair.
"Unfortunately." Thomas | ooked around, one eyebrow lifted in an ironic

apprai sal of the enpty room It seenmed dear. Lestrac had used Gambin in a

m nor pl ot agai nst Thonas.
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When it failed to have the expected result, Lestrac had pani cked, used magic
to di spose of Gambin, and fled. "How very neat and tidy." The other guests had
been herded into the next salon and were under guard. A few had famlies

i nfluential enough that they would have to be rel eased, but Thomas hated to do
it before he knew where Lestrac had gone. Each one was a potential acconplice.
Kade wandered into the roomfromthe stairwell. She | ooked around, apparently
in a state of deep consternation. "It's here. | don't know what, but it's
here. And it's not." She noved around the room touching things, stooping to

| ook under the furniture.

Madwoman, Thomas thought. But the |longer he was in the house the nore
suspicious it seened to him There was nore here than appeared, or sonething

out of place, and he wasn't willing to | eave until he found what it was.
Kade strai ghtened suddenly. Her exam nation of the parlor had |l ed her to the
far wall. "How many roons on this floor?"

Castero stared at her. "N ne."

"El even upstairs.” Thomas saw what she was getting at, and suddenly realized
what had seemed w ong about the place. It was the position of the stairwell in
relation to the second floor. He went to stand beside the sorceress and ran a
hand across the panelled wall. "Look at the way the top of this neets the
ceiling. It's a false wall. There nust be a noving panel or "

Kade said, "No, not a panel." She placed a palmon the center of the wall and
| eaned toward it, whispering to it. Thomas stepped back as the shape of a door
slowy formed out of the dark wood, as if a sculptor were nmolding it out of
clay. Ginning with triunmph, Kade stepped back as it solidified.

As she was reaching for the handl e, Thomas caught a handful of her tattered



snock and haul ed her out of the way. The two nmen stepped to opposite sides of
the door, Castero winding his pistol. At Thomas's el bow, Kade was silently
bounci ng with excitenent.

140

MARTHA VEELLS

Thomas twi sted the handle and flung the door open

It was a banqueting roomwith a |long table and sideboards, lit by a dripping

candel abrum and chandeliers. There was a man seated at the end of the table,
sl unped over forward

Thomas advanced cautiously toward him There was a half-enpty wine bottle on
the table, two nore on the floor underneath it.

He used a handful of the man's unkenpt blond hair to pull himupright. It was
Lestrac. The lean, dissipated features were slack and sickly red. H s eyes
didn't focus, and the pupils were so wide they seened to cover nost of the
white. His breath was quick and panting, as if he were running for his life.
It's poison, Thonmas realized. Belladonna or henbane, something that the
Aderassi are always using to put each other out of the way. Holding the young
lord up, he could feel his burning skin. "Who did this to you, Lestrac? Was it
G andi er ?"

The dying eyes seened finally to focus. "No, no, not him...
shuddered weakly, the effort of speaking al most too nuch.
"But you know him Was he here?"

"No, he's ... He told me he'd teach . . . power. | should have known."

"Where is he now?"

"It was Dontane, on Grandier's orders," Lestrac said suddenly, his voice
growi ng stronger. He made a convul sive novenent and caught the front of
Thomas' s doubl et "Captain Boniface, you' ve got to get that bastard Dontane."
Lestrac started to slide out of the chair and Thomas caught hi m and shoved him
back. The nobl eman's head |l olled and his eyes were w de open and staring,

t hough he still breathed. Thomas | et himgo and stepped back. That was it,
Lestrac would stay like this, inmpossible to wake, until he died in a few
hours. But they've made a m stake, perhaps the first one, Thomas thought.
Soneone, perhaps Lestrac hinself when he hired Ganbin, had acted out of turn
reveal ing that Grandi er had the
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hel p of others who could conme and go inside the palace. And ifDenzil Isn't
i nvol ved somehow ... He told Castero, "Send someone for the nmen fromthe gate

watch. We're going to tear this place apart.
As the guard left, Kade did a quick circuit of the room checking the walls
for nore conceal ed doors. Watching her, Thomas knew that at |east to sone
extent she was enjoying herself, and that she certainly didn't give a damm for
the fact that Lestrac had all but expired a few nmonments ago. He didn't know
why that should bother him since he didn't care either and knew that if even
hal f of what he suspected was true Lestrac woul d have been executed anyway.
And to some extent he was al so enjoying hinself. Perhaps her reaction annoyed
hi m because it was so much in tune with his own.

Kade had drifted back to the table and now took the wine bottle and enptied
the last of its concents onto the polished surface. She stirred the pool tw ce
with a finger and stared into it intently.

Unwi I i ng to ask, Thonas stepped up behind her to see what she was doi ng.

Wt hout | ooking up, she reached out and grabbed his wist. Before he could
pul | away, he saw a shadow cone over the w ne pool and something nove wthin
it. It was a man. At first the inmage was shifting and nmuddy |i ke a poor

mrror, but abruptly it cleared, revealing the face of the man in the other
room the man who had been with Denzil at court |ast night.

Kade said quietly, "I thought so. He was in here, and they fought, or at | east
argued. Violent enotions always make the strongest inpressions.”

She | et Thomas go and he stepped back, and the pool became only w ne again. He
hadn't realized until then how the sounds of his men searching the next room



and the occasional drunken protests of Lestrac's friends had tenporarily faded

as the picture appeared in the pool. "lIs he a sorcerer? Did he conceal the
door ?"

"Maybe. But that one m ght have done it, too." She nod-
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ded toward Lestrac's still form "You said he knew sone of the art, and it
wasn't a very powerful illusion, though it was tricky."

Thomas nodded to hinself. "He brought Dontane in here, Dontane killed him

t hen wal ked out through the unconceal ed door on this side. He stayed with die
others to make sure Lestrac didn't come staggering out gasping accusations. He
nmust have known how long it would take to die fromdie stuff. Any later and we
woul d have missed him"

Kade | ooked thoughtful, then turned for the door, remarking pointedly, "Well,
I"mcertainly glad | bothered to cone."

After considering Lestrac's slunped body a nonment nore, he foll owed her

Later, Thomas had the guards cany Lestrac out past the group gathered in the
parlor. Leaning on the billiard table, which was extravagantly covered in
green velvet and lit by candl ehol ders mounted on its raised sides, he watched
the nobles react with varied degrees of befuddl ed shock. Including Dontane,
whose reaction was perfectly in keeping with the rest.

"When do we cany out this lot, Captain?" Castero asked.

"Now. Take themto the Ci steman Guard House for the present” He touched one of
the silver bells fitted above the billiard table's goal. "Al|l except Dontane."
Dont ane | ooked up, but if he was startled he concealed it well. As Castero and
t he ot her guards herded Lestrac's guests out, Thonas waited patiently. Wen
they were gone, that left Dontane, three watchful guards at the door, and
Kade, who was sitting on top of a sideboard and swi nging her feet As Thomas

| ooked at her and started to speak, she announced, "I've been a hel p, and
shown quite a bit of restraint, and | think | should be allowed to stay and
wat ch. "

It was harder than Thomas woul d' ve thought to conceal his smle. He said,

"Well put.”

Wat ching themwi th contenpt, Dontane said, "I assume there is sonme reason for
nmy being singled out."” He swayed slightly and steadied hinself on a chair.
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"You assune correctly. How | ong have you known Lord Lestrac?"

"Not long. But | ama friend of the Duke of Al sene."

"That puts you in the mnority, then, because no one else here is." Jt would
have been foolish to deny the connection; Dontane rmust realize he woul d' ve
been seen at court last night. And why attend court at all, except to activate
the golemso it could attack a certain sorceress. Thomas folded his arms. "I
know you poi soned Lestrac."

Dont ane drew hinsel f up. "That is an insult, and I will challenge you for it."
He stiffened resentfully as one of the guards at the door chuckl ed.

I gnoring the bravado, Thomas said, "You were in that roomw th Lestrac. Wre
you di scussing a spy named Ganbi n, perhaps?"

"I don't know what you're tal king about."

"He's lying," Kade interrupted.

"Yes, thank you, | know, " Thomas told her, but he was watchi ng Dontane's
reaction.

"I suppose 1 should be flattered that you find it necessary to have your pet
witch here to deal wirh nme," Dontane sneered. But he had lost a little of his
drunken nonchal ance. Kade's statenent had shaken him

" "Pet witch.11 like that," Kade said, apparently addressing the blue faience
vase sitting next to her on the sideboard. "I'mgoing to put a curse on him™"
"If you can't be quiet you'll have to | eave, pet," Thomas said.

Kade turned a | ook of narrow eyed reproach on him then regarded Dontane with
so much sly malice it had to be artificial



Thomas studi ed himthoughtfully a monent, then asked, "Are you a sorcerer?"

"I amnot."

"Then are you a dabbler in magic, like Lestrac?" He hadn't forgotten the young
lord's last words: he said he'd teach power. If one had a taste of power,
enough to hide a door by
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illusion, or to witch a useless spy dead, the tenptation to learn nore at the
hands of a master |ike Gandier woul d be overwhel ni ng

"No, | amnot," Dontane said, |ooking away in disgust.

Had he hesitated, deciding howto answer? "Is he a sorcerer?" Thomas asked
Kade.

She dug a nonent in the pocket of her snock, and when she drew her hand out
her fingers were covered with a dark powdery substance. She touched her
forefinger carefully to the coner of each eye, then | ooked up at Dont ane.

He smiled, scornfully. "Well, wtch?"

She held his eyes a nonment, then said, "I think he knew what | was doing."
Dont ane snorted derision and | ooked away. Watching himcarefully, Thomas
asked, "And what was that'"

"Putting gascoign powder in ny eyes. If he had been using a spell, or if there
had been a spell on him | would see it. It doesn't prove he isn't a
sorcerer."

Dont ane smiled. "Alchem cal powders are hardly a secret."

"Maybe, " Thonmas agreed. He'd heard of gascoi gn powder as well, but that

expl anati on for Kade's actions hadn't inmrediately |leapt to mnd. |If Dontane
wasn't trained in the craft of sorcery, he had at |east been rmuch around those
who were. "Were's G andi er keeping hinself these days?"

"Who? | don't know the name." It was said admirably, with just the right
armount of confusion

Thomas smiled. "Then you nust have been under a bushel. Everyone el se knows
it" After Dr. Braun's murder, runmor had spread out of control in court circles
and Urbain Gandier's name had been prom nent, though w thout any real detail
Dont ane shoul d know that, but Thomas had been hoping to fluster himinto a
lie.

Dont ane' s expression froze and for a nmonment he | ooked dangerous, and not at

all like the drunken puppies that Cas-tero had caned out.
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Danger ous, Thomas thought, but weak, tike Lestrac, Someone's useful tool
Certain now, he said, "You will be glad to know that | am extendi ng the
hospitality of the palace to you."

"You'll regret this." Dontane had gathered up the remains of his facade, and

spoke with drunken arrogance.

"I"'msure one of us will," Thomas agreed.

It was evening by the tine they returned to the palace. The rain had stopped
but the clouds still obscured the stars and the wani ng nmoon. Thomas had seen
the prisoners settled in the Ci sternan Barracks, with Dontane in one of the
cells specially warded agai nst the use of sorcery. Then he set off through the
corridor within the outer wall toward the King's Bastion. He wanted to find
Lucas and hear what they had found at Gam bin's house, though he suspected it
woul dn't be much. The answers he needed woul d have to be pried out of Dontane.
It was pure luck they had managed to catch himat all

Pure | uck, and Kade, who had di sappeared again after they passed through the
Prince's Gate, taking her confused notives with her. She couldn't be here
sinmply to cause trouble. Thomas m ght have realized Lestrac's hidden room was
there wi thout her help, but he woul d never have gotten into it intine to
guestion the dyi ng noble.

He clinbed the rough-cut stone staircase that angled up into the King's

Basti on. The tapestry-conceal ed entrance on the third fl oor gave onto a | ong
central mirror-lined gallery, which was unusually crowded and noisy for this



time of night.

Thomas made his way past a group of loudly talking courtiers and saw the cause
of the excitenent.

Denzil was dueling with Aristofan, Queen Fal ai se's poet-conpani on. They had
stripped to their shirts and were stal king each other up and down the |ength
of the candlelit room The young poet was intent but breathing hard, and was

obviously having the nore difficult time. Denzil, his blond hair tied back
fromhis face, was nmoving with easy grace and
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confidence. It was the social event of the night, the wonmen watching from
behind fluttering fans, the men comenting on the performance and quietly

pl aci ng wagers.

Thomas j oi ned Lucas, who was watching fromthe sidelines with the old Count of
Duncanny and a few other bystanders. "How did it start?" Thomas asked his

| i eutenant.

Lucas shrugged. "The boy accused Denzil of insulting the Queen in sonme way and

Denzil challenged him It's all very nysterious. Neither will say exactly what
the insult was."
Arms folded and eyes critical, the old count said, "I don't think they know. "

Most duel s were sparked by boredom Courtiers and city-dwelling nobles with
little to do except drink, ganble, and argue fought over everything fromtheir
wi ves' honor to the score of card games. This one had a certain inpronptu

| ook; there were no seconds and they were righting in the flickering,

i nadequate light of the long gallery.

Face shining with exertion, Aristofan was quick to take advantage of the
openings in Denzil's guard, but his blade never seemed to connect. After a few
nmonent s, Thomas recogni zed Denzil's techni que, which was one he had often used
hinsel f for training inexperienced swordsnmen. Denzil was conpletely
controlling the fight by maintaining a constant di stance between hinsel f and

t he young poet. Denzil was the taller man, and with his |onger reach and
better control, Aristofan hadn't even a chance of woundi ng hi m

The Duke of Al sene was using a special dueling sword with a black netal cup
hilt that matched his main gauche. Thomas noticed Aristofan was using a

busi nessli ke dueling rapier. "Were did he get that sword?" He | ooked at
Lucas.

Lucas shifted unconfortably. "You should have seen the one |I took away from
him The boy was going to try to defend hinself with a piece of jewelry."
"Cetting sentinmental in our old age, are we?"

"Wn't help," the count said quietly.

Thomas sensed novenent near him and | ooked down to find Kade Carrion at his

el bow agai n, watching the fight with
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a faint | ook of contenpt. He was beginning to wonder if the worman was
intentionally following him As if aware her presence had been noted, she
asked, "What's this about?"

Several nearby watchers | ooked around at the shabby figure of the sorceress in
surprise, having not realized she was there until that nonent. Thomas said,
"Possibly the Queen's honor, possibly nothing. Public opinion is divided at
the nmoment. "

She gl anced up at hi m suspiciously, then said, "Ch."

The Duke was continuing to play with Aristofan, turning the duel into a

cat - and- mouse ganme Thomas was finding repellent.

Kade asked suddenly, "Are the runors about Denzil and Rol and true?"

Thomas automatically gl anced around to see if any of Denzil's tale-bearing
friends were within earshot. Roland had a norbid fear of idle talk, and what

t he gossi ps woul d make of Kade s innocent question would reach his ears in no
time. Her presence had cleared the inmediate vicinity of everyone except

hi nsel f, Lucas, and the Count of Duncanny, who was a staunch supporter of



Ravenna's faction, and Thomas didn't see any real reason not to answer her
question. "If they are, it isn't because of any affection or desire on
Denzil's part, at least." He had al ways seen Roland and Denzil's attachnment as
a strange sort of parasitic relationship on both sides, and he found hinself
searching for a way to explain it. "And | don't think it matters. Denzil's
real control over Roland is the friendship they had when they were boys. If

Rol and had other favorites, or even if he nmanaged to notice Fal aise's

exi stence for once, it would nmean taking his attention away from Denzil, which
Denzil can't allow Roland nust know how easy it is for a king to attract
admrers; Denzil doesn't want himto di scover how easy it would be to use a
rival against him"

The Duke of Al sene was apparently finding the fight as it was boring. He

st epped back, tossing away his main gauche and drawi ng a second one fromhis
sash. The hilt on the | ong dagger was overel aborate and the bl ade | ooked oddly
heavy.
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A moment | ater this was explained as Denzil pressed a hidden catch on the
weapon's hilt and two netal rods popped out of the central blade and snapped
into positions at acute angles to it. Their novenent reveal ed that the center
bl ade had a serrated edge.

The ol d count shook his head in disgust and wal ked away.

Kade asked, "What is that?"

"I't's for breaking bl ades,"” Thomas expl ai ned.

"I thought that's what quillions were for."

"Cbviously we were all mstaken."

Aristofan shifted his stance and adjusted his grip on his rapier. The weapon
was obviously heavier than what he was used to, but it still wouldn't hold up
agai nst the main gauche's serrated edge. Aristofan and Denzil circled each

ot her.

"You're about to |ose a blade,"” Thomas told Lucas.

"I"ve been doing this twenty years and | never needed anything like that,"
Lucas said, exasperated. "This isn't a duel; it's a murder. That young i di ot
ought to give over."

"I't would I ook bad. People would talk." Thomas's voice was heavy with irony.
"He'd be alive to hear them He's only a poet; why should he care what people
say?"

"Everyone does," Kade said.

Thomas | ooked down at her and saw the tension in the way she was standing, the
intent ook in her gray eyes, and realized what she was about to do. He
decided to let her.

Aristofan attenpted a desperate parry and Denzil trapped the boy's sword in
hi s el aborate mai n gauche and snapped the bl ade. The Duke's first slash opened
a long cut on Aristofan's cheek; his second never | anded.

Kade slamred into Denzil fromthe side. He staggered and tw sted away from
her, landing heavily. Before she could |l eap on him Thomas caught up with her
from behind and pulled her out of the way. Denzil leapt to his feet, threw
down his sword, and started toward her

Thomas shoved hi m backward and said, "Tenper, ny lord. Take them one at a
tinme."

They were treated to a good view of Denzil with the veneer of civility
stripped away. "How dare that bitch interfere with me?" he shout ed.

Aristofan had fallen to the floor and was pressing his armto his face, trying
to staunch the blood flow. A couple of watching servants ran forward to help
hi m

"I'"ll do nore than interfere with you, posturing nonkey," Kade sneered at the
infuriated Denzil. "Wy don't you take on sonmeone with a chance agai nst you?"
"There's an idea," Thomas remarked pl easantly.



Denzil focused on himand his expression changed. He smled and gestured back
toward the fallen poet. "Is that the problem Captain? Am | usurping your
duty?"

They regarded each other for a monent, |ong enough to realize the entire
chamber had fallen silent. Thomas turned and saw Rol and standing in the
doorway at the far end of the room his attendants grouped around him After a
nonent of angry contenpl ation, the King strode forward and shouted, "What is
this?"

"What do you think it is?" Kade asked himw th wi thering contenpt.

Rol and turned a slightly darker shade of red, enbarrassnment added to anger

and said, "You will all stop this imrediately."

There was sone shuffling anong the spectators as they tried to | ook as if they
were obeying. The main figures in the drama sinply stood there and stared at
hi m

Rol and | ooked at Denzil and started to speak, then abruptly wheel ed and
stormed out of the room Denzil recovered his sword and went after himw thout
even a glare for anyone el se.

As Thomas expected, Lucas and the others had found nothing incrimnating "it
Ganbi a' s house that had any bearing on Ur-bain Gandier. They had brought the
body and its effects back to the palace and Gal en Dubell had prom sed to

exam ne them
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Thomas had gone out to the portico that extended off the third floor to take a
shortcut across to the main part of the building when Kade caught up with him
She asked loudly, "Wy did you stop ne?"

He turned to face her. The threatened afternoon storm had never produced nore
than a light rain, but the evening breeze was danp and strong, shifting the

| anps hanging fromthe colums and tearing at her hair. He asked, "Wy did you
et ne?"

He watched her nentally back up to begin again. She denanded, "Wat did Denzi
mean by 'usurping your duty?"

She could hear it from anyone, and was perfectly capable of badgering him
about it for hours. He said, "Queen Falaise had a |over, a young stupid nman
like Aristofan, nearly helpless with a sword. He becane too arrogant, she sent
hi m away, and he insulted her in front of inportant witnesses. | killed him"
Her eyes narrowed. "You wanted to stop the duel."

"Yes." hi spite of everything, he was surprised. For soneone who |leapt to
concl usions as often as she did, her leaps were fairly accurate.

She stared at him "You bastard, if you want to kill Denzil, have the guts to
do it yourself; don't use ne for it."

"I'f you don't want to be used, then don't open yourself to it by behaving
stupidly and | eaving other people to pick up the pieces. You can't play the
spoiled witless child all your life."

"Well it's better than what you're playing at, isn't it?"

"I wouldn't know, having never been so lacking in initiative that | had to act
like a raving idiot to get what | wanted."

As Kade was drawi ng breath to answer, there was a crash beneath their feet as
a gl ass-paned door was flung violently open on the bal cony of the floor bel ow
Bot h of them flinched.

"My lord, . . ." Denzil's voice said

"Don't call me that, not while we're alone."” It was Rol and.

Thomas renenbered that this terrace was directly above

t he bal cony of one of Roland's private solars. He and Kade regarded each ot her
in silence. They could hardly object to each other's eavesdroppi ng, Thomas
supposed, having just come to the mutual conclusion that they were both too
despicable to live in polite conpany anyway.

Denzil asked, "Are you all right?"



"You ask me that?"

The voi ces bel ow had grown softer, and Thomas took a silent step forward to
the railing to hear nore clearly. After a nmonent Kade quietly joined him
"What' Were you worried?" Denzil's voice had a laugh in it. "That was barely
worth the effort.”

"You take too many chances. But you should have left that boy alone. He's
not hi ng." Rol and was oblivious to the fact that Aristofan was perhaps a year
or two ol der than hinself.

"He insulted me. And you should thank nme for ridding you of him He's your
wife's lover."

"He's nothing. All the married wonen in the city have |lovers. My nother has
| overs. God knows ny father had worse habits . "

"Don't. If your honor means nothing to you, it neans sonething to ne."

And how is Roland's Honor affected by an insult to Denzil, Thomas wonder ed.
Where was Dr. DubeU to ask the pertinent question?

"Sometines | think you're the only one."

Denzil did not dispute this. "I"msorry |I upset you. That bitch of a sorceress
"I's ny sister.”

At his side Thomas sensed Kade stiffen

"And where was she when you needed her?"

"She ran away. | loved her and she left me behind wi thout a second thought."

Kade shivered once, a slight movenment with all the intensity of a restrained

convul sion. Thomas found hinmself unwillingly synpathetic. Roland had been the
Crown Prince; his exiled sister could hardly have taken himw th her, as if

t hey
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were farmchildren escaping a harsh master. And the choice to stay with himin
the city had been taken from her by Ravenna's command.

Kade drew back as if to | eave. |npulsively, Thomas put a hand on top of hers
on the railing and she froze. At that noment an arny probably couldn't have
kept .her on that bal cony by force, but that gentle touch seened enough to
hol d her there.

"Who stayed with you?" Denzil asked. "You did. |I'd have died w thout soneone."
"Then it's a good thing she wasn't all you had." There was silence, then a
creak as one of the nen bel ow opened the door

Thomas rel eased Kade's hand, and she vani shed back through the archway.

KADE FOUND HERSELF in need of

conpany. Fal ai se was the only person she could think of who m ght possibly be
willing to put up with her, and Kade was in such a nood that she was willing
to put up with nmoping, which was probably what Fal ai se was doing at the
monent. The Queen's apartnments were on the fifth level of the King's Bastion
but when Kade cane up the stairs to where she could see the doorway of the
first antechanber, it |ooked like a disturbed anthill. Gentl ewonen and

mai dservants were running in and out, and Queen's guards were stal king around
out side the door. That doesn't | ook prom sing, Kade thought. She didn't
particularly want to start another sensation, so she crept back down the
stairs and out of sight.

The next stairwell gave onto the cathedral-1ike entrance of an old gallery,
and she stopped in front of the oaken doors carved with willows and birds of
paradi se. This was the hall where the royal portraits were kept, "where the
famly was interred," as some |ong-ago courtier had referred to it.

After a nonent Kade went inside.

It was cold with the chill of marble, fine wood |aid over stone, and gil ded
frames, and felt barren as roons that have never been lived in feel. The hal
lanterns illum nated ancestors, distant relations, and the notables of this or

ot her ages, which Kade passed by without nmore than cursory gl ances. There was
only one set of portraits here anyone ever canme to see. They were the
Greancos, the portraits of the royal famly.



O her painters had done royal portraits which were
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scattered about the palace or presented to favored nobles, but the ones by

G eanco were in another class. Greanco had been a seventh son of a seventh
son, with half his mind in the OGherwrld. Having a portrait done by hi mwas
to take a chance at having one's soul reveal ed. Fortunately for Greanco, this
hel d a fascination for Ravenna and her family dial had kept himat court

| onger than anyone el se would have put up with him

Knowi ng the effect and having felt it before didn't help; shivers ran up
Kade's back as she stood beneath those canvas eyes. She had to fight the
conviction that there were peopl e watching her who di sappeared when she turned
to face them Anyone with any sensitivity at all felt that way around a
Greanco painting; for Kade's nervous and hei ght ened awareness the sensation
was al nost too vivid.

She stopped before Greanco's portraits of the old kings Ravenna's father and
grandfather. Their hard eyes stared down at her, and the force of their
personalities was like a swift current in a river. Both nen had been

bel eaguered warrior kings, and the primary inpressions the portraits gave were
those of guile and strength. Undoubtedly they would have found Ravenna a
proper daughter; her strong features were echoed in theirs. But what would
they think of Roland, Kade wondered. O herself, for that matter? Probably not
much, she deci ded. Why Ravenna's father had chosen to settle the ruling right
on Ful stan and not on her was a mystery. Perhaps he had not entirely trusted
her, or perhaps he m stook independence for wllful ness. Kade had heard that
Ful stan had al ways put on a good show for his father-in-law. It hadn't
mattered in the end, and Ravenna had had the kingdomin reality, if not in
nane. We all nake m stakes, she told the portrait silently, as she noved on
But some of us have to live with them

There were solemn representations of other relatives, and courtiers she should
have known, generals or statesmen who had wal ked these roonms when she was a
child and had since died. But like the children she had played with until her
father found reasons to send their famlies away, she only dimy
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renenbered their faces and couldn't quite recall their names.

Then she circled a pillar and found herself facing the portrait of Fulstan in
his prime. Surprisingly Kade could look at it w thout enotion; Geanco had

pai nted an enpty slate, a weak vessel that had not yet been subjected to the
stresses that would deformit. G eanco had faithfully depicted the handsone
features, the full brown hair, and the w de-set blue eyes but had managed to
give the inpression that the beauty was transitory, and not sonething that
grew out of character and woul d | ast through age. The later portrait that
reveal ed the older, bitter man was said to hang in Ravenna's bedchanber, there
only because the Dowager had reportedly said that she couldn't think of a

better place for himthan nailed up there on, the wall, watching.
Kade renmenbered dial the night of the Ariequin's attack, Denzil had brought up
di e subject of her father's suspiciously quick illness and death, and she'd

felt an odd mingling of triunph and guilt. She had been al nost certain for
years that she had caused Ful stan's death with that sanme unskilled power that
had snmashed the cathedral's w ndows, that she had wi shed himdead all the way
fromthe Mnel ke Convent. But she was a little afraid of those thoughts, too.
She wanted to think her sorcery had sonme control, that it wasn't as wild as
her fay magic. But study was the only cure for lack of control, and she should
be studying in the quiet peace of Knockma instead of stirring up trouble here.
The next was a portrait of Roland as a child. The better-known and inferior
portrait by Avisjon hung in a nore prom nent |ocation downstairs. Despite the
trappi ngs of royal tunic and mantle, the scepter and the Hand of Justi ce,
Greanco had captured Rol and's frightened eyes all too well

She wandered down the line a little and unexpectedly encountered her own



portrait.

/ shoul d have known, she thought. Ravenna woul dn't have | et Rol and burn the
rags Greanco used to wi pe his brushes, let alone one of his paintings.

When it had been done so | ong ago, she had been upset
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t hat her awkwardness and anxi ety had been so well reveal ed. Now she saw what
had really been there. It was pain.

So that's what it was like, she thought. It seens | m ght have forgotten

Kade now under st ood why Ravenna had had the portrait put away after it was
conplete. It was also a reproach. How it had found its way up here she

coul dn't i nmagi ne.

She stepped back to where she could see both her own and Roland's portraits
and thought, Did | run away? At the time it had seemed a gl orious escape. \Wat
woul d have happened if 1'd stayed? Nothing or everything. She couldn't
renenber being angry at Rol and when she left for the convent. She felt like a
contributor to that expression on Roland' s young face which G eanco had
captured so well, and she didn't like the feeling. | should | eave, tonight,
now. This isn't turning out the way | imagined and |I'm Just in the way. Now
that they 've net me again they probably won't even be afraid of ne anynore.
Kade renmenbered that hot M dsunmer Eve's day when the power had cone fl ow ng
out of her as if she were a bottle shattered from pressure within. She hadn't
had any grudge against the cathedral itself; in fact, she rather regretted the
destruction of those stained gl ass w ndows, but the power had been out of her
control. She had done sinple magi cs under Gal en Dubell's tutel age, but that
had been the first tine the ability had risen in her with such strength, the
first time she could focus it at will. It had been nmarvelous. But it was the
first and only tine. She would not reach that peak so easily again. The only
road to that kind of power was the one of hard study, and she had dedi cat ed
the years since to mastering her abilities, though it had never been easy. And
per haps she had | et the nore painstaking nmagi cs of sorcery take second pl ace
to the easy power of fayre

She turned to go, but she had mi ssed the paintings on the other side of the
gal l ery and now one caught her eye. Geanco's work was typically hard to

i gnore but this one was
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particularly striking. It was an informal portrait of a younger Ravenna with
an elite group of her Queen's Guard and the officers. She sat in the center
dressed in a mantua of black velvet and flame silk, a rose of dianonds on her
breast. Thomas | eaned on the chair at her side and slightly behind her, wth
the rest of the guards grouped around, all handsone and all with a pronounced
air of danger.

Kade didn't renmenber seeing it before. It nust have been done after she had
left, to commenorate the recently victorious Bisran War, when Ravenna had
brought the years of fighting to an end. It was odd that it was not somewhere
downst ai rs, but Kade supposed that it had been" scandal ous for an independent
gueen with a usel ess husband to have her portrait done with a group of young
men, but then that was Ravenna down to the bone, and G eanco had conveyed
that, too. During that war, Ravenna had travell ed extensively around the

di sputed borders with her guard and one or two nmidservants. But know ng
Ravenna, she had probably chaperoned the mai dservants nore than they had
chaperoned her. A few bishops had spoken out agai nst her, but the rest of the
country thought the Church poked into other people's nmorals too nmuch as it
was; |andl aw barely took notice of adultery, and | ess than a hundred years ago
gueens had traditionally taken | overs anong their personal bodyguard.

It was the tacit rules of landlaw that all owed Ravenna to keep conmand of the
Queen's Guard when she shoul d have passed it on to Fal ai se as the younger
worman was crowned. Under | andl aw, a personal bodyguard could not be inherited
or given away without the liege's pernmission, and if there was sonething



Ravenna was good at, it was mani pul ating | aws and circunstances to her own
ends.

| should learn to do that, Kade thought. But fayre had few | aws, or at | east
few that nade sense, like the court, the denizens of the Kingdons of Fay
fought, plotted, and stabbed one another in the back to excess, but they were
soul l ess creatures and their passions were short-lived and shall ow The
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out comes of their ganes didn't really matter to them and there was nothing
like the solid trust that was reflected in this portrait

You are getting sentinental, you idiot.

She turned and caught her breath as she saw the next portrait. It was one of
Thomas Boni face, also in informal dress. Even for a Geanco it was dark and
el usi ve. Though Thormas was nore than ten years the el der, he and Denzil had
much the same presence in person: arrogant and sensual and well aware of their
own worth, both wolves in | apdogs' clothing. The portrait suggested that in
the Captain's case the arrogance m ght be tenpered by irony.

Tradition dictated that the Captain of the Queen's Guard as well as the
Preceptor of the Al bonate Knights renounce all familial connections so their
whol e loyalty would be to the crown. Nepotismand interfering relations could
be permitted with other nobles who served in the pal ace, but these positions
were seen as too inportant. Renier had been Duke of sonething, Kade
renenber ed, when he handed the whol e thing over to a younger brother and took
his post for Roland. Thomas had been Vi scount Boniface.

Both court offices came with a huge amount of wealth and sone | and, but gave
up the right to I eave that wealth to any heir other than the next man
appointed to the position. |If die Al bonate Preceptors lived to retire they
were usually created a duke and awarded estates and inconme. It was assuned the
same thing woul d be done for the Captains of the Queen's Guard, but in recent
history all of themhad died at duty.

Kade realized abruptly that Thomas Boniface probably expected the same to
happen to him If he outlived Ravenna his position at court would not be a
good one. Rol and and Denzil were both against him and Fal ai se seened hel pl ess
to protect anyone including herself. That was what the portrait conveyed, Kade
knew suddenly. It was the face of a man who took service with the crown
accepting the possibility of eventual betrayal and a viol ent death, but not
one who enj oyed
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having to kill people whose main crinme seened to be stupidity.

Kade turned away and started resolutely for the stairs, telling herself, /
don't know why | care; | don't even |ike him anynore anyway.

Then the naggi ng restl essness that had plagued her coal esced into dread, and
she stopped in the doorway. Her heart was fluttering. She took a deep breath,
her hand pressed to her chest, and tried to think what it could be.
Sonet hi ng' s gone wong; sonething' s happening. She forced herself to nove
forward, to start down the stairs. |'ve got to get to Galen

"What kind of a man is G andier?" Thonmas asked.

Gal en Dubel | paused, kneeling on the floor beside the wall niche, to give the
guestion serious consideration. "He is driven," he said finally, |ooking up at
Thomas seriously. "And in pain. The worst sort of opponent to face."

They were in one of the deep cellars of the A d Pal ace, and the rough stone
wal s glistened faintly in the flickering light of the candl el anp. Stone
pillars as wide as draft carts stretched up into darkness to neet the arched
ceiling sonmewhere overhead. The dirty, strawdusted floor was littered with
broken or enmpty barrels, boxes, and odd pieces of ironwork. Battered and
forgotten siege engi nes, which had been | owered through traps in the ceiling
sometine in the dimpast, |ooked |like the nmetal skel etons of beached sea
nmonsters in the half-light. The three Queen's guards Thomas had assigned to
wat ch Dubel | when the old nman's work took himinto deserted corners of the



pal ace were wandering at the edges of the light, fighting both boredom and
nerves and trying to | ook unaffected.

In an effort to di scover what was wong with the wards, Dubell was exani ning
"the warding stones buried in various |ocations around the pal ace. He was al so
pl anni ng on nmovi ng the keystone. He could renmove it with Thomas and the guards
present, but he would have to convey it to its new resting place al one. Thomas
wasn't happy about Dubell moving
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about the undercellars of the pal ace unguarded, but the keystone was kept safe
by bei ng hi dden away anmong t he hundreds of other warding stones. Dubell was
the only one who would know its exact |ocation

After carefully exam ning the dull-col ored, egg-shaped wardi ng stone, Dubel
had replaced it in its wall niche and sealed it up with clay froma bucket
carried by an unwilling servant boy he had drafted for the task.

"Driven by what'" Thonas asked.

"By his convictions."” Dubell clinbed to his feet awkwardly and they started
toward the pillars in the center of the cavernous room the boy trailing

behi nd.

The cell ar was danp, but the air was neither too hot nor too cold, and not at
all stale, as if the airshafts within the thick walls of the A d Pal ace

over head m ght have openi ngs sonewhere in the cellar's ceiling.

" Thormas had foll owed Dubell down here to ask hi mwhat he had found out about
Ganbin's death, but the sorcerer hadn't been able to discover what the spy had
been killed with or how it had been done. Now he needed to head back to the

Ci steman Guard House where the prisoners were being held, to begin questioning
Dont ane, but Dubell was his best source on G andier and he wanted to find out
what he could. Thomas said, "I don't understand why his convictions would | ead
hi m against us. This isn't Bisra. If a sorcerer or a witch steals or kills his
nei ghbor, he is hanged just |ike anyone else, but not for practicing nagic."
"That, of course, is the difficult point. Wiy is he here at all? In Lodun we
bel i eve he has never been across our borders before, even though his father
was fromlle-Rien. He has certainly never been accused of a crinme, justly or
unjustly, by our crown. \Wich |eads me unfortunately to believe that his

grudge against this land or this city is ideological, in which case there is
little that can be done to deter him"
Thomas shook his head. "I can't agree with that. There's a nmenber of the city

Phi | osophers' Acadeny who has invented sonme kind of clockwork that can add
figures when he turns
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t he knobs on the outside. The Inquisitors General in Bisra heard about it and
have declared hima devil's servant, and if he ever crosses their border
they' Il kill him If Gandier considers hinmself such a scholar, why isn't he
still over the border giving the BJsran crown hell ?"

"It would certainly seem nore sensible of him unless," Dubell paused as the
i dea occurred to him "he has been offered noney by someone to persecute us."
"That's been considered.” In Bisra, nobs surrounded the churches where the

I nqui sition held court, accusing each other of wtchcraft and seeing denons
under every bush. If it cane out that the Bisran crown had enpl oyed a man who
had escaped the death sentence for black magic, there would be riots it would
t ake them weeks to put down. Thomas kicked a pillar thoughtfully. He'd have to
consi der ways to let the appropriate runors slip across the border. "G andier
mght do it, if they offered himsonething he wanted badly enough."

"I don't know. If I were him | think nmy quarrel against themwould run too
deeply."

"There are several possibilities as to who could have hired him" He had no
wi sh to discuss the possibilities who were nearer at hand than Bisra; not with
Gal en Dubell, at any rate. "And you have never heard of this man Dontane?"
"Not in connection with Ubain Gandier. Not at all, in fact. The poison that



the poor fellow Lestrac was given tends to cause hallucinations and del usi ons
before the sleep that soon turns to death. He mi ght have accused the man

fal sely."
Thomas didn't think it had been a del usion. Lestrac had been too certain, too
angry in his betrayal. "Kade seemed sure that he was the one in the roomwth

Lestrac. She made his |ikeness formin a pool of wne."
"That is not entirely a tried-and-true nethod. Kade is," Dubell hesitated,

"quite brilliant in a peculiar way. But she also tends to | et her inmagination
get the best of her."

Thomas, who t hought of Dubell as brilliant in a peculiar way al so, didn't
conment .

The ol d sorcerer stopped at one of the huge pillars and
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pointed to a square section near the base that had been carved out and
refilled with clay. "This is where the keystone is buried. 1've already
prepared the new location for it, and it will only take ne a short tine to

convey it there. Not | ong enough to cause any degeneration in the wards."
Thomas knelt to look at the clay seal nore closely. "This is recent. Have you
| ooked at it before?"

"No." Dubell stooped anxiously, and started to pry out the clay. "Perhaps Dr.
Surete ... CGod, if it's been this all along ..."

The expl osion was |ike a cannon going off directly over their heads. The stone
pillars trembled with the shock of it, releasing a rain of dust and rock chips
from above. Thomas stood, then staggered as the floor slipped suddenly under
his feet. Deafened by the noise, he waited for the thousands of tons of stone
to come crashing down on top of them

The wal I s shuddered back into stillness.

For a nonent Thomas and the other guards stared at each other. "What ..."

whi spered Baser at .

Dubel | had rocked back on his heels with the concussion but he kept digging
away at the day.seal. It broke under the pressure and he reached back into the
niche. "It's enpty," he said, and began to curse G andier

Thomas haul ed the old sorcerer to his feet. "Cone on," he said and | ed them at
a run toward the stairs. It m ght have been the city arnories, he thought. The
two | ong stone buil dings housed stores of gunpowder and stood on the opposite
side of die inner wall fromthe Gallery Wng. But even if both had gone up at
once . . . No, there was no accidental cause for an explosion like that; the
pal ace was under attack, fromoutside or fromwithin. He tried to remenber who
had been on duty in the building overhead, and where Ravenna was likely to be
at this tine.

They reached the staircase at the far end of the shadowy darkness. Thonas t ook
the Ianp fromthe guard who had had the presence of mnd to bring it and held
it up. The narrow stairs spiralled upward, unblocked as far as the Iight
reached.

Thomas said, "Load your pistols.™

Dubel |l took the |l anmp and noved to peer uneasily up into the stairway as the
guards | oaded their weapons with the swiftness of long practice. By the tine
Thomas cl osed the cover over the prining pan of his second wheell ock and
tucked it back into his sash, he'd cal ned hinself enough to think clearly. If
the few of themwere going to do any good, there could be no ni stakes.

He started up the stairs, the others follow ng behind him The four-story
clinmb mght have stretched to infinity.

They had reached the second flight when there was a yell from behind and
Thomas turned back. Treville was slunped on the stairs clutching his side. The
figure standing over himwas nightmarish; it |ooked |ike a man, but its skin
was gray and foul, its dothes in brown tatters, and its hair a torn greasy
mop. It seemed as though they froze there, staring at the apparition, for



nmonents, but it nust have been only half a heartbeat because the creature
never had anot her chance to nove. On the stairs bel ow, Baserat struck upward
at the sanme tinme that Martin fell on it fromabove and al nbst succeeded in

i mpaling hinmself on the other guard' s sword.

Dubel | flattened hinself back against the wall so Thomas coul d get past. The
two guards were standing back fromthe creature now, | ooking down in shock
Thomas had to put a hand on Martin's shoul der and nmove hi mout of the way
before he could see it.

Its narrow features twisted in death, it |ooked |Iike a nan who had been held
prisoner in a dark place for a very long tinme and starved. The place in its
chest where the point of Baserat's rapier had energed was bl oody but al so
burned, as if the nmetal blade had been red-hot

Dubel | had edged down past them and was helping Treville to sit up. Thomas

pi cked up the weapon the creature had used. It was a bronze short sword, wth
a narrow bl ade and w ckedly sharp edges. Not nuch protection against a stee
weapon, but it did its job well enough on human fl esh

"It was up above us, perched there, Captain," Baserat said.

"What is it?" Thomas asked Dubell.
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"Fay, but | don't recognize what sort." He finished staunching Treville's
wound and | ooked up at them "Wth the keystone renmoved fromthe matrix for
nore than a few hours, the wards would begin drifting away fromthe outer
wal I s of the newer sections of the palace. The creatures nust have been
waiting for a | arge enough opening. If this is an attack in force ..."

Thomas felt everyone's eyes on him He | ooked down at Treville and said, "Can
you wal k?"

"Qut of here | could run." The man grinned weakly.

"Good." Thomas | ooked at the others. "Let's go, gentlenen.”

Dubel | helped Treville to his feet, then reached back to collar the servant
boy and pull himfarther up the stairs. "Here, boy, carry the lanp, and don't
fall behind."

The boy took the lanp in a shaking hand and whi spered, "Yes, Sir."

The air in the stairwell was growing warnier. It night nmean the entrance above
t hem was bl ocked, or the building overhead had caught fire, or coll apsed
entirely. It mght have been Katie. It m ght have been her plan all along,
Thomas was thinking. He had no idea why that thought made himso angry. She
had never prom sed hi m anyt hi ng.

The final turn brought Thomas to face the wooden doorway at the top of the
stairs, which still stood open as they had left it earlier. The darkened
corridor was bl ocked by the coll apse of its wood and plaster ceiling. Dim

| anpl i ght shone down fromthe resulting gap in the passage above.

Thomas clinbed the debris and took a cautious | ook through the opening. It was
a passageway, its floor and one wall wood while the rest was the origina
stone. The source of the |ight was hidden around a corner farther up the way.
He thought about the |ayout of the A d Palace and deci ded they were near the
| ower kitchens and storeroons. There were many ways | eading out into the rest
of the structure fromhere; sonme would have to be unbl ocked.

"Al'l right," he said to the others, "this is our way."
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It took some nonments to get Treville up into the passage, his wound maki ng
their efforts to help difficult and painful for him Just as Thomas gave
Dubel | a hand up, Baserat signalled themhastily for silence.

The guard had gone a few steps farther up the passage to listen. "Hear that?"
he whi spered.

In anot her nonment they all did. There were people farther down the passageway.
For a nonent the know edge that they were not the only survivors of sone

i mense di saster was reassuring, then the faint sound turned into a tunult as
shouts and a wonman's scream echoed down to them



"Save your pistols,"” Thomas told them The unspoken thought was on all their
faces. Because we don't know what we'll find upstairs

They went down the passage and burst through an archway into a | arge

| owceilinged storeroom A group of men and wonmen dressed as servants was
trapped in a corner, fighting off nmore of the sickly creatures with torches
and cl ubs and whatever el se they had been able to find. The fay rushed their
new attackers as they entered the room The first |leapt at themwaving its
sword over its head and was di sembowel | ed by Thomas's rapier. A bronze sword
swung at himfromthe side and he swept it away and punctured the owner's
chest.

One of the fay kicked over a lanp, sending the roominto near darkness.
Qoviously the creatures can see in the dark, Thomas thought, parrying another
thrust fromone of the fay. Ptty we can't.

Dubel | shout ed sonet hi ng and cl apped his hands. Inmediately a small bright
ball of pure light appeared over his head and hovered there, flooding the room
with a stark white illum nation

From behi nd, sonet hi ng grabbed Thomas's arm and swung hi m around. The strength
was astonishing for a creature so enaciated. He slanmed the rapier's heavy
hilt intoits face and it fell away fromhimw th a shriek

As he turned, Thomas saw that three nmore fay had cone at them fromthe door to
t he passageway. Hell, they must have
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been followi ng us up the stairs. One had attacked the wounded Treville from
behi nd, and he was now sprawl ed bl eeding on the floor. Martin | eapt over his
wounded friend to knock the creature away fromhim as it staggered back he
drove his rapier through it.

Near by anot her fay was grappling with Dubell, trying to plunge its sword
toward his face, but the old sorcerer was holding it off. Dubell managed to
shift his weight and shove the creature up against the wall. Thomas stepped up
behi nd the sorcerer, said "Pardon me, Doctor," and finished off the creature.
All the other fay in the roomwere dowy The spell |ight above Dubel Ts head
died as the servants relit their |lanps, and the strange unwavering white |ight
was replaced by the familiar flickering yellow.

"Captain," someone gasped at his side, and Thomas turned and saw Berham The
servant had arned hinself with a crude but effective iron club. "Captain,
there's fighting in the hall by the round stair. W could hear the shots.
That's where we was naking for."

"Good." As an afterthought, Thonas asked, "Do you know what's happened?"

"No, Sir, | couldn't say that." Bertram s story was like their own. He had
been visiting nearby when the expl osion had occurred. As a veteran of the |ast
war, his instincts had taken over and he had gathered survivors, arned both
men and wonen with what was available, and set off to join the organized

resi stance.

Martin came up to them as Berham fini shed and said, "Dr. Dubell said TrevU e's
gone, Sir. The bastards go for the wounded |ike wol ves."

"Aye," the servant said softly, |ooking back toward the bodies of his
conpani ons who had not survived the anbush. "I noticed that."

"Take his sword and give it to Dr. Dubell. Let Berhamuse the pistols. W'l
cone back for the bodi es when we've
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secured the pal ace,” Thomas told him and thought, | sound like a bl oody idiot
of an optim st.

But it was what the other two nen wanted to hear. As they noved to conply,
Thomas went to where the sorcerer was still kneeling beside Treville. Dubel

| ooked up at Thomas and said, "lI'msorry."

"It wasn't your fault."

"I don't like this. It's another damed war."

Anot her dammed war, Thomas thought. But the Bisran arny fought us for two



decades and they never got as close as this.

As they returned to the others, Baserat was |eaning over the fay that Thomas
had di senbowel | ed and poking the entrails experinentally with the tip of his
sword. "See, it |ooks human to ne."

"You're right. I wish I had ny glasses." Dubell peered down at the creature,
then said, "As | thought."

"What is it?" Thomas asked him

"The Unseelie Court, or the Host, as they are nore conmonly called. On their
ni ghtly ranpages they seize human captives whomthey will use to attack their
fellows." He paused as Martin came up and handed him TrevU e's rapier. The
sorcerer | ooked at the weapon as if he wasn't sure what it was, then said,
"Yes, of course."

"What makes nen turn into that?" Thomas nudged the corpse with the toe of his
boot .

"Prol onged exposure to the influence of the Host. Their captives becone |ike
them Iron beconmes poison to them They gain sone powers of the fay, but they
| ose their souls in the process.”

The room had grown silent to listen to him The servants were watching him
with white bruised faces and apprehensi ve eyes.

Sonet hi ng bunped his el bow and Thomas | ooked down to see the servant boy who
had somehow managed to survive all this peering interestedly down at the fay's

cor pse.
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"Berham " Thomas said. "Keep this one with your lot." "Yes, Sir," the ol der

servant said, and gestured sharply to the boy. "Come away fromthere, boy,

bef ore you get in the way."

There woul d be for too many peopl e wandering about wi thout Berhams to organize
them Unarned retainers and servants, children who could not fend for or
protect thensel ves, wonmen who would not think to pick up a weapon. "W have to
get noving," Thomas muttered.

Kade was on the stairs in the King's Bastion when the expl osion shook the AQd
Pal ace. She held onto the balustrade as the walls trenbled in synpathy with
the adjoining building. A stiff breeze poured up the stairwell; the stink it
carried made her wince. The shaking stopped and the beans supporting the
stairs gave an uneasy creak before deciding to hold. Kade started down again,
stunbl i ng occasi onal ly because her legs were trenbling for some reason. The

i nexplicable wind had ceased with the reverberations of the explosion, but it
had left the air snelling of nud, stale water, and death.

It can't be the wards, Kade told herself uneasily.

She found the bottom of the stairway blocked by a panic-stricken crowd of

pal acef ol k and servants and she had to go back up a flight to work her way
around by back passages. She could snell snoke now, fromfires that had caught
when candl es and | anps had been knocked over

When she reached the long gallery that connected the bastion to the Add

Pal ace, it was badly lit and in chaos.

Al bon knights were nilling around the doors and Renier was shouting orders.
Over the noise, soneone was yelling, "If you don't send themto help us fight
the fire, they won't have anywhere to retreat!"

Kade ducked into the crowd, slipping past a mailed armbefore it could stop
her. She energed onto the wi de bal cony of the great spiral staircase that |ed
down into the main hall of the AOd Pal ace.

It was a pitched battle.
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The main hall was on two levels and the wi de sweep of steps |eading down to
the I ower portion of it was where the battle |line had been drawn. Furniture,
boxes, and other debris had been piled up at the top as cover for the

def enders. Queen's guards and a few Al bon knights and Ci stemans were manni ng
the barricades along with dishevelled courtiers, retainers, and servants who



had either taken up weapons or were crouchi ng back behind the defenders and
rel oadi ng pistols. The lower half of the hall was walled away by a pal pabl e
unnatural darkness. Mssiles flew out of that darkness, bronze-tipped bolts of
a deadly effectiveness denonstrated by the nunmber of corpses sprawl ed on the
fl oor.

Kade started down the staircase, one hand on its w de banister. The zoonorphs
carved on the stair's central columm |eered out of the shadows as they were
briefly illumnated by torches, adding to the nightmare quality of the scene.
Ref ugees struggl ed past her, pal acefol k and wounded guar ds.

As she noved cl oser, she began to see past the curtain of shadow in a way the
ot hers defending the barricade bel ow could not. There was novenent in that
dar kness, mangl ed faces, shifting fornms, distorted or partly human. The wards
must be gone, at l|least over the A d Palace and the Gallery Wng; that's how
this mess got in, Kade thought, and forced herself to keep nmovi ng down the
stairs toward that chaotic darkness stretched across the hall. But what drove
them here? It was the Unseelie Court, the rulers of the dark fay and the ot her
creatures who fed on blood and terror, who rode the night in the formof the
Host, preying on humans and destroying every living thing in their path. They
travell ed the sky on dark w ndy nights acconpani ed, the church priests
clainmed, by the souls of the dead and w eaki ng havoc wherever they went.

At the bottom Kade started toward the barricade, dodging running forns,
ignoring startled glances of recognition. As she reached the hastily erected

wal | of broken furniture and tried to peer through it, she heard, "If it isn't
the Queen of Air and Darkness."
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The voice was sibilant and soft and cane to her quite clearly over the noise.
She | ooked down slowy and saw the face through a gap in the barricade. It was
Evadne, one of the princes of the Unseelie Court. H s narrow features m ght
have been cal |l ed handsome by someone | ess picky about character, even if his
skin was powder blue. But though his expression was that of a wistful fay
child, his eyes were gloating and entirely adult. Kade said, "Your eyesight is
as bad as your sense of hunor." She had never truly accepted her nother's
title, which Evadne nust know.

He grinned up at her, revealing pointed teeth. "Wy don't you join us, ny
sister? What has the Seelie Court ever given you that you should risk your
life to side with themand battle us?"

Kade ignored the growi ng knot of coldness in her stomach and | aughed at him
The Seelie Court was the highest court of the Ot herworld. Titania and Cberon
ruled it, but spent little tine in governing the fay who swore allegiance to
them and occupi ed nost of their days in fetes, rades, contests, or other
unreal pastimes of Fayre. The fay |oosely attached to the Seelie Court |oved
dayl i ght and music but were often dangerous to humans, either through acts of
m schief or sinple |ack of concern over human frailties.

The Queen of Air and Darkness was not truly a nenmber of either court, and Kade
did not like to think about what woul d happen to the bal ances of power in the
O herworl d, which she only vaguely understood herself, if this were to change.
Evadne nmust be very confident to risk naking that offer. She said, "The Seelie
Court has given me nothing, which is far better than the trouble you' ve given
me. What makes you think I'd throw nmy fortune in with either of you?"

H s features drew into a pinched sneer. "The Host grows in power by the
monent. The nortals' pitiful protections are scattered and you can't stop us.
"Il destroy you nyself."

"Prom ses, prom ses. Wio's your master? Is it Urbain Gan-dier?"

The eyes hardened. "W have no naster."
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"Il tell himyou said that when |I nmeet him"

Evadne stepped back, fading away into a darkness even Kade's sight couldn't
penetrate. "l expect," he whispered, "that you wll



Kade dropped to the floor and used the hem of her dress to wi pe a clear spot.
Evadne had given her an idea. Those were powerful wards; they couldn 't sinpfy
di ssol ve. They nust be about sonewhere. If she could find one

"Hey, come away fromthere." She | ooked up to see a man in a Ci sternan
officer's colors, who started back when he recogni zed her

Kade said, "I need chal k, wax, and sonme burnt coal." At his expression she
shouted furiously, "Do you want help or not?"

An unbl ocked corridor |eading out fromthe storeroons | ed Thomas and the
others into the nain hall

Wunded guards and refugees were clinbing the huge spiral stair up into the
King's Bastion and a thick white pall of snoke fromthe pistols and nuskets
hung in the air. Qut of the confusion, Thomas spotted the G sternan Comrander
Vivan. He stepped forward and caught the other man's arm "What did we | ose?"
Vivan ran a hand through his dark hair and didn't seemto notice when it cane
away bl oody. He said, "They're in the Gallery Wng, and probably all of the
east side."”

"\What about the King's Bastion?"

"Secure. Everything inside the inner wall is secure, They didn't cone through
there."”

"The wards," said Gal en Dubell, who was suddenly standi ng besi de them "They
have drifted away fromthe newer structures of the palace, but the foundations
in the older sections act as keystones thensel ves and are holding the wards in
pl ace there."

Thomas nodded. "Good, it'll give us breathing room" Wat he wanted to do nost
was slam Vivan up against a wall and demand to know where Ravenna and Fal ai se
were, but there was no tinme, and no sense in it. He knew Lucas and
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G deon were on duty and for now he would just have to trust that they had
gotten both Queens to safety. He said to the Conmander, "You're trying to push
t hem back so you can cl ose the siege doors at the top of the stairs?"

"Yes, If we fall back now, they'll push forward and we'll all go, but the
sorceress said . "
"Who?"

"The sorceress said if we gave her sone tine she could keep them back | ong
enough to let us retreat."

"Where is she?"

"At the barricade. Thomas! They're throw ng el f-shot."

That expl ai ned the onminously still fornms that bore no visible wounds. "All
right."

Thomas spotted Kade's tattered form crouching near the center of the barricade
between two Cisternan guards firing nuskets and began to nmake his way over to
her .

She had drawn some kind of design on the floor and was dripping wax froma
lighted candle onto it. She was nuttering continuously at it and Thomas

t hought she was saying a spell until he was cl ose enough and realized she was
cur si ng.

He crouched beside her and said, "How nuch | onger?"

She tossed her head to get the hair out of her face and said, "Hours, days,
weeks, how should I know?"

A bronze crossbow bolt came through the barricade and clattered off the stone
fl oor between them They both hunched their shoulders instinctively and Kade
said, "Close," in a conversational tone. She tossed her hair back again.
Thomas reached over and tucked her hair into the back of her snock for her
She nuttered, "Thank you," w thout |ooking at him a slow flush spreadi ng up
her cheeks.

He said, "How nuch | onger?"

"Not long. |I'm al nost done. Listen, what I'mdoing is calling a ward." She
stopped as the barricade shuddered under another onslaught. "I npatient
bastards. "



"Calling a ward?" he pronpted.

"Yes. Its nane is Ableon-Indis and it's supposed to be over
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the St. Anne's Gate but it's lying across the top of the King's Bastion now. |
don't know why."

"Someone's taken the keystone."

"Dam. That woul d be the reason, then. The newer wards float away fromtheir
pl aces without the keystone in the etheric structure, but the King' s Bastion
has the strongest warding spells in the old parts of the palace. It's draw ng
the drifting wards over to it." Her expression was grim "Anyway, when

finish this the ward should fall toward us here. If I"'mlucky it will conme to
ground right here along the barricade. Wien we | eave, the Host will surge
forward, run into it, and get an unpleasant surprise. But Ableon-Indis wll
start noving upward again al nost imrediately. What |'m doing here isnt as

strong as the warding spells still drawing it to the King's Bastion."
"So we'll have a few nonents at best"

"Yes."

"I't"ll be enough."

She | ooked up quickly and grinned.

Berham nmade it over to them and knelt beside the barricade. "Al bons are
hol di ng the doors in the bastion, Sir," he reported.

"Which officers are up there?"

"Just Sir Renier that | could see, Sir. They said if | came in they woul dn't

l et me go back because the idea was to get everyone out, you see."

"Al'l right." Thomas | ooked around and saw Martin nearby. He waved hi m over and
said, "Find Commander Vivan and spread word that when |I give the order to fal
back everyone's to stop firing inmediately and head for the stairs. W'll have
our retreat covered but not for long." As the guard hurried off he told
Berham "You tell the rel oaders to nake sure they get the wounded out of here
bef ore we have to nove."

"Yes, Captain," Berhamsaid. "By God, this mght work."

As Berham made his way back to the rel oaders, Thomas saw a di sturbance on the

other side of the hall. Soot was pouring out of the great hearth in a dusty
cl oud.
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Thomas got up and started toward it. There was sonething com ng down the
chi mey.

Cl oser, he could see that the head energing fromunder the stone mantel was
like a horse's in size and shape. But its eyes were glazed over and white and
it | ooked as though its coat had been renoved with a dull knife. It had teeth
like a lion. Thomas drew his pistol, but before he could wind the mainspring,
the creature plunged out of the fireplace and fell on a group of nen who had
been rel oadi ng nuskets. It swiung its great horse's head fromside to side, its
teeth tearing as the men scranbled to get away.

Reaching it Thomas drew his rapier and slashed at its side. As it turned
toward himwith a scream of rage, he drove the point through its neck. It
teetered dien fell toward him dragging himdown as it slunped onto the floor
A second one was energing fromthe fireplace. Thomas dropped the rapier and
wound the pistol's spring, then braced it on his forearmand fired.

The ball hit the creature in its broad chest along with three other shots
fired fromdifferent areas of the hall and a fourth ball that all but
shattered the mantel of the hearth. The creature dropped |like a stone.

Gal en Dubel |l appeared at Thonas's side, pointed at the fireplace, and
gestured. The creature's body caught fire as if it had been dipped in pitch
and die flames shot up the chimey. "That should hold themfor awhile," Dubel
sai d.

Thomas stood and went to put a foot on the fay-horse's neck to work his rapier
free. He asked, "Can you hel p Kade?"



"No, anything | could do might only counteract the effect she is attenpting to
create and then we would be dead." He smiled grimy. "But | can harry the
eneny and perhaps give her nore tine."

As die sorcerer strode off Thomas | ooked after himand thought, Disasters
agree with you.

As others ran up to carry the wounded, nore fay charged the barricade and
Thomas joi ned the defenders.

Ni ght mare i nages flung di ensel ves out of the darkness
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and were driven back by pistol balls or pikes w elded over the barricade.
There were hi deous ani nal -shapes with distorted bodi es and wi cked intelligent
eyes, creatures with oddly human faces and bodies that were marked with
startling deformties, and other things that vani shed so quickly the mi nd

di scounted what the eyes saw. Their shrieking and keening m xed with the

bl asts of nuskets and pistols was deafening.

Thomas had | ost track of time when Vivan grabbed his arm and said, "She's
ready. "

Thomas | ooked around. The wounded and the refugees had vani shed up the

stai rway and Commander Vivan had al ready sent the reloaders after them Thomas
said, "Pass the word: when | give the order, stop firing and fall back into
the bastion." He stepped back where he could see Kade and waited for the word
to pass down the line.

When the guards at each end signalled ready, Thomas | ooked at Kade. She
nodded, and he yelled, "Fall back."

Di sci pline held remarkably, even anong the Al bon knights, who didn't think

t hensel ves obliged to listen to anyone.

The shrieking din fromtheir attackers rose in a crescendo. Thonas noved with
the others to the foot of the stairs and | ooked back for Kade, not seeing her
anong the crowd.

She was still crouched beside the barricade, and Thomas saw what she had been
waiting for. The Host surged up toward the barricade and net a wall of hostile
air. Sone dissolved into nyriad colors that shrieked toward the ceiling and
away |ike fleeing ghosts. Sone popped |ike soap bubbl es and di sappeared while
others fell backward, marked by horribl e wounds.

Kade snmiled tightly to herself, leapt to her feet, and ran.

Thomas waited for her to reach the stairway before starting up. She was a
little ahead of him halfway up the second tier when she was thrown back

agai nst the banister as if sonmething had struck her

The Host started to pour over the barricade. Thomas
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reached Kade and pi cked her up. She was unconscious but still breathing and

wei ghed practically not hing.

The third tier passed in a blur with the fay on the stairs bel ow. Then the

Al bon knights were closing the siege doors behind him foot-thick oak panels
sheathed with iron. They slanmmed themto and shoved t he heavy | ocki ng-bolts
hone. The foyer was crowded with wounded guards and refugees, and the Iight
was di m and snoky.

Kade | et hi m know she was awake and wanted to be put down with a sharp el bow
in his ribs. He set her on her feet and she staggered slightly. "Wat happened
to you?" he asked.

"I don't know. Own. " She felt die side of her head gingerly. "Were's Gal en?"
The ol d sorcerer was already on the other side of the gallery, helping with

t he wounded. As Kade turned away to go to him Thonas said, "Wait."

She paused, wary, and he asked, "Did you know this was going to happen?"

"No." Her voice was scornful. "That is the Unseelie Court, the Dark Host, the
enenny of light | wouldn't have anything to do with them They were the ones
who tricked my nother into accepting a wager she couldn't possibly win.

wasn't much fond of her, but no one deserves... And they would just as soon do



the sane to ne."

He had to be sure. "You didn't mention you knew how to mani pul ate the wards."
"I wouldn't have been able to call that ward down if the keystone had stil
been in its place. Renpbving it destroyed the etheric structure that held the
wards in their courses." She wi nced and touched her head again, then continued
nmore calmy. "Galen taught me how to track wards in a puddl e of ash, and the
way | called Ableon-Indis to ne was only a variation on the spells used to
tenmporarily hold a ward in one place, which every apprentice knows. Ask himif
you don't believe nme."

There was a nuffled thunp fromthe other side of the siege doors, then an
echoing roar, as some thwarted creature
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expressed its displeasure. |If Kade had not bothered to aid the defenders, they
woul d have been on the other side of those doors now Thomas thought, She
didn't have to do it, and it certainty wouldn't serve her purpose if she meant
us any harm He said, "It won't be necessary to ask him"

Kade hesitated, as if she was just as inexperienced at accepting trust as he
was at giving it, then she turned without a word and slipped into the crowd.
Render pushed past the other Al bons clustering near the siege doors to reach
Thomas and said, "The doors are hol ding."

Thomas asked, "What started it'" It had occurred to himthat he still didn't
know exactly what had expl oded or where, except that it was somewhere in the
A d Palace or the Gallery Wng.

The big kni ght | ooked |ike he had been run over by a wagon. The final touch

was a perfect black eye. He said, "I only know we've |lost half the G sternan
Guard and anyone who was posted past the main hall of the A d Pal ace

I ncl udi ng one of your lieutenants. | saw himgoing that way just before it
happened. "

G deon would be with Falaise in the King's Bastion. "Lucas Castil ?"
"Yes, that's him"
"God damm." Thonmas | eaned back against the wall and used the full sleeve of

his shirt to wi pe the sweat off his forehead. He could still snell the
fay-horse's acrid bl ood. "Were's Ravenna?"
"She's here in the bastion; I've seen her. Roland was in the Gallery Wng when

it happened. We got himout barely in tinme." Renier hesitated, then said, "I
have to talk to you in private."

Thomas | ooked up at him Wth Kade on the other side of the gallery, there was
no one to eavesdrop except for their own men, who were standing or |ying about
in various positions of pain or exhaustion, but Renter's expression was deadly
seri ous.
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As they noved off a little, Thomas asked, "How did you

get that eye?"

"The King was a trifle upset at certain devel opnents,"

Reni er answered with a noticeable |ack of expression. "Well, he's a great
confort to all of us." "Thomas, |'mnot sure about this but Reni er
hesitated such a | ong nonent Thomas had to take

a better hold on his patience. "Go on," he said in a |level tone. "A knight
stationed on the Prince's Gate Tower reported to

me a short while ago. He said they could see fires and fighting

inthe streets. It's not just the palace quarter; it's the city."

RENI ER SPREAD THE gi | t - edged

map on the table and indicated a spot with one calloused finger. "The

Ci sternan Barracks were overwhelned in the first few nonents."” He cast a
worried gl ance at Commander Vivan, who was slunped in a chair by the fire.
"They came through St. Anne's Gate, then?" Thomas asked.

"No. Mnd, the reports we have cone from groons and stabl eboys who were abl e
to seal off the Mews to keep the creatures out of the Ad Courts, but they



said the attack seenmed to cone fromthe inner gate into the palace, not the

outer gate. As to how that was nanaged . . ." He shook his head

They were in the Queen's Guard House, in one of the small rooms adjacent to
the practice hall. The walls were hung with | eadi er and parchrment maps and the
door was open to the humof talk fromthe hall. They knew t he human, or

once- human, menbers of the Host had been used as cannon fodder in the initial
attack, and that the fay had cone after, but Thomas felt they still did not
have an accurate picture of how the invasion had taken place. He said, "W
still don't know what that explosion was."

"I't wasn't the city arnories. You can see themfromthe top of die inner wall
But that's what everyone thought. The off-duty Queen's guards were headi ng
that way to repel what they thought was an attack through St. Anne's CGate when
t hey
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were stopped at the Od Halt. My nmen were right behind them™

Thomas saw G deon drawi ng breath to nake a comment, and cleared his throat.
Their eyes net and the younger man subsided wi th disgruntled reluctance. Mst
of the guards felt that the main body of the Al bon Knights should have
followed themdown into the A d Hall, instead of staying in the relative
safety at the top of the stairs. Thomas was willing to concede that sonmeone
had to hold the siege doors; whether the task had required alnost the entire
Al bon troop was another matter. But it had been an act of disorganization
rather than cowardi ce, and he wanted to keep the trouble anong the two troops
to a mininum Looking back to Renier, Thomas said, "In the cellars it sounded
as if the explosion was al nbst directly overhead; it must have been sonmewhere
inthe Gallery Wng."

"But there's nothing there to explode, not with that sort of force, not unless
they brought it with them™" the knight protested.

"Maybe they did." Vivan's voice startled them

Only an accident of history had placed the Queen's Guard House in the area
protected by the ancient wards of the inner walls. They had |ost far too many
men as it was, but the G sternan Guard, and their famlies living within the
barracks and adjacent to it, had been deci mat ed.

After a noment Renier said, "W should hear fromthe commanders of the city

| evies by norning."

Thomas shook his head. There were over six thousand city volunteers, half
nmusket eers and hal f pi kenen, organized into reginents based on dieir

nei ghbor hoods. Both the crown and die Mnistry had the right to call them out,
but in the chaos of this night that would be inpossible. "The city levies

won't be able to form they'll be too busy defending their own hones and it
will be suicide to go out into the streets tonight."

Reni er regarded die map a |l ong nonent. "The Host has never attacked in force
before. It has harried travellers, solitary farmsteads, but never . . . Wll,
the gate garrisons will be
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trapped inside until daylight at |east. The Host can't attack when the sun's
out."

Thomas had been told by Kade that the main body of the Host was conposed of
powerful , quarrelsonme spirits fromthe Unseelie Court, who could agree on
not hi ng but revelry and fighting the Seelie Court, their opposites in Fayre.
In their wake woul d be fay predators: hags, bogles, spriggans, things that
haunted | onely places or preyed on travellers. Thomas said, "They can't attack
in the kind of organized force they used on us in the AOd Palace, but there's
a mob of dark fay following themlike scavengers after an arny. They aren't
organi zed, but they can stand the daylight and they will attack at any
opportunity."”

Reni er pursed his lips in disapproval. "You heard that from Kade Carrion, |
assune. |'d prefer another source for that intelligence."



Thomas controll ed an inexplicable surge of irritation, and without too nuch
acid in his voice asked, "Wo else did you have in mnd to question?"
Frowni ng, Reni er shook his head. "Still... There's no help for it, | suppose.
Does she know if Grandier is aiding then®"

"No, but he must be involved sonehow " Thomas consi dered a nonent. "The Host
was dependi ng on surprise, and they had hel p. Soneone knew to go down into
that cellar and take the keystone, and whoever it was is probably still here
with us." Dontane m ght have known who that traitor was, but he rmust have died
with the other prisoners and the guards in the C steman Guard House.

Reni er | ooked up. "Perhaps the man who killed Dr. Braun got the |ocation of

t he keystone out of himbefore he died."

"Braun was killed instantly; he wasn't tortured for information."

"I'f we could get the keystone back . "

"It could be hidden anywhere." Thomas shook his head. "W can't count on

that."

"Well, we can't beat our heads about it now " The knight | eaned over the map.
"The corridors in the outer walls have
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been seal ed. The rooftops and the open areas of the Ad Courts are protected
by the wards, and the iron-shod siege doors are keeping them from com ng

t hrough the King's Bastion to us. The only thing we can do now is wait them
out."

If Renier wanted to "wait it out” with a traitor in their canp it was his

busi ness. Thonas had. no reason to argue the point while he still had a few
nore preparations to make.

Lord CGeneral Villon and the siege engine cavalry were posted at the G anges, a
royal fortress about fifty-five mles to the south. It was the nobile force
closest to the city, except for DenziTs small private garrison still in

resi dence at Bel Garde. The fay might be able to take the city, but they
couldn't hold it. They couldn't close the iron-hinged gates, use the cannon
mounted on the walls, or the stockpiles of arns. Villon had proven troops and
a popul ace that would rise to aid himas soon as they saw his fl ags.

As Renier rolled up his map and went back out into die hall Thomas caught

G deon's armand said softly, "If anyone's going to offer to hold Renier's
sword while he falls onit, it's going to be nme; is that clear, Sir?"

G deon smiled reluctantly. "Yes, Sir, it's clear."

The ot hers gone, Thomas hesitated a nonent over Vivan, but he had no idea of
what to say to him

He wal ked out through the hall, where things were beginning to cal mdown as
the night wore on without attack. The refugees in the house were nmainly pal ace
servants and retainers who didn't mnd beddi ng down on a clear space of floor
as long as there was a roof overhead and plenty of iron |ying about. They were
stretched out on blankets along the walls or huddled in groups telling each
other their horror stories fromthe |ast few hours. Their children played on

t he second-fl oor bal conies with nervel ess unconcern, but no one apparently
felt secure enough to put out any of the |anterns, despite the nunber of
people trying to sleep. The only real disturbance was an old worman kneeling in
the far corner praying at the top of her lungs, while a nervous young girl

anxi ously pl eaded with her to stop.

Queen's guards and the few remaining C sternans were prow i ng the house |ike
caged cats, checking their weapons over and over again and alert for anything.
The refugees of higher class were crowded in the Al bon Tower and the Gate
Bastion, with the King's Bastion being kept as a buffer area between the fay
inthe Ad Palace and the fortified court. Thomas had preferred this
arrangenent, knowing that if he had to have a |large group of civilians under
his protection in a battle, it was better to have ones who were trained to
take orders wi thout question. Ravenna and Fal ai se and their entourages were



safely ensconced on an upper fl oor

In the entrance hall he found Phai stus, standing before the partly open doors
and | ooking tentatively up at the cloudy night sky. "Wat are you doi ng?"
Thomas asked him

Phai stus junped, then shifted the heavy coil of rope tucked under his arm
"Berhamwanted this in the tower, Captain.”

H s reluctance was understandable. On the open roads of the country, the Host
traditionally attacked from above, swooping down on nen |ike hawks on mce.
Except that hawks were unquestionably kinder in dispatching their mce quickly
than the Host would be with human captives. The wards still clinging to this
side of the pal ace were supposed to protect them while outside, but the wards
had failed before.

"Well, cone on then." Thomas haul ed himout into the open court.

The night air was chill, the court lit only by light seeping through cracks in
shutters and cl osed doors. The Al bon Tower high above themwas only a dim
shape in the darkness, clouds streaming swiftly across the noon. Phai stus
hurried along in Thomas's shadow, casting worried glances at the sky.

The first level of the tower had beconme an infirmary, and the sick famliar
odor of cauterization hit Thomas as soon as he went in.

The wounded lay on pallets along the walls of the high-ceilinged hall. There
were worren and children among them far too many. They had been hacked up by
the bronze bl ades
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of the human servants of the Host, burned in the sporadic fires that had
broken out from overturned | anps, or bitten and clawed by the fay. There were
no victins of elf-shot. If soneone was hit by one of those tiny

har m ess-1 ooki ng stones he fell down and never noved or spoke again, no better
t han breat hi ng dead, and was lucky if starvation or thirst killed himbefore
the stone found his heart. Anyone struck by elf-shot had been |l eft behind, or
snot hered by Dr. Lanmbe or one of the other apothecaries.

Fires had been lit in the two great hearths, and dozens of |anps and candl es
added their stains to the snpoke-bl ackened rafters. The furniture had been
pushed aside to make way for nore pallets, and Thomas had to clinb over a
couple of tables to reach the other end of the room It brought back

| ess-t han-pl easant nmenories of the Bisran War, of border villages overrun and
taken before the inhabitants could scatter into the forest, and of the
aftermath of battle.

Dr. Lanbe stood near the Iong draw tabl e where bags of instruments and jars of
medi ci nal herbs were laid out. He | ooked exhausted and consi derably the worse
for wear. He | ooked up at Thomas's approach and said, "Captain, when can we

| eave?"

"As soon as it's daylight. The Host won't be able to formthen."

"And how sure are we of that?"

"1 have it on fairly good authority. Wat night be wandering the streets is
another matter, but they aren't after just anyone."

Lambe gl anced upward. The King was on one of the upper floors, guarded
heavily. "You're right about that."

The pal ace was a trap, and diey couldn't afford to be caught in it. Ravenna
and Rol and woul d have to be gotten to safety. \Whether Ravenna likes it or not,
Thomas thought. His first choice was to get themout of the city and to Villon
at the Granges—and they woul d have to be together. Roland woul d be swept under
by the chaos and |l ose his throne to the first opportunist with a troop.
Ravenna coul d ride the storm
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Gal en Dubel|l crossed the roomtoward them Like Dr. Lanbe, the hem and sl eeves
of his robe were stained with dried blood. "What sort of protections are we
enpl oying for the evacuati on?" he asked.

Bef ore Thomas coul d answer, an Al bon kni ght stepped up to themand said, "His



Maj esty requires an audi ence, Captain Boniface."
Thomas | ooked at him but the knight's face betrayed nothing. After a noment

he said, "Very well," and turned to Dubell. "Doctor, could you send a nessage
to ny | ady Ravenna and let her know I'|l|l be unable to attend her for a short
time?"

Dubel | | ooked fromDr. Lambe's stricken expression to the other Al bon knights

who had suddenly appeared in the room and said, "Yes, of course.”

Thomas foll owed the knight to the bottomof the narrow stairwell that led up
into the tower, where there were two nore Albons waiting for them He took in
t heir appearance wi thout coment and they started up the stair.

It was a long way up to the fifth level of the tower, the many | anps that
illuminated tfie stone steps naking the air snoky and cl ose. There were

kni ghts standi ng guard at each | evel

On the landing there were two nore Al bons guardi ng the wi de oaken door. The
kni ght who had conme after himsmiled and said, "H s Majesty has requested that
you di sarm before coning into him"

Thomas met his eyes. As a nmenber of the Queen's Guard and an appointed officer
he had the right to go arnmed in the royal presence, and he al so knew what any
sort of protest to that effect would nmean to Rol and, and what woul d happen if
t hey searched himinside and found a conceal ed weapon.

In silence he handed over both pistols, his min gauche® boot dagger, and
unbuckl ed the rapier fromhis baldric.

One of the knights opened the door and they went inside.

The roomwas far too warm and too crowded. The gold threads in the red
tapestries caught the candlelight and cast it
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back. There were nore Al bon knights, all show ng signs of the past battle.
Sone of Roland's younger courtiers were playing cards at a table in a coner,
and somewhere out of sight a musician played a soprano recorder. Renier wasn't
present. Rol and was seated in a tapestry-draped arnchair, Denzil at his side.
As Thomas bowed, Rol and said, "Kneel, Sir."

Even though he was hearing the latch of a trap snap shut, it was second nature
to make it look |like an easy gesture.

Denzil smled lazily and said sonething inaudi ble to Roland that made the
young King giggle and redden with enbarrassnent at the sanme tine. Thomas
realized Rol and was not drunk yet, but he was definitely well on the way, and
he woul d have bet anything it was Denzil's doing.

Rol and fiddled with a torn piece of |lace on his cuff, his eyes |l arge and dark.
"What is nmy nother doing now?"

"She's resting, Your Majesty." Thomas kept his expression even and his voice

| evel . The room had qui eted, and the courtiers were watching with a fascinated
intensity that conbined sly anusenment at someone el se's nisfortune and fear
for their own necks.

"And nmy Queen? My cousin has said she refuses to attend nme here."

Thomas wondered if Fal ai se knew she had refused to attend Rol and. Probably
not. "She isn't well, Your Majesty, and your nother required her to stay in
her roons." This was a lie, but he wasn't going to throw the young Queen to
the wol ves to save his own skin. If the matter doesn't becone academic in the
next few nonents.

Rol and said, "Oh." Even at this time, he realized Fal aise was not likely to
ignore a direct order from Ravenna. But Denzil nudged himwi th an el bow,
causi ng the kni ght standing guard behind their chairs to tighten his grip on
his sword-hilt, and Rol and said, "And ny sister?"

"She's in the Guard House, Your Mjesty."

Denzil idly twi sted one of his rings. H's hands were trenbling slightly,
probably from excitement. He said, "She was
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seen snearing blood on the lintels and conerposts of the Guard House. Now why



was she doing that, we wonder?"

How the hell should I know? "I don't know, Your Majesty." He directed his
answer to Roland, just to see Denzil's expression tighten with anger. It was
hardly likely to be anything detrinental: even Kade wouldn't put a curse on a
house and then settle down in it for the night. And she obviously hadn't made
a secret of what she had done. It sounded nore |ike a feast-day practice one
of the foreign cults in the city perforned.

Rol and absently rubbed the carved arm of the chair, thinking over his next
nmove. Denzil |eaned toward himfamliarly, watching Thomas out of the corner
of his eye, and whi spered sonething. Roland gi ggled and | ooked guilty.

Thomas al |l owed hinself to | ook just slightly bored. Denzil's attenpts to prey
on his nerves were having nore effect on the Al bon who was standi ng behind him
and coul d hear what he was sayi ng.

Finally Roland said, "Perhaps you told her to do it."

"Way woul d | do that, Your Majesty?" Thomas had al ways known that if he had to
die to please a royal ego, he wanted it to be as scandal ous, nessy, and
politically inconvenient for as many persons as possible. Disappearing into

t he depths of the Al bon Tower was not a scenario he preferred.

Rol and didn't answer inmediately. He bit his lower |lip and | ooked at his
cousi n.

Denzil stood and strolled around the room behind Thomas and out of his sight.
The Duke said, "W don't know what part she had in this attack."

Thomas kept his eyes on Roland. "She was alnost killed in the retreat fromthe
main hall." Defending her this way coul d be dangerous for both of them but he
wasn't sure what Denzil was after.

Rol and | ooked surprised. "She was?"

St andi ng too near him Denzil brushed Thomas's hair aside to reveal the pearl
drop in his right ear. "That's a gift fromdi e Dowager Queenf isn't it?"
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The door opened and a kni ght bowed his way in. "Pardon, Your Mjesty."

Denzil stepped away from Thomas. Rol and shifted in his chair nervously. "Wat
isit?"

"The Queen ... The Dowager Queen has sent a nessenger requesting Captain

Boni face's i nmedi ate presence."

All eyes in the roomwent to Roland as nost of those present realized the

i mplications of this. Thomas thought, Don't provoke her, boy, not now. Ravenna
was exhausted and angry and sitting on top of the best-organized force left in
the palace with an arnory at her back. But if Roland pushed her into a civil
war just because he could, then he didn't deserve to be King, let alone to
live.

Rol and stared at the knight. Denzil started to speak but abruptly Rol and waved
himto silence and said, "Fine, then, go on. I'mtired."

Thomas stood, bowed, and left the room He collected his weapons in conplete
silence fromthe knights on the | anding, then went down the stairs and saw
Martin pacing restlessly near the outside door.

Reachi ng hi m Thonmas said, "Tell her you saw nme outside and I'll be there in a
few nmonents. "

Martin said, "Yes, Sir," and headed back across the court at a run. Thonas
went the other way, along the tower's wall, until he came to a place in deep
shadow but with a good view of the door

He pulled his cloak around himand stood with fol ded arms, watching the

cl oud-strewn sky. The cool wind lifted the hair off the back of his neck, and
he thought for a few noments about treason and rnurder

But he had | earned nore fromDenzil than the Duke had fromhim He thought He
had me. He mas sure of it. He had tried to provoke Thomas to fight. He wanted
Ravenna and Rol and at each other's throats; he wanted the pal ace in chaos.
Denzil was confident. He had expected the attack

He took the keystone, or he ordered it done. Never m nd how he knew where it
was; |'Il work that out later. He may
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have kitted Braun hinmself. And | don't have a shred of proof against him
There was only one thing Denzil could want in return for treason of such a
magni t ude.

The young Duke of Al sene had so much already from Rol and. Wul d he abandon a
secure existence on a chancy bid for the throne, based on such infirm ground
as the help of a foreign sorcerer? But is Denzil's existence secure? Thomas
asked himself. O nore inmportantly, does he think his existence is secure?

Rol and was still Ravenna's son, and Fulstan's. He could have Denzil killed on
a whim at any tinme. And he was still a young man; he could becone as
changeable in later life as his father had.

As a patch of moonlight illumnated the court, a swift snooth shadow crossed

it. Something |arge enough to be flying above the wards yet throw a man-sized
shadow on the pearl gray paving stones.

Thomas | eaned back against the wall, his dark clothing blending into the rough
stonework. A rem nder fromthe Host.

As it passed out of sight and the clouds crept back over the nmoon, the Al bon
kni ght he had suspected was follow ng himstepped quietly out into the court
fromthe door of the tower.

Thomas waited until the man gave up and di sappeared back inside, then started
back to die Guard House

Denzil was in | eague with Grandier, and regardl ess of the consequences, he was
going to have to die.

In the Guard House, Kade was sitting on die floor near the stairs dial led up
to the second floor of die hall. She turned over another card fromthe deck
she had found, w nced, swept the scattered cards together, and reshuffled
them Somet hi ng was happening in the A bon Tower, sonething interesting, and
no one would tell her about it. Who can | pry it out of, she wondered, | ooking
specul atively around the quiet hall and |laying out the cards again.

No one seened to find her presence objectionable. The refugees had brought her
everything fromanulets to prayer
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books to bless for luck, and she had collected several apples, an egg, a few
ri bbons, and a battered daisy as propitiatory gifts. The guards were al

nobl es and so | ess superstitious, but treated her as a sort of mascot, which
was better behavior than she had had from anyone connected with the crowmn in a
long tinme. They knew who had been on the wong side of the bastion's siege
doors with thgn, and were acting accordingly.

Fal ai se had sent her a pair of boots. The woman who had brought them had said
they were a boy-page's boots, made for a nmasque |ast nmonth and brought al ong
accidentally in the trunk the Queen's | adies had hastily packed before | eaving
the King's Bastion, but the Queen had "t hought they would suit best." She
nmeant they | ooked bi g enough, Kade thought. Fal ai se and her |adies had snall
perfect feet, not ugly long-toed things better suited for wal king on tree
branches. But the boots were soft, blue-stanped [eather with gold stitching,
and she liked them i mensely.

She ni bbed the bruised | unp on her head thoughtfully. That is, no one objected
to her presence openly. She still didn't know what she had been hit by in the
retreat to the King's Bastion. An object that small of wood or stone would
have certainly startled her, but not knocked her reeling and hal f-conscious
agai nst the banister. No, the object had been cold iron, and no fay had cast

it at her.

And Thomas Boni face had carried her up the stairs.

That had triggered a nenory, a tactile child s nmenory. She had been six or
seven, playing on the warm dusty stones of a palace court with servants'
children, and suddenly found herself anong a forest of sharp hooves and tal



equi ne | egs, horses snorting and danci ng around her. For a monent she had
found it wonderful. But just as fear had time to set in, a strong arm had
caught her around the waist and lifted her out of danger with a muttered "And
what do you think you' re doing." She had been deposited on the side of the
court out of harms way, and left with a menory of a deep voice and a
mascul i ne scent conbined with the nmusky sweat of horses.

Her father had heard about it sonmehow. He heard about

everyt hing somehow. He had called her a whore. \Wen she'd told Gal en about it,
he had sl amred things around his snmall study and nmuttered to hinmself for an
hour, but he was not quite worldly enough to realize what was bot hering her
and explain it away. It wasn't until two weeks |ater when a scrubwoman had
expl ai ned to her what a whore was that she understood she couldn't possibly be
one. A whore, she thought, old stale anger rising again. At that age and about
as alluring as an awkward puppy. It's a wonder that I'mnot mad as a

wool -dyer. It was a wonder she wasn't as helplessly at sea in the world as

Rol and was.

"Excuse ne, ny | ady?"

She | ooked up to see a nervous dark-haired gentl ewoman on the stairs above,

| ooki ng down at her hesitantly. Kade thought her one of Falaise' s |adies, but
she wasn't the one who had conme before. Then the woman said, "My | ady, the

| ady Ravenna would like to speak to you in her chanmber."

"Ch," Kade said. She collected the cards and stood up

She foll owed the worman up the lanmplit stairs to the third floor. The roons
Ravenna and Fal ai se had taken were in a single suite. There was a group of
Queen's guards and two Cisternans standing in the anteroom having a

| owvoi ced, intense, and agitated conversati on Kade was sure woul d have been
quite interesting, but the gentl eworman opened die inner door to Ravenna's
chanmber for her, curtseyed, and fl ed.

Ravenna sat al one near the shuttered wi ndow, head turned to | ook down at the
enpty hearth. A few carved chests stood open, and richly enbroi dered robes and
rugs were tunbl ed about and piled in the chairs. Kade fought a surge of

anxi ety that suddenly welled up in her gut; she was not a child anynore.

"I wanted to know your intentions." Ravenna turned to | ook at her, finally.
"Why you are still here.”

Kade | ooked down and noticed her feet again. She said, "Wy shouldn't | be

her e?"

" "Why shouldn't | be,' " Ravenna nocked. "Your wit astonishes ne. O course,
everything |I've built with my life and
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nmy blood is tunmbling down around ny ears; why shouldn't you stay and watch?"
"if you already know then why are you aski ng?" Kade said it quietly, and

| ooked up to deliberately neet Ravenna's eyes. That was good. | did that well.
"Ch, never mnd." It was Ravenna who | ooked away. "I suppose if you actually
had some sort of notive, you would give ne an answer."

Kade sighed, then realized the old Queen's sharp eyes were on her again and

felt a chill that didn't cone fromthe air. Ravenna had set a trap for that
telltale expression of relief. "Wll," Ravenna said slowmy. "Do you still want
the throne?"

"No! | just said that; | didn't mean it." | should have known that would comne

back to haunt me. "Can't you just |eave ne out of your idiot power struggles?"
But it was easy to talk about the throne. Ravenna coul dn't understand how
l[ittle it meant to her.

"No, | cannot. I'"'mold, and frightened. | get angry when |I'm frightened and
your brother does not know when to stop pressing me. Or rather, he lets Denzi
tell himthat it is all some sort of game, and that his nother will forgive

hi m anyt hi ng, because she wants himon the throne. Well, |'m having second

t hought s about that."



"Don't bother having first thoughts about ne, because | won't do it."
Ravenna' s hard eyes cane back to her again, cynical and doubting. Kade said,

"I"'mserious. It's hard enough being a queen in Fayre, but this is ... real."
"I wish Roland knew that. | tried to teach himto rule, but he doesn't
understand. Qur people aren't serf-slaves, |like Bis-ran peasants. They'll riot

inthe cities and rebel over the vine-growers' excise in the country. The

bal ances of power that nust be maintained anong the nobles of this city al one
" She tapped her fingers on the chair arm and shook her head. "I push

Rol and, to test him to make him strong, but he backs away. Then he lets

Denzil goad himinto pushing me too far."

Kade | ooked at her curiously. Even in the soft candl elight Ravenna was al

glinting sharp edges, her sharp profile, her

jewels, her eyes. She wondered if her brother understood that soneday his

not her woul d be gone, and there would be nothing to cushion himfromthe

battl eground of the court. "If not Roland, and not ne, then who?"

Ravenna seened to ignore the question. She said, "I planned it so carefully. |

let the Mnistry gain power. The nobles," she invested the word with

consi derabl e contenpt, "clung to each other in salons all over the city,

alternately whining and shouting about it, but they couldn't stop ne. |

reduced the walls of their private strongholds, took away their private

armes, soif die flower of nobility wanted to rebel against Roland they'd

have a damed hard tine doing it. And Aviler has sonme concept of how a state

shoul d function; he woul d have been able to keep Rol and from maki ng too bl oody

a fool of hinself. | made an enemy of Aviler, even though his father was one

of my closest friends, because if | had ever shown himfavor Roland woul d

never have listened to him O course, Roland never listened to hi manyway.

And now we don't know where Aviler is, or if he's alive." She stopped and

| ooked away. "If not you, then no one."

Kade anchored her eyes on the floor. She is already speaking of Roland in the

past tense

After a long nonment of silence Ravenna said, "lI'mrather an all-or-nothing

sort of person when it cones to violence. Roland doesn't understand that."

There was a returning quality of strength and cal culation in her tone that

made Kade | ook up at her

The old Queen was wat ching her carefully again. "Thomas is rather an

all-or-nothing sort of person when it comes to loyalty. | don't think anyone

at court understands that, excepting myself and the Guardsnen. You could cone

to understand it."

Kade stared at her, feeling conpletely transparent under that gaze. A slow

flush of heat reddened her cheeks.

Ravenna said, "Are you sure you won't reconsider nmy offer? The benefits are

consi derabl e. "

She said, "Listen, you dried-up old bitch .
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Ravenna smi | ed.

Kade took a deep breath to give her enough air to get the words out. "If you

want ny help in pulling your fat out of the fire, then you can damm well keep

your offers and your specul ations to yourself, because | don't want to hear

diemand | won't, do you understand?"

"Quite well, thank you, dear." Ravenna nodded pl easantly.

Kade stal ked out the door and slammed it behind her.

The anteroom was enpty. Wiy do | stay here? Kade raged at herself. / meant to

cut off all these old ties, say what | wanted to say, and forget about all of

it. To get sone peace at last. But |'ve done nothing but get into stupid

argunents with Rol and and nake Ravenna think she can put me under her thunb

again. How dare she even inpty . . . Inmply what?

She paced a tight circle in the anteroom renenbering Ravenna's smile at her

angry response. Did | just make a m stake?

The door to the hall opened and Thomas wal ked in. Kade junped guiltily.



"Did you put blood on the Iintels and the cornerposts of this house?" he asked
her, keeping his voice | ow

She held her hand out, to show himthe fresh cut across the white skin of her
pal m and thought, He has such dark eyes, l|like velvet. She was starting to

bl ush again, for no accountable reason. To distract herself, she asked, "What
happened whil e you were gone?"

He regarded her for a nonent. "Wat is it for?"

God, can no one answer a direct question? She fol ded her arns and | ooked at
the floor. "To keep fay out. To let diemknow I|I'min here, and that |'m not
receiving visitors."

"WII it work?"

She shook her head. "Not that well. The ones it will keep out wouldn't be that
difficult to deal with anyway. But it's sonething."

"Why did you choose here, and not one of the other buil dings?"

Not wanting to answer, she began to tap one foot in grow
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ing irritation. He waited. Finally she | ooked up and said, "I like it here.
There, are you happy?"

He said, "Delighted,"” and went into Ravenna's room

Vll, | handled that brittiantfy, Kade thought. A soft noi se made her gl ance
back and she saw Fal ai se standing in the doorway to her room She was wearing
a pal e blue, heavily enbroidered mantua and her hair hung |like a chestnut
curtain. She |looked Iike a startled fawm. "What is it?" Kade asked her
temporarily distracted from her own probl ens.

Fal ai se made a noi $e |i ke a strangl ed gasp and vani shed back into her room
Kade foll owed her. Inside was the tumnbled splendor of a parlor attached to a
smal | bedchanber, three ladies-in-waiting | ooking up at themin surprise.
Fal ai se stopped in the mddle of the roomand shrieked, "Qut! | want to be
alone.” It wasn't the full-throated bell ow Ravenna was capable of but it

wor ked wel |l enough. As the gentl ewonen scurried for the door, Kade stayed
where she was, correctly surmsing that the order had not been directed at
her .

As soon as the door closed behind the | ast wonman, Fal ai se sei zed a wi ne gl ass
fromthe table and dashed its contents onto the polished floorboards. As Kade
stared at her, the Queen shoved a chair away fromthe wall that adjoined the
Dowager Queen's quarters and crawl ed under a table, placing the glass to the
wal | and her ear on the gl ass.

"What are you doi ng?" Kade asked.

"There's a weak board here. | can hear through to Ravenna's room"
"Brilliant!" Kade clinbed onto the table and pressed her ear to the wall, but
couldn't hear anything but nmuffled voices. "What are they saying?"

" Shhh. "

Short of dragging Fal ai se out fromunder the table by the ankles and taking
her place, which would cause themto m ss sone of the conversation, there was
nothing to do but wait. Kade paced, tangled her fingers in her hair, and tried
to contain herself.
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Finally, as doors slamed out in the anteroom Fal aise craw ed out from under
the tabl e and sat back on the floor with a sigh

Kade bounced with excitenment. "Wel|?"

Fal ai se scrubbed wi ne out of her ear with the sleeve of her mantua. "It was a
terrific fight."

"About what'"

"He has a plan for |eaving the pal ace because we're going to be attacked by
the fay again. He said they're just waiting, they have a traitor inside

hel ping them and that when they can conme through cracks in the walls, we
can't hope to keep them out forever."

"He's right."



Fal ai se sat back on the floor, hugging her knees, |ooking up at her

qui zzically. "Are the wards worki ng?" The question was anxi ous, but not

pani cky.

Kade decided to tell her the truth. "They're working up above us. But nost of
them aren't touching the ground anynore. It's only the siege doors and the
gat es keeping the Host out."

"I see." The Queen bit her Ilip.

"But what did they fight about?"

"We're going to be leaving in the norning. But Ravenna doesn't |ike sonme part
of the plan, and it nade her very angry. She yelled and threw things, and said
she didn't intend to die alone."

"Real | y?"

"Yes, and he told her she was too nean to die at all, alone or in conpany, and
i f she thought he was fool enough to fall for these nmock hysterics then she
shoul d think again and she was going anyway if he had to tie her to a horse.”
Fal ai se shook her head, an irritated kitten. "Sonething happened in die Al bon

Tower, sonething to do with Roland and Denzil. But she already seenmed to know
what it was, and they didn't discuss any details.”

"Hell, dial's not nuch." Maybe | can find out nore down-
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stairs. As Kade reached for the door Falaise said, "If you find out anything
else, will you cone and tell ne?"

"Al'l right."

"Thank you."

Leavi ng the room Kade wondered if Fal ai se had heard her own conversation wth
Ravenna, and if it mattered. It mght. She is full of surprises.

Thomas crossed the hall and went into the map room The fire burned | ow behi nd
the grate and Vivan was gone; he was unsure if that was a good sign or not. He
stood for a nonent contenplating a faded parchnent map of the city on the
table. He needed to go back up to Ravenna, but he didn't trust his tenper
quite yet.

He knew she'd agree to his plan. She wouldn't let enotion get in die way of
necessity for too long, and it was only his part in it tiiat disturbed her
And what ever she did, he didn't intend to give in to her diis tine.

"Captain! Captain, |ook!" soneone shouted from outside the room Stepping
toward di e door, he saw G deon surrounded by a noisy group of guards and
conducting another man across die hall in an apparendy friendly headl ock
Thomas started forward as G deon rel eased his captive widi an affectionate
shake, and felt an idiot grin spreading over his face as he saw who it was.
Lucas and a younger guard named Gerard whomthey had al so given up for dead
staggered into die roomunder die enthusiastic greetings of dieir conrades.
Lucas grinned back at him "What are you gaping at?"

"Why aren't you dead?" Thomas caught die older nman in an enbrace. "And where
die hell have you been?"

Lucas dropped onto a bench at the table. "I've been bangi ng on a bl oody gate,
trying to get die idiot on die odier side to let us in. Before dial we were
crawl i ng dirough die streets on our bellies. Look, God bless that nan for a
saint!"”
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Anticipating the request, Phaistus was bringing in an arnful of wi ne bottles
and tankards.

As the wi ne was passed around, Lucas said, "It's a wonderful story; do you
want to hear the version where | clinbed the St. Anne's Gate in a hail of

heat hen arrows with my sword in ny teeth and a fainting Gerard slung over one
shoul der ?"

"You lying bastard!" Gerard objected, slanmm ng down the tankard that soneone
had just handed hi m and sprayi ng everyone around himw th the contents.

"We got out the Postern Gate, actually,"” Lucas admitted nore soberly. "It's a



ruin, no sign of anyone. We couldn't come along the outside wall; there's a

| ot of somethings-or-others congregated along it that we didn't want too cl ose
a look at. W had to go several streets over to get around and back to the
Prince's Gate. There's a very large hole in the park side of the Gallery W ng.
I couldn't get very close but it |ooked as though sonething erupted out of the
floor in the Gand Gallery."

Thomas knew Lucas wel |l enough to recognize the fear in his eyes. That fear was
masked by bluff, as it was in nost nmen, and the [ ouder the bluff the greater
the fear. It was very loud in that roomright now "Qut of the floor?" he
asked. "Are you sure?"

"Yes. Don't ask me what it was; |I've no idea. If we hadn't been in the portico
and hal fway outside already when it happened, we'd be dead." Lucas turned his
tankard around thoughtfully. "As it was we |ost Arians, Brandon, and Lesard."
He | ooked up. "That | know of."

"Twenty-si x al together, not counting you two."

IIO,]. "
"What's it like in the city?" G deon asked softly.
"I't was hard to tell. W saw sone houses broken into and burned out, but

others locked up tight. No one's out on the streets anynore that we could see.
There was ten or so pal ace-folk that crept out after us, but they decided to
chance it in the city. W thought we'd try to nmake it back here so we could
die with our friends Iike gentlemen." He | ooked around at everyone. "So? How
have you been keepi ng busy?"

THOVAS AWDKE KNOW NG what

it felt like to be a corpse—stiff and cold. The fire had burnt down to coal s,
and seened to be enmitting nothing but a dimred glow. Any heat produced was
lost in the frigid air. He eased out of the chair and started pulling wood out
of the stacked pile beside the hearth. H s hands were nunb.

The ki ndling he dunped on the coal s caught and he started to add the | ogs.
After a timeless wait the heavier wood started to burn and he began to fee
alive, and only two or three tines his age.

Sitting on the floor in front of die fire and still shivering, he heard the

ti mber frame of the house creak protestingly against the onslaught of a harsh
wind. It was an oddly sudden cold spell for this tine of year

They shoul d be due for two to three nore nondis of fall rain before winter set
in. It never got this cold until after mdw nter.

He clinmbed to his feet and found his cloak on the floor across the room and
bundled up in it, then went out into the hall. Only two lanterns were lit
there now, and it was as cold as a saint's bed. An old house with this nmany
restl ess bodies crowded into it could never be entirely silent, but all the
sounds—f oot steps of patrolling guards creaking the boards on an upper story,
the fitful stirring of sleepers on the hall floor, a child' s frustrated

cryi ng—ere oddly nuted. Shadowy forns wrapped in blankets stunbl ed around the
dark cavern of the hai's huge fireplace, building up a fire in the
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hearth that had been scraped cl ean and unused since last winter. Once they got
the bl aze going, warnth fromthe chi ey would hel p heat the upper floors,

t hough not nearly enough for confort.

Thomas started upstairs, buttoning up the sleeves of his doublet.

There was a small w ndow | ooking out into the court fromthe second-fl oor
landing. lce was starting to formon it already. Couds still streaned across
the sky, allow ng the shrinking moon to briefly illunminate the court one
monent, leaving it in pitch darkness the next. He could hear the wi nd how ing,
and the front wall protesting faintly in response.

He didn't hear Kade's footsteps but was sonehow unsurpri sed when he noticed
her standi ng beside him

She said, "Grandier had to work on this for days."

He | ooked down at her but there wasn't quite enough light to see her
expression. She | ooked |ike a fanciful drawing of a gypsy with her hair flying



in all directions and a torn piece of petticoat dragging the ground. She wore
a bl anket over her shoulders and the night nmuted the red of her dress, naking
her | ook very human and solid. He asked, "How did he do it?"

"A shift in the wind one day, gather clouds fromover the sea the next. Very
slow work, and very subtle. Ch, it mght have nade it a little cooler than it
shoul d have been, or there was less rain or nore rain. But who would notice?"
The sl ender noon peeping through a gap in the sw ft-noving darkness above
reveal ed clouds Iike nonoliths, black, stream ng giants crossing the sky.
"Can you do anyt hi ng?"

"The spells to do this were set and done nonths ago, when the forces were
favorabl e. Now the planets aren't in the right houses for influencing the
weat her, and they won't begin to favor atmospheric nagic for another nonth at
least. His tinmng of its arrival is excellent, and there's no sayi ng how | ong
it will last. Galen might know of something to try, but | don't. I'monly the
Queen of Air and Darkness by inheritance, and | don't have a degree in

phi | osophy from Lodun."
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They stood there quiet for a tinme. The wind's fury made the tinmber and stone
wal | of the house seemflimsy, as if they were separated froma vicious ani nal
by only a thin layer of decorative fence. Thonas found hinmsel f watchi ng Kade.
He was no longer certain what to think about her, and that disturbed himfar
nmore than it should, considering everything else there was to worry about. /
al ways try to understand ny enem es, he thought, but it's tine to admt that
the one thing she is not is an enemy. Finally, he asked, "Wat does it nean to
be the Queen of Air and Dar kness?"

Her brow furrowed, she said, "I don't have a kingdom except for the castles
nmy nodi er kept. Sone of themare in . little pockets of the herworld, sone
are in this world, but protected by spells. But in a way . . . From know ng
Titania, Oberon, the other rulers of Fayre, | have the sense diat what | am
sonmehow defines what they are. | mght exist to balance them the way they
exi st to balance the Unseelie Court. But it isn't good and evil, either. I'm
not particularly evil nmost of the time, and they aren't particularly good
hardly any of the time, at |east not by human standards." She shivered, and

t he noonlight brought silver to her hair. "The Unseelie Court doesn't approve
of bal ance, and they're always schenming to upset things. My nother Mire
accepted a wager fromthem that she could steal all the grain from Cberon's
stabl es without mssing a single seed. She got past the fay guarding the
stabl es by changing herself into a beautiful white mare, and she nmade all the
grai n vani sh—except for one flax seed. The Unseelie Court had suborned a
flower sprite that lived in the stable, and it hid one flax seed in the bel

of a flower, so Mdire couldn't ftnd it. So she |lost the wager, and they sent
her to Hell. They seened to think |I should be grateful for it. She wasn't a
ni ce person and we didn't exactly live in a state of joy together, but she was
my mother." After a nmoment she seened to shake off the recollection and pull ed
her bl anket nore closely around her. "The weather will be worse tonorrow.
Grandi er woul dn't have spared us the snow "

Thomas hadn't m ssed the hurried change of subject. He
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wonder ed why she had told himso nuch. He asked, "Spared us?"

Kade | ooked up at him

"When did it becone 'us'?"

She turned fromthe wi ndow and started to wal k away, but stopped after a few
steps. "Do you renenber nme?" she asked.

Because of the intinmacy of standing here in the shadows wfirching death cone
out of the north, or just that he was beconing used to her way of speaking, he
knew what she nmeant. He said, "Not the way you | ooked, not really. Not very



well."

"I renmenber you."

He didn't reply. The silence stretched, and Kade faded back into the shadows.
Thomas turned away from di e wi ndow and went down the stairs and back to the
map room The weather was one nore thing to worry about, one nore factor to
take into account. At |least a freeze would put off the possibility of a plague
brewi ng up anong the unburied dead in the east quarter of the palace, and the
rest of the city.

As he neared the open door of the map room he saw an outline of a |ong cloak
or robe silhouetted by the edge of die firelight. Sonmeone was there, and
Thomas stopped in the doorway, feeling an inexplicable chill that had nothing
to do with the cold.

But a flare-up fromthe fire showed himit was only Gal en Dubell warning his
hands near the hearth, his stooped shoul ders shivering faindy underneath his
heavy robe.

Stepping into the room Thomas said, "You re awake early, Doctor."

The sorcerer |ooked up and snmiled. "It's a trifle cold for nmy old bones." He
shook his head. "I'll begin work on counter-neasures agai nst this weather as
soon as it's light. You realize it is not natural."

"Kade told nme." Thomas |it the candlelanps with a twig fromthe fire, and
began to go through the maps stacked on the table, |ooking for the one of the
city walls and the solid

pat hs through the water neadows. Under the maps, he found the pile of

transl ated Bisran court docunents instead. They had been sent over the night
of the attack, and he had never had the chance to | ook at them

Dubel | took die arnthair near the hearth that Commander Vivan had occupied

some hours ago. "I nust admit, Kade is not the sane girl | once tutored," he
sai d.

Thomas sat down on the bench and began idly paging through the trial
docunents. He said, "I would hope not." The list of questions and answers was

much the sanme as the nonk's account had been. G andier had refused to name
acconpl i ces, which nmust have cost hima great deal. Thomas al so t hought die
I nqui sition showed an unhealthy degree of interest in sexual relations with
denons.
After a long silence Dubell said, "I find nyself wondering at her notives."
Thomas | ooked up. The sorcerer's expression was vaguely troubled. "I don't
diink it's as conplicated as it seens. She has unfini shed business with Rol and
and Ravenna." Thomas had been younger than Kade was now when he had had the
devastating and final confrontation with his father, when he had left to
pursue the conmi ssion of Captain that would allow himto legally and
permanently disown his entire family. The urge to try to settle old argunents
and angers had been strong, and his attenpts along those |lines had turned out
just as badly as Kade's seened destined to.
"Perhaps you're right." But Dubell didn't seem convinced.
Thomas turned over the | ast page of the trial transcript and gl anced over the
next closely witten docunment. A note at the top described it as a Bisran
priest's description of Grandier's confession during his questioning.
Thomas ski pped t hrough nost of a page of unconvincing preanble as to why this
di scl osure wasn't violating the sanctity of confession. The rest of it read:
and he confessed to ne quite freely. He had not dealt with the darkness,
or at least the Evil One as we recog-
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nize it. He had been approached by the aspects of the Fay, who had offered him
powers beyond the reach of nortal sorcery in exchange for nortal souls, which
they rmust annually tithe to Hell to preserve their soulless immortality. He
had refused these offers, but our ill treatnment (I but repeat his words) had
caused himto reconsider. They had offered himsw ft travel and flight, but
what he woul d bargain for was the terrible ability to alter his physical form
that no wi zard of human bl ood had been able to acconplish. This would cause
great pain to him and once done he would never be able to resune his own



shape, nor any ot her shape that he woul d assunme and abandon, and it required
that he could not assune a shape in an inmage worn by a living man, he nust
destroy its original before he could assume it

bef ore he could assunme it. Thomas found hinsel f w ping his hands off on
his trouser legs. It had the ring of truth about it as nothing else in the
Bi sran docunents had. It was far too realistic for a Bisran priest, who had
been trained to find evil influence in every lung fever and to hate magic |ike
a nortal eneny, to fabricate. This is true; this is what he told themafter
they drove himmad with torture and accusations. And if you were G andier,
whi ch shape woul d you choose... He | ooked up at Gal en Dubell.
The sorcerer was sitting absolutely still and watching himw th an expression
of thoughtful speculation. He was no | onger shivering fromthe cold. "Wat are
you reading, Captain, that has apparently been so reveal i ng?"
"Nothing in particular. A dispatch fromPortier." H's rapier stood agai nst the
wal | near the hearth perhaps four steps away. He started to stand.
"l don't think so."
The gentle contradiction held no anger, but Thomas stopped. He had betrayed
hi nsel f sonehow, but Dubell had al ways shown a talent for guessing at others

t houghts. / can't Jet himkill me now |If he burns these papers and wal ks out
of
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here no one witt ever know until it's far too late. It may already be too

| at e.

The old sorcerer said, "Perhaps the tine for the nasquerade is over anyway.
But | think I've been found out."
"It's a priest's report of Grandier's . . . of your confession during your

trial." Thomas slid the docunment across the table toward him but the sorcerer
didn't take the bait and reach for it. Thonas kept expecting the mask to drop
but it didn't. It was still Dubel Ts face, Dubell's eyes. Dubell's | ook of
regret.

"Indeed,"” Urbain Grandier said softly. "I didn't expect to have anyone take it
seriously. Not in Bisra, at least. They all believed | was hand in glove with
the Prince of Hell, you know. As to how the incrininating docunent foll owed ne
here, | suppose | can credit the Church's | eague of brotherly spies."

The fire popped loudly in the silence. Thomas felt the extrene danger that |ay
in carrying on this conversation but was unable to stop. Know ng and believing
were two different things. If a weapon had been in reach, there was a good
chance he woul d have hesitated with it, and that would have been fatal. And he
| ooked up at ne over TreviUe's dead body and said, "lI'msorry." He said, "Did
you do it when you ki dnapped hi mfrom Lodun?"

Grandier looked mldly surprised. "Oh, no. It was long before that. |

ki dnapped nyself, you see.™

It would have had to be that way. Dr. Surete's death, and Mlanms. It was
simplicity itself, he told us, if one had the stonmach for it. G andier watched
himwith a dead man's eyes. Thomas said, "Wy haven't you let the Host in yet?
That's part of your bargain, isn't it' Your paynent to them"

"The Unseelie Court did me a great service," the old man agreed. "I owe them
much. The first shape | took was that of the man who served as the secul ar
judge at that farce the Inquisition deemed ny trial. He was so cold, so
forbidding even to his own famly that aping his nmanner presented no

chal | enge. He was powerful, and | took ny revenge as | liked. | lived as him
for nearly half a year, before |I tired of it. Then
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it was a young servant in his house, for | needed to nove about without
drawi ng attention to myself " Grandier gestured the nmenory away, his
expression wy in the firelight. "But ny plans do not al ways coincide wth

t hose of ny associates, a feet of life they fail to understand.”

A log shifted in the fire and as G andier reflexively glanced toward it Thonas



roll ed backward off the bench, grabbed his sword fromwhere it stood against
the wall, and whi pped off the scabbard. G andier |eapt out of the chair, his
hand noving as if he were gathering something out of the air and tossing it.
Thomas saw the sorcerer's quick nmotion and scranbl ed sideways, comng to his
feet as a blue blaze of light struck the wall where he had been. It splashed
on the bricks, sizzling and snoking |like acid. Thomas threw hinsel f at

G andier with a suicidal |ack of caution that the sorcerer could not
anticipate. But Grandi er dodged backward with surprising agility and the tip
of the rapier only slashed a yard-long hole in the hanging fold of his sleeve.
They both saw Kade standing in the doorway at the sane tine.

Thomas's first thought was that faced with the situation the only reasonabl e
concl usi on she could cone to was that he was attacking Galen Dubell. But it
was Grandi er she was staring at.

She | ooked at Grandier with a kind of growi ng incredul ous fury, a conbination
of wounded pride at being fooled and all-too-hunman betrayal. The sorcerer

| ooked back at her, and his eyes held all of Dubell's intelligence and wit and
the gentle hunmor he enpl oyed on those who pleased him and he said, "No, it
wasn't your fault."

The fury flared and ignited and she took a step toward him But Gandier's
hand cane out of his robes and he tossed sonething at her, but it wasn't a
deadly flash of sorcerous light. It was a handful of iron filings.

Iron woul dn't harm Kade as nuch as it did other fay, but it would interfere
with her ability to do magic. Even as Thomas started forward Kade | eapt back
to avoid the
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filings and G andi er pushed past her and out the door. As he crossed the
threshol d, the candles and the fire were extinguished with a hiss as if al

had been doused with water, plunging the roominto shadow.

Thomas banged into the heavy table that had sonehow noved into his way, shoved
it aside, and ran out into the hall

Grandi er was halfway to the outside door, Kade running after him The few

| anps dial were lit extinguished as the sorcerer passed them Thomas shouted
for the guards in the hall to follow him but in the confusion and darkness he
couldn't tell if any heard.

Thomas caught up with Kade in the entry hall and together diey slamed out the
door and into the frozen nud and cold of the court. The cl ouds had opened up
again and the nmoonlight was stark white, the wind a tearing force, and

G andi er was nowhere to be seen.

Kade spun around, trying to look in every direction at once, and Thomas did a
quick circuit of the court, but found nothing.

"Damm it, where is he?" he nuttered. G andier, |oose in the confusion of the
pal ace .

As he reached Kade's side again, she | ooked up and said, "Ch, no.
Thomas foll owed her gaze. A shadow had appeared and now grew on the noon's
narrow face, becoming larger and larger. It was a blot of greater darkness
droppi ng toward them out of the night.

She said, "He's opened the wards."

W thout having to discuss it they both went for the nearest shelter, the |ee
side of the well house. They were too far fromthe Guard House, fromthe
entrance of any building. The wi nged fay plunged toward the ground, then
seened to hover above the courtyard, as insubstantial as a shadow.

The wel | house's door was on the far side, Thomas knew. They coul d edge around
toit if they were lucky, if the fay beast was hal f-blind.

Thomas started to slide along the wall and Kade grabbed
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his arm and whi spered, "Don't move." He hesitated, thinking, Does she know
what she's doing? Then he noticed the quality of the Ught change as the noon's
sparkl e on the ground around them becane al nost pal pabl e, and renenbered



Kade's ability to eavesdrop w t hout being seen, and that one of her fay powers
was supposed to be illusion

The-creature that touched ground lightly in the courtyard was a |iving shadow,
t he nmoonlight seenming to bend away fromit. In the junble of dark shapes that
conposed it, Thomas could see only the pointed delicate razor-outline of a
claw held at an unlikely angle and a snaketi ke notion

Kade was whi spering, "Monlight, shadow, noonlight, shadow .
Thomas t hought, Thank God we're downwi nd. Then he saw G andi er, wal ki ng toward
the bizarre thing the sorcerer had sutmmoned. A nonent |ater the creature was
al oft, soaring upward at an incredible speed.

Kade slid down the wall to sit in the nud.

The illusion around them di ssipated into tiny sparkling droplets of light that
fell to the ground |ike beads of dew and di sappeared. Fayre gl amour, Thomas
realized. He | ooked down at Kade and said, "Very good," and gave her a hand
up.

Kade swayed a bit as she stood, not bothering to brush the nud and dirt off
her dress. She shook her head frustratedly and ran a hand through her hair.
"He |l et the wards nove back into place, after he was past them Wy did he do
t hat ?"

Thomas assuned it was a rhetorical question. At |east, he had no idea howto
answer. The door to the Guard House swung open and torchlight poured into the
court. There were shouts fromthe direction of the A bon Tower. The tinm ng was
too good. He wondered if Grandier had cast another spell besides the one to
extinguish the candles, a spell to create confusion and keep everyone el se

i nsi de.

Then Kade demanded, "Wiat did he do with Gal en?"

She was | ooking up at him those clear gray eyes angry and beginning to be
afraid. Not having read the priest's docunent,
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she woul d not have understood that part of the conversation. He said, "Galen's
dead. "

"Mother, this seens |ike cowardice," Roland said. He stood huddl ed in a heavy
fur cloak, attended by Renier and two servants, all dressed for hard riding in
frigid weather. The other knights charged w th guarding hi mpaced about

warily, a short distance away. It was barely dawn, and the sky was a solid
gray roof, low and threatening. A half hour ago the wind had died and the snow
had begun to fall.

Ravenna pul | ed her hood up over her tightly brai ded hair and adjusted her

gl oves. "No, dear, it seems l|like survival." She turned to El ai ne, who stood
quietly at her elbow. "Wap your scarf nore carefully, child; this cold could
ruin your skin."

Thomas folded his arnms and tried not to show his frustration; it was just |ike
Rol and to bal k at the eleventh hour. Staying in the palace, at Grandier's
nmercy, was imnmpossible.

They stood in the court bel ow the Al bon Tower, an island of relative calmamd
the bustle of preparations for the evacuation. Under his cloak Renier wore a
gol d- embossed gorget and back- and breastplates as many of the Al bon knights
di d, though Thomas and nobst of the other guards preferred the heavy | eather
buf f coats which offered al nost as much protection as the awkward arnor pieces
and all owed nore freedom of novement. In the dimnorning |light servants ran
past, coaches and wagons were being | oaded, horses saddl ed or harnessed, al

i n apprehensi ve haste. Nothing had been said about l[ast night's confrontation
in the Al bon Tower, and nothing would be said, unless Roland was an utter

fool. Wiich is not entirety out of the real mof possibility, Thomas thought.
"I"mnot deserting my court,” the King nuttered stubbornly.

"Rol and, " Ravenna said with a sigh. "You are the court, the crown, and the
throne. This place has only synbolic value; you can rule just as well from
Portier or the Granges. But only if you're alive."
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The King | ooked away, a little mollified. "I dislike having them say we ran,
that's all." He hesitated a | ong nonment, and Thomas silently contenpl ated the
gray sky and braced hinself to | et Ravenna handl e the next objection. But

Rol and said, "Is it really true about Dr. Dubell?"

Pani ¢ and rumor had spread through the crowded halls, and Thomas had spent
nost of the night trying to quell it. Ravenna's eyes went hard and she said
"Yes, it is true." The news had not sat easily with her; she had hated the

t hought that she coul d be deceived along with everyone el se.

Rol and bit his lip, not neeting her eyes, then nodded. "I see." He turned
abruptly and went back toward the tower, the snow crunching under his boots,
his servants and knights trailing him Renier shook his head and fol |l owed.
Ravenna smled ruefully. "A pretty speech | gave about synbolic value, don't
you think? One might imagine | believed it." She eyed Thomas with mld
annoyance. "I'mstill angry with you. | didn't enjoy being coerced into this,
but you've got your way, and | suppose that's the height of male anbition.”
"That's anmusing coning fromyou," Thomas said w thout rancor. They had been
through this all last night, when he had finally persuaded her to accept his
plan for the retreat

"Perhaps."” She watched hima nmonent, a flicker of sonething other than coo
control in her eyes. "For all your faults, | trust you'll cone out of this
alive." She started across the court without waiting for a reply.

Though he needed to be el sewhere now, Thonmas found hinmsel f pausing to watch
her. Cccasionally he was surprised anew by the idea that soneone so frai
could al so be so strong.

"Captain."

He | ooked up. Denzil stood only a few steps away, dressed in heavy brocades
and a fur-trimred cl oak, snow collecting in his hair. Ravenna and Rol and's
presence in this section of the court had for the noment cleared it, and the
servants | oadi ng wagons near the Guard House were maki ng enough noise to cover
their voices. Though, undoubtedly, eyes watched them from nost of the
surroundi ng wi ndows. Thomas said, "Are

THE ELEMENT OF FI RE

211

you sure you don't want to save this performance until you have a better

audi ence?"

The Duke acknow edged that with a smile, but said, "At tines your inpatience
with Roland is ill conceal ed. From your manner one would be tenpted to think
you despi se your King."

"I don't despise him | pity him He actually |oves you."

"Of course he does." Denzil's smile widened, and for the first tine Thomas
felt he was being allowed to see the man's real face, the truth behind the
sham he put on for Roland, for the court. The petul ance, the pretense of

shal | ow vanity, were gone, replaced by intelligence and an anused contenpt for
those the nask had fooled. "And it was well done, wasn't it'"

"I't furthers your purpose.”

"What ever that is." Denzil paced a few steps. "I can say anything 1 want to
him do anything | want to him cause himto do whatever | want"—-he | ooked up
his blue eyes nmocking—I| can tell you about it with perfect inpunity. And
have made himlove nme for it."

Thomas | ooked away, seeing and not seeing the many wounded being hel ped into a
wagon near the door of the tower. He felt stupidly, irrationally angry for

Rol and' s sake. Why? You'd think I'd know better than to give a damm about the
feelings of a boy-king who spits on ne. He was as bl ock- headed as Reni er, who
actually believed in his oath of knighthood. But he said, "And what a conquest
it was. A boy whose father taught himto take abuse. Undoubtedly he believes
he deserves you."

"Per haps he does. Wakness is its own reward."

Denzil was just as crippled as Roland, but in his own way, with his hate
turned outward instead of festering within. But Denzil's intelligent enough to



see it. Probabty he does see it. And probabfy revels in it. Thomas said
slowy, "You are a piece of work."

"Yes, but it's ny own work," Denzil answered easily, sounding pleased. "And
I Ve gotten nearly everything | Ve ever wanted."
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And now you're getting a reaction fromnme, something else you 've al ways
want ed. Thomas put a little bored doubt in his voice and said, "Have you?"

"Nearly everything. | wanted you, once, before |I realized how rmuch it woul d
have harned nmy cause with Rol and."
Still watching the wagons, and inwardly a little anused, Thomas said dryly,

"How flattering."

"My pride demanded it, because | could sense how you hated ne."

A flurry of wind tore through the court, scattering snow around their boots.
Thomas searched for the words that would deal the deepest wound, and after a
monent he said, "I know | found your motives transparent." He | ooked back at
Denzil, and was rewarded by the ill-conceal ed anger in those cold blue eyes.
"Wirds," the Duke said softly. "Ravenna is growi ng old, Thomas. Take care that
when she falls, you don't fall with her."

"You take care. Wien | fall, I'mtaking you with ne,’
away.

The Prince's Gate yard, the buffer area between the smaller inner gate and the
towering bulk of the outer gate, was dosed in by a wall and the south side of
the Gate Bastion. Queen's guards and Al bon kni ghts manned the walls, | ast
night's tensions forgotten anong this nmorning's fears.

Thomas' s horse danced sideways in the churned nud and snow, glad to be out of
the stables, and he reined her in. Fifty of the Queen's guards, with Vivan and
nmost of the surviving C sternans, sat their horses with him waiting for the

| ookouts on the walls to give the clear signal. Snowfl akes caught like crysta
in their hat brins, hair, and the fur of their cloaks. Renier waved fromthe
top of the wall, then the main gate swung open and they rode out.

Many of the weal thy houses al ong the row had been caught by surprise. The
doors and wi ndows had been smashed through, revealing dark enpty openings,
snow
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blowing freely in. They would prove perfect daytime |lurking places for the
fay. A few houses across the way were still tightly shuttered and bore no

outward sign of invasion, but nothing stirred as they rode out into the
street.

There were a few bodies half-buried in die snow Their horses, battlefield
trained to ignore such things, would have wal ked ri ght over the first had
Thomas not gui ded them around. The Unseelie Court could not appear while the
sun was visible, even when it was di nmed by the gray snow cl ouds. They woul d
not be faced with the power that had driven themout of the AOd Palace unl ess
t he cl ouds grew consi derably darker, blocking out nmost of the light. But the
dark fay that followed the Host were not so handi capped. There woul d be things
that flew, that travelled beneath the snow, that would | eap down at them from
the rooftops and the broken wi ndows of the houses around them So Kade Carrion
had told them

Thomas wonder ed where Kade was, if she was watching or if she was back in
Fayre. After Grandier's escape they had gone into the kitchens attached to the
Guard House to talk. The servants had fired the ovens and it was al nost warm
It was not deserted either; men and wonen were packi ng supplies for the
journey. Along the side where the stores were kept, anong barrels of apples,
flour, and barley and shel ves stacked with rounds of yellow and white cheeses
covered with wax, they had stopped. Kade sat on an apple barrel, fixed her
eyes on the rubies in his cloak pin, and said, "How do you know he's dead?"

He had brought the copy of Grandter's confession, and handed it to her

She read it through twi ce, her eyes bleak. He said quietly, "He wanted us to



be conpl etely dependent on one sorcerer, and he chose Galen Dubell. He killed
Dr. Surete and Mlam after Surete had convinced Ravenna to | et Dubell return.

He told ne how hinself, after the golemattacked you in the Gand Gallery. He
said it would have been sinmplicity itself to give either the Court Sorcerer or
hi s assi stant
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an enspell ed object, especially if it seemed to cone froma friend. So they
died, like Dubell hinself, his servants at Lodun, that clown in your acting
troupe, a spy called Ganmbin, and Lord Lestrac, who knew too nmuch of their plan
and was prone to dangerous mi stakes. Maybe there were others. W'Ill probably

never know.

"I thought Denzil was Grandier's agent in the palace. That he'd taken the
keystone. But Denzil didn't know where it was kept—enly Dr. Braun and Dubel
knew t hat. The night Braun was killed he must have thought of sonething or
found something that he believed inmportant, and he was afraid to tell me with
Denzil so nearby. He was on his way back to the King's Bastion. Dubell was
com ng along the sane way toward die gallery. They met, and Braun nust have
decided to tell Dubell what he'd neant to tell ne. They went into that salon
and . -. . Braun idolized the man and had no reason to be suspicious. He would
never have thought tw ce about turning his back on him Neither would I, for
that matter, and | don't do that lightly. G andier played his part very well."
Kade turned the paper over, and studied die blank back of it.

Thomas said, "You told himyou were going to get into the palace with an
acting troupe, didn't you?"

She nodded. "He said he never received the letter."

"But he did. You were right when you said the golemwas after you. Al

Grandier had to do was find out which troupe was likely to get the invitation
to court and plant the golem anong them You were the one who knew Gal en
Dubel | the best; you were die one nost likely to expose an inposter

"I think it was Denzil who brought himhere. Lestrac and Dontane were the
contacts between them so Denzil wouldn't know that G andier had taken
Dubel | 's place. That way G andier could talk Roland out of |eaving Bel Garde
its walls, and we'd think of Dubell as his own man and no friend to Denzil
Denzil's antagoni smwould be real, and no one woul d suspect the |ink between
them It was die only way for him Gandier was scarred and crippl ed by
torture, and it woul d' ve been
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i npossible to go unnoticed with his own appearance. He used this to nove
around undetected in Bisra and have his revenge on the priests in the

I nqui sition, to cause the plague and the crop failure."

For the first tine Kade net his eyes. "Wiy did he let the wards cl ose agai n?
He coul d have held them apart and |let the Host down on us. He could have done
that at any tine."

"I don't know. | don't know why the nman does anything," Thomas confessed. He
renmenbered the burning house in the River Quarter, and how the magical fire
had consi derately avoi ded spreading to the other buildings on the crowded
street. He had noted it at the tine, the equal portions of viciousness and
restraint, and he understood it no nmore now than he had then. "Why he woul d
hel p Denzil of all people... |I don't think it was malice agai nst Gal en Dubell
It was just that he was perfect for Gandier's purposes. He was trusted,

wel | - known, but he'd been a recluse for ten years. He was living al one at
Lodun, without famly . !

She interrupted, "He stopped taking students |ast year. He said he was working
on a treatise on . " She stopped, and buried her face in her hands.

He stepped dose and pulled her hands away from her face. She wasn't crying. He
m ght have expected grief and rage, but this wounded silence was pain itself.
"I"mgoing to need your help."

Kade seened to realize he was hol ding her hands and pulled free. Standing up,



she noved away a few steps. Not turning to |l ook at himshe said, "I'm]leaving.
That's what | was going to tell Galen when | heard you call him Gandier."

n W]y?ll

She | ooked back at him This tine there were tears streaking her face, but her
expression was that famliar one of exas-'peration. "There is nothing for ne
here, especially now "

But he had still told her what the plan was, how he had intended for Dubell to
cover the escape to Bel Garde, the closest defensible position that could be
reached before nightfall. She had listened w thout coment. Before |eaving
he' d
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said, "There's a difference between running away from your fears and wal ki ng
away from your past. For your own sake, make sure you know which is which."
And that was a damm ponpous thing to say to her, he thought now.

The first of the line of six wagons carrying the wounded who had survived the
night left the shelter of the gate and trundl ed down the frozen nud of the
street. They were guarded by about half the surviving G stemans and a | arge
party of servants and retai ners—Aen, wonen, and children. Thonmas woul d rat her
have kept the Ci sternans together, but he knew they woul d obey his orders
whereas there was no guarantee of that with Al bon knights. Vivan and the other
few remai ning G stemans would come with his group

It was a relief to be outside, to be noving. Inside the walls, it seened
everything was hel d together by threads which were beginning to unravel.
Thomas | ooked back at his men grouped around the gate. Baserat was checking
the set of his pistols in the holsters on the saddl ebow. Thonas al so had two

| ong wheel l ock pistols in saddl e holsters and was wearing a rapier with a w de
caval ry bl ade. A dueling rapier was slung over his shoul der

One |l arge arned party, nounted with only one wagon for supplies, left the gate
and headed down the street in the opposite direction. It was the Count of
Duncanny, who had chosen to | ead away his famly, retainers, and sone of the
other nobility who could not be counted on to keep up in a hard ride. They had
some Al bons with them and Thonas could only guess what their chances m ght
be.

The count did not turn around as they rode away, but he lifted one hand to
themin farewell

Thomas noted the simlarity to a funeral procession

The nmen on the pal ace wall had vani shed. He hoped the fay, and G andier,
didn't guess the significance of that for another few noments at |east.

The | ast wagon passed out of the shadow of the Prince's

Gat e and Thomas nodded a signal to one of the guards waiting there.

Thomas spurred his horse and they were off. The crash of two coaches
barrelling through the gate signalled the eruption of the quiet street into
pandenoni um

Surroundi ng the coaches were Lucas and about twenty Queen's guards, the other
Ci sternans, and a few vol unteer Al bon knights. Behind themrode the rest of
the Queen's Guard and the Al bon troop

Grandi er would anticipate their escape. He knew they woul d have to nmove now,
bef ore the snow choked the streets. Thomas hoped he hadn't anticipated any
further.

The promenades and tall houses of the palace quarter flashed by. Qut of the
corner of his eye, Thomas saw a horse stunble and go down. He couldn't tel

who its rider was.

The attack came. A |arge dark-wi nged creature struck the top of the first
coach, leaping away i nmedi ately as its claws encountered the iron nails
enbedded in the roof. But the coach swayed under the weight and fell sideways,
two of its wheels crushed beneath it. The driver tunbled free and the horses
screanmed, staggering and fighting their harness. The second coach shuddered to



a halt beyond it as nore fay |leapt off rooftops and sprang up out of the nud
and snow in the street.

Thomas wheel ed his horse, |eading the escort group of Queen's guards and
Cisternans to surround the two coaches. They fetched up agai nst the dressed
stone wall of a fortified town house.

Thomas | ooked back toward the second conpany. If Renier didn't follow his
instructions . . . No, the Albon troop and the rest of his nmen had split off
with the wagons as the fay had attacked the coaches, heading up the Avenue of
Flowers, riding pell-mell for the gate out of the city. But even as he saw
diemgo, an illusion of a confused roiling mass of horsenen settled in their
pl ace.

She's here, she's (tone it. A noment |ater he saw Kade | eap
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of f the back of the coach that Berham had driven and di sappear into the
illusion she had created. He had intended for Dubell to cover the retreat of
the second troop with illusion, the plan he had fortunately not had time to
reveal to the old sorcerer. Kade could do it with fayre gl amour, which neither
the fay nor Gandier would be inmmune to, but until this nmonment he had not

t hought she woul d.

The coaches had been enpty but for their drivers. Ravenna, Roland, and Fal ai se
were on horseback in the mdst of the Al bon troop, the wagons carrying the
supplies and the wounded, and the rest of the Queen's Guard. Ravenna had

ri dden under conditions al nbst as desperate during the war, it was one of the
few things Roland did well on his own, and G deon was under orders to keep
Fal ai se on her nmount if he had to tie her there. If G andier was watching,
Thomas knew his own presence with the coaches would add verisimlitude to the
decepti on.

Then the fay were on them and there was no nore time for worry about the
others. Thomas enptied both pistols at the flying creature that had struck the
first coach as it stooped on them again, then used the heavy cavalry rapier to
slash down at the fay that clustered about his horse. A gunpowder bl ast
erupt ed somewhere nearby, with the shriek of wounded nmen and horses—the barre
of a too hastily | oaded wheel | ock expl odi ng.

The horses were trained to kick in battle and their iron-shod hooves kept the
fay back at first. Then Thomas saw Baserat go down and an instant |ater

somet hing struck the side of his own horse, knocking it sprawling. He managed
to fall clear and the horse tore itself free, staggered up, and bolted. As
Thomas struggled to get to his feet, a fay |leapt on himfrom behind and
slamed himto the ground. He twi sted and shoved an el bow back into it,
expecting a bronze blade in his vitals, then the hilt of the rapier that was
still slung across his back touched the thing's head. He heard the creature's
flesh sizzle and it yelped as it |eapt away.

Thomas stood and cleared a path through the creatures

with his rapier and put his back to the wall of the house. Bl ood was slicking
his swordhilt—-his own possibly, though he couldn't renenber bei ng wounded. He
saw t he second coach col |l apse and the m sshapen dark fay swarm ng over it, and
grimy anticipated their disappointnment at its enpty interior. He wi shed Kade
had not cone with themafter all. He hoped she was controlling the illusion
froma distance, or had gotten herself away by now.

Above the screans and shouts of nen, horses, and fay, he heard the crash of a
door slamm ng open fromfarther down the side of the house. He thought to work
his way down there in case soneone had found a way inside where they could
retreat, but one of the humanlike servants of the Host came at him sw nging
its sword wildly. He stepped forward and neatly speared its throat with the
rapier's point, then sonmething struck himin the leg just above his right
knee. For a nmoment he felt nothing nore than the slight pain of a bee sting.
Then the ground was rushing up at him then nothing.
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As KADE TRIED to reach the partial shelter of the wall of the house, a clawed
hand caught her hair and the back of her cloak, hauling her around. It was a
bogl e, a short squat ugly thing with nuddy gray skin and harsh yell ow eyes,
and it was grinning at her. She pulled a handful of glanour out of the cold
air and flung it into its eyes, giving it an all too tenporary blindness, and
it fled shrieking away from her. Damm things, she thought, dodging one of the
coaches and its plungi ng horses. Wy anyone allows themto exist is beyond ne.
If she ever got back to Fayre she woul d consider dedicating the rest of her
life to renoving its inhabitants fromthe face of the earth.

Kade fetched up against the wall of the house, just as the carriage doors

sl ammed open and nen poured out. Private troops . . . No, there were sprigs of
white and red tucked into some of their hatbands, the colors of city service.
A trai ned band.

She could feel the iron nmixed into the nortar of the wall behind her as a

di stant heat. The proximity of so nuch iron made her wary, but she hadn't felt
any real enotion she could identify since early this nmorning. She had not been
able to | eave, whether it was the idea of returning to Knockma and bei ng al one
wi th her own thoughts that was difficult to face or sonething as solid and

i nsubstantial as die lunp that had been in her throat for hours and seened to
be keepi ng her from any decisive action

The fay began to di sperse as the nen cane to the aid of the now smaller group
formed into a defensive knot between the two w ecked coaches and the house. It
was probably what had saved many of them The flighted fay |arge enough to
carry off humans had not been able to reach them A thick haze of white snoke
from pistols and nuskets hung over the street now, but she could see that the

gl amour that formed her illusion was beginning to dissipate. The reflective
quality of ice and snow had produced gl amour in abundance. A trick on
Grandier, that his foul weather produced material for her illusions.

Kade slipped inside the door with the others as the house troops withdrew. In
the large, stone-floored roomwi thin were half a dozen coaches, stabling for
many horses, and the confusion of wounded and dyi ng mnen.

She nade her way across the chanber. Nearly to the bottom of the stair into
the main house, she saw a dead nman on the floor in Cisternan colors. She
recogni zed himas their commander, Vivan, who had hel ped her in the pal ace
hal| battle. She hesitated, but there was nothing to be done, and in another
nmonent the crowd pushed her on

She couldn't see any of the Queen's guards, or Thomas, anywhere. Wth nothing
el se to do, she decided to | ook for them

She nade her way up the stairs and into the naze of roons on the second fl oor
From outside, faced with only the one unconpronising gray wall, she hadn't
realized the house was so |large. The beautifully appointed roonms were crowded
wi th refugees fromthe surroundi ng nei ghborhood, nostly shopkeepers or nenbers
of the nore wealthy classes whose hones hadn't wi thstood the attacks. They
were making an awful noise, yelling, scream ng, conplaining, children crying,
t hough as far as Kade could tell the house had never been penetrated by fay.
Surely they were only stirred up by the battle outside. Surely they hadn't
been like this since |last night.

She fought her way through crowded roonms until she saw
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a young servant bustling through, carrying an arm oad of rolled |inen
bandages. She caught his arm "Wose house is this?"

He didn't even |look at her oddly. It probably wasnt the nost witless question
he had answered today. "Lord Aviler's house, the H gh Mnister."

She let himgo. She renmenbered Aviler barely fromthe night of the Commredi a,



but nmostly fromthe conversation between Thomas and Lucas she had eavesdropped
on. Hs positionin all this was obscure, at best. And why do | care?

She found anot her stairway and went up. The third fl oor woul d hold audi ence
chanmbers and nore private entertaining roons and salons. It was unguarded,
since customand fear of irritating their patrons kept any of the refugees
fromventuring up there.

It was nmercifully quiet. Then she heard voices raised in argunent, and in a
sudden silence one familiar voice. It cant be . . . She followed the sound to
a carved doubl e door that let her into the nore open area of a large state
dining roomwi th a long polished table and candel abra hung with col ored gl ass
drops. A group of battered Queen's guards and the |ieutenant G deon faced
DenzU and a group of Al bon knights while tall, sallow Lord Aviler |ooked on.
But seated nearby was Fal ai se.

Kade stood still a nonment, trying to disbelieve her eyes. The Queen was
sitting in an arnchair, her head down and her hands knotted in her |ap. She

| ooked like a prisoner

Kade started down the roomtoward them before they saw her. Denzil noticed her
first, and G deon stopped shouting to follow his gaze. She thought, If Denzi
snmles at me there will be trouble. But the Duke's expression of angry
contenpt didn't change.

Kade focused on Fal ai se. "Wat are you doi ng here?"

The Queen | ooked up at her. She was dressed for hard riding, in a man's
breeches under a plain hunting habit, with a cl oak wrapped around her
partially concealing the unseemy breeches. "W were attacked, and | was
separated from ny

guards. Lord DenzU found nme and brought me here." Fal aise's voice held
suppressed hysteria, and her eyes were |ocked on Kade's with desperate
intensity.

"He abducted her and brought her here," G deon corrected Fal ai se, watchi ng
Aviler. "She would be safely out the gates by nowif..."

"I'f you had been conpetent to get her out the gates Denzil interrupted.
"Sorceress," Aviler said, his voice, used to addressing the |oud and
argunentative city assenblies, overriding theirs.

Kade | ooked at him H s expression was watchful and carefully wary. A part of
her not concerned with death and the present had tinme to observe: | rnust | ook
nore than half mad.

He said, "Lord Denzil told ne you had left the city."

She said, "Ask himwhy he didn't take her after Roland and the others. Ask him
why he didn't take advantage of the escape we bought for them" And when did
it become "we," she asked herself.

Aviler's eyes flickered fromKade to Denzil. "He has al ready expl ai ned

hi msel f."

G deon said, "You're in this with him aren't you?" One of the other guards
put a cautioning hand on his shoul der

Denzil said, "W were separated fromthe main troop, and the Queen had to be
gotten to safety.” H s expression reflected angry concern, and Kade thought,
He's acting. He's doing it very well, but He's'acting. Does Aviler know

t hat ?She couldn't tell. Aviler seemed to be mainly worried over what she was
going to do. I'mnot the danger here, you idiot.

To Fal ai se she said, "Do you want to be here?"

As the Queen started to answer, Denzil interrupted smoothly. "OF course she

doesn't. She would rather be with her king."

Avi | er spared an unreadabl e gl ance for him but kept his attention on Kade. He
sai d, "The Queen nust choose for herself whom she w shes to acconpany. |
offered to let her go with her guards, but "

"My | ady, please," G deon begged Fal aise, going to his
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knees beside her chair. "For your honor and your safety, you know we'll
protect you."
Kade | ooked down at the Queen. "Or come with ne."

Fal ai se's frightened eyes went to Denzil. She was afraid to accept help from
anot her woman, Kade realized. Wth that thought cane a cold fury, but it was a
fury wapped in cotton wool, like the rest of her reality. Falaise turned back

to her and shook her head hel pl essly, and Kade wal ked out of the room

She went out into the maze of sal ons, seeing servants and a few battered
sol di ers, but no one she recogni zed. She could have asked for directions, she
supposed, but she was not in die nood for questions. Then she saw Ber ham

di sappearing into one of the doorways carrying an arm oad of firewod and
hurried to catch up with him

It was the antechanber to a suite. Inside there were Queen's guards she
recogni zed and two nmen in G steman colors. Several were wounded, and al

| ooked up at her in surprise. Berham stopped as he saw her. He said, "Ch, I'm
glad to see you. W thought you'd gone off."

"Where's Thomas?" The words were out before she quite realized it, and it
crossed her mnd that this was the first tinme she had called hi manything but
"you bastard."

Ber ham eyed her a nmonment, then he opened the next door and stepped back to |et
her go in.

She stopped in the doorway.

It was a bedchanber, cold and nusty despite a new fire in the hearth. Thonas

| ay unconsci ous on the bed, still wearing the doubl et and bl oodstai ned buff
coat fromthe battle. It took her nonents to recogni ze him She had never
t hought to see himso still, so white. Athin elderly man in a velvet doctor's

cope sat next to himon the bed. Lucas was standing over him He was hatl ess,
and | ooked as if he'd been caught too near a pistol blast; his face and the
side of his doublet were flecked with powder burns. Martin was standing at the
foot of the bed, l|eaning on the bedpost, and the sleeves of his white shirt
were bl ood soaked. The young servant Phai stus was backed into a conmer, trying
to stay out of the way.

Kade took a step into the room Berham brushing past behind her.

She asked, "What is it?" Her voice was unsteady and she hated herself for it.
The doctor gl anced back at her, but said nothing.

Lucas said, "Answer her."

The lieutenant's tone was even and reasonabl e but the doctor |ooked up at him
and bl anched. He said hastily, "I can't find a wound serious enough to cause
this. It has to be elf-shot There's nothing to be done."

Sensation returned and hit Kade with the force of a hamrer. She stunbl ed and
steadi ed hersel f against the wall. "Get himout of here," she said.

Martin consulted Lucas with a quick glance. He saw sonmething in the other
man' s expression that constituted agreenment, and caught the doctor by the
thick collar of his cope and slung himtoward the door

The doctor had a highly devel oped sense of self-preservation. He scrambled to
his feet and darted out without a threat or protest.

Kade went forward and sat down on the bed. She touched Thomas's face. Hi s skin
was hot but his sweat was freezing. Distractedly she noticed that the striped
wool of the bedcl ot hes was faded, but the plunes topping the canopy were stil
pure white and the headboard had a design of twining |aurel |eaves. It spoke
wel | for Aviler. She knew Denzil would have been too petty to provide his
eneny a decent place in which to die.

She found die elf-shot by finding the hole it had burnt through his trouser

|l eg. Elf-shot never appeared to | eave a mark, and the tiny fragment was | odged
just under the skin of his lower thigh. It nmust have gl anced off the heavy

| eather of his boot top and entered his flesh at an angle. It was why he was

still alive. The stone had not had time to work its way farther into his body
on its eventual track toward his heart.
She said, "I need a silver kniie. It doesn't have to be pure, but it should

have as little base nmetal as possible.”
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Martin said, "That's an al cheny tool. \Were would . . . ?"

"Or a piece of famly plate,” Lucas interrupted. "Berham"

"No sooner said." Berham dropped the wood and hurried for the door. He was
linping, Kade noticed. It's not too bad; he's wal king. Wrry about H mlater
"Have you done this before?" Lucas asked her

He didn't ask her if she thought she could do it, and she was so grateful she
answered honestly. "No, but I've seen it done." O at |east attenpted. O her
doctors or sorcerer-healers had tried to cut out a fragnent of elf-shot on the
rare occasions when it was cl ose enough to the surface of the skin to find,
but nmost made the m stake of using iron rather than silver. And el f-shot
didn't lose its power once it was enbedded in a human body; if a sorcerer did
manage to renove it he was just as likely to have it seek his own heart

i nstead. The fay who cast the shot sonetinmes renoved it for reasons of their
own, but those instances were few and far between.

Victinms of elf-shot were usually killed to keep them from suffering further

if they didn't die imediately. It was a perfect opportunity for Denzil, or

H gh Mnister Aviler. And Thomas Boniface was a disliked favorite whose patron
and troop were out of the city by now, if they lived. The doctor m ght talk.
Maybe we shoul d have touted him It was too late for that now. And why do
care?

Because fromthe nmonent you set foot in the palace, he did not treat you as a
child, a fool, or worse, a court lady. He treated you as exactly what you are,
what ever that is, and he knew what Galen's death did to you.

She paced the roomwi th rabid inpatience until Berhamreturned. He shut the
door hastily behind himand brought a snall delicate paring knife out of his
doublet. "WII this do?"

Kade took it fromhimand felt the nearly pure silver resonate inside her.
"Perfect," she said. "Now all of you get the hell out of the way."

I f she had spared enough notice, she would have been surprised to see that
they did just that.

She passed the knife through a candle quickly, and that

woul d have to do. It was a little too dull but he would be in no position to
noti ce.

She sat down on the bed and gently probed for the fragment. It wasn't there
anynore. It had worked its way deeper already. She cursed, fighting a foolish
surge of panic, and thought, Gods, why can't anything ever be easy? She knew
where it had to be. It hadn't had tinme to nove nore than an inch or so down
into the nmuscle. So do it. She saw her hand was trenbling, and she was gl ad
Thomas was deeply unconsci ous because he woul d ot herwi se have surely said
some-» thing infuriating at this point. Now, she thought, and carefully
inserted the knife.

Alittle blood welled up, and after a | ong heartbeat she felt the knife
vibrate as the.elf-shot adhered to it. My God, it worked. Gently she withdrew
the bl ade. As soon as the tiny fragment was free she closed her fist around it
to keep it fromflying at soneone, stood, and started toward the fireplace.
Then she felt it pushing at the skin of her palm

She froze, staring at her dosed hands. If she let it go, God knew who it would
head for. But |I'mfay, she thought against the rising dread. It can't hurt ne.
There's no such thing as hal f human, Gal en Dubell had told her once | ong ago,
and she had typically disregarded his words. One drop of red blood is enough
She whi spered a fey charm of wardi ng danger, and felt the elf-shot press at
her hand, pushing through the skin. Fighting panic, she hoped the planet of

i nfl uence was cl ose enough and shouted the Lodun : formula for the destruction
of dangerous objects.

The sorcery worked where the fay nmagic had not. She felt the fragnent catch
fire and hastily scraped it off her hands onto the hearthstone. It burned



bright blue for an instant, then di sappeared.

She sank down and sat on the floor. Al those years that

el f-shot could have put her out of their msery and the Unsee-

£ l[ie Court had never thought to make the experiment, to test to

| see if she had the same immunity to it as the other fay did.

I di ots, she thought. Her palmhurt like hell.
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She turned back to the bed and saw Thomas nove his head on the pill ow.
Feverishly, but he had noved.

She had forgotten anyone else was still in the room and was startled to find
Lucas standing next to her. He took her hand and turned it over. "God dam,"
he muttered when he saw the bum "Hey, Ber "

Ber ham appeared with a handful of snow scraped froma w ndow | edge and sl apped
it into her palm

She snat ched her hand away then realized the cold had cut the intensity of the
pain nearly in half. She watched Thomas whil e Berham fussily bandaged t he
burn, and was rewarded by seeing himnmove tw ce nore.

Mich | ater she sat on a stool by the fire and | ooked at the deep red mark on
her hand. It didn't seeminclined to blister, so she supposed it couldn't be
too bad. Unlike pure fay nagic, the craft of nortal sorcery was a messy

busi ness and she was used to hurting herself occasionally. Messy, but nore
certain, she thought.

She had hel ped the other wounded as best she could, but w thout the philtres
and sal ves that were so necessary to healing-sorcery, or the ingredients with
which to mx them there was not nuch she could do. She could have nade a
heal i ng stone, but that only worked for disease, not torn flesh. A

wel | - st ocked apot hecary box woul d have saved lives tonight. The charnms to give
strength and to hold the soul to the body had little efficacy w thout the
herbal preparations that soothed the wounds. The effort had left her cold and
dreadfully tired, and she woul d have traded all her fay ancestry for half of
Gal en Dubell's skill at healing-sorcery. And she knew that if she had devoted
all her attention to study, she would have had that skill by now

Kade was worried about the wound in Thomas's |eg. The spell she had used to
knit the flesh together had seemed to work, but the wound was deep and there
was no telling how the elf-shot had affected it. By the firelight, his hair
and beard were inky black against his fever-pale skin. She resisted the

urge to get up and wal k over to the bed again. You thought the world ended
when you found out Gal en was dead, but when you heard that fool of a doctor
say el f-shot.

She took a deep breath and faced herself. It was idiocy to deny it. How could
she not know? But | ooking back, she could not see when it had happened. She
was not sure how her chil dhood passion figured into it, or when her carefully
preserved di stant appreciation of himhad been intensified by intinmacy. She
was even | ess certain when the thought / want this man for a friend had becone
/ want this man.

Si mply because she had never felt it before didn't mean she couldn't recognize
it, even though it wasn't very much |like the poets and books had described it.
Sone had inplied that the depth of the enotion would hurt; they had not said
it would be tike the blunt end of a poleax in the pit of the stonach.

She had wondered if being fay woul d nake her unable to love; it had certainly
made her unable to feel even the slightest fondness for any of her relations.
She had thought she | oved Rol and once, but then decided that if she really
had, she woul d not have been able to | eave him She had thought herself as
cold as her nother Mire and the rest of the fay, who put on a great show of
grand passion but who, underneath their shallow surfaces, had hearts as enpty
as broken wine barrels. To find that she was capable of |ove, that it was
happeni ng now and under |ess than ideal circunstances, was nore than a shock



It was horrific. And worse, |ike every other bubbl eheaded court |ady, she had
fallen in love with the Captain of the Queen's Guard. Wen she was a child at
court, soneone had procl ai mred undyi ng passion for himevery other week. Trying
to guess who he was going to show interest in and who he was going to brush
of f had been a gane with Ravenna's gentl ewonen. Kade felt herself a fool, and
she had seen too nuch bl oodshed and horror in the | ast few days to seek the
confort of childishly w shing herself dead.

She woul d have to think about what to do sonetine./ws* not right now, she told
hersel f. Just not right now
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Thomas turned his head toward the light. It resolved into a gl owi ng orange
fire in an unfamliar hearth. The room was dark, except for one candle that he
could see as a dimglow through die curtain at die foot of the bed. He felt
di e sweat -drenched heat of a receding fever, and everything ached. Except the
wound in his thigh that felt like a hot coal had been buried beneath the skin.
He sat up on one el bow and parted the bl oody and burned (Burned? he wonder ed)
fabric to exam ne what | ooked |like an especially clean sword thrust, closed
over with a new pink scab, a sign of sorcerous healing.

Then he saw Kade sitting on a footstool by the fire, where she had bl ended
into die light and its reflection on the polished stone hearth, a creature of
anber, rose, and old gold. One could never tire of |ooking at her, he decided.
There was al ways sonething new to see, an effect nade even nore interesting
because she produced it unintentionally and entirely wi thout artifice. They
stared at one another for a tine, until Kade blinked and shook herself.

"Where are we?" he asked her

"Lord Aviler's town house. You' ve been near dead nost of the day, because you
were hit by elf-shot."

It took a moment for the words to sink in. He said, "I couldn't have been."
"Very well, argue about it as if you weren't unconsci ous when it happened."”
Thomas | ooked at the wound again. "Did you cut it out?"

"Yes."

"It couldn't have been easy."

"I have had a hard day," she admitted with dignity, lifting a handful of
sweat - soaked hair away from her forehead.

He saw t he bandage wrapped around her hand and asked, "Wat happened there?"
"Nothing." After a noment of hesitation she said, "Denzil's here, with
Fal ai se. "

He cl osed his eyes. "No."
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"Yes. He got her away from G deon and the others when they were attacked. They
foll owed himhere, but she's too terrified of Denzil to take dieir help and
Avil er stands about like a great idiot saying die Queen nmust deci de who
escorts her."

Thomas fell back on die bed and contenpl ated the underside of die tester for a
monent. "You realize diat a short while ago | was as good as dead and this was
all someone el se's problem™

"You're welconme. | think | know why Denzil's here."

He sat up again, taking a deep breath to steady hinself as dizziness
threatened for a noment. "1'd appreciate it if you' d tell ne."

"Aviler. If he's in this plot with Denzil and Grandier, dial's one thing, but
if he's not... he isn't just going to stand diere and watch."

The Hi gh Mnister. A man who woul d support Rol and despite persona

di fferences, knowi ng he could increase the political power of the Mnistry and
it woul d never occur to the young King to stop him A man with no patience for
royal favorites. A man with nothing but suspicion for royal favorites. "You're
right." Wth the help of the bedpost, Thomas haul ed hinsel f up and st ood
carefully, wincing at die tight pain of the wound. Linping around on it wasn't
going to do it any good but he hardly had a choice.



Kade was fiddling with her hair again. She said, "Falaise knows sonediing."

He | ooked down at her. She was obviously reluctant. "Why do you think so?"
"She's afraid of Denzil."

"She should be." He linped to the foot of the bed and found his dueling rapier
and mai n gauche. He drew die sword to check the blade and saw it was ni cked
and dented but still unbent.

"I know that," Kade said widi asperity. "But she doesn't know that, not unless
she knows nore than she should."
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Thomas hesitated, thinking it through. "How nuch do you think she knows?"
"She won't tell me. She doesn't think | can protect her. But 1 think she'l
tell you."

"She may have tried to already, and |I thought she was after something else. |
shoul d have listened to her but the woman never gave any sign she could think
before.” If they somehow escaped the current situation, that m ght save her
neck. He could say Fal ai se had confided to himearly suspicions of Denzil but
had been unable to give himanything definite. That woul d keep Rol and or sone
anbitious courtier fromcharging her with treason along with the Duke. If they
got out of this. Damed optim st. Then he realized the full inplication of
what Kade had said and | ooked down at her in surprise. "Doesn't think you
could protect her? That's ridicul ous. You' re not a supporter of Ravenna,

Rol and, or Denzil; you're the only one who could protect her with inpunity.”
Kade considered that. "Maybe she just can't trust anyone anynore."

Sli pping his baldric over his head Thomas t hought, That's an idea we could al
have synpathy with.

The door opened and Lucas entered, then stopped abruptly as he saw his
captain. "You're alive," he said, smting. "And | thought |I was about to be

pronot ed. "
"Careful, | mght take you up on that."
"Ch, I'd have to decline under these circunstances."”

"Typi cal of you. How nany are we?"

"Ei ghteen. Not as bad as | thought it would be for a nonent there, but bad.
Commander Vivan's dead, and Bas-erat "

As he listed the fanmiliar names Thomas shook his head. He would have to dea
with it later. Wirse that he didn't know if their sacrifice had acconpli shed
anything, if Ravenna and Rol and had been able to get out of the city. Lucas
finished with, ". . . and hard as it is to believe, Denzil's here with

"I know. |'m about to go and give himthe good news about ny premature
survival. Do you know where Fal ai se is?"

"Yes, Martin found where they're keeping her. G deon and some of the others
are hangi ng about outside her rooms, nmaking sure no one makes off with her."
The Queen was ensconced in a suite in the opposite wi ng. Bloody and ragged,
Thomas and Kade drew consi derabl e attention passing through the house. Thomas
linped, and resisted the urge to steady hinself on the walls. They finally
arrived at a suite guarded by five weary, battered men with the badges of city
service, who were in turn being watched by G deon and six other Queen's
guards.

G deon was paci ng, and when Thonas and the others entered the anteroom where

t he guards were gathered, he | ooked Iike he was in agony. Stiffly he began
"Sir, | ..."

Thomas said, "Shut up,"” and wal ked past himinto the next room

The city guards watched with great interest and nmade no attenpt to stop him
but inside were several of Denzil's contingent of Al bon Knights, given to him
by Rol and and sworn to his personal service. Thomas said, "Gentlenen, really."
The knights were well aware that denying a Queen's Guard |ieutenant the right
to see the Queen was irregul ar enough, but denying it to the Queen's Guard
Captain was practically equivalent to abduction. One of the ol der knights



| ooked uneasy. "W have our orders . . . ," he began

Fal ai se threw open the door fromw thin and stood there, her eyes w de. She
was still dressed for riding and her hair was com ng down. She said, "Captain,
thank God you're all right."

"I think your orders have just been countermanded." Thomas smil ed.

Fal ai se tapped the kni ght who was bl ocking the door on the shoul der and said
inanirritated tone, "Get out of the way."

Thomas thought that if Kade were ever foolish enough to get herself into a
simlar situation, she would have probably punched the man in the kidney. The
kni ghts reluctantly noved asi de.

Then fromthe anteroom Denzil pushed his way in through
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the city guards, Lord Aviler behind him The H gh Mnister |ooked mldly
surprised to see them Denzil stopped when he saw Thomas, and his eyes

narr owed dangerously.

Yes, Thomas thought, how awful that it all doesn t go your way. He said, "I
was | ooking for the Queen. It seens the King has tenporarily msplaced her."
He wondered if Denzil would challenge hi m now.

The air in the roomwas brittle enough to break

"She is under ny protection,” Denzil said.

"Yes, |'ve heard all about that, but it isn't necessary anynore."

"l have nen here . "

"You have twenty armed nen sworn to your service, ny lord," Aviler
interrupted. "And you, Captain, have about an equal nunber of Guardsnen in any
condition to fight. I have a hundred city troops in service to the Mnistry,
and | suggest we leave themall to their duty of keeping this house secure."
"A very di plomatic suggestion,” Thomas said.

Abruptly Fal ai se said, "I... thank you for your help, Lord Denzil, but | do
not. . . require it any |longer."

Denzil stared down at her a |l ong nonent. "As you wi sh, Madane." He turned away
and left the anteroom Aviler bowed sardonically and foll owed him

Thomas fol |l owed Fal ai se into the roomand cl osed the door behind him It was a
perfect setting for her, with |ight sarsenet hangings and mrror-glass set in
the panelling. There was no nmaid in evidence. He wondered briefly if Fal ai se
had sent her female attendants away, or if she had even been offered any. Was
Denzil on his tvay here just now because he heard | was, or because he knew
Fal ai se was al one? And was that why Aviler was trailing after hinP He | eaned
on the back of a tapestry-covered arnchair and said, "My lady, | think there
are some things we need to discuss.”

"Yes." Fal ai se sat down on the daybed and | ooked up at hi m anxi ously. " About
Denzil ."

Kade had vani shed somewhere al ong the way, though Thomas suspected she was
nearby and wi thin earshot. He was
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not worried about that. She al ready suspected npst of what Fal ai se was about
to tell him "How much do you know about the Duke of Al sene's plans?"

"Not hing, not really. He ..." Fal aise | ooked away nervously. "Denzil suggested
that if my husband were to have to | eave the throne, | mght consider nmarrying
him"

Landl aw again. The ol dest traditions held that by being the King's wife,
Fal ai se took on part of the mystique of the crown, if not its authority. If
Rol and di ed w thout |eaving children, and one of the possible heirs married
Fal aise, it would go far to strengthen his claimin the mnds of a great nany
peopl e. There were a considerable nunmber of families with enough royal bl ood
to pursue the throne, and many technically closer to it than Denzil. But none
of themhad tried to suborn Falaise . . . It inplies he's fairly sure she's
soon to become a widow. "That's treason."

Her expression was earnest. "I know "



Thomas cl osed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his nose. "Wat did you tel

hi nP"

"I didn't answer him" She nmade a hel pl ess gesture. "I tried to put himoff. |
was afraid if | said no he would tell Roland lies about me, but if | said yes,
even if | didn't nean it, he mght go through with what he planned. | didn't
know who to go to."

Yes, you did. You Just couldn't get ne fc> listen to you. Thomas noticed she
had refrained fromjointing that error out to him but it would ve been
against Falaise's lifelong training to tell a man he had made a mi stake. No,
she would try to delicately manage him which would nake it all the nore
difficult to get the truth out of her. Yet that tactic had worked well with
Denzil. She must have made a good job of stringing himalong, if she had kept
it up for several days without the young Duke | osing his patience. Thomas
could easily imagi ne Fal ai se swooni ng, gracefully weeping, and doi ng
everything a wonan about to give in did except actually give in. He | ooked up
"And he didn't give you any hint of how he was going to acconplish this?"

236

MARTHA VEELLS

"No. If he had, would that make things any better?"

"Probably not."

Fal ai se was knotting the ribbons on the sleeve of her coat. "It is very bad,
isn't it?"

"Yes. If we ever get the evidence against himto bring a formal charge of
treason, then he can take you to the gallows with him You could bring the
charge yoursel f, but | doubt Roland would take your word over Denzil's. There
are plenty of others who know Denzil and probably woul d take your word before

his, but their opinions won't count." He shook his head. "We'll just have to
make sure it won't cone to that."
" How?"

It was just one nore reason for Denzil to die a hero's death at the earliest
opportunity. It might not stop Grandier now, but it would clear up a nunber of
nm scel | aneous side issues and relieve the feelings of several people, anong

t hem Kade, Ravenna, Fal aise, and hinmself. But it didn't rmake it any easier
They were not under Rol and's nervous eye anynore, but with the knights and

H gh Mnister Aviler as biased witnesses, it was still a difficult problem
"The | ess you know now, the better," he told her

"Wait." She hesitated. "I wanted to tell you that ny patronage is yours,

what ever happens. | know that Rol and is against you, but if the Duke of Al sene
is gone he would be so nmuch easier to deal with and if things get back to the
way they were .. . \Wen Ravenna isn't here anynore, when |'m patron of the
Queen's Guard, | want you to stay as Captain." Her eyes lifted to neet his for

the first time. "My patronage, and ny very sincere . . . regard."

Ch, fine, Thomas thought. In the | anguage of the court, her neaning was cl ear
Regard equal l ed favor, and favor neant access to her bed in return for his
support. He | ooked at her a long nonent, and said, "I'll remenber that, ny

[ ady. "

Li stening in the anteroom Kade knocked her head ungently against the wall and
t hought, And that is the tale of ny life. She slipped out, unnoticed.
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When Thomas went out into the anteroom Lucas was telling G deon, and
when he heard about it he went absolutely mad and you're lucky if you're not

They both | ooked up when he shut the door. Thomas said to G deon, "When this
is over we're going to have a talk, but until then we won't refer to it. Now
stay here and nmake sure no one wal ks off with her."

The young |ieutenant wi nced, and said, "Yes, Sir."

Thomas went out, Martin and Lucas following him A servant wearing a steward's
chai n approached them somewhat warily. "Lord Aviler would like to see you,
Captain."



Lucas rai sed an eyebrow and casual ly adjusted one of the pistols in his sash,
but Thomas shook his head. He followed the man through a small gallery hung
with famly portraits and to a door at the far end, the others trailing al ong.
As Aviler's man knocked on the door, Lucas dropped into one of the arnthairs
and Martin |l eaned on the wall. The servant eyed them nervously, but didn't

voi ce any objections.

Inside was a study warned by a fire in a pink marble hearth and lit by gray

| ate-afternoon light fromtwo windows in the far wall. The floor was covered
with bright eastern carpets probably brought back fromthe tradi ng voyages A
viler the El der had made his fortune on, and through chance or careful

pl anni ng, they managed not to clash with the striped red silk covering the
wal I s. The H gh Mnister was standing with his back to the fire as Thonas cane
in. He notioned for the steward to withdraw, then said, "Lord Denzil's
preparing to | eave. | thought you m ght be interested."

Thomas |inped to one of the wi ndows. The snow had stopped and the view gave
onto the street bel ow where they had fought that norning. The wecked coaches
were still there, though the city troop nust have brought in the bodies. The
carriage doors bel ow were just opening. Night would fall in an hour or so; it
was a nearly suicidal tinme to be venturing out.

Avil er said, "For a house under siege, there's a great
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nunber of people com ng and going. | know what you're planning."

Thomas wat ched Denzil energe on horseback with his men grouped behind him
They began to pick their way down the snow choked street before he turned back
to die High Mnister. "Do you?"

"You're going to take the good Duke of Al sene down. If | hadn't been there,
your |ieutenant would have killed himin my dining room" Aviler crossed to a
long draw table piled with books and papers and sat on one corner, watching
him "l don't mnd what you do to each other, and he did put the Queen in
unpar donabl e danger by keeping her fromleaving the city." He | eaned forward.
"But don't do it here.”

"I don't have that choice anynore, it seens. And he's done nore than put the
Queen in danger."

"I can hardly believe anything you tell me at this point."

Thomas started for the door. "Then | won't tell you. But if you think he's
going to join Roland, you're |aughably wong. Send someone to follow himand
you'll find he's taking the street back to the palace. Then ask yourself why."
He went out. Lucas | ooked up as he shut the door behind himand said, "Wll?"
Thomas said, "W're getting the Queen out of here tonorrow, whatever it

t akes. "

The court had ridden into Bel Garde in the late afternoon, and now in the

gat eyard Ravenna sat her horse amd the turnoil of servants, courtiers,

Al bons, G sternans, and her own nen, watching as Renier ordered guard

pl acenents. The late Dr. Braun's apprentices already stood before the cl osed
outer gates, working with books, incense burners, and other odd tools to
temporarily ward those fragile barriers of metal and wood agai nst the fay.
They had been attacked agai n passing through the city gates, and several
parties had been scattered or killed, but the fay had not followed them out.
Satisfied with the arrangenents bei ng made here, Ravenna | et her guards urge
her farther into the fortress.
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Once through the inner gate and the portcullis, Bel Garde's cel ebrated
interior court with its fountains and mni ature gardens was visible, though
snot hered now under a heavy bl anket of snow. The stonework on the newer
bastion | oom ng over themwas as ornate as gilded filigree, with curves,
curls, and the faces of classical luck sprites worked into the carving. A gem
of a fortress, soneone had called this place, Yes, Ravenna thought, but
because a sword is jewell ed does not nean the blade is no | onger deadfy. "Find



Li eutenant G deon and tell himto bring Falaise to ne at once," she told the
near est guard.

As he rode off she | ooked down to see Elaine trotting beside her horse and
tuggi ng urgently on her riding skirt. "My lady, if you don't come out of this
wi nd you'll get your sickness again."

Ravenna | eaned down to renmponstrate with her and found hersel f coughi ng

hel pl essly into her sleeve.

Acknowl edgi ng physi cal weakness was not sonething she did gracefully. Once she
coul d speak again, she cursed El aine, the guards who cane to hel p her down,
and, rather unjustly, her horse, who stood rock steady with well-trained

pati ence throughout the whol e epi sode.

They |l ed her through a wide door into a |large, beautifully appointed entry
hall. It was too cold to renove her cloak, but Ravenna had to admt the relief
fromthe wi nd was wel cone. She gestured El ai ne away i npatiently and paced,
knotting her fingers together, noting the servants who worked to build up die
fire were her own and not those of the fortress. "I want this place searched
top to bottom™

"Yes, my lady."

The guard she had sent after Fal aise came through the door, letting in a bl ast
of cold air. H's eyes were worried and Ravenna tensed. "My | ady," he said,

"Li eutenant G deon and the other nmen who rode escort to the Queen aren't
anywhere to be found."

Ravenna stopped, staring at the carved panelling in front of her. "And
Fal ai se?"
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"Not with the Albons or H's Majesty's party." Ravenna nodded to herself and
whi spered, "Denzil."

Later Thomas sat in front of the fireplace in the parlor of the suite they'd
conmandeered for a headquarters. G deon and nost of the others were guarding
Fal ai se, and Lucas had |l ed an expeditionary force consisting of hinself,
Martin, and the two G stemans down into the kitchens after food. Berham and
Phai stus were sitting at a table across the room nmaking bullets, the ol der man
hol di ng the | eat her-w apped bullet nold and the younger carefully pouring hot
lead fromthe small crucible.

The nost badly wounded guard had died a short while ago. Wth nmen Thomas had

| ed and fought beside for years dying and in constant danger, it was foolish
to grieve over the death of soneone he had in actuality never really known,
but he found his thoughts going to Gal en Dubell.

He had never been so conpletely taken in by anyone, Thomas deci ded, and that
was what disturbed himthe nost. He had first come to court younger than

Rol and was now, and had made his way through all the traps and pitfalls al one.
Never allow ng hinmself to trust anyone, he'd escaped machi nati ons that had

rui ned others and had | earned how to deceive with the best of them Perhaps he
had believed Grandi er because the old sorcerer had never asked for anything.
Thomas wondered how Dubell had felt when he'd realized the trusted friend or
servant that G andi er nust have pretended to be had been watching, |earning,
gathering information for an inpersonation that would kill its victim If the
old man had even been allowed to realize that, if he hadn't died in conplete

i gnorance of what was happening to him

Kade wandered into the roomwith the air of soneone waiting for a public coach
and settled into the other chair, and he was glad of the distraction. Thomas
had not asked her why she hadn't left the city. They had all assunmed she had
the neans to do so, though diey had never had any proof of it.

It had occurred to himthat he was taking her for granted,
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i ke taking gunpowder for granted when one carried pistols nmuch of the tine.
And now she was staring at him He said, "Yes?"

She said, "What do you think Roland will do when he finds out about Denzil and
Fal ai se?"



He had the feeling this wasn't really what was on her mnd, but he wasn't
willing to pursue that suspicion. He said, "I don't know. " At the noment he
was too tired to care about a possible outburst from Rol and, though he
supposed | ater he would have to manage it. Interesting to think howit was
possi ble to grow out of the need for power, and to desire freedomfromthe
constant wangling of those who still wanted it. "Roland, Denzil, and Fal ai se
make an interesting triangle. It's a pity | can't confuse the issue any
further by pursuing Fal aise."” The young Queen was beautiful, but so were nopst
of the other wonen at court. She was also the kind of wonman for whom nen woul d
continually ruin thensel ves, and he was past that stage. Did Denzil want
Fal ai se, or was that the only way he knew to approach her? Fal ai se had
evidently not wanted him Thomas doubted she wanted anybody. Her offer to him
had held no warnth. She offered her body because she thought it was part of

t he process of sealing an agreenent.

Was | |ike that? Thomas wondered. Was that what | thought when Ravenna first
approached nme, all those years ago?

Kade interrupted his thoughts, asking, "Wy not'"

He had time to notice that he had spoken to her in the of fhand way he m ght
speak to a friend, without any regard for propriety or anything else. He al so
suspected he had just opened the way for her to ruthlessly question hi mabout
what ever subject occurred to her, but it was too late to stop at this point so
he answered, "If | were going to raise a child, 1'd have started before now. "
Kade greeted this with another | ong nonent of enigmatic
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silence, then she said, "Oh." She |looked into die fire for alittle while,
then chuckl ed to herself.

He gl anced at her suspiciously. "What?"

"Not hi ng." Anot her pause, then she asked, "How did Den-zil get such a hold on
Rol and? That he can threaten die Queen, of all people, with her too afraid to
ask for hel p?"

Thomas wat ched the fire for a noment, renenbering. "Right before your father
died, Roland tried to kill himself by cutting his wists, but he bungled it.
Denzil found him bandaged hi mup, concocted a story to explain it. He al so
kept himfromattenpting it again."

Kade bit her lip, thinking, then shook her head. "But that al nost seens |ike
Denzil rmust care for him and | may be odd, but | can't inmagine that."

"You can care for sonmeone and hate themat the sane time. And Denzil was
not hi ng wi thout Rol and's support then. He needed a live prince to attach
hinself to." He glanced over at her. "Don't look like that. Roland didn't have
to fall into Denzil's clutches. Look at you. You haven't got a Denzil hanging
about somewhere in Fayre, have you?"

"OfF course not." She shuddered dieatrically at the concept. "And | was not

| ooking guilty, | was | ooking thoughtful."

Thomas hadn't nentioned die term"guilty,"” but he didn't intend to point that
out. If she could fall into such an obvious trap dien she nust be considerably
di stracted.

Alog rolled to die edge of the hearth, and- he stood, somewhat awkwardly,
supporting hinself on the armof the chair, to push it back in with die poker
Kade wi nced and said, "lI'msorry about that."

He dropped back into the chair. "About saving ny life? There's a cheery
sentiment. "

She refused to be diverted. "Wat if it never heal s?"

She was just as well aware as he was about what it would do to his speed in a

fight. "Well, I'"'mgetting old for a duelist. It probably won't make any
difference in the long run.”
"Don't say dial; | have enough to worry about." Kade

slunped farther down in her chair. "How are we going to get rid of Denzil?"



Thomas wondered how she could sit like that w thout breaking her back. He
answered, "l'mgoing to kill him if | ever get the chance. But 1'd like to do
it without doom ng Fal ai se, nyself, or anyone else."

"I could do it. Roland hates nme anyway, and he can't cone after me where
live."

He snorted. "I'mhardly likely to ask you to do a thing like that."

"I't's nothing | haven't done before."

;o The sonewhat airy way she said this caused himto doubt

o | she was as indifferent as she pretended, but he answered, "I

I don't care if you go about murdering people every afternoon

You' d make ne | ook a fool or a worse scoundrel than Denzil,

and I'd think of some horrific way to retaliate.”

She shrugged and rubbed the armof the chair distractedly. | "It
shouldn't matter, even if | amrelated to him | wi shed ny s fatiier
dead." 1 Thomas frowned. "What makes you say that?"

Her eyes on the fire, Kade said slowy, "I wished it, very hard, with
everything | had, which | was beginning to realize might be quite a bit. And
he died." \ "He didn't just fall over dead." | "Yes, he did." She

| ooked stubborn. | "No, he did not. Were you there?"

| "No, of course not, but | know what happened because | 4, caused
it."

f "I don't know why i bother to listen to you argue in ''- circles."
"Because you can't conme up with anything better than 'No, he did not.' How do
you know? My magic was wild then, | didn't know what | was doing, | could have
caused any anmount of harm"

He was silent for a long monent. He said finally, "Does it h matter, as
| ong as he's dead?"
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"No, | suppose not." She sank farther in her chair and stared at the fire.
Thomas gl anced back at the two servants. Berham was deep into a story of one
of the last battles of the Bisran War, and Phai stus was so engrossed in it he
was getting hot lead all over the table. He turned back to the fire. "Ful stan
was poi soned. "

Her expression went blank, and it was hard to tell if she was astoni shed or
not. He said, "Ravenna did it. | got the poison for her. It was foxglove, as I
recal | ."

Kade stood up and wal ked around the roomin a circle. After a few nonents she
wandered back to the fire and sat down again as if she had just arrived.
Thomas added, "Believe it or not, Ravenna never quite realized what Ful stan
was doing to you or to Roland. She's very single-ninded. He knew he shoul d be
wary of her, but she couldn't touch himunder court* or |andlaw, and | suppose
he thought his position was safe. After your little outburst in die cathedral
she began to wonder why you' d become such a terror. | discovered sone of the
details for her so she sent you out of the city to the convent. You'd been
gone a week when Rol and botched his attenpt to bleed to death, and when she
heard about that she nade the decision." He shrugged. "There wasn't any
dancing in the streets, but nost of the mourning was insincere.”

She was silent for a long tine, and Thonmas listened to the fire crackle and

Bertrami s voice in the background. Finally Kade said quietly, "I never thought
anybody wanted to kill himbut ne. Even Roland thought it was sonething he
did, like not riding well enough or playing ganes badly."

Thomas | eaned forward and added another log to the fire. "Well, it was tine
you knew. "

It was rmuch | ater and nost of the house was asl eep when Kade made her way up
to the highest attic and eased up the sash of a wi ndow there, mndful of the
nails init. It was cold, bitterly cold, with a patina of frost glittering
over every surface
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and clouds hiding the stars. It was very dark and the nmoon was in its wani ng;
inthe Add Faith, it was the dark time, the death of white magic. The reigning
time of the Host. The gray-black rooftops spread around her |ike an angul ar
un-movi ng sea. She could just see the palace fromhere as an odd coll ection of
shapes, some recogni zabl e as towers, another as the dome of the Sunmer

Resi dence. The faint glow of witch-light flickered over the walls.

She clinbed out onto the slate-shingled roof of the gable just bel ow and sat
in front of the window, to keep anything fromtrying to enter the house behind
her back. She shivered and hugged her knees, though she had augnented her
clothing with a man's shirt Berham had found for her and Thomas's battered
buff coat.

/ did not kill nmy father. Her enotions were as tangled as a junbled collection
of beaded neckl aces. She wi shed she could untangle the strands and run them

t hrough her fingers one by one. Disappointment, that she could understand. It
was not an odd enotion for soneone who had believed a lie was the truth,
particularly as it was a lie she had told herself. Confusion, anger

renenbered fear, all these were explicable, if hopelessly intertwined. It was
t he strange sensation of rel ease, the sense of freedomthat she couldn't
understand, that nmade her face hot and her hands nunb with the strength of it.
As if sonething tightly coiled inside her chest had relaxed a trifle. It
seened to make other things possible as well. It seened to inply that it m ght
be possible to forget, eventually. Tine to stop dreaming tike a child, she
told herself with an irritated toss of her head. Tinme to tivhk and plan

She cl osed her eyes and whi spered, "Boliver, cone here now, | need to talk to
you." A gust of wind carried the words away.

Not hi ng happened. / hate it when he makes nme do this. "As Queen of Air and

Dar kness, and on ny sovereignty of Knockma, | call Boliver Fay."

For a | ong breathl ess nonent there was no answer, then out of the

cl oud-covered sky a star fell. It plunged toward her
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and | anded lightly at her feet, then resolved with a flash of light into
Bol i ver, who said, "It's not bloody easy getting here, you know. " He was about

Kade's height, w zened and red bearded, and his vivid blue eyes were worri ed.
He wore a high peaked hat and a sonmewhat tattered vel vet doublet.

"No, | don't know. That's why | called you. How is Knockma?"

"Not so good. There are nmenbers of the Host drawn up on the border to Fayre,
t hough not a sign of themon the nortal side, so far. They didn't |ike you
much to begin with, and now with you taking the human part in this war

"I's everyone all right?" Kade had worried about her household. Sone of them
were human, and none terribly good at defendi ng thensel ves.

Bol i ver was of fended. "You know 1 would not |et anything happen to them But
why are you doin' diis? Have you gone witless? You didn't make up with your
br ot her by chance?"

"No, of course not" Kade doubted she ever would. Roland woul dn't wel come such
an overture, and she wasn't certain she wanted to nake it anynore. There was
too much history between them and they might only rem nd one another of
things better forgotten. The news that he had tried to take his own |life had
been an unpl easant surprise, and her thoughts shied away fromit. She | ooked

out over the dark dead city again. "lI've got a reason for it."

" "Areason,' she says. Onh, joy." Boliver rolled his eyes.

She rubbed her forehead. "1'll hold Knockma for us, don't worry."

"I"'mnot worried." He let his knees knock and his teeth chatter convincingly.
"I"'mpetrified. | have no wi sh to vani sh down Evadne's gullet. O watch ne
bosom conpani ons do |ikew se."

"Neither do I." She shifted inpatiently. "I need your help."

He snorted. "As if | had a choice."
"Well you don't, so be quiet and listen. | need you to fly over the pal ace and



tell me what you can see."

"Fly over the pal ace? Wiat have | done to deserve it? Wth all those

bogl i e-wogl i es ever ywher e?"

"Yes. I'd do it if I could, but I can't, and that's all there is to it!"
Bol i ver was her oldest friend in Fayre, and she didn't want to risk him but
there was no other way to | earn what she needed to know. If there was one
thing Kade regretted, it was her lack of the fay ability to shape-change and

to fly.
"Yes, yes. | know. You've got your head set on defeating the Unseelie Court
and their mnions one-handed, | suppose, and there's no di ssuading you. \Well

wi sh nme |uck."

She stood as he vanished into starlight and streaked away toward t he shadowy
bul k of the pal ace towers. "Luck," she whi spered.

THE ELEMENT OF FI RE

249

12

THOVAS WOKE BEFORE dawn,

the wound in his leg stiff and sore. Despite the fire, the roomwas frosty and
he sat on the bed and struggled into his doublet. He stood and |inped around
until he could wal k without obviously hobbling, then tried to do a fencer's
full extension. He got hal fway down and needed the help of the bedpost to get
back up.

Phai stus was sleeping in front of the doorway, rolled up in a rug and snoring.
He hadn't stirred when Thomas was bunping around the room and didn't wake when
he stepped over himand opened the door

The anteroomwas |it only by two candles on the mantel, their soft |ight
maki ng the bl ue wal | paper dissolve into shadow and hiding the disarray of the
fine furnishings. Kade was sitting on the floor with the contents of an ebony
trinket cabinet spread out around her. It was probably the silver-gilt
curiosities and not her-of -pearl boxes that had attracted her attention, but it
was the seashells, the baby's skull, and the ostrich egg that had undoubtedly
kept it.

She | ooked up at himand said, "Are you going back to the pal ace today?"

It was too early for this. He dropped into an arncthair. "Wuldn't that be an
extraordinarily foolish thing to do?"

"I don't know. | don't think about things that way." She held up a seashel

wi th her bandaged hand, passed the other hand in front of it, and the shel

di sappeared. "I suppose it

woul d depend on why you were going. And who went with you." She pulled the
shel |l out of her right ear. "Do you want to find the keystone?"

Thomas wat ched her for a noment. She was giving the shell the sort of
concentration usually reserved for a deep philosophical problem He was
certain Denzil had returned to the pal ace yesterday, and he neant to di scover
why. He'd thought the keystone was a | ost cause. "Wuld that do any good?"

"The wards thensel ves are still there, drifting about over the ol der parts of
t he pal ace, and the other wardstones are still in place. If we replace the
keystone, it will pull the wards back down into their original courses, and
the Host will have to | eave or be trapped inside."

They knew Grandi er nust have taken the stone, probably soon after he had
arrived at the palace, but that still didn't |eave thema clue of where to

ook for it. "He could have hidden the keystone anywhere inside the palace. O
nore |ikely, he handed it to Dontane, that night at court when he was there,
to hide somewhere in the city. It would be like |ooking for one certain rock
inaquarry.”

"But it's a very special sort of rock. If I could get to one of the plain

war dst ones, and take a chip fromit," Kade said slowy, "I mght be able to
use it in a spell, to find the keystone."

Thomas frowned. " How?"

"Years and years ago when all the stones were placed in the matrix of the
war di ng spell, they becane one. Even when the keystone has been renoved, and



the matrix isn't diere anynore, the stones renenber. It's like using a | ock of
hair to find a person." She stared at the shell in her hand, vexed. "I should
have thought of this before we |left the pal ace yesterday."

"There aren't warding stones in the dd Courts. It would have been just as
dangerous to go into the other part of the palace then as it is now," he said.
And you had ot her things
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to think about. "If you came with me, you could do this spell while we were in
t he pal ace, and discover if the keystone is still there?"

Kade considered this a noment, her eyes noving through the collection of
curiosities on the floor. "No. AmI| a fool for being honest?"

"No. Am| a fool for expecting you to be honest'" Even as he said it he
realized it was true. He had been prepared to believe her answer, even if it
had served her purpose.

Kade didn't |l ook up at him staring instead at the shell |ying quiescent on
her bandaged pal m "So, whatever are we going to do?" She closed her hand, and
opened it again. The shell had vani shed.

"Don't play coy; it ill becomes you."
She pulled the shell out of her ear again and for the first time | ooked at him
directly. "Al right, will you say | can conme with you or do we have to have a

loud fight about it and attract the attention and specul ation of the entire
house?"

Thomas sighed and | ooked at the ceiling. "I don't know, | could do with a | oud
fight. Gets the blood noving." He had seriously considered asking her to cone
al ready. She coul d escape any danger far nore readily than he could and with
her help his chances of acconplishing sonething increased to the point of the
al nost possi bl e.

Kade made the shell vani sh again, stood to |l ean on his chair arm and
apparently found it in his ear

This time he saw it cone out of her sleeve. "Get away fromme," he told her
cordially.

Kade snmiled. "I'mgoing with you, am| not?"

He said, "Yes. W'll both be fools together."

Fal ai se did not conplain when told she had another |ong ride ahead of her. She
seened just as anxious to go as they were to send her on her way.

The Queen's presence had assured themthe | oan of sone of Aviler's horses, and
the servants readied themin the |arge roofed court that held the house's
stabl es. The | arge chanber

was war med sonmewhat by the presence of the aninmals and was probably one of the
nore confortable areas of the house. This did not entirely account for the
nunber of city guardsnen who had ostensi bly shown up to see themoff, probably
on Aviler's orders.

Thomas was sending all the guards who had survived the flight fromthe pal ace,
even the nost badly wounded. Aviler would probably interpret this as the
basest form of distrust, but at the nmoment the last thing Thomas cared about
was the High Mnister's opinion of him

He drew Lucas aside while G deon was hel pi ng Fal ai se to mount and said, "I'm
not going with you. |I'm going back to the pal ace.™

He hadn't thought this would be well received and he wasn't nistaken. Lucas
stared at himincredul ously. "Wy?"

They keep asking ne that, Thomas thought. Do | seem bored, that | have to

i nvent these things to keep nyself busy? "Why do you think? That's where
Denzil went. He nust realize that we'll get the Queen out of here, and with
her gone he's not likely to cone back."

"What if he isnt there?"

"If heis, it's the best chance I'mlikely to have at him If he's not, | can
at |least have a | ook at what's happening there before | go on to Bel Garde."



He didn't know if Aviler had sent someone to follow Denzil or not; probably
not, and he didn't want to give his own plan away by asking. It seened

unlikely that Aviler was in the plot with Denzil, but it had seened unlikely
that Gal en Dubell was anything other than what he had appeared.

Lucas said, "Send soneone else, Thomas. O |'ll go."

"No, it's a fool's mission. I'"'mnot Roland, to send sonmeone off to die on an

idiot whim" Thomas gl anced around. The argunent, though |ow voiced, was
attracting the attention of the city guards who were loitering in the stable
and of Lord Aviler hinmself, who was watching fromthe narrow second-fl oor

bal cony where an arched door led into the rest of the house.
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Lucas noticed and made a concentrated effort to appear calm "You're going

al one?" he asked.

Thomas found hinmself curiously reluctant, as if he were admtting to

somet hing. "No, Kade is conming with ne."

Lucas wi nced.

"She's a sorceress, and she can get ne back in without a fight."

"I know, | know. " The lieutenant hesitated. He | ooked toward the other nmen who
were saddling the horses, or waiting half-nervously and half-inpatiently for
themto get on with it. "She could do it by herself. You don't need to go with
her."

Thomas shook his head. "She's not invincible, she only thinks she is."

"So do you." Lucas |ooked back at him "hi your condition, you' d probably sl ow
her down."

"Then it's no loss to anyone if | don't cone back."

Thomas had spoken with nore heat than he had intended, but Lucas seened to
realize that |line of argument was not going to get himanywhere. He said,

"Il wait for you here."

"I need you to go with Fal aise."

"G deon can do that. He's not a fool; he'll get her nere."

They were both silent a nmonment. Thomas didn't want to force the issue, not
here, not now, and not with an audi ence. He said, "Al right, then, but keep a
couple of the men with you. And don't wait too long. If it takes nore than a
day, we'll have to hole up somewhere for the night, and this place nmay not be
safe much longer. |If sonmething starts to happen, get out and ride |ike hel

for the gates."

Lucas nodded abstractedly, then wi thout |ooking at himsaid, "You know that
girl's half in love wimyou."

"Fal aise will keep." Thomas | ooked over at the Queen, who sat her horse with a
kind of delicate ease, a fewringlets escaping fromher hood. "If anything, it
wi Il make things easier in die long run . "

"I"mnot talking about Fal aise."

"What "' "
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"You didn't see her when she thought you were dying. | did."

There was only one other "her" he could nmean. Thonas said slowmy, "Wll, she's

die excitable type."
"It was nore than just that."
"You're mad," Thomas told him but couldn't help thinking about a worman who

chuckl ed wi ckedly to herself at odd nonments and offered to kill people for
hi m

"I"'monly telling you to watch yourself, that's all," Lucas said seriously.
"She's not exactly an ordi nary woman."

"I realize that," Thomas said. Believe nme, | realize that.

"You think you do, but 1've known you a long tine and you' ve got a blind eye
when it conmes to this type of woman."

Thomas said, "Now | know you've gone nmad," and turned and went back toward the
odiers. G deon was holding the bridle of Falaise's horse and | ooked up as he



approached. Thonas said, "Do you think you can get her back to Rol and w t hout
| osi ng her sonewhere al ong the way?"

The younger man's eyes lit up at the chance to redeemhinself. "I'Il get her
there safely if | die for it."

"Don't die until she's out of the city."

Fal ai se | eaned down and said, "Captain, renmenber what | said."

"I will, ny lady," he answered, thinking, Let's all survive the day at | east
before we start plotting again.

Kade was waiting beside the sorrel gelding Thonas had chosen for their outing.
He had managed to get his buff coat back from her, and she was wearing instead
a thick wool doublet that Berham had scavenged for her over about a dozen
other layers of assorted clothing. She asked, "Wat was all that about?"

He checked die girth, then swng up into the saddle. "None of your concern.”
"Il wager it was."

He | ooked down at her. "Wuld you like to be left behind?"
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"Not particularly,” she answered brightly, dropping the matter with an insight
that shouldn't have surprised him She held up a hand and after a nonent he

| eaned down and hel ped her clinb up behind him Two groons opened the carriage
doors, allowing in a wave of frigid air, and she said, "Wat a nice day this
is, except for the prospects of being killed and freezing to death and al
that."

Thomas, feeling the Iight pressure of her weight at his back, tried to avoid

t hi nki ng about what Lucas had sai d.

He gui ded the horse out onto the street and waited until G deon, Fal aise, and
die others had started on their way to the city gates, then turned back toward
t he pal ace. The sky was gray, alnost the same color as the dingy snow piled
deep in the streets, and the wi nd played roughly over the tops of the houses.
He was reluctant to take the direct route they had used to escape, but the
first side street he picked was bl ocked hal fway down by rubble and a pile of
col | apsed scaffol ding, some noble's building project that had not wi thstood
the shock of the attack, let alone the test of tine.

They backtracked, then cut through an alley to the next street. It was sl ow
goi ng, the horse picking its way through the knee-deep drifts with sone
difficulty. The town houses towering up on either side gradually gave way to
the nore dil api dated structures of the trading classes. The shingled roofs
became wood instead of slate, the brick facades showed signs of wear, and
ranshackl e bal coni es overhung the street. It was hard to tell how nuch damage
had been done here; the wi ndows were tightly shuttered as if for night, and
there was no sign of life. Thonmas was keeping an eye on the tops of the
bui | di ngs, and spotted the fay before it saw them only because he noted the
unevenness in the spacing of the ornanental gargoyles atop the roof of an
agi ng church. Kade said, "Wait," and he reined in, the horse sidling uneasily.
The quality of the light around them changed as she covered themwth
illusion, then they noved slowly on beneath the waiting presence, unnoticed.
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They had ridden a short distance down the deserted street when Kade said
suddenly, "I wonder why they did it."

"Who?"

"The Unseelie Court. The Bisran docunent said they wanted souls to trade to
Hell for their immortality, but that's nonsense. Not even the Host trades with
Hel | . Besides, you can't just send soneone there; they have to go on their

own. So what did Gandier give thenP"

Once Thomas had known who Grandier was, the plot had started to peel away I|ike
the I ayers of an onion, but there was still nuch they didn't know. The old
sorcerer's notivation for hel ping Denzil for one: Thomas refused to believe
Grandi er was acting sinply out of nadness. "Maybe it isn't what he gave them
but what he's promi sed them What woul d they want ?"



"The only thing that stands against themis the Seelie Court. And iron w el ded
by humans. ™"

"Destroying us isn't going to do anything to the Seelie Court, is it?"

"No, they don't care about anyone."

"So . . . They can't destroy our ability to make iron. No nmatter how badly
they ravage the countryside, they can't get every blacksmith." He paused as an
errant gust of freezing wi nd whi pped down into the street, nomentarily naking
breathing difficult, dien continued, "Bisra will invade |ong before they can
get around to that, and they'll have another iron-wielding arnmy to deal with."
Kade | ooked thoughtful. "WII the Bisrans cone here?"

"No, they'Il strike at Lodun. It's closer to their border, and they have to
elimnate the sorcerers there before they advance any further, tf they nove
fast, if our crown troops are still trying to retake this city, they just

m ght succeed." Lodun had been a small town before die founding of the
university. It had since outgrown its confining and protective walls and
depended on the strength of the border garrisons for its defense agai nst
possi bl e attack fromtheir longtinme eneny. Wth the
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capital in chaos and unable to send provisions or fresh troops, those
garrisons could be swept away. "There are sone powerful sorcerers there, but
wi t hout troops to back themthey can't hold off a large assault. The Bisrans
woul d have to cross a countryside where there would be a peasant in every bush
with a matchl ock; but of course that wouldn't do nore than delay them They
woul d finish us, then tear through Adera and Unberwald.” It would be a |ong,
bl oody war .

"Human sorcerers," Kade said,

"What ?"

"I was wrong. The enenmies of the Unseelie Court are the Seelie Court, iron,
and human sorcerers.”

"Whi ch Lodun is well supplied with. Gandier could have told themthat he
woul d destroy Lodun. And he will. Bisra will do it for him" It was a neat bit
of reasoning, but it didn't explain Denzil's position. Could he possibly be
bargai ning to be a puppet princeling under Bisra's dom nation? There woul dn't
be anything left worth ruling; the Bisran Church would condemm as a heretic
everyone from Lodun sorcerer-phil osophers to the peasants who kept a sprig of
rowan over their doorways. "Right now G andier has us over a barrel. W're on
the defensive, forced to react to whatever he chooses to do. If Bisra invaded
again, we would have to forget an attenpt to retake this city and use the
troops to fortify Lodun and the border."

"But Grandier nmust hate Bisra, hate it worse than anything," Kade protested.
Thomas reined in. "There's somet hing coning down the street.”

Kade | eaned forward. "I can't see it."

"I't was near the ground.”

The horse reared suddenly, and it took Thomas all his. strength to westle it
down. Kade slipped off and staggered in a high drift, and Thomas di snount ed.
He held onto the reins and tried to soothe the horse as the ani mal whinnied
and jerked its head. Behind him Kade nmurmured a curse. He | ooked down and saw
white nmist rising out of the snow. It was

no more than a foot or so above the ground, but it was becom ng thick and
solid with al arm ng speed.

The horse made a viol ent convul sive novenent that nearly yanked Thomas off his
feet and he et go of the reins to avoid being knocked down. The horse bolted
awkwardly away, leaving a trail of blood in the snow. It was only able to nake
a short distance up the street before it staggered and col | apsed, felled by
what ever was rising out of the ground.

The nearest building, a three-story stone structure that seened to be | eaning
slightly under the weight of the snow, had a staircase running up its side to



the roof. Though it | ooked casually put together and was slippery with ice, it
seened a safe haven at the nmoment. Kade had already retired to a step above
the rising mst, and Thomas quickly clinbed after her

"It's a bonel ess,” Kade said. She was digging in the pockets in her snmock and
muttering to herself. Above her rough gloves, her wists were dotted with

bl ood where she had touched the ground to catch herself when she'd stunbl ed.
"This may be a problem It doesn't have eyes to fool, and | don't have a spel
that can hold it back, the way it oozes around obstacles.”

Thomas said, "CGo farther up."

They clinmbed to the I evel of the second floor and Thomas stopped to see what
the creature would do. The mi st had taken on a kind of half-solidity, becom ng
a white undulating form On the step above him Kade shifted inpatiently.

It reached the stairway and hesitated. A white translucent tendril touched the
bottom step, then it flowed onto it and began to clinb after them "I didn't
know it could do that," Kade said, obviously taking the thing's action as a
personal affront. Thonas gave her a push to get her started and they clinbed
up to the third floor.

The houses were so close together that the street mght have been lined with
one continuous structure. The garrets of one hung over the next one's roof,
and the overhangi ng bal coni es were awkwardly shoved together. There was a

sli ppery
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step down to a projection of ice-covered roof, then a brief scranmble over the
wooden rail to the next house's bal cony. Kade clinbed |ike a nonkey.

They went that way down the street, balcony to balcony, taking to the icy
roofs only when it was absolutely necessary. They were nore exposed to the

wi nd up here and the cold was intense. Thomas kept up a good pace, trying to

i gnore the aching wound in his |eg.

They reached the end of the street, which opened into a square with the far
side formed by the palace wall and the Postern Gate.

It was deadly quiet. Before the attack, this area had been a snall

mar ket pl ace, crowded with street vendors, nusicians, pickpockets, and madnen
prosel ytizing new cults. Now it |ooked as if it had been run over by a cavalry
charge. The ranmshackle stalls that had grown |ike spi derwebs between the
pillars of the |arge countinghouse formng the |left side of the square were
smashed, and the statues atop the public fountain in the center were broken
of f, their naked copper pipes leaking trails of ice.

The | ast house had partially collapsed, and the nearest stairway to the street
| evel was bl ocked by wooden debri s.

As Thomas w esded the heavy wooden boards asi de, Kade said suddenly, "\Wat are
you going to do afterward?"

"After what'"

"After this is over."

He stopped and | ooked back at her. She was hol ding onto the wooden railing and
shivering with cold, and had put the question with the sane puzzled intensity
she had shown during their specul ation over the Host's notives. He said,

"Don't you think that question is a bit premature?”

"Wul d you accept Fal aise's offer?" she persisted.

There was a srmudge of dirt on her nose, which he decided not to nmention to
her. He said, "Do you have to know everythi ng?"

"I wasn't asking about everything."
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He turned back to clearing the stair. "I night have to accept it."

"Only if you wanted things to go back to the way they were before."

Only if he wanted to hold onto that power he had sentimentally wi shed to be
rid of last night. "Wiy would | want to change it,"

It wasn't a question but she answered it anyway. "Because there are things you
don't like about it, like killing people who get tricked by Denzil or get in



t he way of someone powerfu
"Do you mi nd?" he interrupted her. He shoved the |ast board aside and they
climbed down to ground | evel

The Postern was snaller than the huge edifices of Prince's and St. Anne's. It
had no gate tower and was nuch narrower. One of the great doors stood open

the other lay in the plaza. Thomas hoped what ever had ramed into that
yard-thi ck wood now dearly regretted it. "Lucas was right," he said. "The way
t hat door's been flung, something broke out, not in."

They paused in the rubbl e-strewn shadow of the [ ast house and Kade consi dered
a nonent, frowning. "They' Il expect us through the Prince's Gate, since it was
saf e before."

"They'll be watching all the gates.”

"They m ght not. They're not very quick thinkers, nost of them and they m ght
not remenber things like that. And Denzil didn't have too many knights with
him"

"He may not have any knights with himnow He can't afford w tnesses,"'
said dryly.

They skirted the square, staying close to the buildings, finally reaching the
shadow of the wall and slipping within the gate.

Thomas

To the right of the snow covered yard there was a high wall, part of the inner
def enses designed to trap intruders, and to the left, the three-storied Gate
House with gaping holes in its dressed stone wall. Directly ahead was the icy
canal, which cane in under the north wall and went out under the east,
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where it was covered over by stone for a nmile or so before rejoining the main
river that cut through the city. The drawbridge that had all owed access to the
rest of the pal ace conpound was a rui ned heap, but the siege wall beyond it

still stood, blocking the view of the park. Thomas stopped beside a hole in
the Gate House wall and took a cautious look inside. "I want to see what's
around the Gallery Wng before we rush over there. If | can get up to the
second story here, | can see over that wall."

Kade foll owed himthrough the gap, saying, "Wiy do you think Denzil's in the
Gallery Wng?"

"l don't know where he is, but that's where the Host seened to hit the
hardest, and that's where the explosion was. I'd like to see just what in hel
they wanted there."

light canme down through the torn roof, and the shattered beans had buried many
of the defenders. Only the cold kept the atnosphere fromresenbling that of a
charnel house, and a dull patina of ice hid nost of the unpleasant details.
The interior staircase had conme free of the wall and hung at a crazy angl e,

but a pile of smashed beans and rubble allowed Thomas to clinb to a wi ndow on
what had been the second fl oor

"They m ght have any reason for doing that,"'
"Yes, well, 1'd like to know what it was."
"It mght have to do with the way they arrived here. However that was."
Sonet hi ng about the way she said it nade Thomas wonder for a nonent if she had
some suspicion she wasn't ready to explain. He considered pressing her about

it but he reached the wi ndow and found the shutters jamred shut and had to
brace hinself and batter the hinges off with his swordhilt.

He pried the shutter away. On the other side of the canal, the park stretched
out, an ice field marked by occasi onal snow covered trees. Beyond the park

the Gallery Wng stood, the inner wall and the bastions to the other side
looming |ike nonoliths, contrasting dramatically with its graceful outlines.
Nearer to the Gate House was the donme of the Sunmer Resi -
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dence, which doubl ed as an observatory for astrologically inclined nobles and
scholars. A wall sprouted out of the classically designed circular building
and net the side of the AOd Palace, sheltering the Gallery Wng and the

Kade sai d.



gardens fromthe public areas on the other side. There was a servants' passage

inthat wall, and in the thick outer wall of the AOd Palace. They coul d nake
their way out the opposite side of the Gate House and al ong the curtain wall,
cross the canal where the unused mll bridged it, then enter the Summer

Resi dence and take the passages into the Gallery W ng.

He clinbed awkwardly down again, trying to avoid putting weight on his weak
| eg. Kade, who had been prow ing about the place on her owmn, net himwth a
worried expression. She said, "The stupid dark fay have used nost of the

gl amour around here. If it's like that all through the inside, | won't be able
to hide us fromthem™

Thomas consi dered that. He had cone too far to go back at this point. "If you
want to stay here and wait for nme, or start back ..."

"Do I look like a coward?" she asked, with an exasperated expression

"No, you don't look like a coward."

For sonme reason this seened to disconcert her considerably, and Thonas

rem nded hinmself again to be careful. She tapped one foot inpatiently, then
said, "Well, all right then. Let's go."

KADE FOUND HER war di ng st one

al ong the passage into the A d Palace. It was cold and silent in the narrow
little hall, and only the soft glow of a |lanp they had appropriated fromthe
Sunmer Resi dence hel d back the darkness. Thonas waited whil e Kade dug through
the clay seal near the bottomof the wall to pull out the round water-snpot hed
st one.

He used his dagger to chip a piece off for her, and when he handed the stone
back to her she said, "That's odd. It's tingling, as if it's still part of the
war di ng spell."

She was staring at the stone in perplexity, so he said, "Maybe it's sonething
to do with the wards over the A d Courts?"

"Maybe. It's very odd." But she replaced the stone in its niche and they noved
on.

When they reached the Gallery Wng, the narrow passage opened into a small
bare roomwi th a curtai ned doorway in the far wall. Thomas pushed it open a
slit to l ook out and saw they had cone out about where he had thought they
should. On the right wall was the wi de sweep of stairs |eading back into the

| esser galleries, which would eventually lead to the G and Gallery with its
terrace giving onto the park. To the left was the arched entrance to the Add
Pal ace and the main hall. This area at |east was enpty, bare of any intrusion
except a fall of blown snow across the parquet floor

They hadn't seen any fay, though twice in their trek across the pal ace, Kade
had steered them around pl aces where she
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seened to sense sonme presence. Mst of the creatures who could stand daylight
were out hunting the streets. As for the others, and the main body of the
Host, they mi ght be hidden anywhere. It had been a cold trail nmarked by the
dead, and the anpbunt of damage was worse than he had suspected. Now Thonas
waited until Kade put out the lanp, then pushed the curtain aside and went
cautiously to look into the entrance of the nearest gallery. At his side, Kade
said, "Wuat is this?"

Light fell through | ong narrow wi ndows high in the opposite wall to illumnate
a formal gallery with a vaulted ceiling and delicately scul pted col ums
decorated with blue and gold inlay. The floor was littered with refuse and
debris, nmost of it looted fromother portions of the palace. There were
pal |l ets made of tattered bl ankets, tapestry work pulled fromwalls, and the
heavy damask of curtain material. Gold and silver plate, dented candl ehol ders,
and ornaments prized off statues forned glittering heaps. Thomas picked his
way through it, thoughtful and wary of anything that m ght be | urking under
one of those piles. Besides the |loot, there were nore prosaic itens such as a
scatter of gunflints, green glass shards froma shattered wi ne bottle, and
nore of the trash left by mlitary canps. Wth the toe of his boot, he turned



over an enpty wooden powder flask and said, "It's a troops' billet."

"Troops? Denzi Ts troops?"

"Very likely. Bel Garde is a private estate, and he has the right to maintain
a force to garrison it, even if it is within sight of the city." But where are
t hey now? Thomas wondered. | ean see why he had to have them You can't take a
throne without a private force whose loyalty you can trust, but why aren 't
they here?)ewe\rf that nmust have been stolen fromthe bodies of the slain had
been |l eft casually about. He picked up a pearl clasp and saw it still held
strands of long dark hair fromwhere it had been torn fromits owner's head.
He tossed it back onto the floor in disgust and | ooked around, entertaining
the idea of torching the place. Broken furniture would provide plenty of
kindling. But it would reveal their presence, and when the troopers returned
they would only nove to the next gallery.
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He gl anced back at Kade and saw she was staying on the edge of the encanpnent,
| ooki ng around uneasily. "What is it?"

"There's a great lot of iron in here." She retreated to a marbl e bench al ong
the wall and began to scrape the bottons of her boots off on it.

Thomas knelt and brushed gl oved fingers across the layer of dust and filth
covering the warm butler color of the inlaid wood fl oor and found small
particles that glinted dully in the light. "lron filings. They're everywhere."
So these nmen did not quite trust their fay allies. He had wondered if they
woul d find evidence of the human servants of the Host that had | ed the attack
but they wouldn't be here in the presence of all this iron. They m ght have
been only shock troops, to be expended in the battle. If the siege lasted nmuch
| onger, the Host would certainly be able to replenish their supply when
starvation began to drive nore people out into the streets searching for food.
He dusted his hands of f and went back to Kade at the edge of the canp.

"If they stayed here last night," she asked, "where are they now?"

"I'f we knew that, we'd be a damm sight better off." He considered a nonent,
wei ghi ng the danger agai nst what el se they nmight discover. "W have to go
farther in."

"Al'l right. But | think it's going to get worse."

They followed a | esser-used path toward the center of the Gallery Wng,

t hrough a connected row of state dining roonms and smaller pillared halls, and
it was there they found nost of the dead. Many had di ed runni ng, caught al one
by sone creature of the Host with the walls shaking fromthe expl osion that
had marked the start of the battle and | anps going out in the foul w nd that
had foll owed. There were snmall groups of Ci sternan guards and soneti mes
servants and courtiers who nust have tried to band together to escape. Wrst
of all, they cane upon a small roomw th the remains of a smashed barri cade
across the door, where a group had held out for a tine.
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Hours, at |east, Thomas thought, |eaning against the remains of the doorfrane
and feeling a rage as cold as the ice outside. Judging by the condition of the
nmom He recogni zed sone of the nen, and one of the wonen. She was Lady Anne
Fhaol ai n, one of Ravenna's gentl ewonen, and she clutched a fireplace poker in
a delicate hand that had never held anythi ng nore dangerous than a sew ng
needl e.' He would have to tell Ravenna that Anne had died bravely, trying to
swi ng a weapon. He woul d al so have to convince hinself that if he had been
here the result woul d have been the same, only there woul d have been one nore
body in the cold litde room

He turned away to find Kade standing behind him trenbling in inmpotent fury.
She said softly, "There's nothing that can make up for this. Not if | hunt him
all the way to Hell itself."

Sonehow he hadn't expected that it would make her as angry as it did him He
said, "You take this all very personally."

After a noment, Kade shook herself all over like a cat conming out of the rain



and said, "I take everything personally."

There was nore evidence of the presence of the fay. Not far fromthe sad
little room they found a silken web stretched across the width of an arched
doorway. Kade examined it cautiously, then detached it fromthe doorfrane. It
drifted gently to the floor all in one piece like a fine section of |acework.
So far they hadn't found any answers to their questions. The day was getting
on and Thomas's bad | eg was aching from wal ki ng, and he knew they didn't have
much tinme |l eft here before the danger becane extreme. They woul d have to
settle for seeing the Gallery Wng and then naking their way out.

They reached the foyer of the G and Gallery, where there was a heavy foul
snell, rem niscent of bats in a deserted cathedral. Thomas whi spered to Kade,
"They could be in the walls all through here."

She nodded. "Spriggans. They're asleep. | hope." She flit-
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ted past himinto the archway. He saw her pause there, and as he canme up

besi de her he saw why.

Light fromthe steps that gave onto the loggia illum nated the foyer, and the
arched entrances provided a panoranic view of the Grand Gallery. The floor had
been bl own up from bel ow and the back wall of w ndows that |ooked out onto the
terraces had been smashed outward. This had to be the source of the expl osion
the night of the attack. This was the center of it then, Thonmas thought, and
besi de hi m Kade said, "They did a job of work in here."

The orange trees between the pillars were frozen but still green, the cold had
caught them so by surprise. Thonas sensed there was something alive here and
| ooked up fromthe blasted ruin of the floor to the shadowy stillness of the
vaul ts above. But nothing noved in the silence.

In the center of the room the foundation stones had been pushed up from
underneat h by sonme powerful force and were scattered on the bare twi sted earth
vi si bl e beneath. But not scattered randomy. Thomas took a few steps inside,
wondering at it, then clinbed the dais so he could get a better view As he
had t hought, the broken area of the floor was in the shape of a large circle,
with an outline too perfect to be accidental. The shattered stones forned
concentric circles withinit. It couldn't be anything but a fayre ring.
Peasants found them occasionally in the deep country, circles of tranpled
grass, stones, or strange growth, and avoided themlike the signs of a
dangerous infestation that they were. Stories about humans who bl undered or
ventured into themwere not pleasant; usually they were found on the edges of
the rings as dried, wthered husks, as if they had aged a hundred years in a
nmonent. Any attenpts to recover the bodi es caused themto dissolve into dust.
If they were all like this Thomas coul dn't imagi ne someone foolish enough to
wander into one accidentally. It felt dangerous, and it was as unmni stakabl e as
a sharp drop off a cliff.

Kade had stood regarding the ring for a | ong nonment, and now she foll owed
Thomas up onto the dais. She | ooked back

at it again and said, "Fancy that." She sounded nore satisfied than anything
else, as if the sight confirnmed sone hypot hesis of her own.

Looki ng down at her, Thomas felt the beginning of a new suspicion. He said,
"They used that thing to get in sonehow, didn't they?"

"They came through it. Wth the wards confused and fl oati ng away, and no

spells guarding it, it was the easiest way. | nean, not too easy, with the
stones on top of it like that, but all of themtogether could do it."
"Through it?"

"Yes." She glanced at him then explained, "It's a doorway."

"A doorway to where?"

"To Fayre, maybe. To lots of places."

He | ooked back at the ring, its tunbled stones a silent but definite presence
in the shadow room Kade grabbed his el bow. "Listen."



After a heartbeat, he heard it too. Voices, echoing down to themthrough the
long galleries locked in cold silence.

Thomas went back to the archway, trying to pinpoint the direction. Tracking

t he sound echoing off so nuch stone and marble wasn't easy. The nmen m ght be
in any one of the several galleries and long halls that led up to the G and
Gallery. Neither he nor Kade had spoken in |ouder than a whisper, and it was
doubt ful that whoever was coming this way had heard them

They crossed the spriggan-haunted foyer, and Thomas chose a smaller hall used
for diplomatic processions, where the sound had for a nonment seemned | ouder
They went down it, keeping to the partial shelter of its supporting pillars.
The voi ces had ceased.

"I don't think this was it," Kade whi spered.

"No, it nust be another "

They both heard the footsteps at the sane tine.

Kade | ooked around frantically. "There's not enough gl amour in here."
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Thomas searched hastily along the wall and found the unobtrusive servants'
door that was designed to blend into the panelling. He went to it, sliding his
hand down the crack that marked it until his fingers touched the catch and he
pulled it open. Inside was a cranped stair leading up into the wall. dinbing
it, they came to a landing with a damask-curtai ned doorway and anot her broader
stair | eading down and away fromthe hall. Thomas pulled the curtain back and
saw that the door led to a small nusicians' bal cony, one of many spaced around
the gallery.

He put his hat aside and crawl ed out to | ook down through the bal usters. Kade
crawl ed after him

Denzil and Dontane canme into the gallery froman archway below and a little to
the side of diem So the bastard's alive, Thomas thought, watching the man
foll owi ng Denzil. Dontane had been inprisoned in the C steman Guard House
during the attack, and Thomas had assumed he had been killed with die others.
The two men were arguing animatedly and were trailed by diree nmen arned as
conmon troopers. The Al bon kni ghts who had acconpani ed Denzil at Aviler's
house were probably dead; they would not have betrayed Roland, and it mnust
have been obvious at this point that the young Duke's gane was nore serious
than a petty attenpt to disgrace the Queen's Guard.

Denzil was dressed for battle, and Dontane still wore black court brocades. He
made qui ck nervous gestures when he spoke, but it seened to be nore from

i ntensity and anger than anything el se.

The echoes now turned against them The two were speaking nore quietly after
the first shouting that had reveal ed their presence, and Thonas coul d not

qui te make out what they were saying. He heard Denzil mention Bel Garde, and
he thought he heard Rol and's nanme, but the rest was inaudible.

He edged back and sat up on one elbow, pulling a pistol out of his sash and
winding its mainspring. The faint click it nade was di sgui sed by the two nen's
VOi ces.
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Kade gl anced back, raising her eyebrows inquiringly when she saw what he was
doi ng.

He notioned for her to go back through the doorway and she craw ed backward
out of the way.

The range was not the best; with a pistol, closer was better. He steadied the
weapon on his arm and squeezed the trigger. Both nen reacted to the sound of
the blast, and Denzil staggered. Thomas scranbl ed back out the door, shoving
the enpty pistol back into his sash. There woul d be no confusi on about where
the shot had come from the white snoke hanging over the little bal cony woul d
reveal their presence like a flag-

Kade was al ready on the | anding, and he foll owed her down the wi der stair. It
cane out through another servants' door in the foyer, and they could hear



runni ng footsteps and a man shouting, and a | ow humr ng sound that seened to
cone from everywhere
Looki ng around, Kade gasped, "Damm, but that woke them up."
A gray-skinned spriggan with a face like a nelted wax mask dropped out of
nowhere to land within arms I ength of them and Thomas ran it through with his
rapi er alnost before he realized it was there. It reeled away shrieking and
nmore of the creatures appeared in the doorways and were racing toward them
down the halls. Something troll-like, squat and hairy, |eapt out of a doorway
and bl ocked it, snarling at them
If they could just get outside and out of the things' sight, Kade could hide
themw th illusion. Thomas thought of the broken expanse of wi ndow in the
Grand Gallery. This idea must have occurred to Kade because she was al ready
trying to drag himin that direction.
They ran under the archway and toward the broken wi ndows that |led out to the
terrace and die park land. Skirting the torn section of floor where the ring
lay, they were al nost there when one of the clawed hi deous denon-horses cane
| eapi ng up the terrace steps. Thomas swore, spun around, and drew his | ast
| oaded pistol.
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The howl i ng pack of spriggans were catching up with themin | eaps and bounds,
and he fired into the group to nake them draw back. They scurried and
scattered as the ball tore through them
Sonet hi ng shoved himfromthe side and he stunbled, then felt his bad |leg give
way. Unable to catch hinself, he fell over the edge of the broken fl oor

and felt a rush of warmair and |l anded in soft verdant grass. He gasped
and pushed hinmself up. He was in a wide open field under a sky of an odd
crystalline blue. Nearby Kade rolled to her feet and shook out her hair,
di sl odging only a small amount of the greenery caught in it. Around themwas a
ring of stone menhirs, each nearly ten feet in height and weathered by great
age. It was warm and the grass was the deep green of spring, touched wth
spl ashes of red fromthe occasi onal poppies.
He stood up, stunbled a little, and | ooked around. About a hundred yards away
the craggy face of a cliff towered above them dotted with grassy clunps and
hung with a thick growth of ivy. In the distance he could see that the ground
rose gently up in a gradually increasing grade, as if they were in a deep
bow - shaped valley. "Were in hell are we?"

"Knockma, " Kade said. She | ooked defensive.

He stared down at her. "Fayre?"

"No. Well, yes. In a way." At his expression she burst out, "If you don't m st
me | really can't think why because | haven't done anything deceptive for
days."

But Thomas had | ooked up at the sky, and barely heard her. The deep bl ue was
there, and far above floated drifts of puffy whiteness that were clouds, but
there was a barrier that seened to hang at about the level of the cliff top
It seened solid and yet numlleable, and was transparent, allow ng the sunlight
in but gently muting it. He felt a soft breeze come up, stirring the grass
with a faint rushing sound, and the barrier shimmered with it as if it were
made of the nost delicate gl ass
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or ... He managed to tear his eyes away and | ooked at Kade. "lIs this ... the
bottom of a | ake?"

"Yes."

He was getting over the shock, and starting to realize exactly how angry he
was. "You knew all al ong how the Host got into the pal ace.™

Kade paced around in a circle, not looking at him "I knew about the ringv It
was how ny nother got there in the first place years ago, but Galen and Surete
and the others added a spell to the wards that blocked it. The ring could have
faded away; sonetinmes they do." Though he hadn't had a chance to reply, she



threw her arnms up in exasperation and continued, "All right, and | sent
Boliver to fly over the palace |last night and he said they nust be using the
old ring because there weren't any new ones. | didn't say anything because
wasn't sure." She stopped and shook herself. "No, that's not true either.

don't know why | didn't tell you."

"You coul d have menti oned what you were about to do."

"There wasn't tinme."

"There was tinme when we were standing there staring at the ring before we
heard Denzil and Dontane." He | ooked around for his rapier and found it buried
in the high grass a few feet away. It and his pistols had come through the
ring intact, and he wasn't sure whether to be surprised by that or not. He
slipped the bl ade back into the scabbard and said, "Dam it, wonman, | trusted
you. | told you something | swore |I'd take to ny grave unsaid. | let you watch
while | shot the goddamm Ki ng's buggering cousin. You know enough to get ne
drawn and quartered a dozen times over." He was shouting at her now. "You
could have bothered to nention that you not only had a quick method of escape
fromthe pal ace, but that it involved taking nme into Fayre which | think you
realize is not a place where | wanted to go."

Kade shouted back, "I had to think about it and by the tine | did tiiere
wasn't time anynore and this is not exactly Goeron's Court | nmean | live here
and it's not the nost
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dangerous place on the map for humans and you could credit me with sone
sense." Her smaller lungs gave out and she sat down hard on the grass. After a
deep breath, she continued in a normal tone, " and I'mnot used to
trusting people either and I find it very frightening, and sonetines | don't
know what to think about you."

What she had said about trust being frightening had hit home with nore force
than she could have realized. Mire calmy he said, "Neither do I."

Nei t her spoke for a few nonments. Kade sat in the grass and | ooked tired.
Thomas felt he could hardly argue with her for saving their lives, even if it
had i nvolved frightening himhalf to death. He said finally, "So you live

her e?"

"Actual ly, over there." She pointed.

He | ooked behind them and then up, and thought, foolishly, No, you haven't
seen everything. More than half the Iength of the | ake away, a small round

i sl and was suspended in the crystal surface of the illusory water. On top of
the island stretching high overhead was a castle. It was ancient, its stones
tinted green by a covering of npbss, its three towers capped with round turrets
in a style decades out-of-date, stairways curving up themlike tw ning vines.
What was amazing was that its reflection in the water that was not water was
not a reflection.

A second castle grew downward fromthe island that was the base of the one on
the lake's surface, like a stalactite growing fromthe roof of a cave. It was
a mrror imge of the castle above, and the sharply pointed top of its
tallest, or lowest, turret was gently brushed by a willow tree.

"It's nice, isn't it," Kade said softly, standing at his side now

Thomas felt he had to agree. "Did you make it?"

"No, it's been here forever. It's a Geat Spell, like the pal ace wards, only
nore conplicated and nuch ol der. The people from Merewatch, the village up on
the shore, can fish in the | ake and row boats on it, and drown in it if
someone down here doesn't happen to be watching. But if you knowit's a
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spell, you can walk into it without getting wet." She dragged a foot through
the grass thoughtfully, then said, "I"msorry | brought you here without
saying anything first. It was rude."

He | ooked down at her. "I overreacted. | didn't know there woul d be pl aces

like this. | thought it was all blood and bogles, like the city is now"



"I hate bogles." After a moment she pointed back at the ring marked by the
stone nenhirs. "That's the Knockma Ring. | think it was here before the | ake.
Wth it | can nake a ring anywhere there isn't iron or wards or sonething to
prevent it. It's the only ring | know of that can do that, and both the Seelie
and the Unseelie Courts want it. | can send us back to the street outside
Aviler's house, to see if Lucas and the others have left yet." She hesitated.
"Now that Denzil's dead . . ."

"I don't knowif he's dead. I"'msure | hit him but he m ght be only wounded."
"That woul d be very inconvenient."

"To say the least." Thonmas couldn't get his mnd off the castle, and | ooked
back at it. "Wen you're inside, are you upside down?"

"No, that would be silly. It's bad enough as it is, with the stairs all funny
in sone places. In the mddle, between the castle on top and the one bel ow,
you have to clinb a | adder for a bit and no one likes it."

They stood in silence for a tine, until Thomas saw sonmething oddly like a

| arge red dog | eaping over the grass toward them "A friend of yours?" he
asked.

Kade said with a sigh, "I suppose so. That's Boliver."

By the time Boliver arrived he had nanaged to become a wi zened little man
about Kade's height with red hair and an odd peaked hat and the bl uest eyes
Thomas had ever seen on anyone.

When he had reached t hem Kade asked, "How did you know | was back?"

"How coul d | hel p but know? They rmust have heard the yelling in the next

century." He jerked his head back toward the castle. "The others are watching
with a spyglass fromthe
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wind tower, and it fell to ne to cone out and ask just what was doing." He
eyed Thomas specul atively.

Kade shaded her eyes and peered at the castle. "Don't they have anything
better to do?" She shook her head and turned back to Boliver. "Have the Host
tried an attack yet?"

He said, "No, but | been to the village and they say they've seen a hag in the
pond and there have been odd things setting the dogs to barking and the sheep
to running."

The | ook on Kade's face expl ained the danger. "It's what | thought." She
nodded to herself. "The Host will conme here soon."

Thomas hated to see her so torn and desperate. "Look, you've done enough. Send
me back to Aviler's house and stay here."

She shook her head. "No, that's what they want. If | |et them chase ne about,
then they'll know they can make nme do anything they please."
Thomas understood that only too well. It was a dammabl e trap, one he'd been

caught in half his life. He watched her, know ng there was nothing he could do
to help her and that his own invol venent had nmade her decision all the nore
difficult.

She paced and tugged on her hair. "This place is very strong. It can hold
itself against themw thout me for a time. The village . . . Dam it, the
village." She stopped and told Boliver, "Go up and tell themthere's going to
be a battle; tell themto run."

"Very well, | will." The fay hesitated then and, with what had to be uncanny
and devastating perception, said, "So here's your reason. Wll he's got ny
heartfelt synpathy."

Thomas | ooked at Kade, though it was a struggle to keep his expression
neutral. The | ook Kade directed at Boliver should have dissolved himinto
charred coal on the spot. She said quiedy, "You re dead."

Bol i ver shifted uneasily, as though realizing he nmight have overstepped

hinself. He said, "I'Il just go and have a word with the village, shall 17?"
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"Yes, why don't you do that."



"Have to be quick, you know. Wuldn't want to be caught by the Host."
"It wouldn't be nearly as terrible as some things |'ve just thought of."

"Ah. | see. Well, I'll be going now " Boliver whirled around rapidly, beconing
a ball of heatless flanmes, then shot toward the | ake surface above |ike a
firework.

"Do me one favor," Thomas said.

"What ?" She was bl ushing furiously and attenpting to ignore the fact.

"Don't kill Boliver."

Kade sighed. "I wasn't going to. | just wanted to think about it for a bit."
She dug in the pocket of her snmock and produced the chip they'd taken fromthe
war dstone. "I can do this now "

She started toward the castle, and still half-unwilling, he foll owed her

As they reached the base of the hilly garden, the castle had begun to | ook

al nost ordinary, as if it were perfectly normal to hang upsi de down from an

i sl and suspended in glass with its top turret brushed by a tree. If he had

ever thought about it at all, Thomas woul d have expected a place like this to
be eerily perfect, without blemsh, as if it were carved out of narble by a
scul ptor who snoothed away all inperfections. This fayre castle had cracked

stones where heavy clinbing vines had silently invaded, had nbss grow ng
around its w ndows, and was crunbling around the edge of its parapet.
Bel ow t he | owernost turret, a stone stair curved up the hillside garden to
neet one of the wi ndows, and he foll owed Kade up to the top. The garden itself
was a little overgrown, as if it was only tended when soneone had the tine.
The grass was tall, flowers hung out of their beds, and heavy rosebushes had
all but taken over the lowwall that circled it, but the fountain was running
cheerful ly.

The roominside the turret was round, taking up the entire
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top, or bottom level. It was lined with book-filled shelves, and clay jars

seened to be crammed into every avail abl e space that wasn't occupi ed by the
books. It smelted thickly of herbs and flowers, and sunlight fromthe w de

wi ndow had faded the once-bright colors of the carpet and the chair covers.
Kade hopped down onto die wi de stone wi ndow seat and then to the floor, and
turned to | ook back at Thomas as he was getting his first benused | ook at the
room "Not what you were expecting?" she asked.

He stepped down fromthe wi ndow seat after her. "If 1'd ever considered it, |
woul dn't have expected to see the place and still be in any kind of condition
to corment on it. You were a deadly enenmy of the crown not so | ong ago,
remenber ?"

"I'd forgotten." She crossed over to the shelves on the far wall. "Well, it
doesn't | ook Iike the abode of a wicked fay sorceress, but this is where it's
all done, all the plots, all the nasty little tricks." Kade ran a hand al ong
t he shelves, and selected a | arge dusty vol une.

She flipped through the book until she found the page she wanted, and he

wat ched her as she stood on the | ower shelves to take down several of the day
jars. He asked, "How did you find this place?"

"It belonged to nmy nother. She had others, but she lived here nost of the
time. After | left the convent, | |ooked for her. | |ooked so |ong and so hard
she eventually had to let nme find her."

Kade dunped the arnful of jars on the draw table. "She wasn't a very nice
person, not exactly what | was hoping for. But she was taken with the idea of
havi ng a daughter, for awhile at |least." She paused in dunping the herbs and
powders out of their containers and snmled at sone nenory. "She gave ne a
fayre ointment to take the nortal scales off nmy eyes so | could see through
fayre gl anour. She had nore people here, fay and humans, all of them bound to
her somehow." She went back to her task. "She had Boliver |ocked up inside a
stone in the garden. He's a phooka, and he likes to change

THE ELEMENT OF FI RE

277



i nto horses and dogs and fool people, but he's nostly harm ess, and he wasn't

very happy inside a rock. | broke it and et himout, and Mire threw a
terrible fit, but she didn't really do anything about it. That's when
realized that | didn't have to do what she said. | knew sorcery, and she was

wary of it."

Whil e she tossed ingredients into a bow and nmuttered to hersel f, Thomas paced
the room After a tinme, she stopped to glare at himand he took the hint and
settled into the wi ndow seat. He | ooked out into the bright air of Knockma and
the realization of what Grandier and the Host had done to the city struck with
renewed force. If Ravenna and the others hadn't reached Bel Garde safely .

It wasn't long before Kade said, "Now we wait until it works." She ran her
hands through her hair. "If it does."

"If it does," Thomas said. "The keystone's place was in the |argest
undercellar of the A d Palace, in the base of the fourth pillar fromthe north
side on the third row " At her | ook of surprise he explained, "I wasn't
confortable being the only one alive besides Ubain Gandier who knew that."
Kade canme to stand next to himat the wi ndow seat, |ooking out into the
garden. She was bl ushi ng, and he wondered why. He said, "What happened after
you rel eased Boliver?"

She lifted a coner of the faded gold curtain and | ooked at it as if she'd
never seen it before. "I disobeyed her frequently. She pretended not to care.
Then the Unseelie Court tricked her and she had to go to Hell, and | inherited
everything. Mst of her people ran away as soon as she was gone. Boliver
stayed because he's feckless and hasn't anything better to do, and a few

ot hers stayed because they haven't anywhere better to go." She was quiet for a
nmonent, | ooking out at the overgrown confortabl e garden

It was hard to believe that Boliver had ever been inprisoned out there, or

t hat anyone but Kade had ever lived in the quiet dusty peace of this room
Thomas said, "Or naybe they liked it well enough where they were, once your
not her was gone."

Kade | ooked down at him her gray eyes serious. "I think
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you like me a little bit, even if it would half kill you to admt it."

"I't would not half kill me to admt it." The sunlight, nuted and changed by
the layer of illusory water above, transformed the color of her hair to the
same dusty gold as the drape. After a noment he said, "I know what Ravenna

told you, that night in the Guard House. She was oversinplifying the case. She
does that when she's trying to get sonething she wants very badly."

Kade cl apped a hand over her eyes, reeled around, and half fell into one of

t he wooden chairs. "Do you know everything?" she demanded

"No. If | knew everything, we wouldn't be in this situation.” He sm|ed. "But
| suppose | should be flattered that she considers ny presence an inducenent.
I"'mold enough to be your father."

"But you're not." She slanted a deliberate | ook at him "You' re not?"

"No, | wasn't at court then. And | do keep careful track of those things, in
the event they becone inportant later." Thomas realized he could hardly be
doing a worse job of putting her off if he had actually set out to seduce her
"I told her | didn't want the blasted throne."

"I know. If you'd accepted, it would have been a rare disaster. Exciting, but
a disaster all the sane."

"Well, that's what | diought." She hesitated a | ong norment, drawi ng a design
with the toe of her boot on the floor. "Do you trust nme?"

Tell her no, he thought, and whatever it is that's happening between us will
end. But he didn't want it to end. He wanted to see what woul d happen next, to
followit to its conclusion. He wanted it nore than anything el se he'd wanted
inalong time. He said, "Yes, oddly enough, | do."

She bol ted back across the room stood for a nonment in front of the shelves
there, then took down a white-and-blue banded jar. She wandered back, and not
| ooking up at him she said, "This is the fayre ointnment my nother gave ne. It



will
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| et you see through glanmour. Not all the time, because fay can use glamour to
fool each other, but if they don't know you're there, or that you can see
them they won't know to hide fromyou. | nean, if you want it."

There's nmore to this than Just that, he thought. It will nake some kind of tie
bet ween us, and then what will happen? Anything or nothing. He pulled off his
gl ove and held out his hand.

The roomwas cold and still, w ndow ess, a single candl e sparking color from
the blood red fabric of the walls, leaving all else to fade into the

gray-bl ack of shadow. Urbain G andier sat at the table, the polished wood
chill under his hands, his face turned toward a framed parchnment map of
Ile-Rien. The southern border with Bisra was marked in red, Urberwald and
Adera to the north and east in blue, and the conpass rose and the faces of the
four winds were rendered in precise and loving detail. The old sorcerer could
not possibly deci pher the ornate script that described towns, rivers, and
borders in the wan flicker of the single candle, but his eyes were as intent
as if he treasured every faded brown scratch of the artist's pen

There was noi se outside, voices, then an al armed shout. The door banged open
reveal i ng Dontane and an Al sene trooper, half carrying, half supporting the
young Duke of Al sene between them Denzil's shoulder and | eft arm were soaked
with bl ood, his doublet and buff coat torn aside to reveal |acerated flesh.
There were nore troopers out in the brightly lit anteroom and one of the
young |l ords of Al sene who had arrived with the duchy's troop that day was
shouting at them Urbain G andier rubbed his eyes under Galen Du-bell's gold
spectacles and said nildly, "Put himon the daybed. And for heaven's sake,
shut the door."

Grandi er stood and winced. He still felt the old pain; his mnd tracing the
path of injuries that this body had never known. He lit the other candles in
the roomas the two nmen took Denzil to the couch and gently |et himdown on
it. The Duke's face was bl eached white, fierce with pain. One of
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hi s young pages had followed themin and now knelt anxiously beside the couch
"How did it happen?" G andier asked, watching them

"The Gallery Wng," Dontane replied. He stepped back fromthe couch, breathing
hard from exertion, sweat gleam ng on his forehead. "Sonmeone was there, and
fired at us fromcover. It woke the fay sleeping in the walls, and they
overran the place so quickly we didn't have a chance to pursue him™"

Grandier tut-tutted under his breath, taking his |eather-covered apothecary
box out of a cabinet. "To be expected.”

"Expected . . . ?"

"OfF course. It would be a very great mstake to think our opponents are fools.
They were bound to investigate at sone tine."

"Then they know the Al sene troop is here." Dontane's sharp features were
fearful

"I would inmagine so, yes."

Dont ane strode for the door, gesturing for the Al sene trooper to foll ow him
DenzU wat ched t he young sorcerer go, perhaps knowi ng as Grandier did that

Dont ane woul d take this opportunity to order the Al sene troops and officers,
using the Duke's authority. Denzil was in no position to object; his blond
hai r was soaked with sweat, and he was biting his lips until bl ood cane from
the effort of not crying out.

And bl eeding like a slaughtered pig on good furniture, G andier thought. After
the poverty of his early life in Bisra, the abundance of first Lodun and then
the capital city and the pal ace had astonished him He-Rien had little
understanding of its own wealth, of how val uable was the fl ow of goods from
the foreign vessels flocking to its trading ports, of the surfeit of arable
land that allowed any peasant with enough coins in his pocket to own it. O



how this wealth woul d af fect those who did not possess it. His voice dry, he
told the kneeling page, "You may go. This won't take |long, and he can do

wi t hout the necessity of adoration for a short while."

The boy was too afraid of Grandier to argue and left wthout protest but with
several |onging backward gl ances. Denzi
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took a breath, brow furrowed with exertion, and whispered, "Jeal ous,

sorcerer?"

It did not surprise Grandier that the Duke would nake the effort to say

somet hing vicious despite his agony. The sorcerer exam ned the |arge wound in
Denzil's shoul der where the pistol ball had penetrated and frowned at the

vi si bl e bone splinters. "Ch, yes, terribly,” he answered. "It affects ny

j udgrment, you see." He turned back to the apothecary box to select the
necessary powders. Dontane had been the nessenger in the forging of the
all i ance between the Bisran sorcerer and the Duke of Alsene in Ile-Ren, and
that alliance had never been anything but uneasy. And Grandier did not I|ike
the accord he saw at tines now between Dontane and Denzil .

"Your affectation of superiority is amusing." Denzil gasped, closed his eyes
briefly, then continued, "I hardly think you can take the high noral ground in
this situation."

"I, at least, amnot a traitor. My honel and turned agai nst me |ong before
returned the sentinent." Gandier came back to Denzil's side. On the panel
supporting the daybed' s canopy was a painted scene of nynphs, satyrs, and
human shepherds enjoying each other's conpany in several ways that woul d have
been di spl easing to the Bisran Church. The casual displays of sensuality and
the acceptance of it in Ile-Rien had al so been a surprise. Like the acceptance
of sorcery. Gandier had heard about it, about the university at Lodun, but he
had not really credited the runmors until he had seen the reality. | wish | had
cone here as a young man, he thought. So much might have been different.

"And what excuse do you make for your betrayal ?"

"Attenpting to excuse the inexcusable is always a m stake," G andier said.
"Way not sinply adnmit that greed overwhelnms |oyalty, affection, and comon
sense. "

"I have no affection or loyalty for Roland," Denzil said, voice grating with
pain. "He serves my purpose.”

"I wasn't speaking about you," Grandier said. Denzil mght have grown to hate
t he young Ki ng because of the power Roland held over him even though as
Denzil's friend
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and patron Rol and had never exercised that power. Grandier understood this al
too well. He knew the danger of allowi ng any individual, any state, any force

of whatever kind, to hold one inits power, to control one's actions. "This is
going to hurt, but | can't think why you should m nd. You seemto enjoy the
pai n of others."

Denzil's chuckle was weak, but it held real anusenent. "You nmean that as a
taunt, but even you woul d be shocked at how accurate your assessnment is."

For an instant, Urbain Gandier hesitated. He knew Denzil to be a smling
killer, as excellent an actor as the hags who lured children to their deaths
with their own nothers' voices. No, that was not quite the anal ogy he was
searching for. He is not a nonster, the old man thought, but forces beyond his
control have warped himpast reason. Even as they have ne. "Perhaps | would,"
he said, actually enjoying Denzil's presence for the first tinme in their short
acquai ntance. "W are both in good conpany."

"ROLAND, | WANT you to cone with ne." Ravenna stood in the doorway, her | ook
of determination as grimas the faces of the Queen's guards acconpanyi ng her
Her son | ooked up at her nervously. He sat in an arncthair holding a small

| apdesk, though the paper on it was still blank. The room woul d have been
light and airy in the sunmer now the wooden wi nter shutters covered the |arge



wi ndows and the fire in the hearth could not dispel the cold. There was no one
with himbut his personal servants; Ravenna had made sure she would not have
to do this under the eyes of any courtiers or hangers-on.

Rol and turned the pen over in his hands and got ink on his fingers. "Wy?"

She said, "1 have sonething to show you." Rol and stood reluctantly. "Has
somet hi ng happened?" Ravenna knew he wasn't interested in anything besides
news of Denzil's whereabouts and that he would realize she would not be the

one to bring such news to him "Take your cloak; we'll be going out on the
wal | ."

| mredi ately an inpassive servant brought a thick fur-trimmed cloak fromthe
bedchanber, and Rol and stood still for the man to arrange it around his

shoul ders. "Were's Renier?"

"Downstairs, attending to the guard placenents.” "Ch." He foll owed her through
the other roonms in the suite and out to a |landing of the grand stairwell. Even
t hough
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the four knights guarding the door to his chanber foll owed them and Ravenna

was acconpani ed by her gentl eworman El ai ne, she could tell Roland was uneasy.

They went up the stairs to a |lesser-used floor, then waited as one of the

Queen's guards unbolted a door and forced it open against the wind s pressure.

They wal ked out onto the wall, which was sheltered by a shoul der-hi gh parapet,

and the wind tore through the crenelations |like a nad creature.

Ravenna and El aine held onto a guard's armto steady thensel ves, and Rol and

forced hinself to wal k al ong unai ded. Ravenna held her head down and tried to

breat he the shockingly cold air, know ng she would pay for this ordeal |ater

with coughing fits. In the face of everything else, it was a mnor

consi derati on

The sun was making a brief appearance, though dark clouds were visibly

building up in the distance. To the north, if one could have forced oneself

cl ose enough to the parapet to take in the view, were several miles of

snow covered fields and nmen the rise of the city, Iike a man-fashioned

nmount ai n range. The wind had torn away much of the haze of wood and coal snoke

that normally hung over it, and the snow nade it appear pristine and enpty.

The other side of the wall | ooked down on the inner court, where Denzil had

hosted gatherings in the sumrer and displayed the little fortress's wealth and

el egance. Wen they had arrived yesterday, they had found the usual garrison

depl eted, and the steward had said that the Duke of Al sene had ordered nost of

his men to one of his other estates to quell sonme tenant problens over taxes

some weeks ago. Messengers had been sent on to the Granges, a day's ride to

the south, to CGeneral Villon

Not for the first time, Ravenna wondered if Thomas was alive.

There was no other man she had ever felt closer to, or who had actually

under st ood how her m nd worked without condeming her for it. Wen he had

first been accepted into the Queen's Guard it had not been his politica

astuteness or his wit that had attracted her, though fromthe occasi ona

fl ashes

of ironic hunor she had w tnessed, she'd suspected that he m ght possess those

qualities. No, nost of that she had discovered later, and that discovery had

added nore neaning to what had been one of the nost pleasurable tines of her

life.

You 're getting old, my dear, Ravenna told herself. Od and frail and

hel pl ess. It was the constant underground war of intrigue that had beaten her

down. She and Thomas had once found such subtle battles exhilarating, but now
Pal ace power struggles had al ways been intense, but since Roland' s

maturity, the battles had escalated into full-scale wars with no cl ear

victors. Denzil had nmuch to do with it, but it was also that the wol ves sensed

Rol and' s weakness. And her options to remedy that were severely limted.



She forced her mind back to the present. G andier had rendered the court's

t enuous bal ance of power a matter for future academics to consider. |If Thomas
was alive, he would cone to her when he could. If he wasn't . . . That would
be for her to face al one.

They were heading toward the old keep, a rough square tower nore than seven
stories high, that had been the center of the fortress before the bastion
behi nd them had been built.

They reached the door into the side of the tower, and two of her guards split
off to post thenselves at it. The others went inside, and Ravenna shivered
gratefully. The keep felt warmafter the wind. A guard stopped to light a
candlelamp with flint and steel, and Ravenna saw that the Al bon knights were
standing stiffly together as if anticipating an attack they could do not hi ng
to prevent Roland saw it too and said, "Wat are we doi ng hei e$not her ?"
Ravenna dran't answer imediately. She started up (he stairs, the guard with
the I anp goi ng on ahead, and there was only roomfor Roland to wal k beside
her. Finally she said, "lI've nade allowances for you, where Denzil is
concerned. "

She coul d see he was slightly shocked that she brought this up in the presence
of her guards, let alone Elaine, and in an effort to outdo her effrontery, he
said, "Allowances? You' ve been trying to turn ne against himwth lies for
years."
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Ravenna stopped and | ooked at her son for a monent. As always, it hurt that he
found her eyes hard to neet. She said, "My dear child, | didn't think you had
noticed. "

Rol and stared at her. "You admit it?"

"OfF course. Recent devel opnents have nade it possible.™

She continued on up the stairs, and Roland foll owed her, wonderingly. He said,
"l don't understand."

"That man has made a fool of you."

"He has been ny only friend . "

"He has used you to accumul ate power and wealth' beyond his reach under
ordi nary circumnstances."

"He's been the only one who cared for nme; | gave himall those things
"OfF course you gave it all to him Roland; that's the way these people work."
Ravenna stopped on a | anding and faced him Roland was out of breath and nust
have forgotten that he was King and able to order her to be silent, if he
could enforce it. He said, "You certainly never showed ne any affection. You
never gave a damm for ne."

"Perhaps you are right," Ravenna said. "You | ook too nmuch tike your father

and God knows | never gave a damm for him" She took a key out of her sleeve
and handed it to a guard, who unl ocked the door and pushed it open

"Co in there," Ravenna said.

Rol and didn't nove. He was trenbling, and his eyes were dark with hatred. He's
not stupid, Ravenna thought; he nust know his cousin's protestations of

eternal |ove are not sincere. But perhaps he thinks he can earn his respect by
doi ng everything Denzil asks. It made her feel sick at heart, though her
expression betrayed nothing. The world doesn't work in that fashion, and
Denzil is not interested in respecting you, my foolish son. The guard with the
| anp stepped into the roombut stayed close by the wall. After a nmonent Rol and
went through the doorway. |Inside was a | arge shadow room dark wood a rough
veneer over the stone walls. The back half of it

was filled with wine barrels and ot her boxes stacked to die high ceiling. "You
wanted to show ne this?"

"Why woul d anyone store w ne here, Roland, away fromthe |ivable portions of
the fortress, high up where the air is so very dry, in a place nore fit for
the storing of other things?*" She nodded to one of her guards. "Open one."



He went forward and carefully knocked out the bunghok in a barrel at the
bottom of a stack. Sonething dark flowed out. Roland started toward it

st opped hal fway there when die snmell reached him but still went to kneel and
touch the dark granul ar substance. "It's powder," he whi spered.

Ravenna said, "The four floors above us are as well stocked as this one. The
supply does not quite rival the city arnmory, but I'"'mtold that it approaches
it. Mre than enough to stage a pal ace coup.™

Rol and lifted his head, saw the pity on the face of the guard who had opened
the barrel, then | ooked back at his nmother. Ravenna knew her expression showed
only weariness. She folded her arms. "Surely you are not going to say we
brought it with us."

He shook his head nmutely. He stood and wal ked the length of die row The lid
had al ready been pried off one of the | ong boxes, and he lifted the coarse
wood to see matchl ock nuskets packed in heavy cloth.

Ravenna said, "There is another store of powder and shot, a small one, enough
to supply the garrison for a few nonths, set where it should be near the gate.
There is only one reason for all this."

Rol and began to trenble. "He will have an explanation.”

"Undoubt edl y. "

"I'"m going back now " He strode past her and down die stairs.

H s knights cane to his side, the Dowager Queen's party follow ng. They
reached di e | andi ng where die door |ed out onto die parapet, and Rol and

st opped, waiting. Ravenna
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reached himand regarded himquietly for a nonent, then nodded for one of her
guards to open the door

As the door swung back she caught a glinpse of the sky and saw it seened

i nexplicably dark. Then she saw the body of a man lying half in front of the

t hreshol d, before the guard slamred the door and braced his weight against it.
"Run," he said breathlessly. "Sonething's out. "

A force struck the door half off its hinges,

Ravenna ran, pushing Elaine in front of her, all thought for the nonent purged
fromher mind. She saw Rol and dragged by one of his knights, half flung up the
stairs, shoved on when he stunbl ed.

Bel ow t hem the door flew off its hinges and was smashed into the wall.
Soneone fired a pistol and the noi se seenmed to gal vani ze Rol and and he ran up
the stairway with themto the | anding. Ravenna grabbed the door there and
flung it open, and El aine stunbl ed inside. Then Ravenna stopped and | ooked
back. She saw that the guards and knights were trying to hold the stairwell,
and there was already blood on the floor. There was scream ng, and sonet hi ng
roared, the sheer volume of sound making the ancient walls trenble.

Rol and was standi ng and wat chi ng, bl ank faced, in shock. He stood there unti
Ravenna seized his armand pulled himinto the chanber with Denzil's gunpowder
store.

El ai ne was hol ding the candl el anp, trenbling and wild-eyed with fear. Ravenna
shut the door and bolted it, then stepped back, |ooking around the room and
rubbi ng her hands together. Rol and | eaned agai nst the wall, watching her"

hel pl essly.

There is a way out, Ravenna thought. There was always a way out. She had never
been trapped yet, and by God, she wouldn't be now. "This is a corner room"
she nmuttered to herself. "There nmust be . " She took the |anp from El ai ne
and set it carefully down by the wall, then went toward the back of the room
trying to make her way past the boxes and barrels. "Roland, dam it, help ne."
After a noment he joined her, westling a box out of her

way but noving stiffly, as if terror had frozen his blood. "Wat are you

| ooki ng for?" he gasped.

"This, perhaps." It was nmade to | ook |ike part of the roughly panelled wall,



but Ravenna's fingers found the edges and Rol and hel ped her lift it away in a
shower of cobwebs and dust, revealing a snmall wooden door set back into the
stone wall. He tugged on the iron handle and it came open with a protesting
squeak.

Dank, freezing air was released. It was a well within the outer wall of the
tower, and handhol ds had been carved out of the stone, |eading down into

dar kness bel ow

"For sieges," Ravenna said. "It will lead all the way down to the bottom
floor, with an opening on each |evel."

Rol and | ooked down and bit his Hp. Ravenna knew what he was thinking: it would
not be a pleasant clinb for him let alone the two wonen. He said, "Do you

t hi nk you can nmake it?"

"OfF course not," Ravenna said flatly. She knew soneone would have to stay to
cl ose the door and draw the cover over ft or the fay would have themw thin

nmonents. "Go on. You'll have to help Elaine."

"But . . ." Roland automatically reached for the girl's armas Ravenna pushed
her toward him "You can't. "

El aine said, "No, I'mstaying with you." She tw ned her arms around Ravenna
wi th unsuspected fierceness. "I won't |eave you."

Ravenna tried to pry her loose. "Dam you, you silly child, I ..."

Rol and protested, "Mdther, you can't stay here, they'll kill you, at least try
to . "

The door cracked as sonething heavy struck it. "Roland, go on!" Ravenna

whi spered fiercely.

He stepped onto the little | edge, then cautiously felt for the handhol ds. He
| ooked back and said, "I "

"Start clinbing," she ordered and swung the door closed. El aine hel ped her
with the cover, and they got it back in place and nmoved away fromit just as
t he door gave way.
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Ravenna put her arm around El ai ne's shoulders and the girl clung to her as the
fay poured into the room

There were a dozen at |east'of varied shapes, bogles with distorted grinning
faces, sone hulking things with no faces at all, a delicate w nged creature

t hat | ooked sonething |like both a denobn and an angel. One of them had bl ood
spattered on its nouth; Ravenna wondered if it was fromone of her guards, and
it was rage, not fear, that turned her to stone. They scampered or strode

t hrough the room disarrangi ng the boxes, searching, for the nmonent ignoring
the two women. Ravenna wondered if they would casually toss a barrel onto the
| anp; they did not seemto have any fear of the powder.

Anot her fay entered. This, Ravenna knew, was the |eader. He was tall and
slight, human in shape but blue skinned, with a face of childlike
attractiveness and a horrible leering snile. He bowed nockingly to her
"Greetings, Queen of Nothing. | am Evadne, a prince of the Unseelie Court."
"What do you want ?" she asked. She felt cold down to her bones, and it had
nothing to do with the tenperature of the room but her voice was still hard.
"Your boy-king; why else would we go to this trouble?" He | ooked around the
room ostentatiously. "You've hidden him of course.”

She felt Elaine quiver slightly beside her. Ravenna said, "He isn't here."

One of the troll-like creatures left off its search and grunted sonething at
Evadne, who gl ared back at it, then said to Ravenna, "W saw himconme into
this tower. You will tell us where he is."

"He did not come into the tower. You can see that for yourself. Woever saw
hi m nust have been mistaken."” She didn't | ook around at the other creatures
but she could tell they had stopped searching. They woul d have | ooked har der
she knew, if they had really been positive that Roland had cone into the
tower. They nust have observed from a di stance, and Evadne had taken the



chance.

Evadne paced across the room glaring at the other crea-

tures, who shrank back or snarled at him He stopped and thought for sone
nmonents, his smooth brow winkling, then | eaned down and spoke to the other
fay. Ravenna could tell that some of themdid not seem happy with his
deci si on, whatever it was.

He turned and cane back toward the two wonen. "You will tell your men to bring
himto us, or we will kill you."

How daft, she thought. This thing doesn't understand us at all, does he? But

it gave her an idea, and she thought she knew how to play himnow She said

"I can't do that."

"You can. You will."

Ravenna pretended to falter. She thought she did it well; she raised a shaking
hand to her brow, and said, "Please . "

"A King or a Queen, what is it to be?"

"I . . ." She managed a fairly creditable sob. "I'Il send the nessage."
Evadne sneered down at her. He snapped his fingers and a small w nged creature
wi th a hideous face produced a gol d-chased quill, inkpot, and a ragged piece

of parchment out of the air. It set the things down on the box in front of
her .

Ravenna gently di sentangl ed El ai ne's hands fromher armuntil the girl stood
al one shivering, and sat down on the box. She picked up the pen and dipped it,
t hen paused to frame her thought. She wote, Accede to no demands and keep the
men away fromthe tower. By ny hand Ravenna Font ai non Regi na.

She hesitated. The fay didn't ask to see the note and had nade no attenpt to
watch her wite. He couldn't read, then. It made sense. Wy would a fay read?
Except for Kade, of course. Ravenna would have given quite a bit to have Kade
at her side rather than El ai ne, whom she had to protect.

But woul d Renier and the others obey the note? Wthout Thomas here, there was
no way to be sure. How could she make sure they would do it? There wasn't a
way.

Evadne snapped, "Hurry, old wonan."

Ravenna knew t he expected response and tried to com
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pose her features into sonething |like fear. She had spent so nuch of her life
conceal ing her fear that she had forgotten howto showit. She felt she | ooked
nore confused than afraid, but it apparently satisfied the fay. She said,
"I'"ll have to seal it, so they will know | wote it."

"Co on, then."

She folded the note and El ai ne took the candl e out of the | anp and handed it
to her w thout being told. Ravenna | ooked up at her and saw the girl's
expression, and knew she had read the note over her shoul der. There were both
fear and trust in her eyes. She thinks | have a way out of this.

Ravenna took the candl e and dripped the wax, onto the paper, then pressed her
ring into it. Her personal seal, the crescent nmoon enbossed by the famly
synmbol of the salamander. It was not until then she realized she had signed
hersel f Queen, not Dowager. Damn. Well, let themput that in their history
books. El aine reached for the candl e but Ravenna set it down on the crate,
grinding the base into the wood so it would stay upright. Now for the next
part. She handed the note to El aine and said, "Take this to Renier, dear."
Wth an awful childlike smle, Evadne said, "lI'mnot sure | want to part with
so lovely a hostage."

The paper crackled a little in Elaine's grip. Ravenna said, "Perhaps you woul d
take the nessage yourself, then. No doubt my nmen would like to neet you."

He | ooked anused, enjoying Elaine's fear. "I suppose you're hostage enough for
t heir good behavior. The girl my go."

And you need no hostage for my good behavi or? Ravenna t hought. She resisted



the urge to kiss El ai ne good-bye and nerely said, "Go on, dear."

El ai ne | ooked down at her, bit her lip, then turned and hurried to the door. |
taught her not to cry before enem es and she doesn't. Ravenna nodded to
hersel f, satisfied. That one turned out well

Evadne watched the girl go, but nade no attenpt to stop her. Ravenna waited
until she heard Elaine's steps out in the

passage, then relaxed a little. She settled herself nmore confortably on the
box and wat ched Evadne.

The fay said, "He told ne you woul d be weak. | see he was right again."

It surprised her. "Who told you that'"

"Qur pet sorcerer, Grandier. He had |leisure to study you."

Your pet sorcerer! Your pet snake is nore to the point. She said, "He doesn't

like you very well, does he?"
"He is a human, and therefore a fool."
"l see."

The tine passed slowy. Ravenna counted her heartbeats and stared at the
candle flame. It kept her nmind off wanting sonmething to do with her hands. She
saw Evadne grow i npatient. He began to pace again, snarling at the other
creatures, and to distract himshe said, "I thought your kind could not attack
during the day, only your servants and the | esser nenbers of your court."

He grinned at her inplied insult. "Qur sorcerer has made the sky darken for

us, nmade the clouds turn black so the sun does not disturb us. Even now, one
of our great ones perches on the outside of this tower, ready to destroy your
men in the courtyard." He glared down at her. "Wy don't they send out your

ki ng, old woman?"

"It will take them sone tine to persuade thenselves that there is no
alternative."

Evadne's stare turned curious, and she realized she had spoken with a snile
She thought of trying a fearful expression again, but it was too late for
that. Oh, |I'm|eaving everything undone. Roland, learn fromthis if nothing

el se. Probably El aine had unintentionally hel ped matters by telling Renier

t hat Ravenna had sone plan of escape. Roland had had nore than enough tinme to
climb to the bottomof the tower. O fall to it, God help him she thought.

"They take too long. | think I'll tell ny friend outside to kill a few nen
down in the courtyard, to hurry the others along."

Ravenna said, "l think you won't."

Evadne | aughed.
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She said, "I may be old, but not too old to deal with you." She stood, and

before he could think to conme at her, she tossed the |it candle into one of

t he broken barrels of powder.

The bl ast bl ew gaping holes in the outside wall, and brought the upper floors
and the roof down on top of them The flying creature perched on the side
drifted to the ground in a ball of flanme, keening nost of the way.

When Rol and' s reaching foot touched solid stone he gasped in shock, then

| eaned agai nst the rough wall and sobbed in relief. Hi s arns were shaking and
his ringers had begun to bleed with the strain. A hundred times he had seen
hinself falling to the bottomof the narrow well, bouncing off the walls,
dying in filth and darkness, but the npbst painful thoughts did not concern his
own death. He'll have an expl anation. Powder and shot hidden in the tower,
enough for a small army, and the fay have cone and he isn't here, and wherever
he is, he's taken Falaise with him.. He will have an explanation. After a
nmonent Rol and rubbed his sl eeve over his face and began to feel for the wooden
door in the pitch darkness.

Rol and found a catch but the door was stiff from disuse. He managed to push it
open a crack, enough to let in a breath of air, but no farther. He hesitated,
afraid to make too rmuch noise. If the fay had taken all of Bel Garde, if they



had won past the gate Braun's apprentices had said was seal ed agai nst them .
Then we'll all die, nother and Elaine in the tower, everyone down here, and

when they catch ne .

But then he heard voices, rough human voices, the famliar city accent. A

worman asked sone inaudi bl e question, and a nman's | oude” tone replied, "That's

what | said, but they're | ooking for the King down here, and why he's down

here | "

"I'n here!" Roland yelled. "In here! |I'm here!"

There was consternation outside, nore voices, then lanplight fell through a

crack in the top of the door, and Rol and | ooked up into it gratefully. He saw

a brown human eye gazing at himin astonishment. "I'm here,"” he said again.

The eye withdrew, to the acconpani ment of profane cursing. Then the door was

pried open, the wood bending at the center and cracki ng under the pressure,

and Rol and saw why he had not been able to push it any further. A wooden fl oor

had been built up to it at about waist-height, probably dividing an ancient

hi gh-ceilinged roominto two usable compartnments. The man outside had to break

the wood to get it open, and Rol and reached upward and was drawn out by strong

arras in a rough homespun shirt.

The man, who was | arge enough to be a blacksnith, set himon his feet, then

steadied hi mwhen his legs tried to give way. The room was a storeroom or

pantry, shelves on the walls, piled with bags and barrels, and a group of

servants and several w de-eyed children were staring at himin astoni shnent.

"Cod," one woman shrieked, "it's the K. . ."

She was | eapt upon by several of her conpanions, one ripping an apron off and

shoving it against her nmouth. "Those denbns are in the tower overhead,"

anot her woman hi ssed. "Wo d'you think they're |ooking,for?"

"He's all over blood," someone el se whispered. "They've tried to kill him"
"No." Rol and | ooked down at his hands and winced. "I was clinbing. | have to
get to Renier. I have to tell him. - ."

"I'"l'l go and fetch him Your Mijesty," the man who had pull ed hi mout said.
"Best you stay here; the beasts could be anywhere."

"Yes, you're right." Roland | eaned agai nst the wall and watched the nman pick
up a nusket and hurry out. A voice in his head whi spered, Denzti lied to you
all along. His friendship ended the day they put the crown on your head,

Rol and t hought. But he saved ny life. He did save ny life, that wasn 't a He.
But he was a boy then, and he wasn't ny heir. He needed a live prince. But a
dead king is a different matter entirely. One of the ol der wonmen cane forward
with a scarf and, without nmeeting his eyes, started gently to wi pe the bl ood
of f his hands. "Thank you," he said automatically.

The woman who had tried to scream had been rel eased
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and allowed to take the apron out of her mouth. She said in an audible

whi sper, "Now he seens a nice |lad, not |ike what they say at all."

Rol and started to |l augh. He knew t hey t hought he was being brave, or
hysterical, but he was |aughing at hinself. / mnmust have al ways known what

Denzti was, but | didn 't care, |I didn't care, and now he's going to kill nme.
Then the door opened again and two of his knights stood there gaping at him
And Ravenna and El aine were still in the tower. The menory jolted him back

into his senses and Roland started toward the knights. "Were is Renier? W
have to . "

The pure shock of the explosion knocked himto his knees. There was scream ng
and Rol and knew past his own fear that the others in the roomwere reliving

t he nmonent of the explosion in the palace, when the nightnare had started. One
of his knights was standing over him as if the man could shield himfrom
falling stone and tinber with his own body. Dust settled around them but
nothing fell.

After a noment Rol and caught the knight's armand pulled hinself up. He felt



pitifully weak fromthe long clinb, fromfear, fromeverything else. Mny of
the servants were still huddled on the floor, and he heard a wonan weepi ng.
"It's all right," he said, then repeated nore loudly, "It's atl right." He saw
Reni er then, standing in the doorway and staring at him "Wat was that?"

Rol and asked. "What's happened?”

Reni er came forward and | ed himout of the roomto a narrow passage beyond,
out of sight of the others. "Wat is it?" Roland asked again.

"El ai ne said there was a gunpowder store in the tower." Renter's face was so
pal e he | ooked sick

"Yes. Elaine's here, they escaped? Wiere's ny not her?" Rol and coul dn't
under st and Reni er's expression.

"She was up there with them™

And Rol and knew. To the |ast he had fooled hinmself into believing he had been
sent for help, not sent away from deat h.

But part of himstill failed to conprehend, and that part said, "Wat was that
noi se?" "That was the tower."

The col d was a shock.

Thomas shook his head and blinked hard. They were in an open square in front
of Aviler's house. The walls of other town houses rose up around them and
snow had buried the fountain in the center. Around themthe new fayre ring
appeared in the snow as a shallow trench in the shape of a perfect circle.

It was alnmost twilight in a gray world of nmuted color and dimlight. The
corner of the house | ooned above them the shingled roof dusted with ice and
thin gusts of snmoke issuing fromthe chimeys. It was quiet, the di mglow of
candl el i ght showi ng through the shutters on the upper floors. Thomas said, "I
didn't realize it was this late."

"It takes tine to travel through the rings. W've [ost an hour or so out of

t he day," Kade said, but she was |ooking up and frowni ng. She fol ded her arnms
and shivered. "Though the sky is very dark."

Thomas started toward the house, thinking that one over, and Kade fol |l owed
him He supposed it made sense that time would be lost travelling fromring to
ring, even if it didn't nmake sense that one was not aware of that tinme's
passage. The spell that Kade hoped woul d show her the | ocation of the keystone

was still inert inits bow when they left. Once Thomas found out if Lucas was
still here, Kade was returning to Knockma to see if there had been any result
yet.

They noved around the side of the High Mnister's house to the alley, and
Thomas stopped and | oaded his pistols. In making the open attenpt to kil
Denzil, whether it had succeeded or not, he had crossed a line and there was
no goi ng back. As far as the rest of the world knew, he had comrmitted treason
and he had to get to Ravenna and tell her what he'd done before Rol and | earned
of it.

There was a servants' door along the alley wall, and sone-
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one had taken the precaution of nailing iron cutlery to it to discourage fey.
He listened at it for a nmonent, then tried the handle. It was | ocked, but the
catch was not strong and he drew his dagger to pry at it. In the deep shadow
of the alley the cold was far nore intense, and Kade bounced up and down with
her hands in her pockets in inpatience. Thomas didn't conment; after the mld
climate of Knockma, he was feeling the cold nore as well.

The I ock broke, and he slowy eased the door open

I nside was a servants' passage with doors opening to either side. A candlelanp
on the wall was still lit, but the tallow collected in the bottom showed it
hadn't been attended to for some tinme. Kade slipped in behind himand he

cl osed the door silently.

She whi spered, "Sonething's wong."

He nodded. The house was far too quiet. Aviler mght have left the city,

t hough Thomas thought the Hi gh Mnister had neant to hold out here until the
| ast possible monent. |If Aviler had abandoned the place, he'd had good reason



He whi spered, "Wait here."

She drew breath to protest and he put his hand over her mouth and said,

"Pl ease. "

After a noment, she nodded. He renoved his hand and she said, "Just this
once. "

He went down the dimy lit passage to a door that stood hal f-open. The small
roomon the other side was dark. There was a curtai ned doorway on the opposite
wal I, light flickering just past it. Then he heard the | ow nutter of voices.
He tried to ease the door open only to find it stuck agai nst somet hing that
lay on the floor. He shoved it open enough to see in and stopped.

It was Lucas.

Thomas felt the wood of the doorfrane crack under his hand.

The lieutenant |ay on his back, and he had been shot in the chest, probably
just as he had cone through the door. He wal ked into a trap, Thomas thought,
just as | have.
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The hesitation undid him Arnmed men burst through the curtai ned doorway,
shout i ng.

Thomas ducked back out of the roomand into the servants' passage, then halted
when he saw nmore of them com ng out of another narrow hall, bl ocking his way.

In the dimlight all he could tell about themwas that they were dressed in
the ragged buff coats and mi xed arnor pieces of mercenaries or private troops.
One drew a pistol and Thomas ran into a dark scullery and out the opposite
door, momentarily losing them He hadn't seen Kade at the end of the hal
behi nd them she must have slipped out the door

They woul d expect himto stay on the ground | evel and | ook for an exit, not to
head for the upper floors. He found a narrow servants' stair behind a

curtai ned door and clinmbed it swiftly. He heard men pound through the passage
bel ow, but they didn't conme up. He reached the second floor and nade his way

t hrough a darkened sal on and anteroom set, searching for a w ndowed room at

t he back of the house. Cdinbing down the icy stone would be a problem but
he'd risk the drop

There were nore crunpled bodies on this floor, mainly city troops. Possibly
the civilian refugees had been all owed to escape, though small chance that

woul d be once night fell. He was one roomaway fromthe famly's private
staircase and could see it through the open doorway when he heard voi ces and
st epped back against the wall, half behind an arrangenment of heavy drapes. It
was shadowy and ill-l1it here, where nmpst of the candles had guttered.

The group at the stair paused as someone gave orders, then spread out to the
surroundi ng roonms. The light fromthe |anp one carried clearly showed Thonas
t he badge of the Duke of Alsene on their brown soldiers' doublets. It was a
troop fromone of Denzil's manors.

There was a shout as someone saw himand Thomas turned and slipped back

t hrough the sal on. The darkness and confusi on worked for him but they knew
where he was now. He stopped in a darkened roomto wind both his pistols. It
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woul d be dangerous to carry themlike that but he was past that point now He
checked the doors as he went through and closed the bolts of the ones that had
| ocks.

Thomas paused outsi de the door of the next chanber. The stairs down into the
stabl e court were just beyond it.

A qui ck gl ance showed himtwo nen waiting in the beautifully appointed room
both | ooki ng down toward the stairs. He pulled back as one started to turn
toward him and drew his pistol

Thomas stepped into the doorway and fired as the first Al sene trooper started
forward. The ball struck the man in the chest at a range of no nore than ten
feet, knocking himbackward into a row of |acquered cabinets.

Thomas dropped the first pistol and drew the other just as the second man
reached him He deflected the thrust of the soldier's rapier by hitting the



narrow bl ade with his forearmand batting it away, alnbst managing to grab the
bl ade and pull it out of his opponent's grasp. As the man closed with him
Thomas' s pistol was knocked upward. It went off, the blast deafening himand
scattering burning grains of powder down onto his attacker. The sol dier
faltered at the pain, giving Thomas tine to shove himaway and draw his main
gauche. As the man rushed hi m again, Thomas stabbed hi munder the ribs.

He stepped back as the soldier collapsed, and in the sudden quiet he could
hear others breaking through the | ocked door into the room behind him He
grabbed up his other wheellock fromthe floor and tucked it into his sash with
t he second pistol. Drawing his own rapier, he took the -dying man's di scarded
sword and went out onto the | anding above the stables. There he shut the door
and wedged the extra blade through the catch to keep it closed. It would not
hol d them for | ong.

He turned as the carriage doors bel ow were flung open and a | arge group of

Al sene troops burst in. Thonmas judged the odds and knew this was it. He stayed
where he was, to let the narrow | andi ng guard his back for him
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The first one to the top of the stairs cane at himlike a madman with
something to prove. Thomas parried the first flurry of blows, then took the

of fensive, driving the nan back a step. The |ack of roomworked to his
advantage; with his bad | eg he woul d not have been able to fight as effective
a running battle. There were nmore of themwaiting on the stairs below, and he
knew he woul dn't have a chance to run

H s opponent tried an unsuccessful feint and Thomas drove his bl ade deeply
into the man's side. The sol dier stunbled backward and the nman on the step

bel ow |l unged forward, only to be speared through die neck. He collapsed on the
top step, choking and bl eedi ng copi ously, and tenporarily bl ocking the

I andi ng.

There was a brief monent of respite as the others belowtried to westle their
fallen conrades out of the way and Thomas hung onto the railing, panting. He
could hear thembattering away at the other side of the door, and it | ooked as
if the thick wood around the wedged bl ade was beginning to give. The nman with
t he neck wound made a | oud strangled cry and stopped novi ng.

Then Thomas saw a trooper on the stable floor bel ow aimng a nmusket up at him
He flung hinself back fromthe rail in pure reflex and this left roomfor

anot her attacker to | eap over the body bl ocking the stairs and conme at him
Thomas parried the blows, letting hinself be put on the defensive, trying to
maneuver the man between hinself and the nusket. But noments passed and there
was no inpact or even the blast of a m ssed shot. They were trying to take him
alive.

This realization energi zed himand he closed with his attacker, bringing their
swords hilt to hilt and trapping the other blade in the quillions to hold it
away from him Pushed back, the man stunbled on the corpse behind himand
Thomas shoved himdown the stairs. He leapt after himinto the nonentary cl ear
space, slashing at the nmen bel ow who were struggling to disentangle

t hensel ves. He caught one in the face, the point tearing through the man's eye
and cheek before glancing off bone. The soldier fell against the wall,
scream ng.
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Anot her struck upward at him and he felt a tug and sudden pain as the point
punctured his | eather sleeve and stabbed into his arm He cursed and tore
hinself free, falling backward on the steps now slippery with blood. The
idiots were still trying to incapacitate rather than kill him No matter what
their orders, |I've given them enough provocation, he thought in disgust.

Anot her man fought past his two fallen conrades in time to be stabbed in the
chest, but Thomas's grip on the hilt was weak now and the point slid away

i nstead of going deeply into the trooper's flesh. But it was enough to send
hi s opponent reeling backward into the railing and Thomas struggled to his



feet again.

Then he was struck from behi nd, between the shoul der bl ades, knocking himinto
the wall with stunning inmpact. He slid down it, unable to catch hinself,

bl ackness flowing in at the edges of his vision

Waiting beside the door in the darkened hall, Kade kept her freezing hands in
her pockets and tried to cal mher thoughts. Anything to keep her mind off the
man who had driven her half-mad standing there on die green plain of Knockma
being too nuch a gentleman to take any notice of what Boliver had said.

Wth effort she managed to drag her attention back to the i medi ate problem
She didn't think Grandier could really be hel ping Bisra. Wiy not lure us into
i nvadi ng then? She could shrug and say it didn't matter; she would kill him
anyway for what he had done to Gal en Dubell. He was so |like

The soldiers burst out of a door five short paces in front of her. Their backs
were to her, and she instinctively searched for glanour to hide. There was
hardly any in the dark hall, but the candlelight provided just enough for her
to slip out the door unnoticed.

Qut si de she dropped the barely adequate illusion and started to run down the
alley to the front of the house. She
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woul d have to get in another way, use glamour fromthe snow outside

The wall just in front of her expl oded.

She hit the ground, nore fromsurprise than any inmpul se to duck. Wen the

buil ding did not collapse on top of her she | ooked up and saw several nen
crossing the square toward her, one of themcarrying a nusket, die glow from
its slow match just visible in the dusk

Shooting a poor little girl like me with sonmething that large is hardly fair,
she thought, dazed by the suddenness of it. At a distance and in bad Iight her
red snock probably | ooked bl oody. It wouldn't fool them at close range.

She dug in her pocket, hiding the novenent in the snow, and managed to draw
out a piece of guncotton stained with powder she had prepared earlier. She
brought it up to where she could see it w thout having to turn her head and
stared at it, trying to conjure a spark. Synpathetic magic, or unsynpathetic
magi c as Galen had preferred to call it, was faulty and difficult to use. She
m ght only burn her fingers. If she could call flame at all. Damit, Kade

t hought, a spark, Just a little spark. But she did her best work under
pressure, and as the nen canme nearer, her mnd stopped chattering and attai ned
the right |evel of concentration. The edge of the cotton began to gl ow

Now. Just as the one with the nusket suddenly shouted and raised his weapon,
she finished the concurrence spell and every grain of powder within a ten-foot
radi us ignited.

The nmusket expl oded al nost over her head, and there were screans and bl asts as
pistols went off, then a stormof little popping sounds as the scattered
grai ns of powder fromthe nusket's blast ignited

Kade scranbled to her feet, the snow and her clothes dotted with soneone

el se's bl ood. Three nen |lay dead or dying on the snow, two nore were runni ng
away around the corner of the house. She followed themat a run, down the
all ey between Aviler's house and the next, into the street
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where they had fought the battle with the fay the day before.

Kade stopped abruptly as she reached the street and felt her heart hit the pit
of her stomach. The carriage doors stood open and there were arned troops
mlling in front of them She could tell by their dress only that they were
not city or crown troops. It |ooked as though there were a hundred of them
Soneone saw her and shouted, she saw the slow match of a nusket glow in the
twilight, and she darted back around the comer and ran

"Where's the girl?" Dontane stood in the carriage doorway.

"Gone," Grandier said. The sorcerer stood in the mddle of the street, wapped
in his scholar's cope, thoughtfully studying the sky.



Dont ane strode out and started around the corner of the house. "I sent five
men after her. Damit, she was running."

"Per haps she wanted soneone to chase her," Gandier said, and followed him

On the other side of the house, they found the remains of the first group in

t he bl oodst ai ned snow. Dontane stared down at them a monent, then | ooked at
the ol der sorcerer. Grandier was humming to hinmself and contenpl ating the sky
agai n. Then the younger man saw what appeared to be a pile of rags on the snow
farther into the square and went toward it.

It nust be the nmen he had sent after the sorceress, though all were dead and
none was recogni zabl e. They | ooked |ike corpses that had been left to munm fy
in sone desert, dry desiccated husks.

Dont ane started forward but then stopped, his attention caught by G andier

who was watching himwith a specul ative half-snile. Dontane took a step back
and said, "There's a ring here?"

Grandier pointed to a faint circular trough in the snow He said, "It doesn't
do to walk uninvited into Fayre. O run, for that matter."
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Dont ane | ooked down at the pitiful remains of the Al sene troopers and wondered
if Grandier would have | et himwal k unknowing into the ring. But he only said,
"Cood, we're rid of her then."

"Ch, | think not." Gandier smled and turned back toward the house. "W have
somet hi ng she wants, you see.”
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THOVAS WOKE WHAT nust have

been only a few nonents later, lying on the steps in someone else's blood with
one of the soldiers standing over him slapping himawake. He'd been di sarned
and his head hurt incredibly, and he made a grab for the man's armonly to
mss entirely. They dragged himto his feet and he thought, It can't last too
| ong.

He nade them half drag, half westle himdown the steps to the stable floor
Troopers wearing Al sene's badge noved around the encl osed court, stripping the
weapons fromthe bodi es of dead conrades as well as fromthose of the city
troops who had tried to defend the house. The outside doors were open and cold
air poured in as a snothering blast, tenporarily lifting the thick odor of
death that hung over the room

Dont ane waited for himat the bottomof the stairs. He had participated in the
battl e—+he powder-stained buff coat and the pistols proved that—but the pallor
of his face nmade himl ook hal f-dead and his eyes were red-rimed and haunt ed.
He smiled dowmn at Thomas and said, "It seens | can now of fer you ny
hospitality."

Thomas | ooked past himbut couldn't see Kade, not as a prisoner and not as a
crunpled little body on the flagstones. The pain radiating through his skul
made it inpossible to concentrate. He managed to focus on Dontane and said,
"Real ly? And | was given the distinct inpression that your position in al

this was a subordi nate one."

Dont ane' s expression tightened into anger before returning to the studied | ook
of anused contenpt. He glanced toward the open carriage doors where the
dayl i ght was beginning to fail, where Gandier nust be waiting somewhere out
of sight. His self-control had slipped since he had been in Lestrac's house
biding his tine and waiting for that young foolish lord to die. He | ooked back
at Thomas and said softly, "It was you who shot at us in the pal ace, wasn't
it? How very foolish of you to go back there. The Duke of Al sene isn't dead,
you see. He's very nuch alive. And you are going to regret that."

If they had caught or killed Kade outside, surely Dontane was the type to brag

of it. "I have regrets already. | regret you weren't on our side of the siege
doors when the Host attacked, where after sufficient persuasion you would have
accused Denzil and informed us of Gandier's disguise. | regret | didn't spare

the tine today to bl ow your head off . . ."



He didn't even sense the blow com ng. It rocked his head back and for a noment
he sagged in the grip of the troopers as everything went black. He had tinme to
hope that it would stay that way before the world slowy but relentlessly
reasserted itself. The stable roof swaminto hazy focus, and he swal | owed

bl ood and nanaged to lift his head. He said, "Careful, you mght bruise your
knuckl es. "

"Grandi er wants you alive.'
you?"

Thomas heard the underlying tension in that cool contenptuous tone and sensed
a possibility opening up in front of him If only he could pull his

pai n-scattered wits together enough to take advantage of it. "Ask him™"

"It's easier to ask you."

"And | had the inpression you two shared confidences." Thomas knew he was
provoki ng the other man too much, losing what little control he had over the
situation. He had the sudden inpulse to goad Dontane further into rage, just
because he coul d, just because it was so easy, no matter what the
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consequences to hinmself. It was astonishing how difficult he found it to
suppress that urge.

Dont ane struggled for cal mand managed to | ower his voice to say confidently,
"Cooperate with me and it will go easier on you. O do you really want to be
handed over to that old rmadman?"

"I'f you' ve taken himas your master, you're far madder than he is."

Dont ane snarled, "That's your last . . . ," and Grandier's mld voice

i nterrupted, "That's enough."

The ol d sorcerer had stepped into the circle of lanplight, appearing suddenly
out of the dimcold twilight outside. Fromhis tone he m ght have been
encountering the younger man at a pronenade or a market square, but Dontane
whi pped around to face him

Grandi er regarded hi minperturbably. Dontane started to speak, thought better
of it, and stepped back

Movi ng forward, the old sorcerer said, "An unexpected pl easure, Captain." He

Dont ane stepped cl oser. "Wat does he want with

still wore the baggy bl ack scholar's cope, still wore Galen Dubell's face.
That was the hardest part. Now that | know who he is, he should look like a
monster, not like. . . Not like an old friend. Thomas tried to pull free of

the troopers and was surprised when they allowed it. He stood on his own,
swaying a little. "Are you getting what you want out of all this?" he asked
Grandi er. About ten of the Al sene troopers were grouped around him he thought
about fighting but his bad leg was trenbling, threatening to give way, and the
room kept swayi ng. He thought about attenpting it anyway.

Grandier regarded himsilently for a | ong nonent, his gray eyes cal mas ever.
"Not yet. But soon."

At that noment it occurred to Thomas just why Grandier mght want himalive.
The sorcerer turned away, and while the troopers' eyes were on him Thonas
dove sideways and slamred into one of the nen, ripping the sword out of his
surprised grip and slashing upward at him But a hilt cracked down on Thonas's
head from behind before he could turn it on anyone else, and in the end they
took himalive.

Rol and wal ked al ong a col onnaded porch open to the interior court of Bel Garde
with his knights surrounding him feeling as if his mnd were a rusty

cl ockwork that hadn't been wound in far too |ong. Everything felt out of
proportion, and tine seened to nmove in fits and starts. He said suddenly, "The
steward of this place nust have known about the powder store. Arrest him at
once. "

"Sir Renier has already done so, my lord."

"Ch. Good." God, he realized suddenly. My nother is gone and there's no one to
t hi nk of these things. He | ooked up, seeing the confusion in the court for the



first time, and recognizing the figures in the center of the mlling crowmd of
servants and guards. It was Fal aise, sitting her horse in her riding clothes
wi th Queen's guards around her, obviously just cone through the gates.
Breaking free of his escort, Roland ran across the court to catch her bridle.
He had never made the effort to get to know Fal ai se very well, but he was gl ad
out of all proportion to see that she still lived. It seemed to promni se that
the world as it was had not been conpletely destroyed. "Fal aise, we thought
you were dead! Where were you?"

The Queen | ooked down at him startled. Her expression was frightened and
there were dark circles of weariness under her eyes. Her horse stanped and
tried to nibble Roland's sleeve. She said, "My lord, | nust see Ravenna at
once. There is something | must . . . sonething | nust "

"My lady," he said, not quite recognizing his own voice, "ny nmother is dead."
Fal ai se turned white, the blood draining out of her face as if she were dying
in front of him Shocked, Roland called for help. Guards cane to help the
Queen from her horse; her ladies and servants appeared in the court. An Al bon
kni ght urged Rol and away, saying, "My lord, you nust come inside. It's not
safe out here.” Nunb, Roland let the man lead himinto
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one of the rooms off the court, thinking, Sonething has happened. Wat is she
so terrified of?

The roomwas long, with many wi ndows to | ook out onto the garden court, their
| ace curtains woefully inadequate to stop the drafts. Roland paced tensely,
rubbi ng his cold hands together, ignoring his knights and unsure of just what
he was waiting for.

The Queen appeared in the doorway, half-supported by the Queen's Guard

Li eutenant G deon. Past them Roland could see two of the Queen's gentl ewonen
wai ting outside, huddl ed together |ike children expecting punishment. Hol di ng
tightly to the lieutenant's arm Fal ai se nanaged to cross the room then
col l apsed at Roland's feet. He | ooked at G deon in bew | derment, and the

i eutenant bent over the Queen, saying, "My lady, you must tell him"

"Tell me what?" Roland said. Sickness hit the pit of his stomach suddenly, and
he groped for the table to steady hinsel f. He renenbered that Fal ai se had

di sappeared at the sane tine as Denzil.

Fal ai se | ooked up at him her face tear-streaked and frightened, but sonething
in his expression nust have encouraged her because she said, "My lord,

shoul d have spoken days ago."

Rol and listened in agoni zed silence to Falaise's story of nore treachery, of
how Denzil had deliberately kept the Queen fromleaving the city so that she
woul d be in his power. "Before this, he had offered me marriage if you were to
die, Your Majesty. |I ... | don't mean to accuse him but. "

"No." Roland had to stop her. He didn't want to hear how she had conceal ed
treason out of fear of him He understood her reaction to his nother's death
now. She had been counting on telling this to Ravenna first, counting on

Ravenna to protect her fromhim Mre nails in my coffin, he thought. "It's
all right, really. | don't blame you. There are . . . Qher things have cone
to light which . . . Perhaps you should go to your |adies now"

The lieutenant | ed her away, and Rol and stood at the table,

staring at his own reflection in its polished surface. He had never |oved
Fal ai se, knew he never would, but this was the first tine he had realized that
he m ght have saved a great deal of trouble by sinply making a friend of her
Wien Denzil is with me it's as if | can't think. His fist struck the table and
the face in the reflection twisted. Ch God, et himhave an expl anation

Thomas didn't renmenber much of the trip back to the pal ace. They bound his
wrists and got himon a horse, and he | eaned over the saddl ebow, unable to sit
up. The cold grew intense as night took the city in a dark wave and the
freezing air was raw on his throat and lungs. Hi s stomach was cranping wth



nausea, and di zzi ness kept overwhel mi ng him

He cane back to full consciousness only when they were passing through St
Anne's Gate. He lifted his head and shook back the hood of the cloak soneone
had t hrown over himsonetime during the ride.

They were passing between the G steman Barracks and the Mews, as he had days

earlier bringing Galen Dubell into the palace for the first time. / could not
have been nore helpful if I'd been in the plot with them he thought. He
hadn't even been able to get themto kill him

The barracks were a gutted ruin. The wooden panels over the three arched
doorways had been torn open, exposing the dark pit of the interior and the
piles of snow that had drifted inside. Wth the outer gate closed and guarded,
the assault fromw thin the pal ace woul d have caught the G stemans conpletely
by surprise. In the narrow corridors of the ancient stone structure the attack
by the fay must have had the devastating effect of a hunter blocking all the
hol es but one of a rabbit warren, and then releasing his ferrets.

The gates into the old siege wall stood open. As they rode through them and
toward the towering wall of the Ad Pal ace, bogles dropped out of the eaves of
the two | ong stone buildings that housed the city arnories across the court.
Gray-skinned, ugly, distorted creatures, their yell ow eyes gl eaned
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in the gathering darkness. Each was short and squat, their arns hangi ng

di sproportionately long and their wi de nouths grinning with rows of pointed
teeth. Sniggering in al nost human voices the bogles anbled toward them and

t he nervous horses shied away.

They stopped in the paved court beneath the bulk of the A d Palace, where lit
sconces illuninated the high double doors of the westside entrance. Thonas
managed to get off the horse on his own without falling. He held onto the
saddl e a nonment while his head and | egs becane reconciled with the notion of
standi ng. The troopers hung back from himnow, watching himwarily. He
wondered if it was due to his unpredictability or his apparent famliarity
with G andier

Inside the circular entrance hall the few |l anps nade hardly a dent in the
shadows. This area of the O d Pal ace seemed renarkably undi sturbed, the

unt ouched roons and short halls | eading off into darkness and sil ence.
Grandi er was standi ng besi de hi msuddenly, and Thonas was too weary to be
startled. The old sorcerer said, "This way."

Bot h Dont ane and the sergeant in charge of the Al sene troops turned to | ook at

him but G andier ignored their unspoken questions. He said to Thomas, "I want
to show you sonet hi ng. "
Grandier led the way down a | esser-used series of roons, lit only by the |anps

the soldiers carried, and to a staircase |eading down to the |lower levels. At
the third turn of the stairs Grandier led theminto an old stone-walled
corridor, and Thomas realized they were going toward the same cellar where the
keyst one had been conceal ed. He | ooked at G andi er wal ki ng beside him but the
ol der man's features betrayed not hi ng.

As they noved through the cold roonms the flickering |ight reveal ed the sheen
of sweat on a soldier's face, a white-knuckled grip on a swordhilt or rnusket
that told vol unes about the troops' relationship with the fay invaders.

They reached a plain woden stair |eading down, and
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wer e now roughly backtracking the route they had taken away fromthe cellar
the night of the attack, but heading toward the | ower passageways they had
been unable to reach because of the collapsed corridor. The strain of the
fight had exacerbated the pain in Thomas's bad leg and it was protesting this
treatment, but he managed not to |linmp too obviously.

The stairs led to an unbl ocked passage bel ow the storeroons, and the stale air
carried the fetid snmell of death. H's thoughts kept turning back to Grandier's
shape-shifting ability. Not that way. | don't want to die that way. He had



gi ven up everything el se—his honor, his right to say he had never killed a
hel pl ess opponent, his claimon his ancestral |lands. Voluntarily or pushed to
it by circunmstance, bit by bit everything had gone to win a few years or a few
months or a few days of political stability in a world where so few others
seened to care and nost of themwere dead now. He was willing to die for
duty's sake but the thought of giving up his identity turned his heart to ice.
Li ght was coming fromup ahead, froma place where there should be stygian

dar kness. Abruptly raucous noise, growing, and a hi gh-pitched keeni ng echoed
off the stone walls. A few nore of the uneasy troopers drew their swords.

The corridor turned, and the first thing Thomas saw was that a | arge chunk of
the stone wall had been knocked out, allowing a view down into the cellar
Grandi er noved to the edge, and after a monent Thonas foll owed him

The Unseelie Court had found a hone here. Fay with | ong enaci ated bodi es and
huge | eathery wings flew in lazy circles over the foul revelry below There
wer e hundreds of them bogles, spriggans, form ess creatures |like the bonel ess
that had attacked themin the street. The nockery and distortion of human and
animal forns was endless and infinitely varied. He could see them nuch nore
clearly this tine, perhaps because they were not troubling to concea

t hensel ves anynore. The light came froma mist that crept up the walls and

wr eat hed around the giant col ums supporting the ceiling.

Thi s opening had been made at about the second | evel of

314

MARTHA VEELLS

the cellar, and the wide pillars net the ceiling another two | evels above
them Below were the remains of two flights of stairs and the narrow well that
had encl osed them now a nound of broken stone and shattered wood.
Corpse-lights flitted around the stairs and the tops of the col umms.

The unnatural |ight was bright enough to | et Thomas see the dark openings in
the ceiling for the air shafts and the doors through which the | arger siege
engi nes had been | owered. Chains and frayed ropes hung down from sone of those
doors, the old systemof block and tackle. Thomas said, "They fly up those
shafts.”

"Yes." Grandier's gaze was on the unholy revelry below. "It protects them from
daylight, but gives them access to the surface.” He turned back to the others
and said, "Dontane, they seemdisturbed. Go down and ask them what's w ong."
Dont ane noved forward, threw an unreadable ook at his nentor, then started
the awkward clinb to the bottom of the cellar

"So he is a sorcerer,"” Thomas said.

Grandier glanced at him "He's |earning. He had been refused adm ttance to
Lodun, and in anger he canme across the border to Bisra, and to me for teaching
before ny arrest. | refused him because | felt he | acked noral character." He
sm | ed, anused, apparently, by this earlier self who had had the leisure to
make such judgments. "Trust was a very inportant issue, anong those of us who
practiced sorcery in Bisra. The nerest suspicion of necromancy, or anything

el se the Church could interpret as traffic with denons, was death. But after |

escaped fromthe Inquisition, | sought himout. | had discovered | needed a
man who | acked noral character. He was at Lodun with ne after | was Gl en
Dubel |, but one of the masters | earned he had been across the border, and

became suspicious of him The runors that | had cone to Il e-R en had al ready
started, you see. So | sent himon to contact the Duke of Al sene for nme, which
he did through our unfortunate and foolish Lord Lestrac."
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Dr. Braun had visited Lodun frequently, Thonas renenbered. "You killed Braun
because he recogni zed Dont ane. "

"I woul d have had to eventually, anyway."

Thomas wat ched Dont ane pick his way down the remains of the steps and said,
"Are you sure he's not the one who turned you in to the Inquisition?"

"Ch, good try." Gandier smled. "No, that man is dead."

Dont ane had clinbed hal fway to the bottom and now one of the wi nged sidhe



flewto meet him cupping its wings to hold itself in mdair and gesturing and
shouting at himin a high-pitched shriek. Dontane turned and waved at
Grandier, his posture betraying irritation. Gandier said, "It appears this
needs my attention." He nodded to the Al sene sergeant, then | ooked back at
Thomas. "I'll see you shortly, Captain.”

Wthout Grandier's presence, the troopers nmuttered nervously as they nmade
their way back, but Thomas was too preoccupied to notice. Wiy did he want ne
to see that? What did it acconplish? Awll-o0o' -the-wisp followed them part of
the way, playing in the unlit wall lanterns and taunting themsilently.

Thomas felt each step of the various stairways as a short stabbing pain. By
the tine they reached the upper floors of the A d Palace he was |inping badly.
They entered one of the smaller halls that had been set up as tenporary
barracks, now occupied by a few sullen troopers gathered around the hearth
fire, and they passed through it into an attached suite. The |last room had
been stripped of furniture and wall coverings, and it was dark except for what
light flickered uncertainly in fromthe |anps in the anteroom

Thomas wat ched tiredly as one of them pounded an iron spike with a set of

manacl es attached to it into the wall. Wth respect for his unpredictability,
one held a pistol to his head when they untied himto put the manacl es on
The chains were short but he was able to sit down against the wall, and the

troopers withdrew into the anteroomto huddle in a nervous knot near the
heart h.
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He tested the set of the spike in the wall to see if it could be worked | oose,
but it held firm Well and trufy caught this time. He rested his poundi ng head
back against the cold wood, and tried not to think

"I didn't believe they would let you live." It was Aviler's voice. Between the
dimlight and the distraction of various injuries, Thomas hadn't seen the
ot her man chained to the opposite wall. The Hi gh Mnister's dark-col ored

doubl et was torn and bl oodied, and fromthe livid bruises on his tenple it
seenmed he had not been taken easily.

Thomas cl osed his eyes a nonent, daming the fate that had consigned himto be
i mprisoned with Aviler. Then he said, "Gandier wanted me alive, and if you
imply I'min league with him 1"l kill you."

At the nmoment it was a suprenmely enpty threat, but Aviler answered, "Don't
take me for a fool, Captain."

"I don't know what else to take you for." Thomas sat up and gingerly felt the
back of his head. His hair was matted with bl ood, and there was a sizable |unp
conposed of pure pain.

"You can take me for a nan who did not acquire ny power in a Queen's bed."

"Yes," Thomas agreed. "In her bed, on the daybed in die anteroom on a couch
in the west solar of the Summer Pal ace, and other |ocations too nunerous to
mention, and if you had the slightest understandi ng of Ravenna at all, you

woul d know it never made one damm bit of difference as to whether she took ny
advice or not. And no, your father handed you your power w apped in ribbon on
hi s deat hbed. "

The Hi gh M nister |ooked away. After a |l ong nonent of silence he said, "I
expect it doesn't matter now "

Already feeling the bite of the manacles on his wists, Thonmas expected it
didn't matter either.

Avi l er rubbed his eyes, nmaking his own chains jingle slightly. "Galen Dubel
really is the sorcerer Grandier, then. Denzil told ne sonething of it when he
brought the Queen to ne, but under the circunstances | don't place nuch
confidence in his word."
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"Dubell really is Gandier. He got a shape-changing magic fromthe fay, and he
killed Dubell and took his place." The stab wound in Thonas's |left arm was
still bleeding sluggishly, though the pain of it hardly conpeted with that in



hi s head. The thinner sleeve |eather of his buff coat had absorbed sonme of the
force but the blade had still penetrated a couple of inches at least. He tore
a strip of material fromthe tail of his shirt to use as a crude bandage. "Wy
are you alive?"

"I don't know. No one's bothered to say. What's your opinion on the subject?"
"He wants to keep his options open. He can't stay Dubell forever."

As Aviler considered the unpleasant inplication, Thomas tightened the rag
around his arm taking nmalicious satisfaction in letting the other man in on
his private terror. He knew he had nore to worry about on that score than the
H gh Mnister did. G andier hardly knew Aviler.

Wth Lucas dead—he hesitated in tying off the nakeshift bandage, wondering who
had done it, Dontane or sone nanel ess hireling trooper—there was no one but
Ravenna who knew hi mwel|l enough to realize the deception inmediately. He
didn't think anyone could find a way through the conplexities of his

rel ationship with Ravenna, but that would only mean G andi er would have to
kill her the way he had coldly elimnated anyone who m ght have noticed that
Gal en Dubell had changed nmore than tinme could account for

Then di ere was Kade.

Kade had done well enough | eading her own erratic and dangerous life before
Thomas had dragged her into this, talked her into staying with tfiem past the
poi nt at which she could have left safely. And made her vul nerable. The tittle
idiot trusts ne. Lucas had been right. And he renenbered that the |ast
conversation he'd had with his friend had been an argument; stupid thing to do
inawar, and he'd regret it the rest of his no doubt short life.

Kade was her own wonan, and he was too old to bother lying to hinmself anynore
and too young not to want her. But
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any chance of anything between them was wasted, as point -lessly wasted as
Lucas, Vivan, and ail the other lives lost and destroyed by Denzil and

G andi er.

There was a stirring anong the nen in the anteroom and after a nmonent Urbain
Grandi er appeared in the doorway, carrying a candlel anp and a short stool

He set the | anp down on the scuffed fl oorboards, and gl anced once,

t houghtfully, at Aviler. Then he | ooked back to Thomas and said, "I felt |
owed you nore of an explanation.”

Thomas had a sudden inpul se to del ay whatever the sorcerer had cone to say. He
said, "You have Dontane fooled. He thinks you' re nad."

Grandi er shook his head, put the stool he had brought just inside the doorway,

and sat down. "I give himwhat he expects." He sighed, and | ooked like a tired
old man. "He imagines hinmself to be subtle and dangerous, and | suppose he is,
but there are levels of conplexity he fails to understand. Denzil, on the

other hand, is rather like an inconpetent copyist's version of you."

As die clear gray eyes net his Thomas felt a stab of pure fear. Worry about it
| ater, he thought. Grandier had probably noticed it but there was no help for
that. He said, "Do they know what you're planning? And there is a plan, isn't
t here?"

"Yes. | first conceived it in nmy cell in the Tenple Prison at Bistrita. | had
to think about sonething besides the torturers, and the death by fire that
waited for ne." He | ooked down at his hand and stretched die fingers,
contenpl ati ng the unbroken skin as if he did not quite recognize it as his
own.

Am perhaps he doesn't, Thonas thought. Watching him he renenbered the
catal og of tortures the court docunents had |listed. The sorcerer was driven,
dangerous, and intelligent, but not insane. It was alnmpst as if he had passed
i nto anot her phase of being that was not nmadness or sanity but some | aw ess
ground in between

Across the room Aviler shifted a little, breaking the silence with a faint
clink of chain, and G andier said, "Then an em s-
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sary of the Unseelie Court appeared with their offer, which you know about

al ready. Part of a schene on their part to suborn a human sorcerer, to make
the Host nore powerful in our world. It's a contest they have with the Seelie
Court, their opposites in Fayre. Having a sorcerer at their beck and cal
woul d be a coup of sorts." He shrugged. "They thought ne a |likely candidate."
Thomas realized he was trying to control the conversation out of panic, and
that Grandier was allowing himto do it. Try to be a little | ess transparent,
he told hinself. You' ve hel ped the man enough already. G andier seened to
expect a comment, so he said only, "The nmore fools they."

"I thought so." Grandier snmiled a little. "lIt's not entirely their fault, the
trusting creatures. They are accustoned to Fayre, which bends to their wll.
The nortal world has sharp edges, bends to no man's will, and events occur
with fatal finality. Mstakes are not suffered. Evadne was pressing ne to give
up this gane and go on to sonmething nore entertaining. He was one of their

sel f-proclaimed | eaders, a very annoying character. He's dead now, of course.
| rather thought soneone might kill himeventually. And | neant to tell you,
Kade escaped through the ring and is presumably in Fayre, at the nonment."
That's one nercy. He fought not to show relief and asked, "Why are you hel pi ng
Denzi | ?"

"The Duke has offered me what | want. A war with Bisra."

"We've had a war with Bisra. It didnTt turn out that well for anyone." But

thi ngs began to fall into place. Ravenna woul d never have agreed to anot her
war. They had been the victors of the last long conflict with their norta
enemies to the south only by a bare margin. Even if Rol and had supported such
a suicidal course, Aviler and the other Hi gh Lords and advi sors woul d have
prevented it at any cost.

"There was a war," G andier conceded. "But | was not involved. And | have the
Host . "

Unbi dden, the menory of the nonstrous turmoil in the
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cellar cane to Thomas's mind. He said, "If you want to turn them | oose on
Bi sra, be ny guest, but why do you have to destroy us in the process?"

"I have no intention of destroying Ue-Rien. But | will have to alter it

somewhat. Denzil needs the war to cenent his position as usurper. Wen word

| eaks out that the capital is under a virtual state of siege by creatures of

Fayre, Bisra will nove to take advantage. They need He-Rien's wealth to

mai ntai n a bal ance of power with Parscia, on their southern border, and their
Church fears any sorcery not under its control. Justifiably so.

"When the landed lords of Ue-Rien realize Bisra is marshalling its forces to

attack, they will support any central authority that has a chance of

marshal ling a resistance. The Duke of Alsene will be that central authority.
Oh, that won't be all. There is to be sone docunent of formal abdication
signed by Rol and. Under what circumnmstances, | don't know " He | ooked over at

Aviler, who had been listening in a kind of horrified fascination. "That
expl ai ns your presence. Your position allows you to deputize the King' s sea
on state documents during an emergency when the King has been renmoved for his
own safety. | doubt the originator of that particular tenet of courtlaw

i nt ended docunents of abdication to be included in that category, and it would
be | aughed off if Roland's supporters took power again, but Denzil intends to
keep all his options open.™

"I will not sign anything for Denzil, for you, or for the Prince of Hel

hi msel f."

"I know." Gandier nodded seriously. He turned back to Thonas. "Once die

Bi sran army crosses the border, and are no |onger protected by their priests'
defenses, the Host will help to harry themand they will be driven back. At
that time, outrage against the Bisrans will be so high it will not be



difficult to turn an arny of defense into an arny of offense.”

Thomas shook his head in disbelief. "The Host participates in this out of the
goodness of its collective heart? What did you

of fer them the destruction of Lodun? What are they going to do when you don't
keep up your end of the bargain?"

Grandi er | ooked up, surprised and pleased. "Ch, very good. Go on."

"DenzU s notive is plain: he has to own everyone and everything around him
The Host wants the death of as many human sorcerers as possible. And you want
Bisra. And |I'd wager anything that you mean for no one to get what he wants
except you."

"And how will | acconplish this?" Gandier asked softly, eyes alight.

"I don't know. But | don't think you'll let themdestroy Lodun."

"No, | would not let themdo that." He | ooked away a nmonent. "Evadne was the
one demanding | destroy Lodun. He is not a factor anynore.”

Grandi er hesitated, his face craggy and harsh in the candlelight. "I don't
like the young Duke of Alsene; he is cunning and | will need hel p to nanage
him But he will give me what | want, and so | nust use him Bisra will be
struck by the m ght of your armes. Once their priests can no | oner defend
themfromthe fay, | can further the collapse. In tine, there will be nothing
left but to sow salt into the enpty fields ... and Bisra will cease to be. It
wi |l probably take nmany years, | know, but | have the time." He | ooked

t houghtful a noment, then shook his head. "I regret the necessity of a long
war that will have ill effect on this land, but |I really can't see any other
way to start the process of collapse. You will agree that an all-out conflict
can be particularly devastating."

Thomas just | ooked at him There was nothing to be said. Gandier was setting
forces in nmotion he couldn't possibly control. The old sorcerer m ght never
see his goal acconplished, but he would see years of destruction

Quietly, desperately, Aviler said, "Wat you are planni ng—dream ng—i || never
come to pass."”

Grandier got slowmy to his feet, as if the cold hurt his back.
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"I have ridden the tide of events for many years. | am quite capabl e of
guiding it now "

Thomas | ooked up at him and knew any argument was usel ess™ but he said, "You
are mad. You're handing the kingdomto Denzil, and he doesn't give a penny
damm for you or your plans.”

"That remains to be seen.”

In a tone of quiet rage Aviler said, "I hope you burn in Hell wth your damed
fay allies.™

Grandi er chuckled. "I have already burned in Hell. You see the result. Heaven
help us all if it happens again."

Thomas said, "Has Denzil noticed that anyone who gets in your way di es?"

"I don't think so. Not yet, at any rate. But then, you' re not dead, and you
were certainly in my way."

Not nearly enough, Thomas thought. "That's only a matter of tine, isn't it?"
"It's what I'mtold." Grandier regarded himsilently for a nmonment, then said
seriously, "There is one nore thing. The Queen . . . The Dowager Queen Ravenna
is dead."”

Thomas felt the silence stretch, felt Aviler staring at him Calmy he said,
"You're lying."

"Not about this. She was trying to protect Roland. She succeeded and destroyed
several inportant menbers of the Host in the process.™

"You're lying." Thomas tried to stand and the chains jerked himback to his
knees. He didn't notice.

Grandier closed his eyes a nonment. "No. There are sone things | regret, but
this isn't one of them She was too dangerous."



And then he knew it was true. "You fucking bastard!" he shouted at him
Grandier turned to go and Thomas said, "You are a coward. You didn't have to
do this."

H s back to him G andier paused in the doorway, but then continued out.

Thomas sank back against the wall. Aviler said, "It is alie, surely."
"No. No, it's not." It was the last thing he said for several hours.
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KADE LANDED AWKWARDLY in the

hi gh vel vet grass of the Knockma ring and rolled to her feet. She pressed her
hands to her tenples and tried to concentrate, feeling the lines of force
radi ating out fromthe ring around her. She reached out along themto open a
ring in the maze court below the O d Pal ace. She opened her eyes and saw the
green sward of Knockma, the nenhirs standing around her in silent

contenpl ation, and in the distance, the m st-shrouded columm of the castle and
its reflection.

She snarl ed, shrugged out of her coat, and tried again.

After four failures she knew it was no good; she couldn't forma ring inside
t he pal ace. What did Grandter do? The Bisran sorcerer would have had to ward
t he pal ace against her, that would take . . . But travelling the rings from

t he pal ace to Knockma, to Aviler's house and back here, had distorted her
sense of tine's passage. By the sky, they had |ost nearly an hour on coming to
Knockma and returning to the city. Mving fromthe | ess-powerful ring she had
made at the High Mnister's house and coni ng back, she could have | ost nore
than that.

Grandi er could have begun the spells against her when he was alerted to her
and Thomas's presence in the palace. It would not have taken long if he used
the wards already in place. No tine at all if he had used another keystone
prepared earlier when he had first known she was conming to court.

Kade knotted her hands in her hair until the pain stopped the rise of bile in
her throat.

She opened her eyes. Boliver was standing at the edge of the ring, watching
her and scratching his bearded chin. He said, "What happened?”

"They have him" she said sinply.

H s eyes widened a little. After a noment he shuffled his feet, then said,
"What are we going to do, then?"

"Wait here." She scranmbled to her feet, touched the power in the ring, and
took that step that carried her away.

The col d enbraced her first. Kade had left her coat in the forever-spring of

Knockma. She was outside the palace wall, near the Postem Gate where she and
Thomas had got in earlier that day. The square with its broken fountain was
still empty of life in the gathering dusk, the buildings staring down at her

wi th gapi ng dark w ndows.

Kade stepped out of the newy fornmed ring in the snow and noved to the gate,
and the hair on the back of her neck rose. Cursing, she dug in a pocket for
the I ast of the gascoign powder she had with her and rubbed it into the conmers
of her eyes.

The wards rose up fromthe ground in front of her in a corona of |ight,
stretching up and curving over the wall. He has put the wards back.

H gh above, a razor-w nged shadow dove out of the clouds, passed unharned

t hrough the corona it could not see, and di sappeared anong the pal ace towers.
That was a nenber of the Host. And it went through the wards. She raised a
hand toward the Iight and saw the gooseflesh spring up on her arm And

can't. He turned the wards against me, to let the Host in and keep nme out.
Kade stepped back, and felt the awareness of the hostile presence of the wards
recede. There was one other way in. She could go through die ring that already
existed in the shattered remains of the Gand Gallery. Yes, that way, the
trap.

Kade went back to the snow ring and took the turn that brought her into the
Grand Gallery.



The cold was no less bitter for the shelter of the walls. The
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huge hall was dark and silent and a wind flung snow t hrough the broken terrace
wi ndows.

A winged fay with blue skin and an angelic human face was sitting in the

m ddl e of the floor, picking its toes. It glanced up, saw her, and screaned.
As it fled the room Kade lifted a hand to touch the edge of the ring. Al npst
there, she felt the heat of hostile force. The old ward around the ring was in
the sane etheric structure as the wards around the pal ace. She could not step
outside it.

The floor was piled with chunky broken stone fromthe foundation, shattered
wooden flooring, and dirt. She began to trace the outer edge of the circle,
stepping up onto one of the larger pieces of foundation, |eaping to the next.
It took concentration. A recently formed ring woul d have hardly any mark on it
at all. The Knockma Ring was ancient and well used, but it was a still pool of
power. This ring was a whirl pool of conflicting forces, stirred up like a
hornet's nest by the Host's passage. It had originally been her nother Mire's
work and had rested atop the polished wooden floor of the gallery. Dr. Surete
had sealed it off with spells |ong before he died, and the pressure of the
wards had eventually pushed it down to this level, even with the foundation
After sone nonents she heard footsteps and | ooked up to see Dontane and
Grandi er standing in one of the archways. Dontane was levelling a pistol at
her .

She smled grimy. He fired, the blast reverberating through the room echoing
of f the high sculpted ceiling. Kade didn't see the ball until it entered the
ring's sphere of influence, where it veered abruptly fromits straight course
and began to travel the ring's outer circle, orbiting around her like the

phi | osophers claimed the sun orbited the earth.

Grandier said, "Don't waste your shot." He crossed the roomto stand within a
few yards of the ring's outer edge, and after a nonment the other nman joi ned
hi m Kade had al ready resuned her halting progress around the outer rim The
pi stol ball whizzed past her again, starting a breeze that stirred her hair.
To Grandi er, Dontane said, "Wat are you waiting for? Kill her."

"She isn't here," the Bisran sorcerer said. "She is a breath away froma

t housand ot her places, aren't you?"

Wthout interrupting her progress, Kade gl anced up at Dontane and said, "Cone
and get ne."

He took an inmpul sive step forward, then hesitated, |ooking at G andier
Ignoring him the sorcerer said seriously, "I don't have to ask what you want
here, Kade."

She had found the ring's pattern now and hoped her slight hesitation at the
cardi nal point would be put down to reaction to his remark. She said, "I want
you dead."

"He's alive."

This time the hesitati on was unpl anned. She had not allowed herself to think
Thomas m ght be dead, but fromthe sudden suffocating constriction in her
chest, sone part of her mind had recognized it as a very real possibility. She
forced herself to step to the next rock. / shouldn 't have come. This was what
Grandi er wanted, this was why he had not sealed this ring agai nst her. Now he
could ask her for anything he wanted, and she would have to give it to him
She thought about fleeing now, but it was too |late. She took a deep breath,
and continued her progress around the ring. Her head was buzzing, and she was
going to have to | eave soon to find somewhere private to be sick

Dont ane was wat ching his naster carefully.

Grandier said, "I want you to stay out of this, Kade."

She took another deep breath, but did not |ook up at him

"I know it won't be easy . "



Al the fear and panic inside her crystallized into an icy knot of pure rage.
W thout betraying her intentions by the flicker of an eyel ash, she tapped the
fayre power in the ring and rel eased the orbiting pistol ball. G andier

st aggered agai nst Dontane, and the ball struck the far wall with a |l oud crack
and a shower of plaster and dust.

The sorcerer reached up and touched his right ear, snmiling
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ruefully when his fingers came away lightly spotted with bl ood.

Dont ane had drawn his second pistol. "She missed you by a hair's breadth," he
hi ssed.

"On the contrary, she hit exactly what she ained at," Gan-dier answered
dryly, straightening up with an effort. "And 1'll thank you not to casually

toss her any nore shot."
Kade was waiting for himto | ook at her, and when he did, their eyes |ocked
for a long nmoment. Then Grandier said, "Very well put. | will not patronize
you again."

Dont ane swore and said, "Are you going to let this nad creature get away with
t hat ?"

"Your appraisal wounds ne to the heart,’

Kade said softly, before G andier

could answer. "Believe ne, | shall fall down in agony at some nore conveni ent
tinme."
"She knows ny death will not affect the wards that keep her out, or the

presence of the Host, or any of the other plans | have set in notion." He was
speaking to Dontane, but his eyes went to Kade. "She has no choice but to
cooperate."

There was a keening how fromoutside the galleiy, and a sudden eddy lifted a
scatter of ice crystals fromthe floor

"The Host is coming," Grandier said. "Perhaps you had better go. They will
foll ow you."

"WIl they?" Kade smiled. No choice, her thought echoed. But appearances are
ever yt hi ng.

They began to streamin through die doorways, the bogles, the grinning

nock- human fay, the distorted animals, the hideous i nhuman shapes, flying,
crawl i ng or running, bringing the stink of death. Dontane wheeled to face
them involuntarily noving closer to G andier.

Kade waited until the first were alnost to the edge of the ring, then stepped
back into Knocknma.

Thomas awoke | eani ng back against the wall, stiff and freezing. The candl el anp
on the floor had burned | ow, a pool of tallow collecting inits base. An iron
brazi er had been placed in the center of the roomand was putting out just
enough heat

to keep themfromfreezing to death. He was surprised that he was alive at
all. He had renmenbered that lapsing into sleep with a head injury was often
fatal .

"Are you all right?" Aviler asked, watching himclosely.

H s head hurt so badly he didn't think he could nmove it, but he said,

"\What ever gave you the idea | wasn't?"

Aviler was not fooled by this sally at all. The High Mnister said, "Do you
know where you are? Forgive ny persistence, but we've had this conversation
before. "

"Ch." Thomas watched the flicker of |light over the sculpted ceiling for a
nmonent. He renenbered who was dead. "Yes, | know where | am Unfortunately.
How | ong was | out?"

Aviler tried to shift his own position and grinaced in disconfort. "Severa
hours. 1 believe it may be near norning, but it's difficult to say."

Near nmorning of the third day since the attack. Not much tinme for travellers
or refugees to carry word of the disaster. And if Ravenna was dead, what had



happened to the rest of the court? Thomas tried not to care, and was surprised
to find it inpossible. There were Fal ai se and G deon, Berham Phais-tus, his
other men. |If Denzil realized Fal ai se had betrayed what little she knew of his
pl ans to Thomas, even if she had done it too late to be of any help .

He saw that Aviler was trying to | oosen the heavy iron spike that held his
chains to the wall with an air that spoke of several hours' familiarity with

t he process. Thomas shifted over enough to reach the peg hol ding himand
started to work on it, for all that it felt absolutely imovable.

Anot her Bisran War. All the heroes of the last terrible years of war were
gone. All the fampous nanes that had passed into fol kl egend and bal | ads were

t he nanes of the dead. Aviler the Elder had succunbed to illness or possibly
poi son; the Warrior-Bishop of Portier had been thrown froma horse; Thomas's
old captain was killed at duty; Desero, who had been Renter's predecessor as
Preceptor of the Al bon Knights, retired and passed quietly away in the
country; and all the
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others were killed in later battles or by the weight of years. For the | ast
year or so there had only been Ravenna, Lucas, and hinmself, and they had cone
into the legend only at its triunphant conclusion. Now there was only hinself,
who had been the youngest of the Iot, and who would not live to be executed by
Rol and for sone imagi ned offense, or to see his skill degenerate fromtinme and
old wounds. It was the end of an age.

Then Thomas heard soneone cone into the anteroom heard one of the troopers
reply to some question. He glanced at Aviler, who | ooked grim and he
renenbered that Denzil had wanted the High Mnister to sign a falsified
document of abdicati on.

After a noment Dontane appeared in the doorway. He stood there, sniling down
at themcoldly, and Thonas | eaned back against the wall, relieved it wasn't
Grandier. He couldn't find it in hinmself to feel anything but contenpt for
Dontane, for all that he was a sorcerer. After Gandier's exanple of how far
one man could go for revenge, Dontane seened nothing but a persistent gadfly
of a schener, not unlike the young nobles Denzil had used as cannon fodder in
hi s pl ans.

"The Duke of Al sene has much to discuss with you," Dontane said then, and
notioned to the soldiers outside. Two of diementered the room one standing
back with a drawn rapier and the other unl ocki ng Thomas's manacl es.

Thomas made no attenpt to stand, letting the trooper jerk himto his feet.
That was the only way he woul d' ve been able to get there; his |leg had
stiffened up again.

They led himout of the makeshift prison and down one flight of stairs into an
area heavily guarded by nore of the Al sene troops. Men were crowded into the
di sordered rooms, and every candle and lanp was lit to fight the darkness and
the presence of the fay. The fear was pal pable.

Dont ane asked suddenly, "Wat did Grandier say to you?"

Thomas renenbered Dontane's persistence in demandi ng why Grandi er shoul d want
himalive when he had first been captured. He had suspected then that the
young sorcerer felt his position was insecure. Only a sane reaction

consi deri ng
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how many peopl e G andi er had di sposed of to further his goals. Thomas said
"He told us all his grand plans. Do you want to know if they included you?"
Dontane did not turn to look at him and Thomas sensed he was struggling to
control a bitter anger, which was probably directed at G andi er al nbst as nuch
as it was at him After a nonent the young sorcerer replied, "If Denzil
doesn't rid ne of you, I'll just have to think of sonething nyself, won't |7?"
Dontane | ed the way through a suite piled with supplies, to where servants
with the Al sene badge waited outside two | arge doubl e doors.

Inside was a long | owceilinged council room decorated in blue and gold with



a long draw tabl e across the back wall. Three nmen stood with their backs to
him consulting a map spread out on the table. Dontane went to | ean agai nst
the wall, watching with fol ded arns, but the troopers stayed to either side
of Thomas. The men wore the heavy vel vet brocades of nobles, and two were

bl ond. Al sene | ords? he wondered. A couple of servants waited by the other
door, with a dark-haired boy-page. Then Thomas saw that the man in the center
of the group at the table had his left armin a sling, and he forgot about
Dont ane and the others.

Denzil turned to face him and Thomas said, "Pity | mssed.”

"Pity for you," the Duke of Al sene said, snling as he came toward him "It
was a good shot; it shattered the bone, but our fine sorcerer G andier heal ed
it." Thomas rmust have shown his disbelief because he added, "Yes, | thought it

i mpossible too, but it seens he's nore skilled than nost. Quite an advant age
to ne."

Quite an advantage. If not for Gandier, Denzil would have died, or lost his
arm One of the other nobles, watching fromacross the room grinned and said,
"So this is the one who gave you so nuch trouble, ny lord; you didn't tell us
Denzil spun around and snarled, "Shut up!"

The sil ence becane absol ute. Thomas noted he was the only man in the room who
hadn't started at the sudden
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transformation fromurbane calmto nearly blind rage. He had al ways known
Denzil was capabl e of that kind of anger, but that the young Duke had hi dden
it fromhis followers cane as no surprise.

Denzil turned back to him again the cool anused young noble. Snmiling, he
said, "Relatives are a necessary encunbrance."

"For now," Thomas agreed. He could see the fam |y resenblance to Denzil in the
other two nmen's features, the cold blue of their eyes. The one who had spoken
| ooked resentful at being publicly chastened; the other was watching the scene
wi th amuserment, as if it were a play put on for his enjoynent. |If Denzil
succeeded, Thonmas woul dn't have bet copper on the chances of either of them
living out the year. He said, "Did you get Rol and?"

"No." The young Duke's eyes were very bright and he was flushed slightly from
excitement. Excitenent at the power. He was watching Thomas carefully. He
said, "Ravenna's dead."

"I know," Thomas said, able to keep his expression neutral and wondering if
Grandier had told himfirst only to spoil his ally's fun

Denzil was too good at this to betray even a flash of irritation. He only
shook his head in mld regret and said, "G andier again, hm? And | was so

| ooking forward to telling you nmysel f."

At that noment Thomas knew for certain that Denzil had brought himup here to
kill him He had suspected it as soon as he had wal ked in, but nowit was al
there to be read in the younger man's face, the way he carried hinself. He
sai d, "You hide your disappointnent well."

"Do you think so?" Denzil drew the main gauche fromthe sash at his back and
touched the point thoughtfully. This wasn't the deadly toy with the serrated
edge and extra rods for breaking bl ades but an el egant weapon with a | ong
utilitarian bl ade and a gol d-chased hal f-shell guard. Thomas watched Denzil's
opaque eyes and tried to keep his m nd bl ank
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Denzil said, "I don't suppose you're surprised by this,
t he stonach.

For the first nonent Thomas only felt the force of the blow It doubled him
over, and as the blade pulled free and air reached his sliced flesh, the pain
began. A wave of icy cold rose around him and his | egs gave way. He didn't
notice that the troopers had et himgo until his knees struck the floor. For
a nonent he supported hinmself with one hand braced agai nst the wooden pl anks,

and stabbed himin



the other pressed to his stomach. The blood felt hot against the chill of his
skin, and there was so astonishingly little of it at first. He was distantly
aware of noise in the room voices raised, but then his arm gave way and t hat
was all.

Qut of the warm darkness of fevered sleep, he heard voi ces.

Gal en Dubell... No, Gandier said, "I don't have to justify nmy actions to
you. "

"Don't you? You're putting me on a throne, and |I'm going to help you get your
heart's desire, and you don't think you owe me a few words of explanation?"
Denzil said, his tone soft and reasonable.

"Correct."

There was silence. Thomas managed to open his eyes. He lay curled on his side
on a couch, and a large spot of the heavy damask uphol stery was soaked with
bl ood. He knew this because his left hand lay in it. H's doublet had been
unbuttoned and his shin pulled aside. It was cold, though not as frigid as the
room where he'd been inprisoned. Hs linbs felt too heavy to nove, and there
was sonet hi ng about the absence of pain that was shocki ng.

G andier's back was to him and he could see Denzil across the room

The young Duke's brows had lifted in gentle inquiry, but when G andier

remai ned politely attentive, he said, "That man is ny eneny."

"That isn't my concern."
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Denzil was ominously still for a monent, though Gran-dier's reply had been in

the sane nild voice. He said, "Consider that you would do better not to

ant agoni ze ne."

"Perhaps. But | have al ready antagonized you, it seens, so | see no point in
not continuing on ny chosen course.”

"Very well. It neans nothing then, but . . ." The Duke shrugged gracefully,
only a slight trenmor revealing his rage. "Do be nore careful in the future."
Thomas cl osed his eyes, feeling darkness sweep up over himin a nonment of

di zzi ness, but he heard Denzil's steps cross the roomand a door close.

He opened his eyes again and saw G andi er shake his head and turn around. The
sorcerer smled when he saw hi m awake and said, "Really, the man is driven mad
by anyone who fails to succunb to his particular charm But then, you are
aware of this."

"Intimately." The sarcasm was automatic, and Thomas's voice slow and rusty. He
wi nced at the sound of it.

Grandi er turned away, and Thomas managed to lift hinmself a little on one

el bow. Pain seized himfor one sporadic nonent, doubled himup, and |l et him
go, leaving himbreathless. H s fingers found the small web of tight white
scar tissue about five inches below his heart. That was all that was left of
t he puncture wound where the bl ade had entered, but his body remenbered its
presence all too well.

When he | ooked up, Grandier was watching himw th a puzzled frown. "You are
fortunate,"” the old sorcerer said. "He could have injured you in a way | ess
easily renedied."

Thomas took a deep breath, but the pain didn't return. The stab wound in his
arm had stopped its insistent ache as well. He said, "You don't think he knew
that'"

Grandi er shook his head. "He was angry because | did not allow you to die."
"He was angry because you were so calmabout it. Before he did it he was very
careful to tell me how you healed his armafter I shot him™"
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The old man hesitated a nmonment, eyes thoughtful, then said, "A valuable

i nsight."

He sent Dontane to contact Denzil for him Thomas thought. That had

undoubt edly gone well for Denzil. Mght as well send sheep to bargain wth
wol ves. Grandier had crossed the roomto a round table that held a nunber of



jars and bottles, probably apothecary powders. He was tightening the stoppers
and putting themback into a | eather case. Thomas wanted to ask why the
sorcerer wanted himalive, but he suspected he would find that out anyway in a
monent or two. He wi shed the damed Bisran priest who had heard Gran-dier's
confession in prison had asked for nore specifics about the shape-changi ng
magi c. How a potential victimcould escape it, for exanple- But there was one
thing he wanted to know regardl ess of what happened to hi mnext, and he asked,
"How di d Ravenna die?"

Grandi er paused, wi thout turning, and said, "Evadne and a band of fay had
trapped her in the tower at Bel Garde, and attenpted to exchange her for

Rol and. She fired a powder nagazi ne Denzil had hidden there, killing Evadne
and the others. A few fay who had clung to the outside of the tower survived;
| had the story fromthem™

Firing a powder nagazi ne. God, woman, did you think about what you were doing
to yourself? No, probably not, even if she could have considered it as
anything other than a means to an end. She woul d have given her own life the
same wei ght as anyone el se's, done her best, and then proceeded on her course
with style. Onh, but the bastards nust have been surprised.

When he | ooked back, the sorcerer was watching himthoughtfully. After a
monent Grandi er said, "You wondered why | felt the need to show you the Dark
Host . "

"Yes."

"It was not intended as a threat. It was a test."

A test ffailed, Thomas thought suddenly.

"There was no light in that cellar,"” Gandier continued.
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"Or no light visible to nortal eyes. The nen with us heard strange cries and
| aught er, and caught brief glinpses of foul things darting out of a wall of
darkness. | could see the Host, as coul d Dontane, because we have been touched
by their power. How was it that you saw t henP"

Comi ng out of a wall of darkness, like the attack in die Ad Hall. VWary,
Thomas answered, "If you knew enough to performthe test, then you nust

al ready have a theory."

"She took you to Knockma, didn't she?"

Thomas wat ched him sayi ng nothing. Kade's Fayre ki ngdom had been |ike an
island of calmreality in the mdst of a nightmare. It had been easy to forget
that the pact he'd made with her there woul d have an effect in die violent
whirlwi nd of the present.

Grandi er said, "The change is noticeable, to those who know what to | ook for.
Per haps even to those who don't. But she did nore than take you there,

t hi nk. She has opened die O herworld to you."

"And what does that nmean to you?"

"I could use your help."

"Wth what?"

"Wth the Duke of Alsene, for one exanple. As you have pointed out, ny

under standi ng of the way his m nd works is woefully inconplete." G andier

cl osed the | eather case and | eaned back against the table. "Ravenna is gone,
aad Roland is alone. Even if you could free yourself and reach him he
wouldn't listen to you, not about Denzil's involvenent. Those who ni ght have
organi zed resistance to the Duke's bid for power are either dead, scattered,

or will not learn of it intime. | agree with you. Denzil is dangerous,
unamenable to nmy influence, and too clever to control. It will be a battle to
make himcarry out my wi shes, at least until |I no |l onger need him You could

help ne win that battle."

Thomas's first inmpulse was to play for tine. He knew what a flat refusal to
cooperate nmight get him and he wasn't willing to give up yet. He asked, "What
about Kade?"

"She can no | onger enter die palace, as | have turned the
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war ds agai nst her, but | spoke to her sone time ago through the ring in die
Grand Gallery. She is somewhat angry with ne.”

"You've tried to kill her at least twce."

"And was unsuccessful. You helped her in the A d Hall, and she handl ed ny

gol em hersel f without much trouble."” The sorcerer snmiled a little, alnmost in
pride, as if he'd been the one to teach her and not Dubell

And Thomas thought, / wonder if sometines he thinks he is Galen DubeU .

But the smle faded and Grandier said slowy, "He would never tal k about her
How much he had taught her, what fay powers she had, where she was likely to
be ... He kept all her secrets, even at die end, when he becane confused and
told me what | needed to know about the pal ace wards."

Thomas t hought of Galen Dubell, who had been so trusting despite his
occasionally acerbic wit. He had known himonly through the faulty mrror of
Grandier's inposture, but that inmposture had fool ed Kade who had known die old
man better than anyone, so much of it must have been accurate. He said, "Is
that how you do it' Get someone's confidence, earn their trust, learn dieir
secrets, and gradually draw every scrap of information out of themunti
diere's nothing useful left?"

"Yes, in a way. It is a dom nation of the personality."

"You sound |ike Denzil."

"Perhaps | do."

"Don't pretend to delude yourself," Thonas said, too angry to stop the words,
to play die gane safely. "You' re not like Denzil; you' re not blinded by

sel f-absorption or maddened by what die Bisran priests did to you, however
much you'd like us to think so. You' ve calmy made die decision to take your
revenge this way, and you' re aware of exactly how nuch pain you're causing."
"Perhaps that is a sin of which we are all guilty. W sane nmen who participate
in insanity for reasons of our own." Gandier was silent for a nmoment, then he

said, "But you are wong about ny intentions. | do not nean to take you as |
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t ook Dubell. Your cooperation is nore valuable to nme than your body, for the
monent. | don't suppose you will care to give nme an answer yet. But | suggest

you cone to a decision soon."
Different troopers brought Thomas back to the makeshift cell and replaced his

manacl es. Aviler was still there, still relatively unhurt, except for the
lines of strain and fatigue on his face, briefly visible in the Iight of the
guard's | anp.

When they had gone, the High Mnister asked, "What happened?”

Thomas | eaned back against the wall. On the wal k back, he'd discovered that
the only wound that hadn't yielded to the Bisran sorcerer's unwanted heal i ng
had been the hole the elf-shot had left in his leg. He said, "I was offered a

place in Grandier's glorious revolution."

Avil er considered that, then asked softly, "And where did all the bl ood cone
fronP"

"Denzil stabbed me, and Grandier took care of the damage. Denzil intends to
repeat the performance later. | could see himthinking it." Thomas | ooked
away, glad of the darkness in the cold little room He hadn't meant to say
quite that nuch.

Aviler was silent a |ong nmonent. Thomas wondered if he was thinking about the
docunent he was supposed to sign. Then the High Mnister said, "An interesting
denonstration of the consequences of refusal. What answer did you give

G andi er ?"

"I didn't give himany answer. It's called stalling for tine."

"I see.”

Kade sat down hard on Knockma's thick grass. She hoped the entire Host had
flung itself into the ring after her, but she knew better than that. She had
connected one cardinal point of the ring to the other, and any of the fay who
followed her into it would find thensel ves caught in the ring' s nmael strom



flung around and around until the connection broke, which it
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woul d do fairly soon. Rings were difficult to tanper with at best, and al ways
sought to return to their original state.

Boliver was still waiting for her. He had settled on the grass outside the
circle of nmenhirs and was snmoking a white clay pipe. "No nore than an hour,"
he said, answering her unspoken question. "Did you di scover anything useful ?"
Kade stood and stepped out of the ring so she could think without it singing

in her ears and answered, "Yes, but | made a mi stake. | should not have gone."
She sat beside himand put her head in her hands. After a noment she said,
"Grandier was waiting for ne. He knows that | ... He told ne Thomas is alive

and that | amto stay out of the way." She felt her mouth twist into a sneer
"He knows it will be difficult for ne."

"Yes, you nade a grand cock-up," Boliver agreed.

"Your confidence in me is overwhel mng."

Bol i ver sighed. "lIs your Thomas that inportant to you, then? Has he said
anything of the kind to you?"

She | ooked up and saw he was watching her gravely. She stilled the quick flare
of anger and said, "Yes, he is inmportant to me. And if he is dead I'll never
know what he thinks about ne." And / wouldn't care tfhe hated nme as | ong

asl knewhe was alive somewhere

"Then stop rushing about |ike a daft-headed chi cken and do sonething,"
sai d suddenly, scattering her thoughts.

"I am not rushing about |ike a daft-headed anything," she said through gritted
teet h.

"Ch, you're not weeping or fainting, but you re running about in circles,
letting this damed human wi zard point you any way he wants you."

"I am not "

"By Puck's pointed ears, worman, you' re the Queen of Air and Darkness. Act I|ike
it."

Kade was on her feet and Boliver was scranbling for cover when it occurred to
her that Thomas had said rmuch the same thing to her, on the cool rainy night
on the loggia, when they had listened to Denzil twi st Roland's friendship into
sl avery.

She supposed she should feel Iike dying. Wat she felt was
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a cold nunbness centering around her heart, as if she were already dead. Kade
turned away and started to cross the field toward the castle. Reaching the
edge of the garden, she clinbed the steps and entered her turret workroom and
stood for a nonent in the quiet with the sweet snell of herbs and flowers.
Then she saw that the bow on the table was glowing softly. It was the spel
she had tried to nake to reveal the location of the keystone. She had
forgotten it.

Hol di ng her breath, Kade went to the table. The water at the bottom of the
bow had formed an image: a hazy translucent image of a room And she

recogni zed the room

"Gods above and bel ow take that canny old bastard," she whi spered, al nost
reverently. "It was there all the tine."

Then she had an idea.

THE SUN WAS shi ning here, too.

Kade and Boliver stood in an open court, bordered on all sides by a | ow wall
and a sheer drop to the sea. The wide blue vault of the sky stretched over
them and the stiff breeze had the tang of salt and dead fish. Kade went to
the edge of the ring, which resisted her for a nonent before she stepped free
of it. The power swelling it had al nost the sanme force as the Knockma Ri ng,

but it was far nore turbulent. But then, this ring saw a great deal nore use
She went to the wall and | ooked down. They were atop a pillar of rock that
stood a hundred yards or so above the sea that tore at its base. Leaning out,

Bol i ver



she could see the stairs that clinbed it, |eading up froma bare stone dock
and the stern of a fantastically painted ship that was noored there.

On the opposite side of the court, two identical fay with gol den skin,
red-pupil ed eyes, and |ong anmber hair guarded an archway tw ned with carved
oak | eaves that led to a narrow delicate bridge. It led fromtheir pillar over
t he channel of gray-green churning water to the cliff tops of a rocky section
of coast. A massive structure grew out of the end of the bridge, with heavy
oct agonal towers the warm brown of sandstone fromthe faraway deserts of
Parsria. Squinting at it in the afternoon sunlight, Kade saw that |ight
glittered off it at regular points, as if it were adorned with a pattern of
jewels, or small round wi ndows. She | ooked back at Boliver, who was watching
the bridge guards warily and cl eaning out his pipe onto the immacul ate

fl agstones, and said, "This is the place."
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She went up to the guards, who were dressed in cloth of gold and glittering
gens and armed with sl ender swords of silver. They were both watching Kade and
Boliver with disinterested amusenent, and one said, "Your name and your
errand, fair |ady, before you pass.”

The term"fair |ady" had no/ doubt been applied facetiously. She answered,
"I'"'m Kade Carrion, the Queen of Air and Darkness, and |'mhere to see Qoheron."
The two exchanged an opaque gl ance that m ght have conceal ed nore anusenent,
or surprise, and the other said, "Then pass gladly, lady."

She wal ked down the bridge, Boliver paddi ng behind her. Ahead they could see
two | arge wooden doors surrounded by stonework carved into waves and bubbling
seaf oam C oser, and the sun brought out the faint tint of rose in the brown
stone; closer still, and she saw that the small round wi ndows that studded the
tower were not wi ndows but eyes, with dark iris and blue pupil, and that sone
were watching them others staring off to sea.

Bol i ver stage-whi spered, "W're being watched!"

Kade ignored him

Anot her fay guard, identical to the two at the bridge except for the graceful
anber - gl azed wi ngs growi ng out of his back, pulled open one of the heavy doors
for them

I nside was a high stone gallery, floored with white tile, airy and cool. They
went down it and into the perfect silence of the place. Corridors branched off
at intervals, but they m ght have been the only living creatures inside.

Thi nki ng over what she had to do—what she was forced to do—Kade was consci ous
of a curious nunbness that m ght be shock but mat she was begi nning to
recogni ze as the feeling of anger taken to such a level it was no | onger
possible to separate it fromany other enotion or thought. In a way, it was a
liberating sensation. The attitude of the fay guards, or what she suspected
was their attitude, would have bot hered her very much under any ot her
circunstances; now it seened
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the nobst mnor of considerations. Anger this intense defined everything into
the goal, and the obstacles that nust be overcome to reach the goal, and it
woul d make it very easy to nake the decisions to dispose of those obstacles.
It was probably quite close to how Urbain Grandier felt when the Bisran

I nqui sition had finished with him

As they neared the end of the hall, they could hear a thread of harp nusic,
and voi ces and | aughter.

"We're going to be roasted,"” Boliver said, with gloony relish. "And eaten.”
"Stop snivelling," Kade muttered. Boliver had driven her out of her despair

wi th arguments that she should do something constructive; now that she had
enbarked on a plan, he was arguing against it. Typical fay perversity. "

The hall nade an abrupt turn, and stairs spilled down into a |arge roofl ess
court that nust be at or near the center of the fortress. Mre of the
anber - ski nned guards lined the porticoes, lazy but watchful, arned with



gol d- bl aded pi kes.

Most of the Seelie Court was gathered here.

Lake mai dens dripped water and gl amour fromtheir gowns |ike pearls. Beautiful
| adi es wore clothes of flowers, gossaner spangled with dew, silvery gauze, or
were covered only by their long hair. There were nen of the sane etherea
beauty as the guards, in velvets, fine lace, and gol d-shot brocade. Here and
there a wing as delicate as a butterfly's and nore beautifully hued rose above
the crowd. The bright sunlight in the open court nade so nuch gl anour the air
gl owed, and a troupe of gaily dressed fay tunblers performed feats inpossible
for humans. Most of those here were shape-changers.

Kade went down the steps and through the crowd.

They parted for her. There was no stink of unwashed flesh under the perfunes,
as there would be in any human gathering. Her faded and dirty snock, her
draggi ng petticoat |ace, her page boy's boots, were violently out of place
here, and she caught nany sidel ong gl ances. She coul d have used gl anour
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to make herself nore pleasing to the eye; several here had done so. But she
didn't need to be told that that would have been a ni stake.

Titania lay on a | eopard-skin couch under a canopy of ostrich feathers, coo
shade under the bright light. A small worman, snmaller than Kade, the fayre
gueen wore a mantua heavily |laden with pearls and silver enbroidery, and her
hair was the color of gold, true gold, and her features were nuch nore
beautiful than even Queen Fal aise's. But Fal aise's face had been touched by
fear, worry, and care, and Titania's was as perfect as a carved goddess's;
Kade suddenly preferred Falaise, for all that lady's wavering will.

Two fey pages with the appearance of fair young boys waited on the fayre
gueen, one holding a wine carafe, the other her fan. They watched Kade with
mat ched expressions of sly nockery. But seated at her feet was a hunan boy
with skin the color of chocolate and dark curly hair, whose gaze renai ned

| ocked on the tunblers.

Kade did not curtsey to Titania. She was a queen here in her own right.
Titania's shrewd sapphire eyes considered her. She held a silver w ne gobl et
beaded with noisture, and ran a thoughtful finger over the rim "Oberon is not
here, my sister." Her voice was like harp strings stirred by the w nd.

"But you are." A few days ago Kade woul d have replied |l am not your sister, but
she couldn't afford to be driven now,

Titani a | aughed. "And what have you cone for?"

"A favor." Kade | ooked down at the human boy, and when his brown eyes net hers
curiously, she asked him "Do you want to go hone?"

There was an al nost soundl ess gasp fromthe assenbl ed fey, the nusic ceasing
and the tunblers staggering to a halt.

The boy sniled and shook his head. "No, lady," he said into the silence. H's

voice was a little husky, but still a child's.

Kade | ooked back at Titania, who smiled. "I love him" the queen of fayre
sai d.
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"The sad thing is," Kade found herself replying, "you probably do."

Titani a shook her golden head in irritation and set the goblet down on a | ow
jade table. "You always ruin our pastines, Kade."

"Good." She paced a few idle steps away fromthe bower, to avoid show ng her
rabi d i npatience, to keep Titania from knowi ng how every passi ng nonent
grated, and saw the smaller sprites at die edge of the crowd back hastily
away. She was hardly surprised; she probably | ooked |ike she should be
standing over a battlefield piled with corpses with a raven on one shoul der
She had been right not to try to put on a pl easi ng appearance w th gl anmour;

t hat woul d have been catering to their whinms. She |ooked |ike herself, fey and
eldritch even in this conpany.

Wat ching her with perfect brows lifted archly, Titania said, "I only tolerate



your interference because of ny affection for your nother."

Wrds, no sentinment. Copied fromsonme human. Kade smiled at her feet. She
couldn't think why she had ever feared Mdire, or Titania, when she had spent
much of her early life sparring with Ravenna, who could have effortlessly
handl ed both fay queens were she blind, deaf, and | ame. Kade said, "I amthe
Queen of Air and Darkness.™

Titania accepted a fen from her page and drew the delicate ivory construction
t hrough her fingers. "You do not know what that means."

"Someday |'Il find out." Kade |ooked up and sniled. "And here you will be."
"And what nust | do about that?"

"Make me happy. "

Titani a | aughed again, this tine in genuine amusenent. O at |east genuine for
her. She waved the two fay pages away, but |et the human boy remain. "Wat do
you want ?"

Kade sensed the crowd behind her begin to relax. The clear note of a harp
sounded, and the juggl ers began to per-
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formagain. The boy's eyes strayed in their direction. Boliver was around
somewhere; she could snell his pipe. "The first, the power to shape-change."
"Ah." Titania nmust know every novenent of the Unseelie Court, and she did not
ask why. "Best tell ne what else you want, for | cannot give you that."

"You mean, you won't give me that."

"Wrds. | amnot a fool; | can't hand you that nuch power.
Kade knew it would come to this. "What if | were to offer you a power in
return?"

Titania frowned, consideringly. "You are very desperate.”

"Yes. And | am very dangerous, when | amvery desperate."” That was as close to
a threat as she wanted to cone. Threats she did not have tinme to make good on
Kade was at a severe disadvantage and knew it. Al she had was bluff and
Titania's greed.

"What woul d you offer?"

Kade felt as if she were about to step off a precipice. After this, there was
no goi ng back. She took a deep breath, and junped. "Knockma." Sonewhere in the
crowmd, she heard a thunp: Boliver hitting the floor. He had known what she
meant to do, but his sense of the dramatic had gotten the better of him
Titani a stared, honestly shocked. Kade | ooked at her, waiting, forcing herself
to smle lightly. Then Titania shook her head, her expression of consternation

maki ng her | ook nore human, and, Kade thought, nore beautiful. "I cannot do
it, not even for so great a prize. | cannot give you that nuch power."
Kade sighed. | know. If |I were you |l wouldn't do it either. But | was hoping

you' d be too blinded by greed to care. So forget the first plan and try the
second. Wth Knockma dangling before her like a dianmond in the sun, Titania
woul d break down eventually. "W can bargain."”

Titani a tapped her fan on the fur couch, watching her. "Bargain. Very well.
But why are you doing this?"
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Kade snmiled and net Titania's eyes. "For love." The queen of fayre | ooked
frankly disbelieving, but the human boy grinned up at Kade.

Kade nmet an anxi ous Boliver at the portico above the court. "How went it?" he
asked, nervously hopping fromfoot to foot.

"Not as good as | hoped; not as bad as | feared." Qut of her pocket, she drew
one of the concessions she'd wested fromthe fayre queen. It |ooked like a
wel | -crafted glass ball, only a few bubbles marring its perfection. Boliver
peered at it closely, and she turned it in the light to show the lines of fire
gl owi ng ghostlike within. "It will turn a shape-changed being back to its
original form" She pocketed the powerful little construction carefully, and
they started up the hall toward the entrance.

"I's that all? What will you if it doesn't do its work?"



"What will 1? I'Il die, that's what will |. Gods bel ow, Boliver, don't ask ne
these questions at a tinme like this." Kade had hoped to get the power to
shape-change at will from Titania, hoped to get it without having to kil
people right and left as Grandier did, but the fayre queen had refused her and
she woul d just have to do it the hard way. It's the onfy way to get anything
done lately.

"I"'msorry, lass. But one transformation is not much. And you will need that
to get in. You'll be going against all the Host."

"Yes." She hated to | ose Knockma, but it was a tie to the past, to her nother
and to the Seelie Court and all their wangling. And if the Host did cross
into Knockma, she would never be able to defend it and find Thomas at the sane
time. Titania would defend it now, with every resource at her disposal, and
the Unseelie Court would never have it.

It was al so the only honme she had ever had. Besides the pal ace, and that had
been taken away. But Knockma had not been taken away, she had given it up, and
the difference was inportant.
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And if it would help her destroy G andier and Denzil, then it was well given.
Kade put a hand in her pocket to touch the glass ball. No, |osing Knockma she

could live through. It was the next part she had doubts about.

Thomas had worked steadily at | oosening the spike in the wall and was rewarded
by feeling it begin to shift a trifle. If it wasn't his imagination; his hands
were nunmb with cold. "Any luck?" he asked Aviler

"No." The High Mnister left off his own efforts and | eaned back agai nst the
wall. "1 think you should accept Grandier's offer."

Thomas kept working on the spike, w thout answering. He supposed he shoul d be
flattered that Aviler had not automatically assunmed that he would | eap at any
way out.

If he did. . . Gandier would not let himinterfere with his plans to start a
war. And once that war was started, Thomas woul d have no choice but to do his
best to help win it. The old sorcerer was well aware that Thonmas woul d not be
a wlling participant, and Grandi er had a talent for influencing people,
working his way into their thoughts, bringing themunw llingly over to his
side. It was how he wested the needed information out of his victins before
he killed them and took their shapes. There was the possibility that after a
year or two of hel ping Grandi er, Thomas would find that he no | onger wanted to
oppose him

And then there was Denzil.

Movement out in the anteroomjolted Thomas out of his thoughts. Aviler |ooked
up, puzzled, and they both listened. It sounded as if the troopers who were
guardi ng them were gathering their weapons and | eaving. After a | ong nonent of
silence, there was a faint shuffling sound from outside the door, and a | ow
deep snarl .

Dont ane had said he would have to think of something el se. Aviler swore
softly, |ooking around hopel essly for some-
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thing to use as a weapon. Thomas gathered hinself to nove, watching the

i ghted doorway.

The fay appeared in the entrance, the torchlight gleanming fromits jaundi ced
yel low skin. It was perhaps five feet tall, human shaped but with cl awed hands
and | ong powerful arns dangling alnpst to its knees. Its nmouth had a w de evil
grin revealing far too nmany sharply pointed teeth, its face distorted by round
red eyes and a nose that was an ugly ragged hol e.

It sprang at Thomas too quick for thought. He threw hinself sideways as far as
the chains would allow, flinging up an armto shield his face. He felt the
hard grip on his wist, the claws tear through the I eather of his sleeve, and
a pressure that was about to tear his armfromthe socket. Then its hand cane
in contact with the iron manacle around his wist and it shrieked and | eapt



away.
He roll ed over and | ooked back. The fay staggered, keening in rage, its hand
dri ppi ng burned flesh and the stink of it filling the room Thonmas's shoul der
felt dislocated but as he tried to push hinmself up off the floor he realized
the chains had far nore slack now The spike holding themto die wall had been
pul l ed half out by the force of the fay's grip.

It turned on Aviler, snarling, and the Hi gh Mnister scranbl ed back agai nst
the wall, using a loop of his chains to swing at it. Thomas stretched and
hooked the brazier with his boot-heel, bringing it closer with a frantic kick
and grabbing the handle. He flung the brazier at the fay's back just as it

| eapt again at Aviler.

The iron struck the fay and it staggered.

Thomas got to his feet and | eaned his whol e weight on the chain in one solid
jerk, and with a spray of wood chips and plaster, the spike came out of the
wal | .

He grabbed it just as the fay reached himagain. Its claws sank into his

shoul der and it hauled himup and al nost off his feet before it felt the tip
of the iron spike in its chest and tried to shove himaway. Its other hand
found his throat, and with
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instinct greater than sense, he grabbed its armand fell against it, driving
the iron spike through its thick skin. It fell backward, draggi ng hi m down,
and fromthe bl ood on his hands he knew he nmust have given it a killing bl ow,
but it still had the strength to snap his neck

Then Thormas fell against the wooden floor. The fay had vani shed. He tried to
sit up, looking around, braced for it to appear somewhere el se. Then he

noti ced the heavy gray dust that covered the floor, the spike, his hands, and
that even the creature's bl ood had di sappeared. It had vani shed, but in death,
di ssolving into dust.

H s buff coat had protected his shoulder, but his neck was covered with

shal | ow scratches fromits claws; he was lucky it hadn't nanaged to tear his
throat out. A viler started to speak and Thomas shook his head hastily.

Dont ane woul d not have sent all the guards away, only those not bribed to

sil ence- After anot her noment Thomas managed to stand. He gathered the chains
up and quietly noved along the wall to the door and stood beside it, waiting
tensely. Wthout having to be told, Aviler slunped against the wall, trying to
|l ook like a corpse. In the dimlight, and for a few nmonents only, it would
fool someone; Thomas woul d not have |ong to nove. Monents crept by, and Thomas
t hought, You can't sit out there forever; you have to see what happened. Cone
on, dam you. There had to be at |east one man out there, to make sure that
the fay had done its work. The difficulty was that the one |l ast guard didn't
have to sit out there forever, only until Dontane came back wth

rei nforcenents

Then he heard a low scuffling in the anteroom soneone cautiously approaching
the door. Thomas flattened back against the wall and stopped breathing. The
swordpoi nt canme first, and there was a hesitation; the trooper had seen the
spilled and battered brazier, and Aviler's apparently lifeless form He

st epped inside, and Thomas slipped the | oop of chain around his neck

The trooper made the mi stake of dropping his sword to grab onto the chain. He
staggered forward, trying to slam

Thomas against the wall. He held on grimy, feeling the strain in his

shoul der. The man fell to his knees abruptly, dragging Thomas with him then
he felt sonething give way tinder the chain and the trooper collapsed. He held
on |l ong enough to make sure the man was dead, then gl anced back to check the
anteroom It was enpty and the fire was guttering in the hearth.

He searched the trooper's corpse thoroughly and savagely, keeping one eye on
the door. Besides the rapier, the trooper had a main gauche with a half-shel



guard and a small dagger. He'd be arned again at |east. After nore searching
he angrily shoved the body away. "It would be the one wi thout the goddam
keys."

"What now?" Aviler asked.

Thomas took the trooper's narrow bl aded dagger and began working at the | ock
of his manacle. It's been a long time since |I've done this, he thought. After
a long tense wait, the nanacl e gave and he shook it off and started on the

ot her.

The chains holding Aviler were of slightly different make and took |onger to
open. After Thomas had worked over the first one for sone tine unsuccessfully,
the Hgh Mnister said grimy, "lIt's not working. Get out of here before they
cone back."

"I," Thomas said through gritted teeth, "do not have tine for theatrics."
Aviler stiffened, but didn't voice any nore objections.

The manacl es canme free finally, and Aviler got to his feet in relief.

Thomas slipped the plain [ eather baldric of the trooper's rapier over his head
and handed the H gh Mnister the main gauche. They passed through the anteroom
qui ckly, hesitating only to make sure the troopers had | eft behind no other
weapons.

As Thomas stepped out the doorway onto the | andi ng, he knew he had nade a

m st ake. He heard Aviler gasp an incoherent warning and dove forward, rolling.
This didn't help any of his various bruises and when he cane to his feet, he
st ag-
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gercd. But Aviler was struggling with the trooper who had waited for them

besi de the door, and as Thomas reached them the H gh M nister managed to

pl unge the main gauche up into the other man's rib cage. The sol dier coll apsed
wi th a choked-off gasp and Thomas and Aviler rolled the body back into the
anteroom Breathing hard, the High Mnister explained, "He noved just as you
went out and | saw him Was he there all al ong?"

"No, he could have easily taken me when | was strangling the other one.
Probably cane | ooking for himwhen he didn't conme back for the others."™ Thonas
cast a |l ook back to check the |anding, which stretched quietly into darkness
in either direction, doorways |leading off of it and the staircase opening
directly in front of them

Aviler stripped off the soldier's baldric and tossed the extra main gauche to
Thomas. The High M nister slung the baldric over his shoul der and picked up
the trooper's fallen rapier. Sonething that jingled as it hit the floor fel
fromthe trooper's baldric and Aviler nudged it with a boot. "This was the one
with the keys," he said with an ironic lift of an eyebrow.

Thomas snorted. "My |uck."

They stepped out onto the |landing. Hesitating a noment to get his bearings,
Thomas saw the bob of |anplight on the stair below "This way," he said, and
led Aviler down to another doorway. It opened onto a progression of rooms
that, if Thomas was where he thought he was, would eventually give onto

anot her staircase. The roons were as dark as the pit, but they had been neant
to be viewed as a set, so the doors were all in the sane position on the

| eft-hand side of the hearths and were unbl ocked by furniture, making it
relatively easy to cross themeven in alnost pitch darkness. They had nmade it
t hrough the third room when they heard a shout of alarm and running footsteps
fromthe | anding.

They stopped to listen, but no one cane in their direction. Aviler whispered,
"I don't suppose they're going to think that thing ate both of us, killed the
two guards, and then wandered off."
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"They could try to tell Denzil that, but | don't think it would be very well
recei ved."

They came to the last room and through its open door, Thomas could see the



| andi ng of the other stairwell, lit wanly by one candle in the silver and
rock-crystal chandelier hangi ng above it. Across the threshold was the body of
a young woman, the gray and brown of her skirts marking her as a servant.
Thomas stepped over her without bothering to pause. He was growi ng used to
seei ng dead wonen and had stopped | ooking for famliar faces; since it was
likely he would be killed at any nmoment hinself, it hardly seemed to natter
After a nmonment he heard Aviler follow him

Just as they came out onto the | anding, the nuffled expl osion of a pistol shot
destroyed the sUence. They both instinctively dove for the stairs. They
reached the | andi ng bel ow and cut through another dark suite back the way they
had come. The first roomwas unlit and crowded with dark shapes of furniture.
Sol di ers were poundi ng down the stair behind them and Thomas could not find

t he doorway. He stunbled on a |low table, then turned and put his back against
the wall. The nen conming after them would have oil |anmps, and the Iight would
be monentarily blinding. Then there was a nuffled thunp and Aviler gasped in
pain, then said harshly, "Over here, a door."

Thomas made his way toward the High Mnister's voice and found the edge of a
narrow door. Aviler whispered, "It's a servants' stair." He clinbed down a few
steps, and Thonmas stepped inside, closing the door after them

In the unfanmiliar room it was doubtful the Duke's nen would find the stair,
whi ch had a door nmeant to blend into the panelling, but Thomas didn't breathe
easily until he heard themclatter through the room cursing and knocking
things over, then retreat. After some nonents of silence he said lightly, "
won't comment on your clunsiness since it saved our lives."

"Someone el se wasn't so lucky," Aviler replied out of the dark. "There's a
body down here."
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Yes, there would be fay roamng here. This is not going to get any easier
Thomas t hought, straightening up and feeling for the wall to guide himdown.
"He didn't come down here without a lanp," Aviler was muttering. Before Thomas
could point out that he mght very well have, the H gh Mnister said, "Yes,
here it is."”

After nore funbling, Aviler found the man's tinderbox and managed to |ight the
| anp. "Good CGod," the High Mnister said softly, standing up and | ooki ng down
in disgust at the corpse the wan |ight reveal ed. "What coul d have done that to
his head?. . . No, don't speculate; |1'd rather be surprised."

They heard footsteps in the roons overhead and voices from bel ow and noved a
few steps down the narrow stairs, but the door with its heavy covering of
carved panelling and fl ocked paper cut nuch of the noise from outside.

Avil er | ooked around, lifting the lamp high. The original stone of die wall
was to one side, radiating cold like a block of ice, and the wooden bones of
the lath and plaster facing to the other. The air was stuffy and thick with
dust. This was technically a servants' passage, though it had probably been
installed nore with an eye to nmovi ng about quickly and unobtrusively in the
event of a pal ace coup. The years before the reign of Ravenna's father had not
been cal m or untroubl ed.

"We're on the west side of the A d Palace," Aviler said quietly. "W could get
out through the siege wall into the dd Courts . . ."

Thomas sheat hed the rapier and drew the shorter mai n gauche, which would be
nore effective in these close surroundings. "If we can get there. The King's
Bastion is probably still sealed off fromthe other side. Mdst of the troops
are quartered right below us." He took a soft step down the narrow stairs,
careful of the creaking boards that would betray their presence.

The bogl e dropped from above. It | anded on Aviler, knocking himforward. He
dropped the candl el anp and the flane guttered wildly, threatening to | eave
themin darkness. Aviler had stunmbled into Thomas, who caught hinsel f agai nst
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the wall, turning to get a grip on the thing's greasy skin belowits neck and



drag it off the other man. It turned on himnore swiftly than a cat, claws
flailing, and he stabbed it with the main gauche. It dropped and he saw di al
Aviler had gotten it frombehind also, with their late guard' s dagger. It
struggled wildly on the steps for a nonent, its claws scrabbling on the wood,
a random swi pe of one | ong arm sendi ng Thomas staggering back into die wall.
Then it froze into inmbility.

They stared at one another for a nonment, breathing hard, then the High

M ni ster wi ped the blood fromthe scratches on his forehead where the bogle
had caught him He said softly, "That was rather a noisy episode. Do you think
anyone heard?"

After a noment Thomas shook his head. "No, they'd be hacking through the wall
by now " He | eaned back agai nst the stone, considering their options. They
woul d have to nmake for one of the rooms along the outside wall. And they could
go no lower than this floor: the |levels bel ow had no wi ndows. And what was
Kade doi ng now? That she was planni ng sonethi ng he had no doubts. Fortunately
Grandi er would have as little chance to guess what it was as he had. Kade nade
her strategy on the run, which was poor planning in a chess gane but in rea
life tended to make opponents waste time bunbling around wondering what in
hel | she was thinking. The only problemwas her inclination to the dramatic.
Wul d G andi er consider that?

He | ooked up to find Aviler watching himnarrowy. At his |look of inquiry the
H gh Mnister said, "You haven't yet pointed out that | was wong about Denzi
and you were right."

"I thought the consequences so obvious that calling further attention to it
was unnecessary."

Avil er snorted and shook his head. "Even though you have saved ny life, |

can't seemto bring nyself to like you."

"That's probably just as well." Thomas was thinking of ways to roons with
out si de wi ndows, and that the nearest could only be reached by using diis wall
passage to trave
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directly through the part of the palace Denzil had made his stronghol d. And
why not? They won't be searching for us there. And there's | ess chance of
running into nore fay. There was al so another possibility in that direction to
be explored. "Did you know about the spyhole near the third-floor counci
chanber s?"

Aviler's eyes widened. "No, | did not."

"Denzil doesn't either. Wen Dontane took nme to those chanbers, they had their
maps laid out, so it nust be where they plan their troop nmovenents at the very
| east."

He could tell the notion appealed to Aviler. "You think it would be worth it,
for what we m ght hear?"

"Perhaps not, but it is on our way."

There were voices coning fromthe direction of the faint glow of |ight

"Why you?"

It's ny plan, Thomas started to say. Instead, he put a properly sardonic note
in his voice and said, "Another noble inmpulse? You re die only one who has a
chance of convincing Roland of any of this; don't you consider that a little
nore inportant than your pride?"

They were crouching in the narrow darkened wall passage, beside a gap in the
baseboard just |arge enough for an agile spy. But someone had been through
this servants' passage at sone point strewing the floor with iron filings, so
they couldn't afford to waste time here. The hole in the baseboard had an
extra hel ping of iron sprinkled around it, but there was no sign that its rea
pur pose had been interpreted.

Aviler glared, and gestured reluctantly. "All right, damm you." As Thomas bent
to scranmble under the lintel, the H gh Mnister added, "Eventually that little
tactic is going to fail, then what will you do?"

Thomas grinned to hinself. "Ht you over the head."



Frominside the cranped spyhole, he could see the gap carefully cut into the
pl anks below the wall, leading into a narrow crawl space bel ow the first
council room They were
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there, right enough. He recogni zed Dontane's voice, but it was inpossible to
di stingui sh individual words. He'd have to try to get over to the next room
The crawl space was perhaps two feet high, the bottom nade of planks supported
by the thick wooden rafters of the roombelow, lit by soft candlelight finding
its way through the cracks in the fl oorboards above. On the far side, where
the wall of the second council room had been erected, another hol e had been
torn in the baseboards, allow ng access to the crawl space bel ow t he next

room That was where the voices were coming from Well, it would be, Thonas

t hought. He sat back, pulling off and | aying aside the baldric and rapier

whi ch woul d be far nore trouble than it was worth in the narrow space. He
hesitated over the main gauche, which would be equally unhandy at his back
where it could catch on things or in the front of his sash poking him

determ nedly in the stonach. He settled for wedging it down into his boot,

t hough he knew i f he encountered anything nore hostile than a rat, he was a
dead nman.

He worked his way slowy across the craw space, trying to keep from choking
on the dust, gasping in pain when his bruised ribs encountered the sharp
coners of a rafter.

About hal fway across, sonething sharp bit through the | eather of his glove and
he jerked his hand back. It was only a nail |oose on the planks, then he took
a closer |ook and saw the boards of the crawl space were sprinkled with them
al so. They nust have fallen down through the cracks from above. Denzil did not
trust his fay allies at all

He edged closer to the gap. The voices were distinctly | ouder here. And

| ouder. Damm them he thought; they're coming in here. There was no tinme to
nmove as a door squeaked open nearly overhead. He froze as heavy footsteps
sounded on the floorboards of the room above and Denzil's voice said, "Cod,
you're such a fool ."

"I didn't have to tell you," Dontane replied, his tone surly.

You prick, you' ve been so splendidly stupid, why did you have to ruin it by

t hi nki ng? Thomas had counted on Dont ane
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bei ng fool enough to try to hide their escape fromthe Duke as well as from

G andi er.

"You did if you wanted to live. You idiot, | would have gotten rid of himin
time." Footsteps paced overhead, a long winter cloak brushed the floor. Thomas
wi nced as Denzil cane to stand by a dark area that nust be a cabinet or other

| arge piece of furniture, the Duke's boots alnost directly over his hiding

pl ace. He was cranped and his shoul ders were aching, but he dared not adjust
his position.

"They can't escape,"

Dont ane pr ot est ed.

"OfF course they can. Boniface knows the palace very well; he's been spying on
everyone in it for years."
"I"'mnot a fool, damm you, | was . "

"It doesn't matter, not at this point." There was a hesitation, then Denzi
asked softly, "What position do you want when | take the throne? Court

Sor cerer ?"

Ah. | should have known Denzil would contrive to sell everyone to everyone

el se, Thomas thought. He's lured Dontane away from G andi er, that was why our
nmercenary friend was so a/raid.

"WIl the nobles accept nme?" Dontane spoke slowy, diverted by visions of the
future.

"They will if | order it."

They might at that Anything to keep Denzil away from hone and famly.



The door opened again, and a young man's voice shy with hero worship said, "M
lord, there's a nessage."

"Thank you." Denzil's voice warned, probably out of habit. He would keep no
one close to himwho was not his absolute slave. How it must gall himthat
Grandi er remai ned his own nan. Dontane had probably been an easy conquest.
Paper crackled, then with a smle in his voice Denzil said, "Villon has
reached Bel CGarde."

Thomas caught his breath.

"No." Dontane sounded horror-stricken. "The cavalry..
"The siege engine cavalry," Denzil corrected gently.
"How coul d he get here so quickly?"
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"I'f the messages went to the Granges yesterday, if Villon left his Train of
Ordnance behind and travelled through the night, it could be done easily."
"Wthout Gandier's help | couldn't possibly hold himoff."

"Yes, if Evadne hadn't failed |I'd have Roland by now. " Denzil was silent for a
nmonent, possibly calculating the time as Thomas was. It would have been

i mpossible to conceal the cavalry's novenent up the plain to Bel Garde; they
woul d have been spotted easily fromthe city wall. But it would have taken
time to send the nessage through the dangerous snow choked streets. And Villon
was a cautious general, preferring maneuver and siegecraft to pitched battle.
He had taken Bel Garde as a base fromwhich to stage his attack

Denzil said, "It's unfortunate. If |I can't keep Bisra fromattacking us in
what they will perceive as our weakness, Lord General Villon would be useful
But he won't deal with nme. | hope he has nore anenable officers. You'll have

to send the Host against him"

"Grandier won't allowit. He's counting on Villon to help |ead the attack
agai nst Bisra."

"And counting on ne to convince Villon to support ny claimto the throne. But
| can't... | won't do that. He is an old friend of Ravenna's, you see.”
Denzil was not going to allow a war with Bisra. He wouldn't want a ki ngdom

| ocked in struggle, war torn and poor. And he really didn't need a war to put
himon the throne; he only needed the threat of it. He's going to hold Bisra
of f somehow. If he can. If he gets past G andier.

"I want you to speak to your friends in the Host and persuade themto attack
Villon tonight."
"Il go now, but.
"Don't go now, wait until dusk. | don't want Grandier to learn of it. W can
scarcely ask himto arrange the cloudcover for us, so they will have to wait
until dark anyway." Footsteps crossed the floor to pause near Dontane. "Take
care. Everything depends on you."

Does it? Thomas thought. Does it realty?

360

MARTHA VEELLS

He heard them nove toward the door, and as soon as it dosed he rolled away
fromhis painful position over the rafter and began to work his way back
toward the hole in the baseboard, half-formed plans turning in his head. He
had al nost reached it when there was the thunp of a chair pushed aside,
hurried steps crossed the floor, and the door banged open

Thomas swore and scranbl ed through the opening into the spyhol e. Dontane and
Denzil had departed, but he had never heard the messenger boy | eave. He
grabbed up his sword and bal dric and ducked under the lintel back into the
passage.

"Well?" Aviler asked.

"Move. Sonmeone heard ne."

They made their way through the twi sts and turns of the passage and up a
narrow flight of rickety stairs. "Villon's reached Bel Garde," Thonmas sai d.
"Thank God. The court got through."

"It's not over yet. Denzil's sending the Host agai nst himtonight—despite



Grandier's orders to the contrary. Villon will have to be warned."

They came to a door with a thin line of chill daylight |eaking under it.
Thomas |listened a nonent at it, then carefully prized it open. The room
outside was a long formal dining roomlit by slanting gray norning sunlight
Jromtall w ndows that opened onto a portico. It was undi sturbed except for a
little snow that had blown in through a wi ndow | eft carel essly open, and the
scene had the strange still quality of a painting.

Thomas crossed the room and opened the w ndow further, stepping out onto the
portico. The tiled floor was heavily | aden with ice, and he held carefully to
the light railing and | ooked out on a view of the garden courts and the siege
wal | and the bastion rising up beyond. To the north was the open | and of the
park, and cut off fromsight by the side of the Gallery Wng would be the
Postem Gate. The ground was two stories down fromthe bottom of the portico.
He st epped back

THE ELEMENT OF FI RE

361

through the window to lift a heavy velvet drapery cord and say to Aviler
"Thi nk you coul d make it?"

"Of course.”

They started to tear down the drapes, pulling |oose the cords and di scardi ng
the ones that had gotten wet fromthe open wi ndow and had stiffened with ice.
Aviler tied off a section and tested it, then said, "W can secure it to the
table. It's heavy enough to support a dozen nen, so . "

"It won't have to. Just you. |'mstaying here."

"What do you nean?"

"There's barely enough tinme for you to nake it across the city to Bel Garde by
nightfall on a good day. |'mgoing to try to stop them here.™

" How?"

"I don't know," Thomas snapped. He didn't want to give Aviler the chance to
talk himout of this. He controlled hinself with effort and said nore calnly,
"Apparently Dontane's the only one who can talk to the Host besides G andier
If I can stop him. "

"That woul d hel p i nmeasurably, of course, but Villon is hardly going to be
unprepared for an attack by night. That he's here now nmeans he knows what's
happened. He will realize the danger."

"And with Ravenna dead you're the only one who knows for certain that Denzi
is a danger. Even if the attack on Villon fails, all Denzil has to do is ride
up to Bel Garde tonorrow and ask to speak to Rol and al one."

Avil er hesitated. Thomas coul d see himturning over that idea and not |iking
what he saw. But the High Mnister shook his head. "Qutright assassination
woul d hardly serve his purpose . "

"It wouldn't have to be that. But it's hardly politic to allow the man who's
near destroyed a city so he can usurp the throne unlimted access to the

Ki ng. "

"Al'l right, all right. 1'"ll go on. But |I think you' re only going to succeed in
killing yoursel f."
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"Probably."

They finished the makeshift rope and tied it off, and Thomas told Aviler the
way over the canal and through the Postern Gate that he and Kade had used.
They secured the rope to the table, and with Thormas to hold it steady, Aviler
started to clinb. The Hi gh Mnister disappeared over the portico with no nore
than a whi spered "good | uck” and Thomas was grateful, loath to countenance any
attenpt at sentimentality at this point. Wien Aviler had reached the snowy
ground and vani shed into the shelter of the garden walls and frozen hedges
bel ow, Thonmas pulled the makeshift rope up and bundled it into the bottom
cabi net of one of the sideboards. Wth luck the tangl ed draperies woul d | ook
like an aborted attenpt at |ooting. He closed the wi ndow and slipped quietly
out of the room



ROLAND COULD NOT stop shivering. He sat near the fire in a wi ndow ess interior
chanmber at Bel Garde. A salon nmeant for entertaining, its walls were softened
by cl oth-of-gold draperies and the overmantel and borders delicately painted
wi th bl ack grotesques on gilt backgrounds. Fretfully |ooking around the room
Rol and's eyes Iit on a silver and gold filigreed perfune burner he had given
Denzil some nmonths ago, and it occurred to Roland just how isol ated he had
becone fromthe others in his court. He had no other dose confidant or advisor
but Denzil; nost of those who had surrounded hi mwere his cousin's conpanions,
not his, and he had no wish to see any of them

Lord CGeneral Villon had arrived with his nmen not |ong ago, and the walls of
the little fortress had al nost trenmbled fromthe cheers of the other guards.
After Ravenna's death their situation had seenmed hopel ess, and now for the
first time there was a chance for revenge and victory. Roland had been just as
glad as the others to see them but he was nervous of Villon, know ng the
CGeneral ' s opinion of himwas not a high one. And having to greet the old
warrior with news of the Dowager Queen's death .

Behind Roland in the center of the room Villon and his officers, their cloaks
still steaming fromnelting snow, met with Renier and the Queen's Guard

i eutenant who had brought Fal ai se. They were talking intently, pointing to
the maps laid out on the round table, making sone plan. Roland
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had no wish to join in their council. They all thought hima coward, or a
fool, and perhaps they were right.

A new voi ce made Rol and | ook up, and he saw that El ai ne had been brought in
again. The hem of her skirt was torn and dirty, and her face was a pal e oval
in die candlelight. Her only compani on was an Al bon kni ght standing at her

el bow as if she were a prisoner, and Rol and wondered if she had been left to
sit in sone cold anteroom without even a maid to acconpany her. Such

treat ment suddenly remi nded himof one of Fulstan's nore subtle tricks, when
Rol and had been left alone in a bare roomto contenplate his fate for hours,
only to discover later that the King had |l eft the palace and that there would
be no puni shment after an.

"Hasn't anyone even sent for a lady to care for her?" Roland interrupted. Al
heads turned toward him and he wi shed they would stop | ooking at himas if he
were mad, or had just grown an extra linb. "God, just let her alone. Your
dammed questions are worthl ess."

"At once, mlord," soneone said. Roland found hinmself nmeeting General Villon's
expressionl ess gaze and qui ckly | ooked away. Elaine still stood shivering in
the center of the roomand he notioned her to cone over by the fire. She cane
obediently, taking a | ow cushioned stool near his chair, moving stiffly as if
the cold and shock had solidified her nuscles. Roland felt nore at ease in her
presence. Here, at |east, was soneone who knew he coul d not have di sobeyed his
nmot her's order, who did not think hima coward. If he had stayed in the tower

he woul d be dead as well, or Bel Garde overrun by fay and they would all be
prisoners. But he wondered if he would have had the courage to order his own
son or daughter to safety while he nmet death. / will never know, because

tve'tt all die here and | witt never tive to have a son or daughter

There was nmore quiet talk, but the council seened to be over. Roland stared
into the fire, trying not to see images it hurt to think about. Since hearing
Fal ai se's tale, he had sunk deeper into grief and pain, and he felt powerless

to help
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hi nsel f. He heard Renier nove up behind his chair, and he said the words he
had been living on since that monent in the tower. "He will explain hinself.
There will be sone reason.”

"Yes, nmy lord," a soft voice said. "But if he meant to betray you, wouldn't he
al so have a reason, a clever |ie?"
Rol and | ooked down at El aine, startled, and heard Renier gasp. He gl anced up



and saw that his Preceptor |ooked as shocked as if a pet cat had spoken. But
Rol and knew that his nother woul d not have had wonen cl ose to her who were
fools; they had been at the focal point of the court with her.

Reni er stepped forward to take Elaine's arm and Rol and noti oned hi m awnay,
irritated at the interruption. He wanted to talk, and the young woman's eyes
were red and bruised fromcrying and the expression in them anything but
cruel. "If he loved ne how could he betray ne?" he asked, hearing the tears in
hi s own voi ce.

"I'f he |oved you, he couldn't,"” she whispered.

Rol and hesitated. If his nother had asked it of her, this woman woul d have
flung herself off the roof of the highest tower in the city. She would believe
what ever Ravenna had told her to believe. But Ravenna was not here to tell her
what to say now. If Elaine was repeating his nother's views, it was only
because she believed in them herself.

"You were close as boys," Elaine persisted. "I remenber it. But didn't he
change?"

Didn 't he? Roland asked hinself. Had the teasing turned to nockery? / know he
has a cruel streak. God, he could hardfy hide it. "That was because . "
Rol and began, and thought, because after | tried to die, he knew how rmuch |
needed him and he thought nme pathetic, and it made himfeel powerful. He felt
anger stir in him old tired anger. "Yes, he changed."

They sat in silence for a tinme, until a matron who had been one of Ravenna's
gent| eworren cane for Elaine. She let the older worman | ead her away, but
reluctantly, with a worried gl ance back at Rol and.

The young King stared into the fire alone, conjuring up menories of DenziTs
scorn, his disdain, the nonments when
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his carefully buried envy had cone too near the surface. But without Elaine's
gentl e persuasi on Rol and's thoughts began to go round in the sane tired path.
But | don't know what the truth is. God, if | could only talk to him.

The frigid wind tore at Kade's hair, blowing it into her face, and she shook
it anay irritatedly. "You'll be ready?"

The gold and anber fay | eaned on his pikestaff and | ooked down at her with a
smle. "If you can flush the birds, ny lady, we can chase them"

It was late afternoon, the sky a low solid gray |like the polished surface of
an ancient shield, the housetops around themstill sheathed in ice and snow.
Kade had | eft Boliver at Knockma, to help the others pack what was necessary
and to take themthrough the ring to Chariot, another of her nother's
enchanted castles. She hadn't been to it for years, so it would not occur to
the Host to search for her there. She had little nenory of what it was |iKke,
except that it was big and old, and hidden rather prosaically in the hills of
Monbeaudr eux, a province in the south. It was protected fromthe Bisran border
by steadily rising nmountains that were too high and rugged to cross except on
foot. The summer and spring lasted |onger there, and they grew olive trees. At
the nmonent it sounded |ike heaven

The fay fromthe Seelie Court, with his white blond hair, delicate features,
and the enbroidered satin of his doublet and cloak, was unreal in this world

of gray and white. "Chase themfar," Kade told him "I don't want them turning
back on us. |'ve paid enough for it."
"To the ends of the earth, and that will be a pleasure.” The fay swept a bow

to her, and suddenly a golden hawk glittered in the air beside her, and with a
powerful sweep of its wings, it shot toward the sky.

Kade watched himuntil he disappeared into the clouds. She couldn't afford

m st akes, and she wasn't at all sure of herself. She had been | ax over the

| ast few years, using what she could of the swift instinctive fay magic,
dependi ng on
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glamour and illusion. Swift, and in the end ineffective against the sorcery



that was practiced so painstakingly, using as poor a tool as letters froma
dead | anguage' s al phabet to synmbolize concepts that passed understanding. Wth
fay magic it was inmpossible to attenpt sonething beyond one's skill; with
sorcery it was all too possible, and all too deadly.

Kade hugged herself and shivered. She hadn't given sorcery the | ong hours of
study it needed. Her efforts seemed so ungainly conmpared to the el egant and

i nvol ved work of sorcerers like Galen Dubell and Dr. Surete. Both of whom are
dead now, she thought, savagely, and at least |I'malive. But it all came hone
to rest in the end, and she had taken the easy way out far too often, in her
magi ¢ and in her life.

Kade knew she shoul d have returned to nake up with Rol and at once after their
father had died. She would not have had to stay long, and it m ght have nade
the difference in so many things. If she went to himnow to tell him about
Denzil, he would never believe her

The glass ball Titania had traded her was in a deep pocket of her snock, and
when it brushed against her she could feel the warnth radiating out of it even
through all her layers of clothing. God, | hope it's contained, she thought. /
hope it's not sapping my strength or power, or |eaking something into the
ether that's going to interfere with the spell. She was not at all sure that
what she was attenpting woul d work. She had bought the Seelie Court's help

wi th Knockma, and they would hound the Host fromthe city, but she would have
to stir the creatures out of the pal ace herself.

Kade heard sonething at the edge of the roof, then saw a small fay with ugly
wi zened features and cornflower blue hair peering at her over the edge. Its
narrow eyes w dened at her, and she snarled, "Bugger off." It vani shed, and
she stretched, easing the tension in her tight shoulders. She was a little
shocked to realize it was not the cold that was making her trenble. It's going
to work, she told herself. It's not going to work, a little voi ce answered.
I"mgoing to die.

She took out a pinch of the gascoign powder and rubbed
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it into her eyes. Looking toward the palace's towers, she could ; now see the
corona of shifting light that played over them colors touching and fading

into one another. There should still | be gaps between the wards high in the
air above the palace; j there had not been tinme for themto draw all the way
together, i and the higher they were in the air, the slower they would , nove.

Here | go, she thought, and flung herself into the sky. ,

Kade had wi ngs, and for a moment only, an unfanmiliar ¢ instinct told her to
use them Col ors changed; blurred outlines \ in the distance became sharp and
clear. Her vision was incred- j ible. Shadows had edges |ike razors, and her
eyes found } nmovenent—the flutter of a curtain's edge through a broken j

wi ndow, the slight rustle of a frost-covered tree's branches in j a garden
court—that she would never detect with human 1 sight. i

Kade realized she was gliding in a circle over the Hgh ! Mnister's house,
then she realized she was flying. For a no- i nent human thought and hawk
instinct clashed, and her ; wings flapped frantically and she dropped like a
stone. Kade i forced herself to let go, to let the unfanmliar senses guide

her, ! and her wi ngs nade the correct angle and she caught the wi nd > again.
She thought she had the trick of it now One had to exer- \ ci se enough
control to keep one's menory and purpose, but had to give the hawk enough rein
to control the body. She ;. made a slowcircle to face toward the pal ace,
wat chi ng the \ ground rush by below in such fine detail and trying not to
t hi nk about what her w ngs were doing.

Kade had not taken this formlightly. She knew t hat hawks, \ who could

dive from hundreds of feet in the air and pluck a nouse off a forest floor
woul d have good eyesi ght and that j with the gascoi gn powder she woul d



have a chance of finding I the gap in the wards. The smaller body woul d

make slipping through easier as well. Also, if she failed, this wasn't a bad
way to spend one's |ast hour. But she had chosen better than she ' could
have guessed. She could see the wards as fine shadi ngs ! of gray m st

nmovi ng al nost i nperceptibly above the walls.

And Just a nonent ago | thought gray a dull color indeed, she nused. \Who had
known that one bland col or woul d have so many distinctions?

A few powerful strokes of her wings took her higher and she flew toward the
pal ace, astonished again at the power and strength of such a small form She
had risen above the wards and al nost overshot the pal ace before she caught
herself and turned back. It was no wonder human sorcerers |ost thensel ves when
t hey changed shape. If her sense of urgency hadn't been so strong, it would
have been easy to play on these wind currents until she forgot who she was. Is
t hat what happened to att the human sorcerers who tried the shape-changi ng
experiment? Did they keep saying, "I'Il just stay out a little |longer," unti
all the words faded fromtheir mnds? If only she could afford that kind of

sel f-i ndul gence.

Kade found the gap close to the high point where the edges of the wards mnet
above the palace. It was an irregularly shaped hole, a bare four feet w de at
its largest... And closing fast. Hawk instinct seized her and pushed on by her
fear she dove for the gap. She had forgotten how fast she could nove if she
tried, and found herself safely through and frantically cupping her wings to
sl ow herself as the sloped roof of the Queen's Tower rushed upward at her

El at ed, Kade controlled her dive and slipped sideways, catching the w nd
current around the tower and letting it steer her toward the North Bastion

She hadn't felt a thing when she had rushed past the wards, and now she knew
she was going to beat that Bisran bastard at his own gane.

Kade made one slow circle above the King's Bastion for curiosity's sake. Al ong
the top level, she could see the staining on the stones above the w ndows
where snmoke had poured out fromthe sporadic fires there the night of the
attack. Then a play of light over the dark tiles of the multipitched roof
caught her attention. It |ooked alnbost |ike a ward.

Yes, it is a ward. She didn't think it was a new one of Gandier's design; it
lay on the roof like a discarded scarf. Kade circled again, losing altitude in
her effort to see it nore
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dearly. It could be Ableon-Indis, the ward she had called to route the Host in
the Od Hall. Her spell might have pulled it out of the etheric structure
entirely and that was why it was still here instead of with the other wards
above. It nmight not have been affected by Grandier's conversion of the other
wards at all.

Kade saw the bl ack shape out of the conmer of her eye, and her hawk's body

twi sted away, reacting before her human mind had grasped the danger

It was a black spraggat, its leathery wings stretched above her, its daws

raki ng. She dove again, slipping in and out of the currents, but it followed
her, its stronger w ngs overpowering the wind and forcing itself doser to her
Kade slipped sideways and it overshot with a scream of rage. She flapped her
wings frantically, trying to gain height and take advantage of its m stake,
then she heard its screaming turn fromanger to pain. She risked a | ook and
saw it was rolling and scrabbling across the roof of the King's Bastion, its

| eat hery wi ngs snoking and bursts of flane appearing over its dark body. It
had fallen into Ableon-Indis. I'mright, she thought with great satisfaction
But it's much weaker than it was without its keystone, or it would have burnt
that thing up at once. She had one ward on her side, and she would have to
think carefully about the best way to use it

She turned, nmaking for the North Bastion. Then daws raked her back, and the
force of the blow sent her tunmbling, her wings frantically beating the air.
The second bl ack spraggat dove toward her again and struck at her, and she
wheel ed and turned desperately to escape. The wall of the North Bastion seened



to spin, all the while rushing closer and doser.

The instincts Kade had fought off earlier took over in force, letting her
right herself and fight her way toward the flat nountain |loomng in front of
her. Her daws grasped stone, and there was a rush of air behind her as the
spraggat stooped for the kill. For a long nmonent she felt herself funbling,
trying to renenber what she had to do now, her thoughts overwhel med by the
hawk's fear and its terrible desire to turn and
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throwitself at the spraggat in a hopeless attack. Wth the last bit of
hersel f, she stretched out with her mnd and touched the spark of light within
her feathers that in another existence was a fayre queen's glass ball. She
shattered it

Then her fingers were digging into the chinks in the stone face, her boots
slipping on the | edge. The spraggat screaned its confusion, suddenly
confronted with a human larger than itself and the bright painful backwash of
a powerful spell. It swng away in fright, and half sobbing with exhaustion
Kade dung to the stone and ki cked at the catch of the wi ndow. Once, twice,
then it sprang open and she fell through

She lay on the wooden floor of a cold enpty roomfor a nonent, gasping, then
reached into her pocket. Titania's glass ball was in shards, still faintly
warmwi th the force of the contained spell. Well, |I'mnot doing that again
soon, she thought, sitting up awkwardly. The fay's daws had torn through her
coat, leaving two long tears in her back that sluggishly |eaked bl ood. Her
shirt and snock hadn't been torn, only snagged aside, and distractedly she
searched her pockets for a pin to pull the fabric of the coat back together
Then Kade saw where she was: the walls covered with gilt-trinraed bookshel ves,
the I arge wi ndows, the beautifully carved partners desk still piled with
paper, nore books, and an upset inkwell.

hi her confusion Kade had all but forgotten which room she was making for
She'd meant to approach cautiously and nake sure the rooms were enpty first.
She clinbed to her feet, inwardly cursing herself and listening hard for any
sign of occupation. Stupid, stupid, have you ruined it all now? Is he stil
using these roons? Did you go through all that just to be caught?

She steadi ed herself against the wall because her legs were trenbling still,
and crept to the door. But the next room a small parlor with furniture buried
under nore books, was cold and unoccupi ed as well. She ventured through the
rest of the suite, feeling her heartbeat begin to steady. She coul d hear
not hi ng but the wi nd agai nst the wi ndows, and the roomns
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were cold, the candles and healths unlit. G andier had not come back here,

t hen.

Kade returned to the study and started her frantic search. The sinpl est hiding
pl aces were the best. It seenmed |ike a year ago, but the norning that she had
stood on the windows!!! and spoken to him he had been planning to let the
Host in that very night. It wasnt Gal en who betrayed you, she rem nded
herself. It was Urbain Gandier the nurderer

She went to the desk and opened all the drawers and | ooked through the first
| ayer of papers, but they were covered with crabbed hal f-conpleted

cal cul ati ons, none of which she could follow for nore than a few steps. The
books on the desk were Theater of Terrestrial Al cheny and The Bl ack Keys;
nothing illumnating there.

She noved around the room scanning the shelves, shifting books, and I ooking
under chair cushions, then turned to the |eatherbound chest on the floor. It
had books stacked atop it but not nmuch dust conpared with the rest of the
room and she renmenbered that he had just finished putting sonething in it
when she had conme to the window the first tine.

Kade kneel ed beside the chest and lifted the books fromthe top. It wasn't
even | ocked. She opened it and was di sappointed by the sight of perfectly



ordinary folded |inens and fustian bl ankets.

Then she noved the top layer aside. It lay on a bed of cloth, a stone fromthe
bott om of sonme streanbed, rounded and snmoot hed by water, small enough to fit
confortably in her two cupped hands. The keystone was inert and silent now.
She picked it up and turned it, marvelling at the synbols, letters, and
equations incised into its surface. They started out bl ocky and | arge enough
to read, then shrank as they wound around the stone, sone obviously forned by
di fferent hands, becom ng so tiny they m ght have been carved with a jeweler's
knife, ultimately shrinking until they disappeared from sight. Kade blinked
and shook her head, dizzied. She could follow the sense of it for no nore than
a few turns of the stone, if that.

Wl |, Kade thought, rolling it fromone hand to the other
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Sol "vegotit. Now find Thomas, and take this down to its place in the cellar
She bundl ed the keystone up in the bag she'd brought in a pocket and tied it
securely around her waist, then headed out of the suite.

Kade |istened at the heavy wooden door a nonent, hearing no betraying sounds,
then opened it cautiously. The next room was dark, but she had expected that.
There was the snmell of nust and dampness and, far away and barely detectable
in the frozen air, of death.

Kade hesitated, one hand on the doorframe. The hackles on the back of her neck
lifted.

If the black spraggat outside had been a guard, there would be a guard inside,
as well.

She crossed the anteroomin three light-footed | eaps and reached the opposite
door. Let whatever it was cone for her then; she had found the keystone. She
coul d do anyt hi ng.

Stretching before her was a suite of roonms, filled with silent shapes,

di storted by shadows.

Kade slipped through the first room sweat freezing on her back, the heavy

| unp of the keystone bunping her familiarly in the leg. In the second room she
stopped. The cold had changed consi stency. She felt it noving over her like a
mst, clinging to her face and hair, her clothes.

There is sonething here. She touched the wall to keep her orientation
straining her eyes in the darkness and slipping the bronze knife out of the

scabbard at her belt. Then something noved. She couldn't tell if she was
seeing it with her eyes or inside her head.
Kade eased back against the wall. Whatever it was would attack her in a

nmonent. She didn't want to give it an advantage by bolting out of the room
scream ng.

The whi sper al nost made her junp out of her skin. It came from across the
room and she tightened her grip on her knife. The voice was | ow and harsh,
and she couldn't make out the words.

Kade hesitated, aware of precious tinme passing. Sweat was
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freezing on her forehead and she didn't know whether to be afraid or angry, to
try to push her way past the thing or retreat. Maybe that was its purpose, to
keep her here while sonething el se

The voice was getting | ouder, and though she still couldn't nake out the
words, it trenbled on the edge of her nmenory, recognition barely a breath
away.

Then she renenbered that The Bl ack Keys contai ned spells for necromancy.

Her father's voice said, "Little bastard, why did your bitch of a nother
bother to drop you? She didn't have to | eave you to devil ne."

Kade didn't renmenber running; she wasn't aware of anything until she was
slamm ng the door of Grandier's study behind her and | eaning against it
shudderi ng. Her knees hurt and one of her gloves was tipped, and the burn in
her pal m had torn open. She rmust have gone over or through a piece of



furniture, though she didn't renenber it.

Kade went to the desk, picked up the book on necromancy, and slung it through
the window It hit the open caserment and smashed the gl ass, then tunbl ed out
of sight. It was the first tinme in her life she had ever m shandl ed a book
She paced the room because the liquid fire of fear and anger was in her veins
and it hurt to stand still. She smashed an astrol abe and turned over the

gl obe, and dug her fingernails into the open wound on her hand until she

st opped sobbi ng and her thoughts became coherent. Then she asked all the old
pagan spirits to visit their curses on Gandier, and the Church God to strike
hi m down.

Kade stopped in the middle of the roomfinally, pressed her hands together,
and thought. It was a test, a trick, a challenge. Gandier nmeant her to fail.
Had he set the ghost here outside these roons, or had it wandered the pal ace,
to be drawn to her presence if she won a way inside?

The latter nade nore sense. But then ... But then it could cone in here. Kade
was at the window in a nonent.

She clinbed out onto the sill, then stepped to the broad
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| edge. The bl ack spraggat was no |l onger in sight though it nmight cone back at
any noment- She was in a poor position to defend herself.

The frigid wind tore at her, tearing the air out of her lungs. Kade edged her
way al ong, fingers clinging tightly to the chinks in the stone. She hadn't

pi nned her coat together again and the cold air poured down her back. She
woul d have to cross the siege wall to get to the A d Palace anyway. Can | do
it fromthe outside? Another |aborious ten feet and Kade saw that she
couldn't, not without falling to her death. She would have to enter the North
Bastion to reach the wal kway along the top of the wall.

Finally Kade could stand the cold no nore. She reached a set of w ndows she
coul d push open, then alnost fell through themonto the floor of a small
bedchamber. Sitting up on the rug that was stiff with frost, she realized she
had not even bothered to glance in first to see if the roomwas unoccupi ed.
She coul d have | anded headfirst anmong a whole tribe of sprig-gans, or a troop
of Al sene sol diers.

She buried her head in her hands. He Has you on the run. You're playing into
hi s hands agai n.

After a noment Kade stood and went through the doorway to the next room It
was a beautifully arranged parlor, wall paper and uphol stery col ored rose and
gold. She didn't know who this suite had bel onged to or where she was, except
that she was near the corner and woul d have to find the stairs that |et out
onto the siege wall. The light fromthe wi ndow in the bedchanber made no

i nroads on the shadows in the corners. The next room would be dark as pitch
Kade dug in her pockets and finally canme up with a tinder-box. She would Iight
one of the candles in here and take it with her. She'd have to do that anyway
if she didn't want to be running into walls and stepping on bogles. Coward,
she thought as she funbled with the flint. Bl oody coward.

It refused to catch, and she pried the candl e out of the [ anp, sat down on the

floor with it, and tried to light it with a spell. Her heart was poundi ng too
fast, distracting her, but
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finally the wick began to glow gently with spell light. It was beginning to

yellow to real flame when it went out, as if invisible fingers had snuffed it.
"What ?" ghe said al oud, and | ooked up

It was there, in the darkest comer, |ooking at her. She could feel its gaze
with the inner eye of her own sorcery. Her skin turned to ice and sweat
dropped into her eyes. Then it whispered, "I could have you killed tonorrow
and no one would notice. Perhaps | wll "

Kade was through the bedchanber, slamm ng the door behind her, and poised on
the windowsill like a bird about to take flight before her wits caught up to



her. She made herself stop, grinding her injured hand agai nst the frozen netal
of the casenent, forcing herself to think. She could clinmb out and enter

t hrough anot her wi ndow, go around it. But it had taken so little time to find
her. It would just follow her again. How could she find Thomas with the dam
thing followi ng her and freezing her bl ood

Had it gone after Thomas too? He had hel ped Ravenna kill Ful stan. But Thonas
had never been particularly inpressed with Ful stan when the old king was
alive; Kade thought it unlikely that he would be concerned about hi m now t hat
Ful stan was dead.

It was coming after her because it could nake her afraid.

Kade hesitated, considering the idea. Ful stan had been nothing in life and was
even |l ess in death. Thonas and Ravenna had di sposed of himw th | ess regret
than a peasant would feel when putting down a nad dog. Kade nodded to hersel f.
That was the key to it.

She had not let the old bastard stop her fromliving her life. She was not
going to let himstop her fromfinding Thonmas.

Kade pushed away fromthe wi ndowsill and crossed the cold roomto the door.
Her | egs were trenbling; her hand on the doorknob trenbled. That was al

right. She could shake, cry, scream as long as she didn't break and run
There was no one who nmattered here to see her
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Qut si de the door she could hear the nuttering of the voice. She opened it and
stood there.

Light fromthe room behind her fell only a short distance, then seened to hit
a wall of blackness and stop. The voice rose, ranting at her, words of
darkness formng all the old terrible nightrmares she renenbered. "Little lying
bitch, ny punishnent from God for nmy sins.”

Anything to stop that. She said, "You' re nothing."

It had no effect. The voice rose in volune. "Do you think your pathetic little
brother could help you? He'd kill you hinself if | ordered it..."

Rol and do somet hi ng you ordered? Kade found herself thinking. "Who's the Iiar
now?" she said. "He hates you nmore than | do." And suddenly the words were
just words. They hurt, but not with the sting of truth. They were the sane
words Ful stan had always flung at her, but she was not a child now and no

| onger believed them Perhaps she had not needed to return to the city of her
birth to face her brother. Perhaps she had needed to return to face this. Her
voi ce gaining strength, she shouted, "You're nothing. Galen Dubell was nore a
father to me than you ever were. Thomas is nore a husband to Ravenna than you
ever were." The voice went on, |ouder, and Kade's voice rose to a shriek
drowni ng out the other voice, all thought of conceal nent forgotten. "You were
nothing to her, you're nothing to ne. She killed you because you got in her
way and she wouldn't put up with your stupidity anynore. Roland's King now and
he curses your nenory whether he admits it or not. You're nothing and you

al ways were!"

On the last word she stal ked forward-Aot running, not blundering in the
dark—until she barked her shin on a chair. Cursing the pain, she fell against
t he ot her door, opened it, and stumbled through into the next room

It had an open door leading into the stairwell, and wan yell ow candl el i ght
cane down through it from somewhere above. The silence was conplete.

She | ooked back and coul d see the gray daylight fromw ndows of the bedchanber
t hrough the open door of the
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salon. It was just a room cloaked in shadow, no colder than the stairwell.
"And don't come back," Kade nuttered, |eaning against the doorframe. Then she
heard heavy footsteps fromthe floor above, and she started hastily down the
stairs. If there had been anyone or anything in the bastion, her idiot
scream ng woul d bring it running.

In the next hour G andier or the Host or Denzil could kill her. But Kade had



never felt nore free in her life.

SOVEWHERE | N THE passage

bel ow sonet hi ng cl anked, as if hollow metal struck stone, and Thomas paused on
the edge of the gap in the floor and thoughtfully fingered the hilt of his
rapi er. He'd seen Dontane conme down the stairs fromthe council roons, and
he'd taken the chance on going ahead into the | ower passages and catching him
her e.

The | arge passage Grandi er had taken himdown yesterday was the only unbl ocked
way to the cellar where the Unseelie Court had established itself. Thonas had
found a spot where a weak place in the ceiling had partly given way, spilling
some debris down onto the floor and creating a hole into the space above.

d i nmbi ng up through the gap, he'd found another narrow corridor which was

bl ocked on one end by a collapse of its owmn. It led only to nore disused roomns
and a nowrickety stairway up to the floor above.

Adimlight fell down the stairs, slightly alleviating the darkness. Moving
silently, Thomas poi sed on the edge of the gap, listening as the faint noise
bel ow becane the footsteps of at |east two nen. Then Dontane passed bel ow,
with two Al sene troopers trailing reluctantly behind him and Thonas felt a
rush of both relief and tension; he hadn't been certain until now that he
woul d have his chance. Dontane coul d have brought twenty troopers with him

but the need to conceal his activities from G andi er nust have won out over
cauti on.

Thomas quietly stepped down to a fallen rafter half bl ocking the gap, then

| eapt onto the back of the second trooper
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H s weight slammed the man into the hard stone floor. He rolled off the inert
formand cane to his feet against the opposite wall, ducking the flailing

sword of the other trooper. Thomas parried the second wild blow, feinted, and
put his point through the man's neck. The trooper sunk back against the wall,
clawi ng at the wound and gasping, then slid to the floor

Dont ane had turned, whipping his sword free of the scabbard. He recognized
Thomas and stopped, eyes widening in disbelief. "You still here . "

Thomas nmoved toward him naking it look like a casual stroll. He doubted he
could catch Dontane if the sorcerer bolted toward the cellar. "Afraid of
Villon? Things not going quite according to plan?"

He saw the realization of where those things had been said pass over Dontane's
frozen expression, and an awareness of just what el se had been said. "So that
was you. | thought the boy dream ng when he said sonething had noved in the
floor."

_ The sorcerer rushed forward. Thonmas started to bring up his sword to parry
but saw the blue flame of spell fire flickering down Dontane's blade. |nstead
of | ocking their weapons together he swept his sword around, deflecting the
deadl y bl ade and di sengagi ng. Even then the shock of contact with that power
was enough to send a jolt of pain down his arm

Dont ane | aughed, but sweat was running down his face and he held his sword en
garde, not pressing the attack i medi ately. Thonas steadi ed hi nsel f agai nst
the wall. Damm, he thought, this could finish ne. It had taken a nonment or so
for the blast of power to travel down the I ong rapier blade to his hand, |ong
enough for himto parry and break contact. If he'd connected with the shorter
bl ade of a mmin gauche he woul d have a useless armnow. Stupid not to realize
that the young sorcerer woul d have an arcane defense agai nst attack. But

Dont ane had seen the battle at Aviler's house and knew he was outcl assed in
swordpl ay at |east; Thomas could -alnpst snell the fear on him

Thomas eased away fromthe wall. "I hope that isn't all you' ve got," he said
softly. "It's not going to be enough." He circled to the side, trying to get
bet ween Dontane and the cellar.

The sorcerer backed away, preventing himfrom bl ocking the passage. Thonas



l unged, pulling the tip of his sword up and over Dontane's parry, nicking him
in the opposite shoulder. The sorcerer cried out and his bl ade swng w de, die
flat of it catching Thomas's sword arm The force of the spell fire cl oaking

t he bl ade sent Thomas staggering. Dontane stunbled back and | ost his grip on
his sword. Pressing a hand to his wounded shoul der, he turned and bol ted down
t he passage,

Cursing at the pain and forcing his al nost-nunb fingers to hold onto his
swordhilt, Thomas ran after him

Around the coner he could see the gap in the cellar wall. The unearthly |ight
of die Host had faded, leaving a well of darkness in the old cellar. Wth the
wani ng daylight outside, the Host nmust still be quiescent, but Dontane was

just di sappearing down the stairway and woul d have every intention of waking
t hem

Thomas pl unged down after him The sorcerer was noving nore slowy, stil
hol di ng one hand pressed to his bl eeding, shoulder. He turned as Thomas
reached the |l anding and swng a fist at him and they grappl ed, struggling
across the narrow | anding. H s sword arm pi nned, Thonmas forced Dontane toward
the edge, then felt the stone give way under his boot, and the next instant
they were both falling.

Kade had found enough glamour to make it difficult for human eyes to focus on
her and had made her way silently through the cold dark roons to the Ad

Pal ace. Now she crouched in the conceali ng shadows beneath one of the grand
staircases, watching the Al sene troops rush about. Mst carried | anps and al
seened to be shouting at each other. They had sprinkled nore of the cursed
iron filings around the areas on the third and fourth floors where they seened
to have
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made their main encanpnment. It was the place where Thomas was nost |ikely
bei ng held, but Kade's gl anpbur wouldn't | ast there, not in such close quarters
with the Iights and so many wary nen.

Torn between staying here to | ook for Thonmas and continuing on her way to
repl ace the keystone, Kade gnawed on her thunbnail and tried to consider her
options rationally.

Spells might alert Grandier or some nenber of the Host. The ether was

di sturbed enough as it was; Kade didn't want to stir it up further and give
themthe idea that she was about sonewhere. She couldn't afford to be caught
until she had at |east replaced the keystone and driven the Host out of the
pal ace to the waiting Seelie Court.

A page boy in a slashed doubl et and heavy fur cloak cane down the stairs and
stopped a few feet fromher hiding place. He rested one snall hand on the
newel post and watched the frantic activity of the other nmen.

Kade's ears pricked. She needed information. Here was sonmeone to get it from
who was small enough for her to overpower.

For a nonent the | anding was al nost enpty. She waited for the last trooper to
step through an arch into the next roomand then darted forward.

Kade w apped her wiry forearm around the page's throat and dragged hi m back
into the shelter of the darkened stairwell. Hi s choked cry broke off as she
put the tip of her bronze knife below his jaw and hi ssed, "Be quiet."

She pulled himfurther into the shadow and said, "Quietly now G andier has a
prisoner, the Captain of the Queen's Guard. Wiere is he?"

She eased the pressure off the boy's w ndpi pe enough to allow himto tal k. He
drew breath to scream and she pressed the knife down just enough to draw a
bead of blood. After a moment the boy whispered, "The prisoners escaped.”
Wll, that's just fine, Kade thought in irritation. How am| going to find him
now? "When?"

"Earlier today, sonetinme, | don't know exactly . . ." Hs

voi ce was rising, and she prodded himwith the knife again to remind himto be



qui et .

There was no way to tell if Thomas had left the pal ace yet or was stil

trapped inside. Kade deci ded she would just have to replace the keystone and

i mprovi se the rest.

The page was trenbling under her arm but Kade sensed he was angry enough to
try to cone at her when she released him instead of the far nore sensible act
of running away and shouting for help. She shoved hi maway from her and as he
turned back toward her she threw a handful of glanour into his eyes. He gasped
and stunbled to a halt, staring at her, his eyes widening until they were

al nrost all pupil. She said, "You had a dream A confusing dream A junble of

i mges. "

He was still staring straight ahead when Kade slipped around him and started
down the stairs. That should confuse his story |ong enough for her to
acconplish her goal. It would only take a few nonments to repl ace the keystone
anyway.

Thomas | ay facedown, cold gritty stone against his cheek. He | evered hinself
up a little and shook his head, too stunned to think, and caught his breath at
t he unexpected pain of a hundred new brui ses. Then nmenory penetrated. He was
on the flagstone floor of the cellar. He had fallen down the | ast flight of
stairs.

Thomas rolled over and sat up. His sword was near his hand; he nust have held
onto it in instinctive reflex until he struck the pavenent. Dontane |ay
sprawl ed perhaps twenty paces away.

And the Host was stirring around them

Thomas | ooked back to the stairs and saw that a dark winged fay with a sl eek
narrow dog's head had alit on the | anding and was | ooking down at themwith
brilliant red eyes. The soft |ight grew brighter as corpse-lights clinbed the
wal I's. Creatures slunk fromunder the piles of discarded wood and trash or
seened to rise out of the floor. Al were uniformy hideous but no two were
alike, with grotesquely distorted heads, jagged teeth, |ong clawed hands,
ratlike tails, or bat's
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wi ngs. One of the columms |ooked as if it had grown fur, and he realized it
was covered with a troop of brown and dun-col ored spriggans. The snell of the
pl ace was as foul as the bottom of a bog, and the creatures were still com ng
out of hiding.

Three m sshapen bogles | eapt to the ground between hi mand Dontane, drawn by
the snmell of bl ood about the sorcerer. Thomas | ooked for cover, or sonething
el se to use as a weapon, and to his right he saw a | ong heap of broken wood,
an old scaling tower lying on its side. Wile its supports and platforms had
been nade of wooden beans, the pulleys and chains that extended them and the
pl ates that had protected the troops nmanning it were of iron, and there were
no fay near it. Wile their attention was on Dontane, Thomas picked up his
sword and ran to the broken tower. He crouched next to it, his back against a
large rusted iron plate propped up by the rotting wood.

As title fay gathered about, the growing nutter of dieir talk grow ng | ouder
he scraped up die bolts and metal scraps scattered nearby into a handy pile.
Most of the creatures were noving toward Dontane, drawn by the bl ood and
possi bly by the young sorcerer's magic, but one small fay covered with fiery
red scal es and straggling hak crept toward Thomas. He waited until it was

cl ose enough, then used the tip of his sword to flip it back

Incredibly light, the creature sailed back a good twenty feet before bouncing
agai nst the flagstones. It leapt up and yelled, "Hey, 'e saw ne."

Hel I, now they know, Thomas thought. The Host coul d conceal thenselves from
hi m now t hat they knew he could see through glamour. Idiot. It was the second
time he had betrayed hinself that way.

But the fay were distracted again as Dontane stirred. The sorcerer rolled



over, moani ng, and the Host began to draw around him A chorus of hags, their
enmaci at ed bodi es barely recognizable as fenmale with strands of grizzled hair
clinging to

their skulls and skin the greeni sh hue of old corpses, |aughed at Dontane's
efforts to stand.

The sorcerer staggered to his feet and | ooked around him realizing he was
trapped. He had lost his sword in die corridor above, and Thomas could tel
fromthe way the bl ood drained fromhis face that he knew his danger. But wth
nore bravery than Thonmas woul d have given himcredit for, Dontane said
hoarsely, "Listen to ne! We have nore nortals for you."

The stubborn bastard still neans to send themafter Villon. Thomas knew his
chances of reaching Dontane now were poor at best. Still he had to try. He
gat hered hinmself to nove.

The assenbl ed fay seened to be listening to the sorcerer, or at |east they
hadn't attacked himyet. Dontane pivoted, watching themwarily. He licked his
lips and said, "An arny is outside the city gates . "

There was a screeching fromup in the ceiling that drowned out Dontane's

voi ce. Thomas | ooked up as with a clatter and bang several fay tunbled out of
one of the air shafts. They drifted or cartwheeled to the floor, one | anding
on the far side of the cellar with a fatal-sounding splat. The odor of burning
meat and peat npss descended with them

One of the drifting forns reached the floor, landed lightly, and strode toward
Dontane. Its tall body had a human shape but that was where the resenbl ance
ended. Its skin was black and rough and as it noved cl oser Thomas coul d see
that it had been burned and still carried raw red wounds in its flesh.

As it neared Dontane a smaller fay with a flattened head and | egs and am s
with too many joints hopped out of the watching crowd to greet it. The little
creature danced around the |arge wounded fay, singing in a piping, clearly
audi bl e voice, "He's here, we told! The human w zard! He's here!"

The tall fay watched this performance for a nonent, then | eaned down and
slapped the little creature out of the way.

Dont ane took a few stunbling steps backward as the fay cane toward him It

| ooked down and said in a harsh croak, "You don't know me? Surely you mnust.

' m Evadne. "
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"But..." Dontane stared up at it, growing fear in his eyes. "The others said
you didn't cone back, there was an explosion in the tower "

"Yes, | saw the explosion. | sawit fromthe inside. | have only just returned

with these few, for it took us this long to drag our poor selves back." The
hi ssing voice rose to a shriek. "Your master sent ne to ny death, you lying
hurman fool !'"

"No, he couldn't have, he knew Denzil wanted to take the King prisoner

," Dontane said, taking another step back, but halting in confusion when he
realized the other dark fay were creeping closer to him

He sees it now, Thomas thought. Grandier hadn't trusted Dontane and Denzi

ei ther.

Evadne noved nearer to the sorcerer, and Dontane begged, "Watt
The fay prince paused, staring down at the sorcerer with burning eyes in a
ruined face. The others had gone silent in anticipation

Dont ane hesitated, then with fatal desperation in his voice, said, "I didn't
know . "

"You admit it," Evadne snarled, and Dontane dapped his hands together

shouting sonething. A blue glow of sorcery grew over his head just as Evadne
threw hi nmsel f forward

One |l ong cl awed hand caught the front of the sorcerer's doublet and jerked him
up off the floor. The sorcery evaporated harm essly as Dontane pani cked,
struggling to break the creature's grip.



Evadne threw t he young sorcerer down, slamring himinto the hard stone fl oor
Thomas started at the dearly audi bl e crack of breaking bone.

Dont ane twi tched once, then lay |ike an unstrung puppet.

Evadne stared down in satisfaction at the silent form then slowy lifted his
head. My turn, Thomas thought, and shifted his grip on his swordhilt. Evadne's
hot eyes found himand the fay grinned. "You are human as well, but you see

t hrough gl anmour. What are you?"

"Does it matter?" Thomas answered. He heard sonet hi ng

nmove behind the heap of wreckage and gathered the bare handful of iron scraps
he' d col | ected.

"Perhaps not." Evadne shrugged, strolling toward him

The dark fay were gathering again, drawn by this new prom se of entertainnent.
This is not going to be pretty, Thomas thought. Then sonething slamed into
the rotten wood of the tower behind him Before the heavy mass coul d conme down
on top of himhe rolled forward, and then he was in the mdst of them Thonas
flung the handful of bolts at the dosest, nmonentarily clearing hinself a path.
He nade it al nost ten paces toward the stairway before a pack of bogles

bl ocked his way. The others cl osed around hi magain and he swept his sword
around, scattering them back

A squat troll creature leapt at himw ldly and he lunged at it wthout
thinking. It fell on his sword, ripping the weapon out of his grip. He was
struck from behind and he staggered forward, caught hinself, and turned
around, waiting to die.

Kade had arrived at the top of the stairway down into the cellar intine to
wat ch the burned fay kill Dontane. She hadn't recogni zed Evadne until he spoke
and his appearance startled her. What happened to hin? | hope it hurts as
terribly as it | ooks. Then she saw Thomas trapped agai nst the broken siege
tower and started forward to the steps, about to plunge down into the cellar
She caught herself, one hand on the wall, and forced herself to think. This
was no time for m stakes. The Host was in force here and it would be a fight
to the death she could not win.

Kade knelt on the cold stone of the passage floor, ripped a piece of fabric
fromher skirt, and shook out the handful of ash she had collected fromone of
the fireplaces, thinking, / onfy need a little tine, just alittle tinme; don't
get yourself killed. She had already gotten the candle lit before com ng down
here, thinking the cellar would be dark, and that saved preci ous nonents.

Dri pping the wax onto the fabric and ash, she whi spered the powerful words and
begged Ableon-Indis to listen
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She conpl eted the spell and hesitated. If Ableon-Jndis had drifted farther
away or dissipated . . . There was no time for that. Kade leapt to her feet

and went out onto the stairs, shouting "Evadne!" at the top of her |ungs.

Al attention went to her as the various voices of the Host stopped their
singing and howing and all eyes turned to her. They had forcedThomas away
from cover and surrounded him but he was still on his feet. He had | ooked
toward her with the others but she bit her lip and didn't betray any sign that
she had seen him |f Evadne had any idea she neant to help him then they were
both dead and that was that. She reached the first |anding, and the |arge
flighted fay that squatted there edged away from her and angled its narrow
head to watch her surreptitiously. She ignored it, and from bel ow Evadne
called out, "Wat are you doing here, sister? Have you conme to join us?"

"l ." She spoke slowy, and wondered if it was as obvious as it seened
that she had no idea what to say. Inspiration struck and she finished, "I |ost
Knockma to Titania, and | want your help to get it back." She started down the
last flight of steps, holding the scrap of spell-patterned fabric behind her
back. The creature on the |landing could see it, but it would have no idea that
it was anything but a rag.



Evadne turned suddenly to | ook down at Thormas and said, "It wouldn't be
because of this human, would it""

"No." Kade sounded shocked that he would even think such a thing. Her heart
wasn't pounding quite so hard now, and it was a little easier to think

"That isn't what | was told," the fay prince said slyly.

"Told by whon?" Kade pounced on the admi ssion. "By Gandier? By Dontane?"
Evadne hesitated, his eyes bright in the dusky cellar, contenptuous of her but
growi ng doubt f ul

"Do you think that was the only lie they told you?" Kade persisted.

"I don't think it is the only lie you told ne."

She was al nbst to the bottom of the steps. Were is the

damm thing!' she thought. The sweat from her hands was soaking into the scrap
of fabric. Wiy is it taking so |ong? She had to get closer to Evadne. "But you
expect that fromnme. | never pretended anything else. | never sent you off to
your death with a false promse.” / am however, about to destroy you now if |
can just get this damed ward to ..

Behi nd her the fay who had guarded the stairs shrieked in agony. Kade turned
as if she were as surprised as the others and saw the creature staggering and
trying to leap into the air, its flesh nelting away |ike hot wax.

Abl eon-1ndis had finally arrived.

The ward was rmuch weaker than it had been, and she thought her spell would
only hold it for a few nonents before it drifted back up fromthe cellar. Mre
of the Host screaned and fled as the ward fell anong them A burst of hot air
fromthe notion of their wi ngs struck her and Kade stunbl ed and sat down hard
on the bottom step. As the nearest gang of bogles burst into flame, a roar of
m ngl ed di sbelief and fear fromthe assenbl ed creatures deafened her. Kade

cl apped her hands over her ears. The fay renmenbered the battle in the Ad Hal
too, and now they realized what she had done. Evadne charged toward her, his
mouth open in a silent scream but he was swept away by the rush of his

fl eei ng conpani ons.

Kade got to her feet and ran into the chaos.

Thomas t ook advant age of the confusion to recover the rapier fromthe body of
the troll that had taken it. He turned around as Kade reached him She
shouted, "Are you all right"'"

"I"'mbetter," he said. One of the flighted creatures flew | ow over their
heads, how i ng, and Thomas caught Kade around the wai st and pulled her to him
She had never stopped talking. "I found it! The keystone. Look." She struggled
to unwap a round stone covered with delicate carving. "It was right there in
his roons."

By God, now me have a chance, Thomas thought. He saw that Evadne was fighting
his way free of the mlling fay,
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comng toward them He said, "I'll distract him and you put it back inits

pl ace."

Kade shook her head, adamant. "No, you have to do it. You couldn't hold him
of f 1 ong enough and | can."

He stared down at her. Ot her fay were joining Evadne, and there was no know ng
whet her the fay prince realized that they had the crucial keystone or was only
com ng after themin a blind rage. Kade shrieked, "There's no time. Go on. |'d
do it for you."

She was right. He said "Damm you,
her hard on the nmouth, and ran
Thomas ducked around the milling groups of creatures that were still panicked
by the ward, forcing hinself not to | ook back. He found the right pillar in
nmonents and saw that the clay seal a foot or so above its base had been
recently replaced. He reached down just as sonething struck himfrom behind.
Claws dug into his back, parting the | eather of his buff coat, and he spun
around and sl ammed the creature and his full weight into the stone pillar. Its
hol d | oosened and Thonas w enched away. Turning, he stabbed the dazed spriggan

took the keystone out of her hand, kissed



and shoved it out of the way.

Dropping to his knees, Thomas broke the clay seal with the heel of his hand.
He dug into the soft dirt and his fingers found the stone buried within, but
it seemed to slip away as he tried to get a grip on it. He swore, and shifted
against the pillar to reach deeper into the niche. Finally he caught the stone
and pulled it out. Flinging it away, he shoved the old keystone into the

ni che, wondering if it was going to struggle to escape too. But it seened to
slide out of his hand and into the proper spot of its own volition. Thomas sat
back and becanme aware that the entire roomwas silent.

He | ooked up. In that whole great chanber it seened that not a single fay was
moving. All were arrested in mdaction by a sound or a sight only they could
hear. All except one.

Evadne was comi ng toward him shoving his notionless conpani ons out of the
way.

Thomas picked up his rapier and stood.
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Kade had | ed Evadne and the others in a chase toward the opposite end of the
cellar, stopping only when she could put one of the pillars at her back. She
had felt Ableon-Indis's withdrawal and knew she hadn't much tine. She threw a
handf ul of gl amour at the nearest snarling bogle to give herself room then
whi spered a spell of blinding. The sorcery had greater effect on the creatures
of Fayre than it did on humans, and the nearest of the Host screeched and
stunbl ed away as the mist of sightlessness settled over them The m st

di spersed rapidly, and as a | arge and hi deous water-fay bore down on her, she
t hought frantically for another spell

Then her ears popped and she felt the ether trenble around her. The nearest
fay were staring at her, the others gazing about in astonishnent. He did ft,
she thought. The ol d keystone was regaining control of the wards, and the Host
could feel the enmity in the etheric structure re-form ng around the pal ace.
To those nearest her Kade said, "You'd better |eave, before you' re trapped
here forever. If you aren't already."

The dark fay erupted into sound and notion as one, plunging away from her
taking to the air, running screamng across the floor toward the steps. Kade
| eaned agai nst one of the pillars, weak fromrelief, then realized Evadne was
nowhere to be seen.

The Host was dispersing in panic. Sone charged up the stairs while the
flighted fay rose into the air, running into the pillars and each other in

t hei r conf usi on.

Thomas coul dn't see Kade anynore. He put his back against the pillar. If
Evadne tore the keystone out it would be all undone.

Evadne broke through the mlling fay and charged at him his long arns
reachi ng. Thomas ducked and swept his sword up. The fay was too quick and
dodged back, aimng a fist at him

The bl ow caught Thomas in the shoul der and knocked
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himsprawing into the pavenent. He rolled over, tasting bl ood, dazed for a
nmonent. Evadne was standing over him and the fay's burned flesh hung in

ri bbons and the death's-head grinmace of his nouth bel ow the childishly

petul ant eyes was terrible. The fay was hesitating, obviously torn between the
desire to kill Thomas inmediately and the need to rip the keystone out of its
ni che. Thomas struggled to stand and got no farther than his knees.

Sonet hi ng di stracted Evadne. He cocked his ruined head, then turned in a
crouch. Urbain Grandier stood at the bottom of the steps. Thomas had not seen
hi m come down either; the old man m ght have materialized out of the air.
Evadne straightened his tall frane slowy and said, "You betrayed ne,
sorcerer."

Grandi er began to cone toward them his steps unhurried. "Did |?"

"But | betrayed you."



Grandi er stopped. His expression had not changed, but sonmething in the very
stillness in which he stood there was daunti ng.

Evadne's grin was terrible. "I bargained with your creature Dontane to destroy
you. The human prince you sought to put on the throne would have given ne
everything I wanted."

Grandi er sighed. "That hardly surprises ne."

Evadne' s | ook of di sappoi ntnent woul d have been comical on any creature |ess
mai med and ruined. Thomas crawl ed back to the pillar and | eaned agai nst the

ni che concealing the keystone. G andier would have no difficulty in killing
himand taking it away, but he nmeant to keep it in place as long as he coul d.
I f Kade hadn't managed to kill herself for him it would give her nore tine to

escape. The fay wheeling around in the air overhead were noving wth purpose
now. At the far end of the great cellar they were whi pping thenselves into
some kind of frenzy, flying in a great circle around one of the pillars. A

wi nd was rising out of nowhere in the chanber.

Grandi er shook his head, his features twisting for a nonent in disgust. He
sai d, "And what has your schem ng gotten
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you?" His voice rose. "There is an arny at the gates! A human arny with iron
and sorcerers to destroy you, and an arny of the Seelie Court waits for you in
the air."

Thomas realized it was the first time he had ever seen G andi er show anger
Evadne snarl ed, "They cannot destroy ..." He stopped as the pillar the fay
were circling on the far side of the chanber suddenly shattered into dust.
More fay were joining the circle and others on the fl oor bel ow were being
swept up into it. And disappearing. The Host was form ng a ring, Thonas
realized, and renenbered the broken foundation in the Gand Gallery. They were
going to bring the ceiling down.

"Command your Host then; gather your court!" G andier gestured contenptuously
at the fleeing creatures, at the ring formng in the air. "Could you not
control your greed for a few days? Could you not have waited until we won to
betray nme?" He turned his back, as if he were unable to | ook at the product of
his own folly anynore.

He's speaking to Denzil, Thomas thought. Denzil, who was very good at causing
chaos but not so practiced at bringing order out of it. Gandier had betrayed
Evadne as well, or tried to: he nust know he had no right to expect loyalty
froma prince of the Unseelie Court. It was the defection of his human allies
that maddened him And if Thomas was correctly interpreting the expression on
the fay's ruined face, Evadne did not understand one word in three.

Evadne shook his head, "lies again. | nade you, sorcerer." H's voice dripped
contenpt. "And I'Il destroy you."

Evadne started forward. G andier turned, his hand novi ng suddenly, throw ng
somet hi ng. Evadne started back, raising his arns to protect his face in
surprised anger. Yes, Grandier still kept his pocket of iron filings.

Then the sorcerer raised his hands, speaking softly.

Evadne shook his head and raked a hand across his face, |eaving bl oody streaks
where the filings had touched him He said, "And what do you intend to do to
me, old man?"
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This creature has no sense of self-preservation, Thonmas thought in wonder.
"I"'mgoing to turn your blood to iron," Gandier told him and his voice held
no anger. "It's a spell | prepared for just such an occasion as this, a
derivative of a common al chem cal process, which you woul d know i f you studied
sorcery."

"I gave you your power," Evadne said. He sniled at the old man. "Destroy mne
and you will lose it. You will be trapped in this shape forever."

Grandi er hesitated, watching the fay prince, then he made a sharp gesture and
Evadne froze just as he nade to nove forward. The sorcerer wal ked to him and



as he noved past the silent fay he pushed him The corpse fell and broke into
dust as it struck the floor.

The Host was di sappearing rapidly now, the ring a wild circle of airborne
stones, splintered wood, nangled fay bodies, and other debris. Thomas | eaned
back against the pillar and | ooked up at Grandi er as the sorcerer reached him
"Well," he said, "Wat now?"

"I still have no regrets." Grandier sniled. H's seamed face showed all the

wei ght of his own years as well as Galen Dubell's. "Except perhaps ny choice
of allies.”

"And your choice of enenm es?" Kade was | eaning next to the pillar at Thomas's
side. He hadn't seen her approach and felt a surge of relief so intense it was
pai nful . Gandi er watched her a nonent, then snmiled and said, "Yes, that as
well."

"So Villon's troop is here," Thomas said. Trying to keep his attention on
Grandier, he didn't |ook up at Kade.

"Yes." Grandi er nodded. "Denzil thought the General would hold Bel Garde and
attack fromthere. He did not. He entered the city late this afternoon and is
now attenpting to force St. Anne's Gate."

Avi l ergot through, and Villon decided to risk an assault rather than be
trapped in Bel Garde, Thomas thought. And you think he's forcing St. Anne's
Gate, butAviler can tell himthat with the Gate House unmanned, the Postern is
i ndef ensi -
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ble. Raising his voice to be heard over the howing wind, he said, "Wy aren't
you trying to stop hin®"

"I came to stop Kade fromreplaci ng the keystone, and to sumon the Host."

Grandier could still take the keystone, but he nade no nove to do so. The w nd
was tearing at their hair, taking their breath away. G andier squinted into
it, then shook his head regretfully. "I fear you and the Hi gh Mnister were
correct. Despite all my experience with violence and treachery, | amstil
politically naive."

Thomas coul dn't see Galen Dubell in that |lined and weary face anynore, as if

it were no longer a disguise, as if Gandier hinmself was actually conpletely
present in that shell for the first tine.

Kade said, "You killed one of ny only friends, and I'll never forgive you."
Grandier's calmeyes went to her. "I cannot argue with that sentinment."
Thomas asked, "Wat will you do now?"

Grandi er | ooked startled. Then his knees buckled and he started to coll apse
his thin formgiving way |like an enpty sack. Thomas caught himas the old man
sagged agai nst the flagstones, and as G andi er slunped over forward he saw t he
bl oody gaping hole in his back

He | ooked up, automatically tracing the line of fire, and saw Denzil on the
second tier of steps, handing a snoking nusket to an Al sene trooper. They had
heard not hing; the musket's blast had been carried away in the wi nd caused by
the ring and the Host's departure.

Kade was crouchi ng besi de Thomas, her face white and drawn in the rapidly
shifting light. The trooper was handi ng Denzil another | oaded nusket. Thonas
pushed Grandi er's body aside and stood, dragging Kade with him and put the

pillar between them and Denzi Ts line of fire. "They'll come down here after
us. W have to . . ."
Kade shook her head. "It's too late." He could barely hear her over the

growi ng roar of the w nd.

There was a crash that reverberated through the stone
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beneath them The swirling mass of the ring seemed to lose its structure as
the I ast of the Host w nked out of existence, and it flung out a deadly hai

of rocks and splintered wood. Then it drifted crazily, noving sideways toward
them across the | arge chanber. The troopers on the stairway panicked, bolting



back up to the entrance. Looking back around the pillar Thonas saw Denzi
hesitate a monent, cradling the fresh nmusket, before the rain of debris noved
nearer and he too retreated up the stairs.

They couldn't escape that way without being felled by the flying rubble. Even
t he keystone pillar was no | onger providing decent cover, and Thonmas w nced as
a stinging deluge of splinters struck them He pulled Kade closer and felt her
arm go around his waist.

A section of the ceiling collapsed al nost above them fell into the ring, and
was pul verized into dust instantly. The pillars shuddered as the ring brushed
against them the forces that drove it pressing outward at the stone, and
chunks began to fall out of the far wall. The ring tilted on its axis, falling
toward the cellar floor, directly over their heads.

Then they were in the enpty cold silence of the Gand Gall ery. Thomas stunbl ed
and caught himself on one of the broken boul ders. He woul d never get used to
this formof travel. He |l et Kade steady him and they made their way to the
edge of the ring and clinbed out onto the cold dirty tiles.

Kade sat down abruptly, as if her |egs had suddenly given out, and after a
nmonent Thomas did too. Qut the broken wi ndows of the terrace they could see

Al sene troops running awkwardly in the deep snow across the park. There was a
burst of pistol fire and two of them spun and fell, roses of blood grow ng
around themin the snow

Thomas | ooked at Kade, sitting so close, with her hair in wild disarray, and
wondered what it would be like to kiss her when he didn't think he was going
to die. So he took her chin gently and turned her face toward himand did.

He had started to draw back when her hand in his hair stopped himand her
nmout h st opped his chuckl e.
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There were shouts and nusket fire from sonewhere inside the Gallery Wng now.
Kade junped to her feet. "Conme with ne."

Thomas | ooked involuntarily toward the silent fayre ring in the G and
Gallery's floor and decided that with sufficient notivation he could grow used

to anything. Then he noticed that his hands were still speckled with
Grandier's blood and thought of Denzil, and Ravenna. Not now, he thought. For
a noment the words stuck in his throat, then he said, "I can't."

He hadn't expected her to react |ike anyone el se, and she didn't di sappoint
him She smled. "It's not that easy." And she stepped back into the ring and
di sappear ed.

THE W ND HAD changed direction and enptied the night sky of clouds; stars were
visible for the first time in days.

Lord Ceneral Villon had set up a conmand post on the siege wall of St. Anne's
Gate, under the light of lanmps and torches placed all along the high

crenel ated battlenent. Thomas | eaned on an enbrasure and watched as the old
Ceneral paced up and down and consulted with his officers through the couriers
who were continuously reporting in. The snow and ice were nelting rapidly and
it was warner now than it had been at twlight.

Villon had wanted to bring Roland back into the city as soon as possible. Hs
men were clearing the palace of any remmining fay and Al sene troops, with the
hel p of the sorcerers from Lodun who had arrived at nightfall just after
Villon. It was Grandier's mani pul ati on of the weather that had drawn their
attention and brought themto investigate. Lodun had never received any of the
nmessages Ravenna had sent out before the attack

Thomas didn't know where Rol and was and hadn't asked. He knew the young Ki ng
had been taken to some secured place inside the city wall. Fal aise was at the
Bi shop' s Pal ace; he had approved G deon's suggestion that she be taken there a
few hours ago. Sone of the court at |east had returned, and the rest of his
own nen and the Al bon Knights were here helping to hunt down the |ast of the
Al sene troops.

Fire occasionally blossonmed in the dark canyons that were
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the streets of the city below the lanps and torches of patrols or of
townspeopl e hesitantly venturing out. They expected reinforcenment in the form
of the royal garrison at Portier to arrive sonetime in the norning. Villon had
| earned that frantic nessengers fromthe mayor of a village on the trade road
had been sent there and to the G anges, bearing confused tidings of a massive
attack.

Thomas had deliberately renmoved hinmself fromthe action. He had been with
Villon for the past few hours, answering questions and directing themto the
areas where Denzil's nmen m ght be conceal ed. Now he was merely waiting.
Recently he had noticed that time seemed to be passing in short stretches
bordered by periods of |ess-than-coherent thought, and that his only support
was the rough stone of the battlement. At one point he noticed that Berham was
standing next to him and had apparently been there for sonme tine.

There was a new flurry of activity along the wall as Villon's cornet officer
arrived with Conadi ne, one of the Lodun sorcerers. After a long consultation
with them Villon turned and came toward him The General was a snall nman,

hal f a head shorter than Thomas, with graying dark hair. He had been one of
Ravenna' s ol dest friends, having grown up with her on her father's country
residence. Villon said, "They' ve taken our good Duke of Al sene. He's confessed
to Aviler."

Thomas was not so far gone that he misinterpreted the General's expression

" And?"

"He's enbellished sonewhat, trying to make it | ook as though it were a

m sunder st andi ng—that's to be expected. But he also says he killed the
sorcerer Urbain Grandier. Conadine truth-tested him and he's not lying."
Thomas | ooked away at the night-shrouded city that was slowy creeping out of
hi ding. "I know. "

Villon nodded. "Of course, we look at it and say he's cutting his losses. It's
only sense for a man to di spose of his confederates when a plot like this goes
wrong. But the boy won't see it that way."

Rol and had al ways been "the boy" to Villon. Still | ooking
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out at the city Thomas said, "Denzil sent the Unseelie Court to take Rol and
prisoner and kill Ravenna."

"No, Grandier did." Villon was not arguing the point, but stating the facts as
Rol and woul d see them "But he made a mistake in not killing Aviler. There's
no getting around the point that Denzil brought a private troop into the city
for the purpose of forcibly renoving a Hgh Mnister fromhis honme, killing a

nunber of city guardsnen engaged in dieir rightful duty, not to nention a
great lot of folk who were driven out into the street and killed by those
denon creatures. And he didn't put that troop at the King's disposal, but used
it for his own business which involved inprisoning warranted officers of the
crown.” Villon shook his head. "If Ravenna were alive |'d order the scaffold
built. As it is ... There was only one hope, but too nany peopl e saw us take
himalive. He made sure of that."

Thomas felt Villon expected a response, so he said, "He would."

The General's gaze went to the city. "You can't help us anynore tonight. Go
back to the CGuard House."

After a noment, Thonas smiled. "You re bringing Roland back to the pal ace and
you want ne out of the way."

"She taught you everything she ever knew, didn't she? Everything the boy
shoul d have learned." Villon sighed. "Do you think you can control your desire
for martyrdom and | et nme nanage this?"

Desire for martyrdon? Thomas thought. "I don't have to be here, you know. |
had two better offers.”

"That's not an answer.
"OfF course it is." Thomas pushed away fromthe wall and turned to | eave.
"The boy won't think so," Villon called after him



Thomas deci ded to wal k along the wall as far as he coul d before going down to
the courts below. The sky was beautiful. Berhamwas followi ng him and Thomas

noted the servant still had the two pistols he had given himthe night of the
first
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attack. Wien they had wal ked awhil e Thomas said, "I'mgoing to send you and
Phai stus over to Renier."

"Respectfully, Sir, I"'ma forgetful man, and | don't think | could renenber
that | was Lord Renier's servant after all the years of being yours, so if |

were asked..." Berham shrugged. "I would just have to speak my mnd."

"That was a very gentle threat." Thomas smiled to hinself.

"I don't know what you nean, Captain.”

The wi nd pi cked up, cool but without the frozen edge that took the breath
away. They wal ked along in silence for a time, then Thomas suggested, "You
could get yourself up as a highwaynan and terrorize the trade road."

Ber ham chuckl ed. "There's a thought; there's a thought indeed."

Even though the A d Courts had been taken over by the Host shortly after the
evacuation, the Queen's GQuard House had not been rmuch di sturbed. Thonas
wondered if the sigils Kade had put on the cornerposts had been nore effective
than she had realized. As he canme into the entryway, he could see that the
lanps were lit in the practice hall, and there were Queen's and a few of the
remai ni ng G sternan guards there. Qut of the original hundred and twenty mnen
in the Queen's CGuard, over seventy had survived, and that was nore than he had
expected. Deciding to avoid the occupied areas of the house, Thomas trudged
wearily up the side stairs.

Phai stus was in the anteroom building up a fire in the hearth there. The
bedchanmber beyond was musty and col d. Thomas stripped off his buff coat and
what was |l eft of the doublet beneath, left themin a ragged bl oodstai ned pile,
and sat down on the bed. After a monment he fell over backward and stared at
the underside of the tester.

He fell into a kind of half-conscious doze, only dimy aware of Berham and
Phai stus rustling famliarly around the roomand laying a fire in the hearth.
He said "ouch" quite distinctly when Berham pulled his
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boots off. The servant | eaned over hima nonent, then said, "Is there

somet hi ng you want us to see to?"

Thomas shook his head. He heard the door shut as the two servants left, and in
nmonents he was asl eep

It nust have been hours | ater when he opened his eyes and Kade was kneeling on
the bed, |eaning over him She grinned and said, "Surprise."

Eventual | y Thomas brushed a tendril of hair back from her forehead and said,
"It's along tine since |'ve been with a woman who giggles.™

Despite the awkwardness of nutual bruises, cuts, and claw marks, they were
good together. There wasn't any ot her woman he woul d have felt confortable
maki ng love to in this condition, but there wasn't any other woman who woul d
have pounced on himlike that either. He had been trying to deci de what woul d
be worse: a taste of what the next twenty years could have been |ike, or never
knowi ng at all. He was glad she had taken the decision out of his hands.
"Don't brag," Kade said, smling. "I know there have been hundreds of others."
"Not quite hundreds."

There was a scratch at the door and Berham s voi ce whi spered harshly,
"Captain, there's a couple of Al bons downstairs. They were sent to tell you
the King's giving an audi ence and he wants you there."

Couldn't he have waited one damm day? was Thomas's first thought. Reluctantly,
he rolled off the bed, found his clothes, and started to dress.

Kade sat up and pulled her smock on over her head, then watched himquietly.
When he sat down on the bed to get his boots on she said, "Leave with ne."

One boot hal fway on, Thomas stopped. The words "all right" were on the tip of



his tongue. "I can't."

"Ravenna's gone. There's nothing left for you here.™

"I have that lovely offer from Fal ai se."

"Listen to yoursel f. You know she's afraid of you."
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He finished pulling his boots on. "That makes the situation perfect then
doesn't it."

"That's not what you want."

He coul dn't ask her how she knew what he wanted, when it was all too obvious
that she did know

After a noment, Kade said, "I don't know exactly what |1'mgoing to do, after
gi ving up Knockma. | have other places and ny househol d—well, you net Boliver;
they're all nostly like that, except sone of them are human. We argue
sometines but we never try to kill each other and no one's terribly anbitious,
which is why they live with me, | suppose. What I'mtrying to say is it

woul dn't be like here at all, if you're as sick of this place as | think you

are, and | hope you are, because | think I'mgoing to have sone difficulty
[iving without you."

"I"'mnot going to make any promises | can't keep." There was a nuffled crash
fromthe next room Thomas grabbed the scabbarded rapi er hangi ng over the
bedpost and went to the door. He opened it a crack and saw Ber ham and Phai st us
| ooki ng out the far door onto the | andi ng. Thomas stepped out. "Wat is it""
"Not hi ng, nothing." Berham | ooked back. "One of the Al bons thought he should
deliver his nessage in person, Sir, but sone of the men pointed out that he
was mi st aken. "

"Did they throw himdown the stairs?"

"Atittle, yes."

Thomas shook his head, and stepped back into the bedroom Kade was gone, and
one of the high wi ndows was open, the norning breeze stirring the curtains.
The court was held in a hall on the ground floor of the King's Bastion. It was
rel atively undamaged, except for marks of snoke and water where the walls
joined the high scul pted ceiling. Mssive panelled paintings hung on the

wal I's, views of the canal city of Chaire. Standing in the center of the room
was |ike standing on the Mont Chappell e and | ooki ng down at the beautiful
ancient city.

The audi ence was small: Villon's officers, and nmen from
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the city troops that had come out of hiding, the courtiers who had returned
fromBel Garde with Roland. Thomas was glad to see the Count of Duncanny in
attendance. Hi s party had not been able to make it out of the city but had
taken refuge in one of the fortresslike great houses and survived al npst

i ntact.

Al bon knights lined the walls and were posted next to the doors. Thomas went
tojoin Villon. Wthout |ooking at himthe old General said, "Don't expect
nmuch. "

A worn and haggard Aviler was pacing in front of the chair prepared for

Rol and. Fal ai se was al ready present, seated in an arnthair near the front of
the roombut to one side, so the focus was on the tapestry-draped chair
waiting for the King. That was Avtter's touch, Thomas was sure. Renter would
not have thought of it.

G deon and Martin and several other Queen's guards stood around the Queen's
chair. He knew fromthe way G deon kept trying to catch his eye that they were
wondering why he didn't join them but he was not going to unless Fal aise
ordered it.

The door at the front of the room opened and Rol and and Reni er entered,

foll owed by nore Al bons. Thomas was surprised to see Ravenna's gentl ewonan
Elaine in the King's entourage, but only for a nmonent. She had | earned
survival fromthe best.



As Rol and took his seat Aviler stepped back to the side, waiting with fol ded
arms. At the King's nod, he notioned to one of the knights.

Rol and' s eyes were dark hollows in his white, drawn face. He held his cloak
pul l ed around himtightly, though the hall was al nost warm

There was a stirring at the back of the room then the crowd parted for a
group of Al bons and Thonas felt his nerves go taut.

The kni ghts were escorting Denzil, of course.

They crossed the roomin silence except for the click of their boots on the
parquet floor and stopped before Roland's chair. The Duke of Al sene wore a
court doublet in sonber

THE ELEMENT OF FI RE

405

colors, and his armwas no longer in a sling. He | ooked | ess weary than

Rol and, but then, after his capture, Denzil had probably been able to sleep
t hr ough t he ni ght.

Surprisingly, the King spoke first. He said, "It was all true." H's voice was
soft, but clearly audible in the roomso silent a | oud heartbeat could have
been heard.

Denzil said, "My lord . . ."

"I did not give you permssion to speak."”

Denzil waited, watching Rol and.

"You plotted with the sorcerer Ubain Grandier." Roland closed his eyes.

" Agai nst me."

The gesture night have | ooked |like a theatrical one, to soneone who didn't
know t he actors. Roland was in real pain. The young King | ooked up suddenly
and said, "My nother was killed."

For the first tine there was a response fromthe crowd, a | ow whi sper of
comment that was hardly nore audible than a wind stirring sumer |eaves.
Thomas knew they were thinking that it had broken Roland. Aviler swayed as if
to nove forward, then stopped hinself. It was a curiously noving gesture of
restraint; the High Mnister was going to trust that Roland hadn't gone nad,
and would not attenpt to control what the King said in an open audi ence.

Rol and fingered the carved chair arm and his eyes went to Denzil. "Many
peopl e were killed. Someone should die for that."

Thomas realized he was hol ding his breath.

Denzil was as still as a statue, and al nost as pale, but he didn't | ook away
fromthe young King's holl ow eyes. Thomas knew t hat people were renenbering
the two had grown up together, though Denzil was ol der

Rol and shifted in his chair suddenly, |ooking away. "The sorcerer Grandier is
dead. Most of the traitors are dead. The charter of the troop of the Duchy of
Al sene is to be torn up, the survivors disbanded, their arnms taken, and they

will not be allowed to form again under those colors on pain of death. The nen
who hold Oficers' commissions in the Troop of
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Al sene will be ordered executed as traitors, for the act of treason agai nst
the crown and the Mnistry. Any of the lords of Al sene found in the pal ace
taking part in the conspiracy will be ordered executed as traitors, on the
same charge. Denzil Fontainon Al sene, Duke of Alsene, is ... is ordered . "
Rol and did not | ook at Denzil, or anyone else. H s gaze was | ocked on the

pastel haze in a painting of a harbor skyline. The silence stretched, but no
one in the cromd made the slightest sound of inattention. The King closed his
eyes to shut out sone vision other than die painting, and said, "ls ordered
bani shed fromour borders . . ," He hesitated again, as if he heard hinself
speaki ng and wondered at it. Then he continued, "Forever. On pain of death."
Thomas realized that Villon had noved to his other side and was now

conpani onably holding his sword arm It wasn't necessary. He didn't nove.

Rol and stood and left the roomin a flurry of robes, his attendants closing in



around him The crowd began to talk and m Il around, speaking softly at first
and then nore loudly as tension began to ease. Villon said, "For a nonent |
thought . . ." He shook his head, wy bitterness in his eyes. "My days of
service won't last much longer, and | can't say that |I'msorry."

The General had let go of Thomas's arm so he started naking his way up toward
the front of the hall. Halfway there Aviler net him The Hi gh Mnister |ooked
haggard but al so energi zed. He had probably done nore of his lifers work in

t he past day than he ever had since first taking office. He said, "Denzil has
three days to leave the city. That's not nuch time. W need to talk."

"No, " Thomas sai d.

Avi |l er | ooked bl ank. "You nean, not here?"

"I mean, not at all." Before he could nove on, he saw Renier com ng toward
them using his bulk to part the mlling crowd.

He reached them and said, "The King wants a private audi ence with you,
Thomas. "

"Cood." He followed Renier to the front of the room conscious of Aviler and
Villon watching him

The door at the back of the hall led to a short naze of old council roons, al
crowded wi ui Al bon kni ghts, servants, and court functionaries. Thonas

recogni zed no one, conscious of themonly as blurs of color and noi se.
Eventual | y they reached a chanmber with w de doubl e- panel doors standi ng open
and anot her contingent of knights guarding it.

Thomas foll owed Renier inside and saw it was a large parlor with arabesque
wal | papers, thick carpets, and heavy brocaded furniture. There was a fire in a
hearth with a mantel supported by two carved-narbl e nynphs, and all the
candles were lit. Roland sat in one of the arnthairs, staring unseeing at the
far wall.

Renter said, "My lord . . ."

Rol and | ooked up, his eyes focusing, and said, "Thank you. Everyone el se go."
Sone of the knights stepped out i mmediately, but the others |ingered, |ooking
to Renier for direction. Thomas knew they were not easy with the idea of

| eaving himal one with Roland, and was al nost amused to see that Renier
apparently shared their opinion. What surprised himwas that Rol and realized
it as well.

As Renier started to speak, Roland stood suddenly and shouted, "Get out!"

The ot her men noved reluctantly, and Roland crossed the roomand flung the
heavy carved doors shut after them The sudden novenment seemed to al nost
exhaust himthen, and he dropped into the nearest chair and buried his face in
hi s hands.

Thomas sinply stood there, not disconfited by the display, and waited for

Rol and to recover hinself. He | ooked around the roomand was startled to
notice a portrait of Ful-stan in the far coner. It was a good |ikeness of

Rol and's father in his early mddle age, and it had probably been noved from
some other nore promnent |ocation and buried away here, as
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all the portraits of Fulstan were eventually buried away somewhere.

Rol and had | ooked up and noticed what had caught his attention. He | ooked at
the portrait for a long moment hinself, then said, "He hated you."

"He hated everyone," Thomas answer ed.

Rol and sat very still for a tine, then | ooked away. He said, "My Queen has
given me to know that she w shes you to remain as Captain of her guard. |
agree."

Rol and woul d all ow Denzil to return. Not today, or this nmonth, but perhaps
before the year was out. If Denzil had killed Ravenna with his own hands, if
Rol and had actually seen himcasually ordering the destruction of Villon's
troops, then it mght have been different. But the ties between them were too
strong, Denzil was too seasoned a mani pul ator, and Roland was still too
ennmeshed in self-hatred to break the Iink for good. The boy had proved that to
hi nsel f and everyone else in the audience hall. But now he knew what his



lifelong Mend was capable of, and in time he m ght nanage to break free.
But Rol and was a King, and could not be allowed the tine.
"That won't be necessary, Your Mjesty,"” Thomas said. "I’
conmmi ssi on. "

Rol and' s head jerked up. Hs hands trenbling on the arns of the chair, he
asked sharply, "Wy?"

Thomas needed to get away now, before Roland changed his m nd. He said, "Your
not her woul d have wanted it this way," bowed, and went out, closing the door
behi nd him Rol and nade no attenpt to call him back

Thomas passed Renter w thout speaking and made his way back through the
passages. Rol and al ready knew what was goi ng to happen. The only one who
thankfully hadn't realized it was Kade. She had been away from court too |ong
and must have believed that Denzil would die for his crines. And so he wll,
Thomas t hought. So he will.

m r esi gni ng ny

Denzil was still in the hall. The knights were grouped
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| oosely around him and he was watching the crowd with folded arns, sniling
faintly.

Thomas went up to him ignoring the knights who tensed watchfully and the
stares fromthe others in the room He said, "W have a | ong-del ayed
appointnent."” Al Denzil had to do was refuse. Refuse and wal k away alive,
free to use all the persuasive powers at his command on an oversensitive
boy- ki ng who had | ost his only conpanion and his nother in one blow, to trade
on old love and loyalty to work his way back into Roland' s trust. But he has
al ways been greedy, Thonmas thought, and he wants ne badfy.

Denzil hesitated, watching him weighing chances, opportunities, desires. If
Rol and coul d have seen that | ook in the eyes of a man who should be nearly

broken by the sentence of banishnent froma childhood friend . . . But that
was sonet hing Denzil would be far too clever to allow. He nodded. "Is that how
it is?" he asked lightly. "Do you want to challenge me or should | challenge
you?"

The roomwas silent now "It doesn't matter," Thonas said, and thought, Now

I've either gotten what | wanted or handed himthe pleasure of kitting nme on
top of all his other victories.

"Very well then. Now, no seconds, and out in the court."

"Agreed."

Thomas started for the double doors at the end of the roomw thout waiting to
see what Denzil did. There was a rising rmurmur of conment anong the people
still in the hall. G deon caught up with himon the steps and said, "Captain,
what's . , ."

Thomas interrupted, "The Queen will give you the appoi ntment You know as nuch
as | can teach you now, the rest you'll do on your own. Just be careful and
don't trust anyone, especially Falaise."

He went out into the wi de paved court between the bastion and the Mews. The
cl ouds had drawn over the sky again
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and it was raining a light drizzle that slicked the paving stones and covered
everything with a fine coating of noisture.

The Duke and his escort came out into the court, but they still had to wait
whi |l e Denzi Ts swords were sent for. Thomas paced to keep brui sed and strained
nmuscl es | oose and felt a tense excitenent building in himdespite, or perhaps
because of, the prospect of imm nent death.

He t hought of Roland sitting alone in that beautiful unused room waiting for
the news. The young King would not stop the duel but if Thomas won, and that
out come was nuch in doubt, he would not forgive himfor it either. Burn the
bri dges after you cross them not before, Ravenna would say. He had lied to
Rol and: he didn't know if Ravenna woul d have wanted it this way or not. To the
end, she had al ways been capable of surprising him But with Kade or w thout



her, he couldn't live with hinself if Denzil survived this.

A crowd was gat hering of Albons, Villon's nmen, Queen's guards, the servants
and courtiers who had returned with Rol and and Fal ai se. A servant brought the
Duke's weapons finally, a swept-hilt rapier and main gauche. Both were
utilitarian dueling weapons, with silver-chased hilts and no ornanmentation
Thomas wail ed whil e the Duke exam ned the bl ades, then drew his own weapons
and noved out into the open area of the court. Denzil wore a tight smle; he
had nothing to lose by this and he knew it.

They circled each other. The first exchange of blows was |ight, testing.
Denzil was strong and qui ck, and he had excellent instincts.

And excel l ent training. Thomas countered a feint and |unge that shoul d have
punctured his shoulder and left his sword arm usel ess. Wanting to see if
somet hi ng unorthodox would rattle the younger man, Thomas parried the next
thrust with a broad sweep of his rapier and stepped in to attack with his main
gauche. It surprised Denzil but he recovered in tine to parry with his own

of f hand weapon

They were both nore careful after that, and in the steady
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exchange of blows that followed, Thomas felt the duel taking on a rhythm They
were evenly matched, but he was feeling the fatigue of the past four days, and
t he knot of scar tissue the elf-shot had left behind in his |leg was starting
its persistent ache. If Denzil felt any lingering effects fromthe pistol
wound in his shoulder that G andier had healed, he didn't reveal it

Denzil made a hard | unge and Thonmas struck the bl ade away. He realized an
instant later that the parry had not been strong enough as he felt the stee
slip past his right side. Denzil whipped the forte of the bl ade agai nst
Thomas's ribs and pulled sharply back. Thomas felt the cut opening in his side
even as he stepped away fromit and brought his sword up in a thrust.

hi his eagerness Denzil had overbal anced hinself and stunbled, his parry
turning into a desperate block with the hilt. The tip of Thomas's rapier
caught in the bars of the swept hilt and was trapped for an instant. Thomas
slipped on die wet cobbl estones and fell as Denzil wenched the hilt free.
Denzil recovered first and |unged at Thomas's chest as he was trying to stand,
but Thomas twi sted away and the point struck the ground behind his back. He
roll ed back onto the blade, jerking it out of Denzil's grip, his weight
shapping it.

Thomas rolled to his feet. Denzil backed away, w ping his face with his

sl eeve, then he | ooked at the watching crowmd and yelled, "Another sword." Hs
gl ove was torn and his hand bl ed fromwhere the point had caught him

Thomas picked up his own rapier and saw that the tip was broken off. He wal ked
back toward the crowd, shaking the rain-soaked hair out of his face, trying
not to press a hand to his side where he could feel the bl ood soaking through
his shirt. The blade hadn't bitten too deeply, but it was nore than enough to
sl ow hi m down.

He handed the broken weapon to Berham and took the cup-hilted rapier G deon
was holding out to him Their stricken expressions said it all.

There was sone nmovenent in the crowd, sonmeone pushing through the group of
anxi ousl y wat chi ng guards, then
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suddenly Kade was standing in front of him She was barefoot again, and with
her ragged dress and di sarrayed hair, she could have been some wilder variety
of nymph. Except her gray eyes were too hunman, angry and afraid at the sane

time. Thonmas said, "I thought you'd gone."
She said, "I'mhalf fay, but 1'mnot a fool. |I've been up on the roof of the
Guard House. | was going to wait you out, but Phaistus canme and told ne."

Thomas gl anced up in tinme to see the young servant quickly retreating behind
G deon. He | ooked back down at Kade.
Al most pl eadi ng, she said, "Can't you just let nme kill him or have soneone



shoot him and then we could go?"

"No. 1 have to do this,"

"But | could . . ."

He put a finger over her lips. "No. It has to be this way. You said you'd do
it for rne, renenber?"

She shook her head, anger tenporarily winning out. "Fine. If I'd known you

were going to do sonething like this, 1'd have let you stand there and take on
all the Unseelie Court and be killed."
"Fine. But if he wins, | want you to hurt himvery badly before you kill him™"

"I will. Very badly."

He turned and wal ked back to the center of the open area. Denzil was waiting
for himw th an unguarded expression of grimrage. Good, Thomas thought. He's
angry; that'll help. He was only exhausted and bl eeding. Denzil had probably
never faced an opponent in a serious duel who was as good or better than he
was, and the young Duke was responding to it with anger. Fal ai se had cone out
onto the steps of the bastion and was watching with her |adies and sone of,
her guards around her. She lifted a hand to him and Thomas saluted her with
his sword, then turned back to the waiting Duke.

Denzil came at himfuriously, but was not foolish enough to | eave hinself
open. For a time Thonmas was aware of nodi-ing but his scream ng nuscles, of
the flickering danger of the
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bl ades, of the blood pounding in his ears. He could see that Denzil's face was
white and strained, that he was tiring too. The rain was com ng down harder
now and they were both slipping on the wet stones, and Thomas knew anot her
fall would finish him

Then they both lunged at the same nmonent. Thomas di sengaged and circled his
rapi er around Denzil's blade, twisting his wist as he sent the point hone
with his remaining strength. He felt the point of tine other rapier graze his
armeven as he noved, felt it open a line of fire across his biceps as it went
toward his chest; then it dropped away. It wasn't until he stunbled back and
felt the resistance on his own bl ade before it canme free that he realized what
had happened.

Denzil was on his knees, one hand pressed to his chest with bl ood spreadi ng
between his fingers. Thonas stepped back, waiting.

It had been a clean blow, right to the heart. Denzil tried once to | ake a
breath, his cold eyes fixed on nothing and al ready goi ng bl ank, then he
slunped forward onto the wet pavenent.

Thomas dropped his sword and wal ked back to where Kade and the others waited.
He stopped in front of her, trenbling with exhaustion and feeling cold and
enpty. She shook her head, ran a hand through her tangled hair, and | ooked up
at him Meeting her eyes, the feeling of enptiness fled.

| mpatient, her voice weak with relief, Kade said, "Now can we go?"

"Yes, now we can go."



