Sorcery, like any other branch of knowledge, must be learned, used, and mastered. The young
gpprentice to the blacksmith does not begin by forging afine sword for the prince. The young apprentice
to the weaver does not with her first thread weave the queen's hearth rug. So the rhetor makes her first
gpeech to her mirror, not to the marketplace, and the young manatarms fights hisfirst battle againgt the
tilt, not againgt hisliege's morta enemy. So did the blessed Daisan proclaim the Holy Word for
twentyone years before even He mastered the art of prayer well enough that He might by His own prayer
and meditation ascend to the Chamber of Light. Learn these things, Liath. Y ou cannot use them, for you
are deaf to magic, but you may think on them, you may practice them asif you were amage's apprentice,
and in time you may have gained asorcerer's knowledge. To master knowledge isto have power from
it

There, on the gate that rested only in her mind, stood a congtellation of jewelslike acluster of
gars, tracing the form of arose. And on each farther gate, a new constellation, sword, cup, ring, and so
on, as was gppropriate. For these constellations a so shone above in the heavens, together with the
twelve congtellations that made up the Houses of Night, the world dragon that bound the heavens, and
the many other congtdllations arrayed as emblems on the sphere of the fixed stars, set there by the infinite
wisdom of Our Lady and Lord.

Eyes 4till closed, she drew, in her mind, the form of the rose, but its shape and airy substance
vanished like bird tracks in sand washed by the tide; she could not keep hold of it. But she could use the
table asakind of engraving surface. She set her hand lightly on the polished wood grain and carefully,
precisdly, traced out the dimensions of the Rose on the wood. Such adight task to make her sweat so;
her face flushed with hegt, and she fdt warm dl over.

Hand drawn to the end of the pattern, pam hanging half over the lip of the table, she paused.
A sudden noise jolted her out of her concentration.
"Liath?Isthereafirein here?'

Liath jumped up so fast she banged her thighs on the tabl€'s edge. Cursing under her bregth, she
spun around. "Hanna! Y ou sartled me!™

Hannawrinkled up her nose, sniffing, and cast about, rather like adog. "Y our brazier must have
overheated. It smellslike burned wood. Y ou'd better" But even as she spoke, the scent dissipated.
Hannasighed, heartfelt. "At least you have color in your cheeks." She walked forward and took Liath's
handsin hers. "'l hate to dways see you so pae.”

"Does Hugh know you came here?' Liath asked, darting to the door and looking, out. The
passageway remained empty. She heard Lars chopping wood outside.

"Of course not. | saw him riding out
"HeEll know you're here. HEll come back.”

"Liath! Take hold of yoursdf." Hannagrasped Liath's hands and chafed them between her own.
"How can he know if hel's gone from the village? He didn't see me leave theinn.”

"It doesn't matter. Hell know." Liath was shaken by a sudden swell of emation. "You'redl |
have left, Hanna," she said in ahoarse voice, and then, abruptly, hugged her fiercdly. "It'sdl that's kept
me safe, knowing | can trust you."

"Of course. Of course you can trust me." But Hanna hesitated and dowly pushed back out of
Liath'sarms. "Listen. I've spoken to Ivar. He needs servants to go with him, to keep him in proper state
a the monagtery. He.stakingme." Liath, stunned, heard the rest of Hannas confession through avell of
numbness. "I'm sorry, Liath. But it wasthe only way | could get out of marrying young Johan. Mother
and Father have agreed to it.”



With nothing left to hold her up, Liath sank down onto the chair.
"Oh, Liath. I knewl never meant" Hannadropped to her knees. "I don't want to leave you."
/ don't want you to leave me. But Liath knew she could not speak so.

"No," she said instead, s0 softly the words barely took wing intheair. ™Y ou must go. Y ou can't
marry Johan. If you go with Ivar, then you can find a better marriage or abetter position. Quedlinhameis
afinetown. Both monastery and convent are ruled over by Mother Scholagtica. Sheisthe third child of
the younger Arnulf and Queen Mathilda. Sheisalearned woman. That iswhy she hasthe name,
Scholastica. She was baptized as Richardis.” It was all there, in the city of memory, dl the knowledge
that Da had taught her negtly lined up in niches, dong avenues, under portals and arches, but what good
wasit if shewas utterly alone? She wanted to cry but dared not, for Hanna's sake. So she kept talking.
"Queen Mathildaretired to Quedlinhame after King Arnulf the Y ounger died and their son Henry became
king. All of Quedlinhame isunder her grant, her specia protection, o it isavery fine place, they say. |
believe the king holds court at Quedlinhame every year at Holy Week, when he can, to honor his mother.
Therewill be every opportunity for someone as clever asyou to advance yoursdlf in service. Perhgpsyou
can even attach yoursdlf to the king's progress, to his household. He has the two daughters, Sapientiaand
Theophanu, who are old enough now to have their own entourages, their own retainers.”

Hannalaid her head on Liath's knees. The weight and warmth were comforting and yet soon to
be gone from her forever. "I'm so sorry, Liath. | would never leave you, but Ingawill be coming back
from Fredasin the summer with her husband and child, so thereisn't room for me. It must be marriage or
svice”

"I know. Of course| know." But hope leached out of Liath like water from aleaking pail. She
shut her eyes, asif by being blind she could causethisal not to come to pass by not seeing it happen.

"Liath, you must promise me you won't lose hope. | won't desert you. I'll try every meansto
Secure your release.”

"Hugh will never rdeaseme.”
"How can you be so sure?' Hannalifted her head. "How can you be so sure?’

She sighed deeply, without opening her eyes. Sheleft the city of memory behind, |ft the jeweled
rose and Daswords. "Because he knows Da had secrets and he thinks | know them all. Because he
knows | have the book. Hell never give me up. It doesn't matter, Hanna. Hugh isto be invested as
abbot, as Father, at Firsebarg. We will leave as soon asit is possible to travel south.” She opened her
eyes and leaned down, whispering, although there was no one to hear them. ™Y ou must take the book.

Y ou must take it away from here. Because helll get it from meif | haveit. Please, Hanna. Thenif I'm ever
freeof him, I'll find you."

"Liah"
But shewould never be free of him. He knew. Of course he knew.

Shelet go of Hanna's hands and stood. Hanna scrambled to her feet and turned just as Hugh
opened the door.

"Get out,” he said coldly. Hannaglanced once at Liath. "Out!™

He held the door until Hannaleft. Then he shut it firmly behind her. "I do not like you having
vigitors." He crossed to Liath and took her chinin hisleft hand; hisfingers cupped her jaw. He stared
down at her. The deep azure dye of histunic brought out the penetrating blue of hiseyes. ™Y ou will no
longer entertain any vistors, Liah."

Shewrenched her face out of hisgrasp. "I'll ssewhom | wish!"



He dapped her. She dapped him back, hard.

He went white, except where her fingers had left their red imprint on hisfine skin. He pinned her
back onto the table, pressing her wrists painfully againgt the hard wood surface, and held her there. He
was pa e with anger, and his breath came ragged ashe glared at her.

"You will not" he began. His gaze shifted over her shoulder. He caught in abreath. He dragged
her off the table and shoved her away. Whatever will had momentarily possessed her was aready
sapped. She stood numbly and watched as he brushed his pam over the tabletop. He inscribed his hand
inacircle, narrowing, spirding in, to trace the outline of arose burned lightly into the burnished wood
grain. Hisexpression wasrapt, avid. Finaly he turned.

"What have you done?'
"I've done nothing.”

He grabbed one of her hands and tugged her forward, placed her hand over the table where she
had to see, dthough the outlinewas dmogt invisble. Thelinesfdt likefire dong her skin.

"The Rose of Hedling," he said. "Y ou have burned its shape into the table. How did you do this?*

Shetried to pull her hand out of his, but his grip wastoo strong. "1 don't know. | don't know. |
didn't meanto."

He grabbed her by the shoulders, shook her. Y ou don't know?" If anything, he looked more
furious than when she had dapped him. "Y ou will tell me!"

"l don't know."

He struck her backhanded. His heavy rings scored her cheek. He struck her again. He was
diving into arare fury. "How many years have | sudied to find the key to the Rose of Hedling, and you
don't know! Whereisyour father's book? What did he teach you?'

"No," she said, while blood trickled down her cheek.

Helifted her up bodily and carried her out of the room and into his own cell. There, he dropped
her onto the bed. There she lay, staring up at him. He studied her, and al the while hisleft hand opened
and shut to arhythm known only to him.

Finally he knelt on the bed beside her. He wiped the thin film of blood off her skin. Histouch was
gentle.
"Liath." Hisvoice was coaxing, persuasve. "What useisknowledgeif it is not shared? Have we

not learned well together this past winter? Can we not learn more?' He kissed her cheek, where therings
had cut it open, then her throat, then her mouth, lingering, insistent.

But the fire had woken in her, however damped down it might burn. Ever since she had drawn
the rose, athin edge of sensation burned inside her where before she had felt nothing. Fire meltsice.
Each time he kissed her she shuddered away from him.

"No," she said softly, and braced hersdlf for the blow.

"Liath," he sghed. He ran ahand aong the curve of her body. His breathing came in unsteedy
bursts, more ragged even than it had been when hewas angry. "I have never treated youill, in my bed."

"No," she said, compelled to answer with the truth.

"Y ou could have pleasure. But you must trust me. | have seen how quickly you learn. How much
you want to learn. That you want to learn more." Helaid hisfull weight on her. Even through their
clothing, shefdt the heat of his skin, burning off, enveloping her. ™Y ou know very well, my beauty, there
isno one ese you can ask. No one else you can turn to. | am the only one. There were rumors about



your Da, dear old Master Bernard, but these villagers et it done, let him aone, because they liked him.
Because the biscop of Fredlas has worse things to worry about than one stray sorcerer who sets hex
gpelIsto keep foxes out of henhouses.”

Trapped inthistiny cdl, thewalls so thick, theair so ill, shewas aready walled up, lostina
prison of Hugh'smaking.

"But you would not be so lucky, asyoung as you are, and the way you look.” He stroked her
hair in that way he had, running ahand up her neck and catching the hair on the back of hishand, in his
fingers, stroking free. "Thishair istoo fine and too lovely, your skin stays dark through the winter, like the
folk from the southern lands, and who in these L adyforsaken parts has seen such folk, or even believesin
them? And your eyes. Asblue asthe deep fire, or did you know that? | know. | have sought since| was
aboy to unlock the secrets of sorcery. There are others like me, others who struggle to learn and to
measter. Somehow you were born with it in your blood. | know what you are, but | will never betray your
secret to anyone ese. Do you believe me?”

Even trapped under him, knowing he would say anything to convince her to give him the book, to
tell him everything she knew, the horror of it was she did believe him. She had a sudden premonition he
had spoken those words rashly and without thinking he might be swearing himself to them.

"l believeyou," she said, but the words hurt. He knew what shewas. A sorcerer makes hersdlf,
but two sorcerers must never marry. Her mother had said it once, placing ahand on Liath's brow.
Because the child of two sorcerers might inherit awild stresk of magic more dangerous than the king's
wrath. Except Liath had inherited akind of deafnessingtead. Dataught her, but only so she could protect
herself by having that knowledge. ™Y ou cannot use them, for you are deaf to magic.”

Or s0 she had dways thought. But now she had burned the Rose of Healing into the wooden
grain of thetable,

Hugh would put no barrier in the way of her studying Da's book, other books, aslong as she
shared everything she knew and learned with him.

"I will befaithful to you, Liath," he said, cupping her facein hishands, alover'sgesture, alover's
sweetness, "aslong asyou are faithful to me.”

Ai, Lady, but it burned, this new fire. It hurt so horribly, running out like lines burned into her
flesh, long since dormant. She could no longer cloak hersdf inlethargy. Soit was, so shefdt: A
momentous decision was about to be made.

He shifted, rolling dightly off of her, and made alow, contented noisein histhroat. "Liath," he
sad, softly, gently, coaxingly, and he tightened his embrace on her.

Hannawas leaving. She hersdf would leave, to be donein Firsebarg with Hugh. Togo oninthis
fashion, dwaysressting him, dwaysfrozen, listless, numb. Bardly able to acknowledge any human
contact but his; forbidden any human contact other than with him, as he strove to isolate her.

Wouldn't it be easier to give in? To give him what he wanted? Mistress Birta had hersdlf said that
Liath's position was enviable. She would not be treated badly. She would probably be treated well.

She had burned the Rose of Hedling into the table. Lady's Blood, she might even learn enough to
seeif shetruly was deaf to magic. Or if Dahad truly not known, and she was born with a mage's power.
Or if Dahad known dl dong, and lied to her.

Why would Dalieto her? Only to protect her.

Hugh ran his hands up her arams. He brushed her throat, tracing an oval there, likeajewe, and
she shivered. He sucked in his breath hard and reached to unbuckle hisbdlt. " Stop fighting me, Liath.
Why should you not have pleasure? Why?'



Her skin tingled where hislips touched. Why, indeed? It had cometime, at last, to choose.

"I will not be your dave," she whispered. She would have wept, it was so hard to say, but she
was too terrified to weep. She placed her hands againgt his chest and pushed him away, locking her
elbows and holding them rigid.

Hewent quite fill. "What did you say?"

Having said it once, she knew she must hold to it as strongly as ever she might. She twisted away
from him and dipped off the bed to land bruisingly on her knees, huddled on the rug, her gaze on him the
way atrapped rabbit stares at afox. But sheraised her voice above awhisper. "1 will not be your dave."

Hesat up straight. "Y ou are my dave.”
"Only by the gold you paid.”

His mouth pulled to agtraight line. "Then it isback out with the pigs.” But he smiled ashe sad it,
knowing full well that after awinter of luxury she could never face that again.

Liath thought this over: the dirty straw, Trotter's back, the cold spring nights. "Yes" shesaid
dowly. "Yes. I'll go back out with the pigs." She climbed siffly to her feet, walked giffly to the door.
None of her limbsworked right.

He was off the bed in an instant. He grabbed her by the shoulders and spun her around and hit
her so hard that she staggered. Hit her again. Shefell back and hit her head againsgt the wall. She stopped
her fal with ahand and shoved hersdlf back up. With ahand shielding her face, she moved to pass him,
to get to the door. Hfe struck her. Again. Thistime, shefdl right to her knees and had to huddle there,
panting. Pain flamed through her. Her earsrang. He kicked her in the Side, and she gasped in pain,
gagging.

"Now," hesaid, hisvoice taut with fury, "the pigs, or my bed?"

Carefully sheroseto her feet. Her balance did not quite work right, and her right eye could not
focus. She took an unsteady step, caught a breath, took a second step, and rested her hand on the door
latch. Lifted it.

The door opening, and the blow, occurred at the sametime. She fdll forward into the corridor,
onto her hands and knees. Another blow, aong the ribsperhaps it was his boot. She struggled to get to
her feet, but each time she rose and showed the dightest movement forward, he hit her again.

Blood hazed her right eye, but it didn't matter, because she couldn't really see out of that eye
ayway.

She got ahand on thewall and pulled up, and then was flung hard into the other wall. Her head
dammed into stone, and she dropped hard. When she tried to stand again, she could not. She lay there,
whimpering, trying not to whimper, trying not to make any sound, trying to get her legsto work. His boot
nudged her side.

"Now, Liath. Which will it be?'

"Thepigs" she said. The words were hard to say, because her mouth was rilled with blood.
Since she could not rise, she found purchase with her elbows and tried to crawl forward. Thistime, when
he hit her whether with hands or boot she could no longer tella swirl of blackness flooded her. She heard
her own |abored breathing. She could not see. Her vision grayed, then lightened. She saw the narrow
passageway as a hazy pattern of stone and shadow, but that was enough. She heaved hersalf up on her
elbows and drew her body aong after her. Forward, toward the pigs.

She heard words, a horrified exclamation, but it was not attached to her.



She hurt everywhere, stinging bruises, sharp deep pain in her bones, afiery stabbing at her ribs;
blood trickled, sdty, from her mouth, and yet her mouth was dry. She was o thirsty. She could picture
the pigs perfectly in her mind. They lived outsde the city of memory, in pleasant comfort: Trotter, who
was her favorite, and the old sow Truffling, and the piglets Hib, Nib, Jib, Bib, Gib, Rib, and Tib, some of
whom she could tell apart, but she could not now recall which ones had been daughtered and salted and
which ones kept over the winter.

He hit her again, from her blind side, and she collapsed onto the cold floor. Rough stone pressed
into her face, but thetiny irritating grains helped her stay conscious; she counted the grains, each one
pressing into her cheek, into the open wound, like sat. Shejust breathed for awhile. Breathing was hard.
It hurt to inhale and exhale, but eventudly she had to get out with those pigs. She would be safe with the
pigs. The book would be safe with the pigs.

Pain like ahot knife stabbed through her abdomen. She screamed out of stark fear. He was
going to kill her rather than let her go. Kill her! That hadn't been the choice.

She opened her |eft eye to see Hugh standing more than a body's length away from her, staring at
her, hisface as cold and stubborn as the stone. But he had not touched her.

The pain lanced again. Warm liquid trickled down theinsde of her thighs. Pain stabbed again.
Shetried to gasp out words, but she couldn't make them form on her tongue. Ai, Lady! It hurt. She
curled up into aball, and fainted.

Came half conscious when Lars picked her up. Dorit was spesking. Liath caught a glimpse of
Hugh and then lost him again. Her thighs were sticky with dampness. The cool afternoon air struck her to
shivering as Lars carried her outside. Pain coursed through her abdomen again. She twisted, tossing her
head back. Dorit was speaking to her, but Liath could not understand.

Lars jolting walk sent flares of pain up her legs. Shefainted.

Thistime, when she recognized she was awake, shetried not to panic. She waslying on ahard
surface. She couldn't open her eyes. Something cold and clammy covered her eyes, like the hand of a
dead, decaying corpse. . ..

Shejerked, clawed at it, but her hands were captured and held tight in another's strong grip.
"Liath, it'sHanna. Stop that. Stop it. Trust me."

Hanna. She could trust Hanna. She clung to Hanna's hands. What had happened? Shewas
naked from thewaist down, legs propped up, lying flat on her back, awash in pain.

Anather voiceintruded. "Can you sit, Liath?Y ou ought to, if you can.”

"Here," said Hannain that wonderful practical voice she had. "I'll put my arms under you and
hold you. Just lean on me, Liath."

Rising up, even to ahalf sit, made her head throb. The pain in her abdomen came and went in
waves. The clammy hand dropped away from her face, but it was only acold rag. Through her good eye
she saw Migtress Birtaand, in the background, Dorit. Mistress Birta straightened up from her crouch a
Liath'sfeet. Her hands were blood red.

Dizziness swept Liath. "I haveto lie down," she gasped. Even as Hannalowered her, shefell
completely out of consciousness.

Came up again, gtill lying on the hard surface. Mistress Birtawas speaking.
"WEell move her upgtairs. I've donedl | can.”

"I've seen him hit her afew times, now and again," said anew voice which Liath vaguely



identified as Dorit's, "but with that temper she has, and her hisbonded dave, I've never blamed him. But
this" There was aheavy slence, followed by the clucking of tongues. "It'sasinagaingt Our Lady, itis. |
couldn't let her lie there, bleeding, when | saw shewaslosing achild.”

Hanna and Birta carried her upgtairs. It took that long for Dorit'swordsto sink in.
Losngachild.

They laid her on Hanna's bed and padded her with mossto absorb the blood il flowing from
her. Birta pulled a shift down over her hips, so she might rest modestly.

She choked out the words. "Isit true? Was | pregnant?'

"Well, surdly, lass. Do you suppose you can bed with aman al winter and not become pregnant?
Hadn't you noticed that your courses had stopped?’

Liath just lay there. She felt Hanna's warm hand cometo rest on her hair. So comforting. Dear
Hanna "I'm so tired,” she said.

"You deep, child,” said Migress Birta. "Hannawill gt with you for awhile.

"Why did | never think of that?" Liath whispered. "Hugh's child. | could not bear to have Hugh's
child"

"Hush, Liath," said Hanna. "'l think you ought to deep now. Lady and Lord, but he beat you.
You'readl bruises. He must have gone mad.”

"I won't be hisdave," whispered Liath.

When she woke again, much later, shefdt apleasant lassitude. Thelittle attic room was dim, but
some light leaked through the shutters. The old blanket draped over her was scratchy but warm. She was
exhausted, but shewas at least alone; Hugh was not here.

That counted for something.

Then she heard the pound of footsteps on the back stairs accompanied by raised voices.
"I will not let you wake her, Prater!”

"Let me by, Midtress, and thistime | will ignore your impertinence.”

"Prater Hugh, it may not be my place to speak so to you, but | will, so help me God, send my
husband with amessage to the biscop at Freelas about thisincident, if you do not listen to me now."

"l am sure, Mistress, that the biscop has greater concerns than my taking a concubine.”

"l am sure she does," replied Mistress Birtawith astonishing curtness, "but | do not think she will
look so mildly on your taking a concubine and then besting the young lass so brutdly that she miscarries
the child conceived of thisillega union.”

"It was no child. It had not yet quickened.”
"Neverthelessit would have become oneif the Lady willedhad you not beaten her."

"I remind you that sheismy dave, to dowith as| please. Y ou forget, or likely you do not know,
Mistress, that the biscop of Freelas, though a noblewoman of good character, does not have powerful
kin. But | do. Now stand aside.”

"But sheisdtill achild of Our Lady and Lord, Frater Hugh. It is Her Will, and not yours, that
chooses whether a child belost beforeitstime. For we women are the chosen vessel of Our Lady, and it
isby Her Will that we have been granted the gift of giving birth, a gift accompanied by pain, for how else
shall we know the truth of darknessin the world and the promise of the Chamber of Light?| have
midwifed many awoman in these parts, and | have seen many awoman miscarry from illness or hunger



or by the chance lifting of Her Hand, and | have watched women and their babes die in childbed. But |
have never seen awoman beaten so badly that shelost her child, not until now. And | will testify o,
before the biscop, if | must.”

There was aslence. Liath measured with her eyes the distance from the bed to the shutters, but
she knew she hadn't the strength to get there, to open them, to throw hersalf out in order to escape from
him; and anyway, even now, she did not want to die. Light bled into the room and from the yard she
heard the cock crow. It must be early morning. The silence made her skin crawl. She waited, shuddering,
for thelatch to lift.

Finaly, Hugh spoke. His voice was iff with controlled fury. Ai, Lady, she knew him so well,
now, that she could see hisexpresson in her mind'seye. "Y ou will return her to me when she can walk.
We areleaving for Firsebarg in ten days."

"I will return her to you when she has recovered.”
Hewasfurious. She heard it in hisvoice. "How dare you presumeto dictate to me?'

"Shemay yet die, Frater. Though sheis not my kinswoman, | have a certain fondnessfor her.
And sheisawoman, and like mysdf and al women, under the specid care of the Lady. For isit not
written in the Holy Verses: 'My Hearth, where burnsthefire of wisdom, | grant to women to tend' ? Y ou
may threaten meif you like. I do not doubt you could easily ruin me, for we al know your mother isa
great noblewoman, but | will see Liath well beforel et her travel such adifficult road.”

"Very well," he said curtly. Then he laughed. "By Our Lord, but you've courage, Mistress. But |
will see her beforel go today."

Liath shut her eyes and hoped against hope that Mistress Birtawould send him away.
"That isyour right,” said Birtafindly, reluctantly. The door opened.

"Alone" said Hugh.

Liath kept her eyes shuit.

"l will wait outsde," sad Birta. "Right out here.”

Hugh shut the door behind him and latched it. She heard the sounds he made, the dip of his
boots on the plank flooring, hisintake of bresth, the cresk of aloose plank under hisweight, the door
closing, tugged shut, the snick of the latch, sedling them in together. She did not open her eyes. He said
nothing. She was so dive to him that she knew exactly how close he stood to her, how abare turn would
brush hisrobes againgt her blanket, how near his hands hovered by her face.

But she knew very well hewould not go away just because she kept her eyes shut. Daaways
said you must face what you feared or otherwise becomeitsvictim. Of course, Dahad always said it
with aderisive smile, since he had been running ever since her mother died.

Shetightened her grip on the blanket, took in a deep breath, and looked up at Hugh. He studied
her with acurious, intent expression. She stared back at him, suddenly so overwhelmingly tired that fear
could take no grip on her.

"Why didn't you just kill me?" she whispered.

Hugh chuckled, smiling. "Y ou are far too precious atreasure to cast away so carelesdy.” Then
his expression changed, so fast, like ablack storm rushing in from the sea. "But you must not crossme,
Liath. Not ever, not likethat, again.”

She looked away from him to the coarse wooden dats of thewall. A few stray pieces of straw
poked through from the loft beyond.

He settled down comfortably beside her. ™Y ou will need some kind of servant whilewetravel,



and | am sure you would fee more comfortable settling in, in Firsebarg, if you had someone you knew
with you. There was sometak of the Mistress daughter marrying one of the freeholders, and adso some
talk that shewas unwilling to. | think it might bewell if the girl camewith us. Then you would have
company, and someone to do the work and perhaps, even, if she proves hersdlf clever, to become
chatelaine of our household. That would be afair opportunity for someone of her birth. If you would like
that, then | will speak with Mistress Birtanow.”

Our household.

No matter what she did, not matter how strong her will to resist him, no matter how angry he
became with her, how cold she remained to him, no matter how well she had locked away her heart or
how well she had hidden Das book and knowledge, Hugh's sheer stubborn persistence would eventualy
wear her away to nothing. He was utterly determined to possess her. And if she ran away, where would
sherunto? To death, most likely, or to alife far far worse in degradation and hunger and filth. If she even
could run away. No matter how great a head start she gained, Hugh would catch up to her. He dways
knew where she was and what she was doing. Aslong as he owned her, as patient as he was, she was
helplessagaingt him.

"Count Harl has granted Ivar permission to take Hanna south with his party, to Quedlinhame,”
Liath said. Her voice was alittle hoarse; she didn't know why. She hardly knew she was speaking at al.

"Hanna? Ah, isthat the girl's name? Well, | will be abbot, Liath, and in afew moreyears| will be
elevated to the rank of presbyter and gain the ear of the skopos hersdlf. | can offer her better prospects
than a common monk can. If you want her, | see no difficulty arranging the matter with her parents. Do
you want her?"

Why not givein to theinevitable? If she had only managed Da's affairs better. If she had only
ingsted he live more frugdly. If she had not begged him last spring to let them stay just one more summer
in Heart's Rest.

What good did it do to fight thisincessant struggle, when she could not possibly hopeto win?
She could not go on and on and on and on. And if Hannawas with her, surdly everything else would not
be so bad? She could study, and learn, and divine the secrets of the stars and perhaps far more besides.
Perhaps she would discover the mystery of the rose burned into wood. That would be her consolation.

"Yes," shesad. Her voice emerged thickly. "I would like Hannato come with us."
"Whereisthe book, Liath?' His expresson did not alter.
"The book."

"The book," he echoed. "The book, Liath. Tell mewherethe book is, and | will dlow you to
bring the girl with us"

She closed her eyes. He touched her, drawing hisfingers delicately around her collarbone,
tracing her dave's collarno actua substance, not iron or wood or any element one could touch, but just as
binding.

He had won. He knew it, and so did she.

She did not open her eyes. "Under dats, benegth the pigs trough, in theinn stables.”

He bent to kiss her lightly on the forehead. "I will arrange for the girl to accompany us. Weleave
inten days"

She heard the latch lift and then Hugh's voice as he spoke to Mistress Birta, drawing her avay
down the tairsto the common room below. Ten days.

She covered her face with her hands and lay there, despairing.



days dragged by for Liath, onelong day after the next. It took her far longer to recover her
strength than even Migtress Birta had expected. At first she dept most of the time, an aching, fitful deep
made worse by the uncomfortable straw ticking of Hanna's bed. Even getting up to relieve hersdlf inthe
bucket by the door exhausted her.

By the time ten days had passed, she could negotiate the stairs once aday. She was Sitting
dumped on abench downgtairs at midday, waiting for the Mistressto bring her amea, when Hanna
cameinfromtheyard.

Hanna's face was red from the sun, but her eyes were red from tears, and she wiped her nose
with the back of ahand, sniffing asif she had caught a cold. She sank down on the bench next to Liath,
looking no less digpirited. "lvar left thismorning. | ran down when | heard, but held dready gone. He
didn't even leave amessage for me."

Bitter shame wormed itsway into Liath's heart. "Mineisthe fault. I'm sorry. He needed you. |
shouldn't have begged you to stay with me. He never wanted to be forced into the church. He wanted to
ridein the Dragons. And he could have, if it wasn't for me."

"Ai, Mother of Life, gpare usthisl" exclaimed Hanna, letting out an exasperated sigh. "Y ou're as
bad asheis. Of course hélll befine. Count Harl sent two servantswith him, so helll have familiar faces
with him at Quedlinhame. And if it'strue that King Henry stops there each spring, then helll be ableto see
hissister Rosvita, too. She'sacleric in the king's schola. So between her position and the gift Count Harl
ismaking to the monastery, I'm sure lvar will be treated very well. Probably better than his own father
treated him, for theré's only the one child younger than him, and she's the apple of her father's eye. With
the help of hissster Rosvita, Ivar might even cometo King Henry's notice. Don't you think?”

Liath was able to emerge far enough out of her own misery to recognize that underneeth Hanna's
practica assessment of Ivar's Situation lay areal misery of her own. "Yes," she said, because it seemed to
be the reassurance that Hannawanted, "1'm sure he will. They'll educate him." She paused and took one
of Hannas handsin her own. "Hanna." She glanced around the empty room, listened, but they were
aone. "'l know you can taly well enough, but I'll teach you to read and write. Y ou'll need to know, if you
wish to riseto the position of chatdlaine.”

Like an echo, Hannalooked around the room a so, then toward the door that led out to the yard
and the cookhouse. It sat gjar, and through it they heard Mistress Birta ordering Karl to run eggs down
to old Johan's cottage to trade for herbs. "But I've no church training. If | know how to read and write,
won't people call me awitch or asorcerer?”

"No morethan they'll cal meone." Shelet go of Hanna's hand and wrung her own together,
suddenly nervous. "Listen, Hanna. Y ou'd better know now, before werein Firsebarg. Da

"Liath. Everyone knows your Dawas a sorcerer. A falen monastic, too, but one lapse, one child,
isn't enough to get aman thrown out of the monastery. There must have been something else aswll,
disobedience, defiance, something more, like studying the forbidden arts. Deacon Fortensa hastold us
as many stories as | have fingers and toes about monks and nuns reading forbidden booksin the
scriptorium and faling into love with the dark arts. But your Danever did anything the least bit harmful,
not like old Martha who tried throwing hexes on people who offended her, after she got proud about old
Prater Robert deeping with her. But she stopped that, once it was made plain to her that no one

here would tolerate such things. But your Dawas generous. What's the harm in magic if it'sa
hel pful thing? So saysthe deacon.”

"But Dawasn't really asorcerer. | mean, he had the knowledge, but nothing he ever did"

Hannalooked at her strangely. "Of course he was! That'swhy we were al so glad he put roots
here and stayed each year, when we thought he meant to move on. Y ou didn't know? People don't visit a
sorcerer whose spdlls are usaless. What about old Johan's cow that wouldn't calve until your Dawove a



spell to open up its birth cand? What about that first spring, when the snow wouldn't melt, and he called
up rain? 1 could tell you twenty other stories. Y ou redly didn't know?"

Liath sat sunned. All she could remember was the butterflies, fluttering and bright and then fading
into thewarm summer air like the phantoms they were, like the phantom his magic was, which had all
faded and vanished after her mother died. "Butbut did it ever do any good? A storm can come by itsdlf,
you know. The westher can change, even without tempestari to call it up.”

Hanna shrugged. "Who'sto know if it was prayer or magic or just good fortune? What about that
wolf, then, the one that eluded everyone else until your Datrapped it in a cage woven of reeds? That
must have been magic, for any wolf could have escaped such addlicatetrap.”

Liath remembered the wolf. Da had been terrified, hearing reports that awolf waslurking in the
hills but not killing the sheep. He had trapped it, though he had let otherskill it and had wept for days
afterward. It had taken her three weeks of crying and pleading and arguing to get himto agreeto stay in
Heart's Rest after the wolf.

Hannawas dill talking. "Maybe he wasn't atrue sorcerer, like the devils who built the old
Dariyan Empire, who built thewall south of herethat stretches dl the way from one seato the other. It's
al falen over now that there are no more sorcerers of that lineage to keep it standing.”

"I don't think Dawasthat kind of sorcerer,” Liath said, more talking to hersdlf than to Hanna.
"Maybe he pretended to be, even tried to be, even once or twice succeeded. But it was my mother who
wasone. A redl one. | remember that, if nothing else. She was murdered for it. | wasonly eight years
old, but I do know that she had true sorcery, and that she worked . .." Here she paused to glance around
the room again, athough nothing had changed. Her voice dropped to awhisper. ™. . . old Dariyan magic."

Hanna conddered thisreveation in slence.
"The book
"It'sgone," said Hanna. "Hugh came and took it. | couldn't stop”

"Of course you couldn't stop him." Liath wastoo numb to cry. "It's a sorcerer's book. It has so
much knowledge Da collected over the years' In hisown writing. Lady, how she hated hersdlf. She had
betrayed Da by losing the book. ™Y ou don't have to come. | should have told you sooner, about Daand
the book, even before Ivar left. Y ou might not want to stay with me, knowing the truth. Y ou could have
gonewith lvar

"Asif | would have changed my mind! If Prater Hugh istruly going to be abbot, then he must
know what he's doing, taking you as his concubine.”

This, strangely, was easer ground "He says there are folk in the church who study magic. Da
says Lady Sabellashelters heretics aswell as sorcerers, to aid her against King Henry."

"Wadl," said Hanna, thinking it over, "better to be burned than married to young Johan. Lady
Above! Y ou need someone to shelter you from Prater Hugh. Y ou're still pale, but at least your appetiteis
good. Mother dways saysthat so long as you're hungry, then you're not sick enough to die."”

Liath managed a chuckle.

Behind her, the door that led out front opened. Hannastood up, lifting her chin defiantly. Liath
diffened. Why did he come every time she was beginning to fed free of

him, of that interminable weight he laid on her? Wasthis his magic, to find and to know, to hunt
and to devour? She wanted to crawl under the table, but she forced hersdlf to sit without moving. Shefelt
him, the hest of him, the smple physica presence, as he came up behind her. His hand touched her arm.



Sheflinched.

He grabbed her arm and hoisted her up and she stood, not fighting him. Tucked under hisfree
arm, asiflike Dahe dared never leave it unattended, he carried The Book of Secrets.

"Y ou look well enough,” he said brusquedly. "Wereleaving." He glanced disinterestedly at Hanna
"Girl, fetch whatever you mean to take with you and tell the Mistressthat my plans have dtered. We are
leaving now. My wagon is packed and waiting at the church. Go."

Hanna gaped at him, then bolted for the door that led out back.
"We'regoing," he repested.

There was a puzzling urgency about him she could not understand. Certainly there was no point
inressting. She had dready lost everything. He led her to the door and thence outsde. Hanna came
running from around theinn.

"I'll just collect my clothes and such,” she caled, out of breath. "I'll be there. Don't leave without
mal”

Hugh gestured impatiently and kept walking. Liath was dready too out of bresth even to beg him
not to leave Hanna behind.

She struggled to keep up, but they had not gotten a quarter of the way to the church before she
dumped, dragging on him. "I haveto rest.”

"You'regray," hesad, not with sympathy but as an observation. "I'll carry you."

"l just need timeto rest.” Lady's Blood! She didn't want to be seen carried by him, likea
shameesswhore!

"Weveno time." Hethrust the book into her hands and caught her around the back and under
the legs and siwung her up. Even with her weight in hisarms, his pace did not dacken. Some other need
drove him. She clutched the book against her chest, head swimming, so faint she feared she would drop
it.

At the church the wagon did indeed Sit outside, heavily laden, covered with afelted wool rug.
Three men Liath vaguely recognized as Count Harl's menatarms loitered by the church door, armed and
outfitted for along journey. Dorit stood, wringing her hands, by the cart horses, which Lars held by their
harness.

Hugh dumped Liath unceremonioudy into the back of the wagon, onto the featherbed. A fourth
soldier gppeared from the stables, leading the piebald mare and the bay gelding. Only the gelding was
saddled. Hugh took the gelding's reins and mounted.

"Whereisthat girl?' he demanded. "We can't wait. If we don't see her by theinn, Dorit, and she
comes here, tell her to follow us down the south road. If she hurries, shelll catch us before nightfall.”

"But you can't leave her," Liath cried, roused out of her stupor. ™Y ou promised me!”
"We can't wait."

"There sheidl" cdled Dorit. Hanna came running along the road, aleather sack thrown over her
back.

Hugh urged his gelding forward. A soldier legped up into the wagon, and Lars jumped back as
the cart horses started forward. The wagon jolted under Liath and began to roll. The three other soldiers,
onedill leading the mare, fell in behind. They eyed Liath and her Sngle possessonthe old leather
booksurreptitioudy but otherwise kept silent. Their path met Hanna's, and she swung in beside the
wagon.



"You'll wak," said Hugh from the front. Then added, asif an afterthought, "but you may rest the
sack inwith therest.”

Hannatossed her sack into the back beside Liath and trudged alongside.
"What happened?’ Hanna asked in an undertone. "Helooksin apassion.”
"l don't know. But he gave me the book, Hanna."

Hanna said nothing, and by that Liath realized the bitter truth. Hugh let her hold the book because
he knew he could take it back any time he wanted. Behind them, the church receded. Dorit and Lars
stood by the great front doors, watching the party head away back into the village, to the road that led
south. They traveled in silence until, reaching sight of the village and the inn, Hugh cursed suddenly.

Liath raised hersdlf up and looked around.

Four ridersan unusua sight on any daywaited in front of the inn. She recognized Marshd Liudolf.
The other three wore the scarlettrimmed cloaks and brass badges embossed with an eagle that marked
ridersin serviceto the king: the King's Eagles. Two were young, one man and one woman. The eldest
was agrizzled, westherbeaten man who looked strangely familiar, but she could not place him.

"That's the traveler who rode through last autumn,” said Hannain awhisper. "He asked about
you, Liath."

"Keep moving." Hugh's order was sharp.
"Prater Hugh!" Marshd Liudolf raised ahand. "If you will, aword."

Liath could see by the set of Hugh's back that he wanted to ignore this summons. That he wanted
to keep riding. But he reined the bay aside. The soldier driving the wagon pulled the horses up. Mistress
Birtaemerged from the inn and stopped next to the door, watchful, silent.

"Asyou see, Marshd," said Hugh, "we are just setting out. It isalong journey south, ten or
twenty days, depending on therains, and we have little enough daylight for traveling thisearly in the year.”

"I won't delay you long, Prater. These riders of the King's Eagles approached me yesterday,
looking for hedlthy young personswho might be suitable for service as messengersfor the King." Then,
oddly, Marshd Liudolf stopped and looked questioningly, aimaost obediently, at the elder rider.

"I amWolfhere," said the older man. He had deepset eyes under silver brows; hishair was
amog dl slver, with atrace of ancient brown. ™Y ou must understand that with theincreasein Eikaraids,
and rumors of troublein Varre with Lady Sabella, we arein need of young persons suitable to ride
messages for the Eagles.”

Hugh held the gelding on an uncomfortably tight rein. "I am sureyou are. | believe Count Harl has
two younger children he might be persuaded to part with."

"We are not looking for children of the nobility,” said Wolfhere smoothly, “asyou know, Prater
Hugh, since you were educated in the king's schola. Indeed, | have dways heard it said you were one of
their finest Sudents.”

"I learned dl they had to teach me. Y ou, of course, would not have had the opportunity for such
an education. | don't recall your parents names, or their kin."

Wolfhere merdly smiled. "None of the Eagles come from the king's schola. But neither arewe
looking for landbred children who are unsuitable for this responsbility. | understand that you have
recently acquired ayoung woman who might be of interest to us." He said thiswithout glancing at Liath,
athough surely he knew she was the young woman he was talking aboui.

"I paid her father'sdebt. | am not interested in sdlling her." Hugh's tone was cold and flt.



"But my dear frater,” said Wolfhere, smiling suddenly much like his namesake might bare itsteeth
inawolfish grin, "l bear the King's sed. Marshd Liudolf tellsmeyou paid two nomiasfor her. | havethe
gold. | want her. Y ou may protest this action, of course, but you must do that in front of King Henry.
Until such time as King Henry renders ajudgment, it ismy right to demand her presencein theking's
svice"

It was so quiet Liath could hear the soft wind rustling in the trees and the slamp of the old plough
horsein the inn stables. Sunlight painted the road the yellow of light clay. The marshd’s horse flattened an
ear. From out back came the sound of Karl, singing offkey as he worked.

Hugh sat, tiff with fury, on hisbay. The old man gtill did not look at her, but the younger Eagles
did. They looked very tall, seated upon their horses, the woman in particular. She had abold face, and a
bolder nosea hawk's nose, they caled it hereand abright and open gaze. She studied Liath with an
interest piqued with skepticism. Her companion looked coolly curious. Their cloaks draped across their
horse's backs, reveding afur lining within. They shifted, glancing at the old man, and their eagle badges
winked inthe sunlight.

Finaly Hugh spoke. "I believe the young person's consent isrequired.”
Unruffled, Wolfhereinclined hisheed. "That istrue.”

Hugh dismounted and tossed the reins to awaiting manatarms. He walked back to the wagon.
Liath wanted to shrink away into nothing, but there was nowhere to run. Hanna hesitated, then moved
away to make room for him. He leaned in and pried one of Liath's hands free of the book, clasped it in
his, hisgrasp painfully tight.

"Look a me." Obediently, shelooked at him. He lifted her chin with his other hand so she had to
look directly into his eyes. Why had she not remembered that his eyes were so complex ablue, not made
up of any one shade but a multitude blended together?

"What do you say, Liath?" he asked, so softly but with al hiswill of iron pressing onto her, dl the
force of him, dl the cold cold winter months. That waswhat his eyeswere like: the pale blue of ice,
splintered with cold sunlight, dazzling, but as blegk as the winter winds cutting acrossfields of ice and
Sow.

Shetried to pull her gaze away, but she could not. He would never give her up. Never. Why
even try? She found the city, standing fast in her memory. There, in the treasurehouse, she had locked
away her heart and her soul.

No. Fire fluttered, banners rising from the seven walls ringing the city. No. But she had no voice.
He had taken her voice.

There, like abeacon, she heard the jingle of horse's harness as one of the Eagles horses shifted,
waiting. Waiting for her.

"No," shesad, dmost acroak, getting the word out.

"You see" said Hugh, not letting go of her, not breaking his hard gaze from her, "that she does
not consent to go with you."

Therewas slence.
Terror seized Liath. They would turn and ride away, leaving her here, forever in Hugh's grip.

"No," shesaid, louder. And again, "No!" Shetried to pull her head out of hisgrip, but she could
not shakeit. "No. | don't want to stay with you. Let me go!" But her voice was so weak.

"What did she say?' demanded Wolfhere. A horse moved, hooves clopping, but Liath could not
tell whether it moved toward her or away. Please, Lord, not away!



" She say's she doesn't want to stay with you, that she wantsyou to let her go,” said Hugh steadily
but not without triumph.

"No, shedidn't,” said Hanna suddenly, her voice carrying clearly acrossthe yard. " She doesn't
want to stay with him. He'stwisting her words."

"Prater,” sad Wolfherein adeceptively gentle voice, "1 suggest you let the girl stland done and
Hugh did not let go of Liathimmediately. But dowly his grip dackened and then, hisface white
with anger, helet her go and took one step back from the wagon.

With no warning, Hanna snatched the book from Liath's grasp.
"Get away!" snapped Hugh, grabbing for her.

Hanna leaped back and bolted to stand in safety between the two younger Eagles” She's been
ill," she cried, appealing to Wolfhere. " She's not well enough to travel. I'll have to help her out of the
wagon." Y et she hesitated, not knowing what to do with the book.

But hope burned likefirein Liath now, a banked fire cometo life, scouring despair out of her.
She struggled to her knees, inched over to the side of the wagon. Caught hersalf on the Side, swung over,
and staggered, amost faling. But with sheer dogged stubbornness she held hersalf up. She did not look
at Hugh. That wastoo dangerous by far. She caught her breath, first. Tried to cam thefire. Shewas
burning hot but, dowly, that subsided. At last shelooked a Hanna, for strength.

Hanna gazed back &t her, cleareyed, guileless, and smiled, nodding encouragement. In her arms,
clasped like a precious child, she held the book. Liath took in abreath and lifted her gaze to meet
Wolfhere's squardly. The old man had moved his mount forward and she saw that hiseyeswerea
peculiar, penetrating shade of gray. "1 want to go with you." Her voice gained in strength with each word.
"I want to be an Eagle." She ducked her \saad dcv«ra., wavtm% fot Huh to hit her.

But the hawkfaced woman had already dismounted and crossed the stand between Liath and
Hugh. She was, indeed, dmost astdl as Hugh, and she wore asword at her hip and aknife a her belt.

"So beit," said Wolfhere. He took two coins from his pouch. They were asyellow asthe sun and
at thismoment twice as welcome. He handed them to the marshal. "L et you witness this transaction,
Marsha Liudolf, and pay thisgold to Prater Hugh, in recompense for the young person here.” (

"| witnessthistransaction," said Liudolf, "and | take these nomias and transfer them into the
keeping of Prater Hugh, in recompense for this young person, Liath, daughter of Bernard.”

"I won't takeit," said Hugh. "'l protest thistheft. | deny any payment has ever taken place. | tell
you now, Wolfhere, that | will bring this matter before King Henry."

"Y ou arewelcometo do so," replied Wolfhere. "Nevertheless, the girl comeswith me. Theseare
not your men, | believe, to fight this sort of battle, and if any of us are harmed, you yoursdlf would be
brought before King Henry to answer for the crime. Whatever benefices you have received, such asthe
abbacy, would certainly be revoked.”

"Thisisnot ended!" said Hugh. And then, in alower voice, "Y ou are not free of me, Liath."

Liath dared not ook a him. She kept her gaze fixed on the fine burnished Eagle's badge that
clasped the woman's cloak at her right shoulder: an Eagle, risng on the wind, with an arrow clasped inits
besk and a scroll held in onetalon.

If shedid not look at Hugh then, free of him or not, shewas at least for the moment safe from
him. If she could ever be safe from him.

"Marshd," said Wolfhere, "I request that you receive thisgold and hold it as witness, and witness



aswdl| Prater Hugh'srefusd of it."
"l sowitness," said Marshd Liudolf.
"l sowitness," said the younger Eagles.

For along drawnout while no one moved, asif the stalemate, having been reached, could not be
resolved. Only the song of birdsin the trees, and the distant shout of afarmer a plowing, pressing hisox
forward, disturbed their silence. The smell of cooking beans wafted out from the cookhouse. The wood
of thewagon felt chary under Liath's hand.

"Thisisnot ended,” said Hugh findly. He moved and she flinched, but he waswalking away,
walking to hisbay, mounting, giving thesigna.

Shelet go of the wagon just in time to avoid getting asplinter asit jerked forward and, just in
time, grabbed Hanna's sack out of the back. Hugh did not even seem to notice. Without another word,
without any acknowledgment of what he was leaving behind, he rode south, the wagon and histiny
retinuefollowing.

Liath dropped the bag and dumped to the ground.
"Do you need aid?" asked the hawknosed woman curioudly.

Da'sfour books were gone with Hugh, but their texts remained in the city of memory, together
with everything else Da had taught her. And Hanna had the other one. "No," she whispered. "No. | just
need to rest amoment.”" She looked up to meet the woman's steady, measuring stare, then broke away
from it to look up a Wolfhere. He studied her calmly.

Why? But she could not say it out loud.

"Beforeyou leave, Marshd Liudolf,” sad Wolfhereinto the sllence, "'l will writeamanumisson
for her. We do not admit the unfree into the Eagles. | need another witness besides yoursdlf.”

"I will witness, dr," said Migtress Birta suddenly, stepping forward. "1 am afreewoman, born of a
freawoman.”

"Ah," said Wolfhere. "Y ou are Mistress Birta, if | recollect rightly.”

She flushed with surprise and pleasure. "'l am, Sir."

"Andthis, | believe," he added, transferring his keen gaze to Hanna, "is your daughter, Hanna."
"Yes dr, sheis”

"Isit your wish that she might be invested into the king's service aswel 7"

Mistress Birtaflushed so deeply, and looked so entirely discomposed, that Liath forgot her own
fears and hopes for an ingtant to wonder about Mistress Birta's secret dreams. "Sir, you must know that
for my daughter to become an Eagle would be the greatest honor for my house."

Wolfhere did not smile. Rather, he nodded gravely, acknowledging the truth of her words. "L et
us not keep Marshd Liudolf any longer than need be. We will write and sed the manumission now. Then
| have businessin Fredas. Sincel can seethat the girl looks exhausted and istoo unwell to trave, |
proposethat | ride north aone, leaving the girl herefor atenday. If that will suit you, Mistress Birta.
Manfred and Hathui will stay aswell, in case the frater chooses to attempt something rash. Isthat well?"

Birtanodded her head. It wasthefirst time Liath had seen her at aloss for words.

Wolfhere dismounted. Manfred swung down and took the reins of the old man's horse, and the
reins of Hathui's horse aswell, and led the animals away to the stables.

"Hanng," said Midress Birta, recovering quickly, as any good innkeeper mugt, "help him with the



horses." Hanna nodded and hurried after the young man.

Liath tried to stand but could not. In an instant, Hathui had an arm around her. "I'll help her
indde" said theyoung Eagle.

"Updairs," said Migtress Birta. "In bed, with abit of dinner in her. She needsto rest.”

"Yes, Migdtress," said Wolfhere genidly, "'l seel can trust you to take best care of her. Marshal
Liudolf, shdl wefinish our busness?'

Liudolf'sreply waslogt to Liath as she entered the warm confines of theinn common room. She
barely made it up the sairs, even with Hathui's support, and when she collapsed onto the bed, she smply
laid her head down, shut her eyes, and let herself be overcome with the exhaustion of hope fulfilled.

Shewasfree of Hugh. She till had the book. She was an Eagle. All that she needed now wasto
get her strength back. She could scarcely believe it wastrue. She dept.

. Migtress Birta brought her abowl of bean soup and good dark bread. Hunger brought her fully
awake and she wolfed down her food. She hadn't realized she was famished. Misiress Birtaretrested as
Wolfhere entered the little attic room. He sat on the edge of the pallet and held out asmple brassring
engraved with the sedl of the King's Eagles. He smelled of rain and of damp wool. Shetook thering
gingerly, and while she held it, not sure what to do, she heard the patter of rain on the roof. Cloudy light
danted through the closed shutters. She had dept most of the day. "Thisring represents the sed of our
bargan," sad

Woltheremildly, "that you will offer your name and lineage to the Eagles as payment for your
sarvicewith them.”

Shewas afraid tolook a him. "My nameisLiath," she said, but her voice sounded falseto her
own ears. "My father's name was Bernard.”

Wolfhere sighed heavily, whether disappointed or sad she could not tell. "Liath, you must either
trust meor eseitisof no usethat | have freed you and brought you into the Eagles. | knew your mother.
| have been looking for you and your father for eight years now."

Like arabbit frozen in the sght of awalf, she stared at the ring. Outside, the rain dacked off,
fading to intermittent drips.

"Had | found you sooner,” he added sternly, "then perhaps your father would not now be dead.”
Helifted ahand, and she flinched away from him. "Ai, Lady!" he swore under his breath. "Now listen you
to me, young woman. Listen and heed mewell. | will not compel you to enter the king's service asan
Eagle. Y ou arefree, whatever you choose next, and you may go your own way if you so choose."

"Wheredsecan| go?' she asked hitterly, "but back to Hugh? And I'll never go back to him."

"I will not compel you," he repeated. "But neither will | take you into the Eagles unless you trust
me with your full name and lineage. Which will it be?' He took thering out of her hand and weighed it,
such alight thing asit was, in hispam. "To ride with the Eagles, you must give your trust wholly to your
comrades. Otherwiseit isworth nothing. If you do not trust mein thissmal athing, then you aretoo
dangerous, to week alink, for usto trust you in our turn."

"Namesare not smdl things"
"That istrue." He bent his head, acknowledging her point. “That iswhy we ask for them."
"Why did you free me?'

"Because | knew Anne." She started. It was so strange, amogt frightening, to hear that name
fromany
voice except her father's. Wolfhere smiled wryly. "I knew you aswell, when you were still a



"I don't remember you!"

"Nevertheless," hereplied, ascadm as ever, "Anne asked me to watch over you, should anything
ever happento her."

She wanted to trust him, but after Hugh she dared not trust anyone. As he studied her, looking
more patient than amused, she sudied him in return. Advanced in age he certainly was, but vigorous Hill
and with the natura authority that comesto any man who haslived long years and survived hardship. An
old scar traced aline down his neck, missing the throat vein by afinger'sbreadth. He sat with the steady
imperturbability of aman equally used to the councils of kings and the gossip of farmersinalocd inn. It
would be so easy to just givein to hisrequest, but that was not what he asked of her. What he asked
wasinfinitely harder.

Maybe, just maybe, it was safe to open thefirgt, the lowest, gate in the city of memory. Maybe
she could learn to trust him, to trust the other Eagles, as comrades. Her hands shook as she took thering
out of hisopen pam. "Liathano ismy true name," she said, her voice scarcely more than amurmur. 'l am
the daughter of Anne and Bernard. | know nothing more of my lineage.”

So wasit done. She was shaking so hard she could barely dip the ring onto her finger, the sedl of
their bargain. He stood up at once, and though he was not a particularly tall man, he was, without
question, imposing. "Welcome, Liath," he said somberly, "into the Eagles. Y ou will find your service hard,
but | do not think you will ever regret choosing it. When | return from Fredlas, we ride south.”

S0 heléft her. "Weride south." This morning, those words had filled her with despair. Now those
samewords held dl theworld of posshility in them.

She lay down, but athough she was still exhausted, she could not deep. The straw ticking stuck
her in new places every time she shifted on the palet. The rain had started to pound again, a new shower,
and the damp air brought the scent of mold creeping out from the wood. She sneezed.

A scratch came at the door and Hanna peeked in. She, too, wore aring, symbol of her new
gatus. "'l thought you would want to know," she whispered, sitting on the bed next to Liath, "that it's back
inthehiding place. You'refree, Liath."

Free.
Liath wastoo tired to reply, so she smply laid her head againgt Hannas arm.

Where was Hugh now? Getting farther away with each step, please the Lady. And yet was
Wolfhere any better or just another one who wanted to imprison her in a cage of his own making? How
had he known her mother? Had he known Anne was a sorcerer? Why had he sought and how had he
found Liath over such along trail, pursued for so many years? Why had Da never spoken of such aman,
and why did she hersdlf not remember him, from those old dim memories of the fine cottage and the
bright garden?

Y et what wasit Da aways said? 'Wo use regretting that you 're going to get wet, Liath, once you
've closed the door behind you on arainy day."
Therain, and Hannals warmth, lulled her to deep.

LEAVETAKING ALAIN never found Lackling's body, athough for days after, when he got a
chance and deemed it safe, he went up and searched through the ruins for any sign of newly turned earth.

But he did not truly expect to find anything. The morning after that horrible night, by design he
strayed past Lady Sabdlaslivestock train out beyond the paisade and took up a station where he might
observe the shrouded cage and its mysterious occupant. With his oddly keen hearing, which he till had
not grown used to, he overheard the keepers of the shrouded cage speaking among themselves.



"Not much mest |eft on the carcass but, aye, that will satisfy the beast for now, thank the Lady."

He only stopped looking after Lady Sabella's entourage packed up and left, agrand procession
winding itsway southwest on the road that led toward the lands controlled by the duke of Varingia. That
night, Lavadtine cdled dl

his people together into the great hall and stood before them. Chatelaine Dhuoda and the clerics
waited behind him, but to Alain's eyesthey looked as my4tified astherest.

Lavastine looked pale and listless. He stood without moving for along time, staring into the air as
if he saw something there none of the others could see. It was so unlike him, a man made decisive by
long habit and atendency to impatience, that Alain felt asick sour feding growing in his somachafeding
of dread. The hounds whined, crouching at their master's feet. Rage and Sorrow, aswas their wont, sat
panting and watching a Alain's hedls; they remained, since the night of the sacrifice, remarkably subdued.

This, too, was marked. Most everyonein Lavas Holding now trested Alain with a skittish
deference tinged with disgust, like aman who is afraid to spit on aleprous beggar lest he turn out to bea
sntindisguise

"Wewill leave," said Lavastine suddenly. "Wewill arm oursel ves with wegpons and supplies and
leave on S. Isdoras Day. We will celebrate the Feast of St. Sormas at the hall of Lady Aldegund, wife
to my cousin Lord Geoffrey. There they will be given achoice: join Sabdlasrebdlion, or losetheir
lands™

Everyone spoke at once, arushing murmur.

"But that's barely twenty dayd" exclaimed Cook indignantly. "To outfit dl that, and do the pring
sowing? Therewon't be timeto do ether right.”

Others agreed, but Lavadtine only stood and stared and eventually al the folk quieted, waiting for
him to go on.

"After that,” continued Lavastine in that same monotone voice, asif he had heard no objections,
"wewill ride on and join up with Lady Sabellaand her army. Weride againgt Henry, unlawful king of
Wendar and Varre." Helifted ahand imperioudy. "So do | spesk. Let none question me.”

At firgt Alain could only sit stunned. Cook was right, of course; she usualy was. It was amistake
to march out before the spring sowing had been completed. But after atime, like a puppy worrying at his
boot, akind of terrible helpless anger began to gnaw at him. He dipped ahand insde the dit neck of his
outer tunic and felt down the leather string until he touched the rose. Its petals brushed his skin, and
which waswarmer, skin or rose petals, he could not tell.

Lavastine was leading his people to war.
But somehow thisdidn't ssemright.

As soon as he could, Alain excused himself from the hall. He made hisway to the chapd,
ordered Rage and Sorrow to sit, and there he waited by the light of the seven candles that illuminated the
Hearth. As he expected, Agius soon arrived to pray. He knelt awkwardly, because Sorrow's bite still
hampered his movement.

"Prater," said Alain softly. "Do you think it is sorcery?

Agius made an impatient gesture. He knelt on the bare stone, but he did not rest forehead on
clasped hands as he usualy did. For once he was preoccupied by the events of the world. " The count
might well have deemed this the wiser course. | cannot say."

"But what do you think?" Alain demanded. "He never showed Lady Sabella such favor when she



was here. He avoided al her questions. He made no commitments. And we can't just plow half the spring
fidlds and |leave the autumnsown wheat and dl of that work to" He broke off. He had been about to say,
"to Lackling and the others who arentt fit for war." But the words choked in histhroat.

Startled by Alain's vehemence, Agiuslooked up at him. The frater wasrevealed, by candldight,
as ayounger man than he usudly appeared. The candle flame softened his harsh features, and thelines
that scored his face blended with shadow to form asmoother profile. They werethelines, Alain redlized,
of aman who isnever at ease with himsalf. He was probably not much older than Bel's eldest daughter,
Stancy, who had celebrated twentyfive or so Penitires.

"Shekilled Lackling," Alain managed at last. " She killed him, and she a holy biscop!” This
betraya was perhaps the worst of dl. Only imagine what Brother Gilles, that good gentle soul, would
have said had he witnessed such athing! "And now Lavastine sayswe will march to war when there's
work in thefieldsto be done, and he even speaks of fighting againgt his own beloved cousin! It isn't
netura!"

Agiussighed. "Come, Alain. Kned beside me. Thereismuch for you to learn about the ways of
the world. Perhaps someday you will be allowed to turn your back on the intrigues of theworld, as|
have sought to turn mine. What the biscop did" He grimaced as he shifted weight onto hisinjured leg.
Alain crossed hesitantly and knelt beside him. "Be surethat | will report it, if | can. But | may not be
believed. Sheisaholy biscop, ordained by the hand of the skopos herself. Although my word isworth a
great dedl, there were yet only you and | who witnessed the act. If you were acknowledged, Alain, as
Lavagtine's bastard, your word would be worth more."

But at this moment, seeing the pale face and remembering the flat voice of Lavastine as he had
announced his alegianceto Sabellain the hdl, Alain was not sure he wished to be acknowledged as that
man'skinsman. Especidly if it would bring further notice upon him.

"But nevertheless, Alain, there are many reasons why noble lords and ladies change their
alegiances. Many reasons, and few of them good ones. With such games do the great princeswhile
away their days, for they do not turn their hearts and eyesto the Hearth of Our Lady asthey ought. They
are beguiled by the world and its pleasures. We cannot know that sorcery isthe cause of the count's
decison.

"But | know itig" Alain burst out. "l know\"

Agiusraised an eyebrow. He looked skeptica. "By what means do you know? Are you an
adept? Have you received training in the forbidden arts?!

Alain ressted the urge to bring the rose out, to show its bloom, to make Agius smell itsfragrance.
It was not the season for roses, certainly, but the count had asmall garden protected from the winds,
open to the sun and often warmed by braziers; roses there bloomed early and late. What if Agius, not
believing histae of the vigtation of the Lady of Battles, accused him of stedling it?

Or, worse, what if Agius believed him?What if Agius decided that Alain's destiny was something
that he, Agius, must manage?

"No," Alain said findly, humbly, bowing his head. "I know nothing of sorcery except the stories
any child hears and the tales told by our deacon.”

Agius made agesture of dismissal, turning the conversation away from this discussion of sorcery.
"Y ou must wait and see, Alain. But in any case, these matters no longer touch me. | will remain here at
Lavas Holding to continue my preaching.”

"Y ou're not coming with us?' At once, guiltily, he recalled Sorrow's bite; had he managed the
hounds better, Agiuswould not be injured.

But Agius made no mention of thewound. "I am afrater, bound by my oath to serve Our Lady.



Though | have stopped at this holding for awhile, | do not serve the count, not as you do. Asyou must.”

Sorrow, Stting patiently by the door, whined. Alain was reminded of hisduties: Master Rodlin
would bewaiting for him. Herose,

"But, Brother Agius, what if Count Lavastine ordersyou to follow in histrain?'
Agiussmiled thinly. "Lavastine cannot order me, Alain. Nor will hetry."

Nor, to Alain'ssurprise, did hetry. They marched out on St. Isdora's Day soon after dawn,
twenty mounted soldiers and eighty on foot with atrain of twenty wagons. Frater Agius did not march
with them. Chatelaine Dhuoda aso remained behind to tend to Lavas stronghold.

Alain could not be sure whether hewas sick at heart or terribly excited. Everything he knew he
now left behind. Though he had not seen Osnatown for over ayear, ill, it did not seem in his heart too
far away; it was four days journey in good weather and was part of familiar lands. Now, familiar lands
vanished behind him, setting west. They crossed the Vennu River and marched east through unknown
fiddsand srangehills.

He swung back and forth between these two emotions, dread and excitement, dl that first day.
But by the third day the intermittent drizzle and the dogging pace of the march dampened his spirits and
left him with a persistent cough and a constantly dripping nose. His boots were caked in mud, and by the
end of each day hisfeet and hands were chilled through.

Only during the day, if the sun came out while they were marching, did he fed comfortable. He
and the hounds dept under awagon at night, just outside the tent that was aways pitched for the count.
Thisway, a least, he stayed dry. Many of the other menatarms weren't so lucky, and they grumbled.

On the fourth day of the march, while he was watering the hounds at a stream, someone threw a
stone at him from the bushesthat grew in profusion aong the stream's edge. The stone hit hard enough to
bruise his shoulder. He yelped, and there came a snickering from the dense thicket. Then, of course, the
hounds surged out of the stream and, growling and yipping, made for the bushes. By thetime Alain
restrained them, his tormenters had gone, shrieking and scattering away into the wood. He did not see
their faces, only their backs; there were three of them.

After that he was mostly |eft done, although now and again adead rat would turn up in his
porridge. But because Agius was not there, he had no oneto talk to, not realy. Master Rodlin treated
him politely but coldly, and for the ret, they either avoided him or were too important to notice him.
Count Lavastine spoke to no one, except to issue curt orders. Care of the hounds was left to Alain and
though the hounds were good companions

r

and increasingly obedient to his commandsAlain was pretty much miserable through and through
by thetimethey arrived at the stronghold where Lord Geoffrey and Lady Aldegund made their home.

Lord Geoffrey was surprised to see hiskinsman, but he came out from the stronghold with the
household clerics and hiswife's chatelaine and various of her kin to greet Count Lavastine on the last
stretch of road. They walked out on foot, as was customary. Lavastine did not dismount to embrace his
coudin.

The bluff Lord Geoffrey looked taken aback. "1 beg your pardon,” he said, struggling for words
as he examined Lavagtine with dlarm. "My dear Aldegund isin bed with afever, but asal the children
have had the affliction and recovered from it we do not fear for her. Thereisaheder with her.” He
hesitated on the word heder, asif he meant to substitute a different word and had thought better of it,
then went on. "But the babe born at Lavas Holding isafine hedlthy child, dmost six monthsin age now,
and has celebrated her first Penitire. There we anointed her with the holy water and gave her the name
Lavrentia, aswe promised you. What brings you to this holding, cousin? Have you come to celebrate the



Feast of St. Sorrnas with us? And with such aretinug?"

For no one could overlook Lavastine's entourage. Even Sabellaand her greet retinue, when Alain
had first seen them, had not appeared so obvioudly battleready and intended for war.

"I have cometo get your pledge, your person, and your menatarms, to join with Sabdlla.”

Lord Geoffrey sarted visibly. To Alain, thiswas confirmation of hisown belief that Lavastine
was ensorcelled. Surely Geoffrey knew his cousin's mind on this matter better than any other person
might. "Tto join Lady Sabdlla?' he sammered.

"Sol sad,” snapped Lavastine.
"But that istreason againgt King Henry."
"It istreason not to take up Sabdllas cause against
Henry. Sheisthe eder child, the named heir. Her mother was queen of Varrein her own right.”
"But by right of fertility" protested Geoffrey.

" Sabellahas adaughter, born of her womb. By what right does Henry claim the throne? By the
right given him by abastard child born to a cresture who cannot even be called atrue woman? Isit
imagined this creature's oath, before the assembled biscops, isworthy of being caled truth? How can we
know Henry got the child on her? How can wetrust themaelineat al? It isonly through thefemaleline
we can be sure.”

Geoffrey gppeared staggered by thisargument. "B but, cousin. Y our own line, your own father . .
. Lavas hasfor three generations passed its inheritance through the maleline.”

"Do you stand with me?* asked Lavastine without apparent emation. "Or against me?' He raised
ahand, cdling histroopsto order. His captain actually hesitated, he was so surprised by this command.

"l mugt havetimeto think!"
"Thereisno timeto think! Y ou must choosa!"

Lavastine urged his horse forward and drew his sword. Joy and Fear loped beside him. Geoffrey
was too stunned even to shy aside as the count bore down on him, sword doft. But Geoffrey's clerics
and retainers were not so dowwitted. Severd threw themsalvesin front of their lord, so that when
Lavastine cut down, it was aman in wool tunic and leggings who took the blow meant for hislord;
Geoffrey merely cried out in shock.

It was acleric in the smplerobes of afrater who turned and sprinted for the gate. Perhaps he ran
for safety. Perhaps he meant to warn those left inside.

Alain could not know. A crossbowman shot, and the quarrel hit the frater in the back. He went
down to hisknees, for an instant caught in an attitude of prayer, and then tumbled forward into a puddle.
Mud splashed over hisrobes. The water turned a muddy red.

Lavastine rode on past Geoffrey and the knot of men clustered around him, leaving them to the
mercies of his menatarms. He passed the dying frater. His captain spurred his own mount forward, caling
to the other mounted soldiersto follow, and they galloped after Lavastine. Ahead, at the palisade
gateway someone was trying to get the gate shut.

"Hai! Hai!" shouted Sergeant Fdll, running forward aong theline of foot soldiers. "Form up and
driveforward at atrot!"

What happened next happened so quickly that afterward Alain could never entiredly make sense
of it. He surged forward with the other menatarms. He could not help but do so. The hounds barked and
nipped at the air, scenting battle. Some he restrained, but three more broke away and these tore after



Lavadine

A struggle had erupted around Lord Geoffrey, though Geoffrey's few retainers could scarcely
hope for victory. But they best about themsalves with hands and sticks and their ceremonid spears, even
with the lance that held the banner of Lady Aldegund'skin, awhite hart running against a background
colored the deep blue of the twilight sky.

Lavastine, backed by his mounted soldiers, reached the gates. What resistance they met there
was cursory. How could Geoffrey's soldiers have ever imagined their lord's cousin would attack them?
But one man had kept hiswits about him. One man remained in the lookout tower with crossbow in
hand.

Perhaps he meant to shoot Lavastine and his hand wavered. Perhaps he meant exactly what
happened. Alain knew of it only because when the crossbow quarrel hit Joy and pierced her heart, the
other hounds went wild.

Not even Alain could control them.

Lavastine had vanished into the stronghold. Alain ran. Heran in the wake of the hounds and did
not even have to shove hisway past Sergeant Fell and through the other menatarms; they had scattered
when the hounds raged through and began to ravage L ord Geoffrey and his men, the closest targets.

With his spear, Alain beat them back, though in their madness the hounds bit a him. Some of the
men he could not save, but he straddled one poor frater with hisfeet and knocked the hounds away from
Lord Geoffrey ten times at |east before they growled even at him and then turned and ran toward the
stronghold. Their eyes were wild, redrimmed with the battle madness. Blood and sdiva dripped down
their muzzles.

Wheét they |eft behind them was terrible to see, one man with ahand bitten clean off, otherswith
flesh torn to expose bone. One poor lad, the banner bearer, had his throat ripped open. Lord Geoffrey
had a number of bites, but he could stand. He swayed; Alain could not tell whether he staggered from the
shock of hiswounds or from the shock of his cousin's attack.

To be atacked by one's own kinsman was the worst kind of betrayal.
Wasthisthe kind of war the Lady of Battlesintended him for?

It could not be. Lavastine had aways waked the middle road. Hadn't the count understood that
awar between Sabellaand Henry would be the worst possible thing that could happen?

At that moment, Alain knew that Lavastine no longer moved and thought under his own free will,
whatever Agius might say. Even Frater Agiuswould have been stunned by this unprovoked attack on
Lord Geoffrey, whom everyone knew was Lavasting's most favored kinsman. Lackling's blood and
Lackling'slife had been stolen in order to give Biscop Antoniathe power to sted Lavastine's heart and
will.

"1 will stay with him," Alain murmured to himsdlf, half embarrassed by hisown arrogancein

gtating such athing. " Someone must protect him." Even if that someone was acommon boy, who was
nothing, who had nothingexcept arose that never ceased blooming.

Sergeant Fdll sent half of his men ahead to the stronghold, but the brief flurry of shoutsand cries
that had erupted from inside the pdisade walls had dready faded. With his other men, Fell cleaned up
from the skir

mish. He appeared profoundly uncomfortable as he placed Lord Geoffrey in custody; afrater
known to have heding skills hurried forward from Lavastines train to attend to the wounded men.

"Hal, you! Lad!l" Sergeant Fell caught sight of Alain. "Go on, then. Go on. Y ou must fetch them
hounds and tie them up. Think of the children in there."



Severd of the menatarms quickly, reflexively, drew the circle at their breasts. For who among
them could forget that those very hounds had killed Lavastinés wife and child? The full story Alain had
never heard, snce no person in Lavas Holding would spesk of it.

"Go!" ordered Fell.
"My wifel" gasped Lord Geoffrey. "The baby!"

Had Alain waited ten breaths longer he would have been too late. It was easy to follow the path
of the hound pack: Alain counted two dead men and €leven wounded ones strewn in aragged line across
the broad courtyard. Servants cowered by the well, protected by five of Lavastine's soldiers.

Lavagting's horse stood outside the great timber hall that was the lord's and lady's residence. At
least half of the mounted soldiers had |ft their horses there and gone on, into the hdl, following their
count; severd terrified stableboys held the horses. Alain ran inside.

The hounds were swarming up the steps that led to the spacious | oft above the long hall where
the lady and her kinsvomen and children and the servants lived. The battle madness was il in thelr
eyes. Alain sprinted and grabbed the last one in the pack by itsthin tail, and yanked it backward. It spun,
biting.

"Sorrow! Down!™

Of amiracle, it worked. Sorrow sat. Ahead on the steps, hearing his voice, Rage sat aswell. But
the others flowed upward like water running uphill: impossible to stop unless oneistruly a sorcerer, for
only by sorcery can such an unnatural act be redlized.

Alain took the steps two at atime. He shoved through the hounds and though they nipped at him,
they were

too intent on their prey to worry about one dender youth in their midst. Lavastine walked
forward, sword il raised. He appeared oblivious to the hounds and the threat they posednot to him, of
course, but to the women and children and handful of men who, step by dow step, cowered back
toward the far wall of the greet hdll.

Only two had the courage to step forward. Alain recognized the young Lady Aldegund at once;
she was certainly no older than he was, though clearly she was now awoman, no longer achild. Pdeand
shaking, shetook a staff and advanced toward Lavastine, crying: "What isthis, cousn? Why have you
comein such warlike guiseto ahdl which greetsyou in friendship and love?"

She hdd her sxmonthold infant in her arms, the child who it had been suggested might become
heir to the childless Lavastine. One older woman, weeping, stepped out beside her, asif to throw hersdf
before her lady, to save her from Lavastine's sword or the hounds bloody fangs.

Alain grabbed tails and flanks, but till they dipped out and charged. They meant to kill her. They
would kill her, if no one acted, and likely tear the infant child to pieces.

So helaid about him with the butt of his spear, without thought to the consequences. And he
cried out sharply as he beat them back.

"Sit! Down! Y ou will obey me, you beasts! Sit!" Terror had actualy reached the lady's skirts
before Alain hit the hound so hard alongside the head that the animal was stunned. But the rest, findly,
sat, though they growled menacingly, eyes fixed on the huddled mass of Lady Aldegund's household.

Lavastine did not sheathe his sword. "Y ou will pledge your loyalty to Lady Sabellas cause, or
youwill leave" hesad.

Aldegund gasped doud. She looked about to faint, but when her faithful kinsiwoman touched her
on the ebow, she steedied hersdf. "That isimpossible" she said proudly. "My kin tracesits dlegiance



back to thefirst King Henry, when Queen Conradina passed over her brother Eberhard in favor of
naming Henry, then Duke of Seony, asher heir. Though | married into aVarrish family, | will not betray
thefaith my kin have hed in their heartsfor so many generations.”

How much it cost her to say this Alain could not imagine. He no longer knew what Lavastine
would do. Surely she could not know either and she with ababe in her arms and two young stepchildren
to protect. And of course she could not know, not yet, what had happened to her husband.

Lavadtine remained unmoved by this brave satement. He said, in that flat voice: "Y ou will give
me the children as surety for your good behavior. Then you will leave this place with your retinue and
return to your mother'slands.”

"These are my mother'slanddl” Aldegund protested. " They were given to me upon my marriage!
Y ou cannot take them!™

"Can you prevent me? These lands now serve Lady Sabdllas cause. | will set achatelaine over
them until such time as you choose the wiser course and support Sabella, or until Sabella hersdf appoints
anew lady to administer them." He gestured, and his menrather hesitantly but without any gppearance of
moving to contravene his orderscame forward, rounding up the children.

Alain had finished tying the hounds together on along leash. They nipped and snarled at each
other, but they no longer resisted him. Only Rage and Sorrow did he trust enough to leave off the leash.
They sat by the sairslike sentries, watching.

Aldegund clutched the infant against her breast. "Thisonel will not give up!™ she exclaimed. "I
am gill nursing her. It isan offense againgt Our Lady to take children unwillingly from their motherd!™

"Leave her theinfant at least, Count Lavagting" Alain
muttered. He could not know whether the count had heard him.

But Lavadtine blinked. His pale hard gaze fatered. He batted at hisface, asif to brush away a
fly. "Just the elder children," he said, sounding uncertain, amost bewildered. But the moment was brief.

Aldegund's mouth trembled but she did not give way to tears. Lord Geoffrey's two children by
hisfirs wife were taken away. Lavastine sheathed his sword and glanced a Alain, marking him with
some confusion. Then he shook his head and stiffened, losing al expression. He snapped hisringersand
the hounds, swarming together because they weretied to the leash, gpproached him, licking hisfingers
and fawning at his boots. He took the leash, turned, and with no further speech to anyone |eft the great
hall.

They celebrated the Feast of St. Sormas at the holding, but it was a somber feast. Only Lavastine
and his menatarms ate at the banquet tables, served grudgingly but without protest by the servants of
Geoffrey and Aldegund. Geoffrey was confined to the tower cell and Aldegund and her retinue to the loft
updairs.

In the morning Lavastine alowed the women to leave with only enough food for the fiveday's
journey east into Wendish lands, where lay the estate of Lady Alberga, young Aldegund's mother. It was
apathetic procession that set outAldegund, theinfant, and her two kinswomen, aswell asthe wet nurse
and only two servingwomen. How could anyone be expected to know she was alady, with such apdtry
retinue? Aldegund was not even allowed to keep her own horses but had to ride on the back of a
donkey.

Geoffrey was not well enough to travel; the wounds he had sustained from the hounds were bad,
athough likely not mortal. He was eft in the care of frater, with ordersthat he vacate the holding as soon
ashecould travel.

Lavastine gppointed a chatelain from among his ownservingmen, aman born of free parentswho



had placed himsdlf in the count's service in hopes of gaining something more than the youngest son's share
of hisparents farmstead. If Sabellasrebelion turned out to her advantage, this man might well find
himsdlf seward of agood holding. If it did not...

But as Alain watched wagons of provisionstrundling out of the holdingvegetables and legumes
taken from the storerooms, shields, good spearheads and strong wooden shafts, afew swords, old
helmets and new, cloth for tunics and tabards, milled grain, legther, and five small coffersfilled with the
slver and gold that congtituted both Geoffrey's movable wedth, brought to the marriage as his groom's
gift, and Aldegund's portion of her family's wedthhe saw how Sabellaimproved her chances of winning
the throne by thisvictory.

They marched south through the borderlands that had once separated Wendar and Varre and
which were dtill lands that had as many handsin one pot asthe other. At two holdings they found
enthusiastic support, and Lavastine took on twentyfour more men as soldiers, though they marched under
their own captains.

But over the next ten days they took over three holdings whose noble lords and ladies professed
loyalty to King Henry. Not one of these holdings, after they saw Lavastine's retinue and heard his blunt
gpeech, ressted. All of them kept their lives but lost fully half of their movable goods. Lavastine's supply
train grew longer and longer, and the five coffers of silver and gold and gems grew to nine.

Soon they reached landsloyd to the duke of Varingia, and they turned westward, back into
Vare, to find and join Sabellasarmy.

"So were Lady Sabella'sfollowers stripped of their lands and wedlth after her rebellion failed
eight yearsago,” said Master Rodlin one night when he came back from tending to the horses. He was
obvioudy deeply troubled; otherwise herarely spoketo Alain and cer* ' ily not to confidein him.

Alain had fed and watered the hounds and tied them under awagon for the night. Therethey lay,
five of the eight who remainedFear, Bliss, Ardent, Steadfast, and Good Cheer, their eyes open and
unwinking, staring at him and at the snapping fire. Now that Joy was dead, old Terror dept in Lavasting's
tent, and Alain let Rage and Sorrow run unleashed beside him because he could now trust them to do as
he wished and leave people adone.

Alain wanted to spesk. He wanted to say, "Isit any fairer when Henry's supporters are divested
of lands or richesthat have been hed in their family for generations?

But he did not speak. He dared not. They would think he sympathized with King Henry.

Hedid not. He knew nothing of Henry except the name, not truly. Nor did he sympathize with
Sabella. How could he, knowing what he did of Biscop Antonias actions and Sabellaswilling complicity
inthem?

He had agreat ded of timeto think, and think he did. Of course foremost in his heart was God,
Our Lady and Lord, and after them hisown kin, hisfather Henri and Aunt Bel and his cousins. But he
hed |eft hisfamily far behind, in distanceif not in hisheart.

It was said often enough in Osnavillage that Count Lavastine was agodly man, asking fair taxes
in exchange for the protection he offered the little port. Because so many merchants lived there, Osna
was atarget for raiders from al sides, seaand land.

But the protection of the counts of Lavas had served the village well over the years snce the
emporium there was etablished in the time of the Emperor Taillefer. No freeholder in Osnavillage
except those who managed their fortunes very badly indeed had ever been forced to indenture
themselvesin exchange for payment of outrageous rents or taxes. That was the sort of thing the noble
lordsdid in Sdia, for they were very greedy there. Not one soul in Osnavvillage had ever had to sell one
of their children into davery in order to meet their debts or taxes; but Salian daves, children born to free



or oncefree parents, were brought to Osna every summer and
king'sdragon
sold to familiesin the lands nearby or shipped onward, to portsfarther east.

So that must be hisduty. It was the only thing he could sort out from the impossible confusion of
his thoughts. He would stay beside Lavastine, as much as he could, as much as he was dlowed to. Was
that the Sign the Lady had meant for him? Wasit Her hand that had brought him friendship with
Lavagtineg's hounds, which in itsturn alowed him to remain close to the count?

It must be s0. Agius thought he was Lavasting's bastard, but why would anoblelord send his
bastard off with afregborn man and not put the child directly into the monastery, if that was hisintent?

Biscop Antonia perhaps thought he was the fruit of aMidsummer's Eve seduction, gotten ona
human girl by the shade of an elvish prince. But how could a dead cresture, elvish or not, get aliving
woman pregnant?

And the Eika prince had misunderstood his words completely and thought he was King Henry's
son!

No. He could just imagine what Aunt Bel would say about such fantasies! "The Lady and Lord
act for areason," she would say. She was agood, practical woman, and to her, as to the deacon of
Osnavillage and the other householders, God worked in practical ways and rewarded those who were
faithful, hardworking, and pragmatic. Of course Aunt Bel knew that God worked in the world and that
angels might light in modest homes or saintswalk abroad to save the weary and forsaken. She would not
doubt Alain'srose, or the vision he had seen at the old Dariyan fort.

But she would expect Alain to be made humble by these experiences, not proud.

"Why would these things happen” shewould ask, "if thereis not atask for you to accomplish,
lad?'

It was the only answer that made any sense to him: He was the only one who knew and believed
Lavastine rode to war not because he supported Sabella but because he was ensorcelled.

JHedid not know what e seto do but watch over him. That must be his task.
"WOLFHERE returned from Freelas after fourteen days. He brought bitter news.

Eikaraiders had laid waste to the monastery at Sheep's Head and then sailed eastward to join an
army of their kind. Already, asrumor told the story, this very army had besieged the grest port city of
Gent, gateway to therich heartland of Wendar and the birthplace of King Henry's greatgrandfather,
Duke and later King Henry, the first of that name. In Gent's cathedra the first Henry's son, known asthe
elder Arnulf, had married his sevenyearold daughter Adelheid to Louis, the fiveyearold child king of
Varre. Theeder Arnulf had, of course, made himself their regent. For good measure, he had betrothed
Louis infant Sster Berengariato hishelr, Henry'sfather, the younger Arnulf. That King Louis of Varre
had died young, and without leaving an heir, was smply the Lady's and Lord's Grace in granting fortune
to Arnulf's house. That Berengaria had died in childbed some years later only seadled theissue. To the
Wendish kings, Gent itself symbolized the passage of Varre's noble house and itsright to rule Varre into
Wendish hands.

"Wemust ride east,”" said Wolfhere, "to Gent, to see for oursaves the truth of these rumors. King
Henry dares not ride north unless he must, not now. There are too many whispers about the doings of his
sgter, Lady Sabella. Some even say sheis speaking rebellion outright. What abitter thing it is, that she
should cause so much trouble now, when we need our armies so badly here in the north.”

He sat in the inn common room, elbows folded on the king'sdragon / table, amug of deat his
left hand. He spoke mostly to Manfred and Hathui, but now and again hiseyelit on Liath and Hanna,



who sat slent but attentive at the end of the table. It was evening, and many of the locals had comein for
adrink, mostly, Hannaknew, to watch the Eagles and listen for scraps of news from the great world
beyond. Custom had been up for the last ten days because of their guests, who had gone from being a
curiosity to anitem of gratifying interest eight days ago when Hathui broke the nose of an importunate,
and very drunk, young farmer.

Hannaadmired Hathui, a bigboned, strong woman who had, by her own account, grown upin
horse country far to the east in the march country of Eagtfdl, beyond which lay the wild lands and the
barbaric Quman peoples, the winged horsemenso Hathui called them. They lived in darkness, outsde the
Light of the Circle of Unity, and Hathui's own brother had walked as amissionary into those dark lands
and never returned.

"So | dedicated my lifeto St. Perpetua, Lady of Battles," Hathui had said, "and sworeto fight
them insteed."

Until the day shetook the ring investing her into the king's service as an Eagle, Hanna had not
realized how much she wanted to see the world beyond Heart's Rest before she settled down and, like
her mother before her, became chatelaine of her own inn. She had not alowed hersdlf to want it,
knowing it was out of her reach; what point was there in reaching for something you could never have?
That waswhy inn work appealed to her, because wasit not said that "the innkeeper seesthe world
through the guests that come in through her door?”

And yet, she could have gone with Ivar to Quedlinhame, where she would have seen theking's
court. And yet, she might have gone with Liath to Firsebarg. But it was better not to think about
Firsebarg, because that would make her think of Hugh.

"Asfor you two young ones,” Wolfhere added, wrenching Hannas attention back to the matter
at hand, "you will have to learn the ways of the Eaglesasweride. | had hoped to send you" He broke
off, took a deep draught of ale, and sighed, setting the mug down so hard that foam spilled over the Side.
"That will dl haveto come later. Are you strong enough, Liath? If not, we can leave you here and”

"No! I'm strong enough!”

Hanna placed ahand on Liath'sarm, to calm her. Liath was stronger, truly, but she was as
skittish asacalf and she wore away at hersaf with her constant fear. And till, even seeing Liath thisway,
Hanna dreamed of Hugh some nights. Most nights, if truth be told. But there was no other man like him,
or none she had ever seen. Better to let go of hismemory, to let it fade. Better not to worry at herself
dreaming of something she could never have, and most likely was better off not having. Out on the road
there would surely be sightsto drive him from her mind.

"| secured horsesfor you in Fredas." Wolfhere blinked guileessy at Manfred and Hathui. "Do
you judge them ableto ride well enough?!

"What?' asked Hathui with asharp smile. "The horses?| haven't seen the horses.”

Wolfhere bared histeeth. "Two horses, spirited, and with ssamina. No, my child, indulge mein
this. Theride to Gent will be hard, and | do not know what we will find there or how quickly we may be
forced to leave. They say aking leadsthis Eikaarmy, and that he is an enchanter. They say he cannot be
killed. If these two will hold us back, then we must leave them in Fredas or at our posting in Steleshame.”

Here, now, was something to worry over. Hannawas not nobleborn, to have been trained young
to the saddle. That she had any familiarity with horses at al was only because her parentsran aninn. She
held her breath. Liath stared at the fire, obvioudy distracted.

"Hannaisaservicesblerider but no better than that,” said Manfred in hisblunt way, "but | judge
her will to be strong enough that | trust her to keep up, whatever the hardships.”

Wolfhereraised an eyebrow. "Praise from you, Manfred, is praise hard won. And Liath?'



Liath stirred, hearing her name.

"Liath," said Hathui with contempt, "can ride perfectly wel, though she clams not to have ridden
ahorsefor over three years. She's till wesk. But | believe she will recover asweride. If she has not by
Steleshame, we can leave her there”

"Thenitissettled,” said Wolfhere, and Hanna stopped holding her bregth. " Come, my children,
and see your new horses. They were the best | could find on such short notice. We will leave as soon as
you have saddled them.”

Leavel Hannafelt her feet rooted to the floor, growing into the wood, which would never let her
leave her beloved home. To leave sounded so wonderful aswords. " This soon?* she managed, her voice
not quite cracking. "I thought, not until morning

Wolfhere's gaze, on her, was softly reproving. A kind man, she saw, until you went againg his
wishes. "We are Eagles, Hanna. There must be no delay in the king's business. Do you understand?

She stood obediently. She had dreamed, and she had been given. Sherefused to let fear get the
better of her and especidly not after watching Liath be consumed and controlled by her own fear. " Of
course, Sir."

He chuckled. "And today is St. Eusebe's Day, isit not? The sixth day of Avril. What more
auspicious day to begin your apprenticeship asKing's Eagles?’ Herose. "Hathui, seeto provisons.
Come, Liath, it istimeto move. Y ou and Hannawill come with meto the stables.”

Hannathought histone softened allittle as helooked at Liath. Poor Liath. Hannaknew very well

that Liath did not intend to look quite so exatically lovely and quite so patheticaly lost. She touched her
friend's shoulder, and Liath started and jumped to her feet.

banging her thighs againgt the table, as she dways did when startled out of adistraction. But this
time she cursed under her breath and rubbed her legs, and everyone, even Liath, laughed.

Out in the stables, Hanna examined the rangy whitestockinged gelding Wolfhere had brought for
her before venturing forward with awindfall gpple as a greeting. Soon enough she was rubbing its flanks
and then saddling it.

Liath's bay mare was more restive, and the other horseswere al saddled by the time Liath even
consdered introducing the bridle. Hathui arrived with the provisions, levied from the villagers as part of
their tithe to the king. With the speed of long practice, she loaded the pack mule. Then she and Manfred
led the mule and the other horses outside.

"Pack what you wish to bring now," said Wolfhere. "But remember thereislittle an Eagle can
afford to possess, besides the trust of her comrades and her own strength.”

"I have nothing but the clothes I'm wearing,” said Liath.

It was such an outright lie that Hannalooked at her in surprise, but Liath waslooking away, at
thewall, not a anything or anyone. If the others noticed, they gave no sign. But they did not know Liath
asHannadid.

"I'll goin and get my sack," said Hanna. "I hope you will grant me leave to say goodbye to my
family."

"Of course," said Wolfhere.
There Liath stood, gtill staring a nothing.

Hanna swallowed, and went on. "My mother would be well pleased if you took formal leave of
her aswell, ar.”

"Ah," saild Wolfhere, athough the soft exclamation betrayed no obvious emotion. He had seen



the book, of coursethey dl hadbut none of the Eagles had made any mention of it. Did he suspect it was
important and that Liath was hiding it from him? She could not tell. "Take your horse out to Hathui, then.
| will go to your mother. Liath musgt finish saddling, of course. She can meet usoutsde.”

Hannalet him go out first, aswas palite. Liath mouthed the words, " Thank you." Hannaled her
gdding outsde,

Outside, the midday sunlight lay softly cool over the distant hills and the closer cropped green of
the village common. Hannas entire family had gathered in the stable yard. Amazingly, Karl brought her
sack forward a change of clothes, apot, a spoon, and ahandful of other itemsand begged to be alowed
totieit onto her saddlebags. His eyes shone as he gazed up at her, and it occurred to her all at once that
he admired her, the bright new Eagle, just as she admired Hathui. It dmost made her cry.

"Y oulook like neither fish nor fowl," he said impertinently, spoiling the effect.

But she smiled. She had no fine, practica clothes, no long tunic cut for riding, like the other
Eagleswore. She, like Liath, wore amixture of her old clothes and castoffs from her married brother
Thancmar, cut down and patched well enough, and likely to last sometime. Birtawas never oneto stint
on cloth, or weaving, or leggings, since she reckoned that if you paid haf again as much for cloth that
lasted twice aslong, then it was abargain. Hannafelt strange, dressed half asawoman and half asa
man, but Liath had hersaf commented that this was what she had dwaysworn, traveling with her Da.

Birtacame up to her and hugged her hard. "Now mind you, Hanna," she said into her ear, "that
you look after yoursdlf, and after Liath, too, for she'smore fragile than | thought and will need sometime
to hed."

"I will. I promiseit.” Then she hugged her father, who was speechless as dways, and Karl again.
"And adevil will plagueyou,” she added, holding onto histunic, "if you don't obey Mam and Pgpinal
things. Do you understand me?”

He gulped out ayes and scurried away to asafe distance. Hanna wiped atear from her eye with
the back of ahand.

Liath came out of the stables, leading her bay mare. If anything new and bulky rested in her
saddlebags, anything rectangular, like abook, Hanna could not tell; she must have rearranged and
reweighted the bags in order to hide the book. She did not look at Hanna but made her goodbyesto
Birtaand Hansa and Karl. The locd's had come out to gawk, but they remained respectfully back.

At last they mounted and followed Wolfhere down the south road. Of the five of them, only
Hannalooked back as they passed around the bend and out of sight of the inn and the common. When
the trees velled the last house of the village and they walked their horses dong the quiet road edged by
broken fields and the steady march of forest, Liath spoke abruptly.

"I will never come hereagain.”
Hanna shuddered and was suddenly afraid.
"Do you so vow?" asked Wolfhere with ahint of asmile.

Liath started asif she had only now realized she had spoken aoud. "No," shesaid. "No. |
wouldn't do anything so rash. It'sjust | fed it'strue, somehow."

"Annewas given to fedings," said Wolfhere blandly. "Of that sort.”

Anne. Liath's mother. Who had been a sorcerer. Who had been killed because of it. Thereis
much more here than meets the eye. But Hanna was determined to do whatever needed to be doneto
protect Liath.

"Come now," said Wolfhere. "Weve along road before us."



So they rode, with little talk and great snglemindedness. Their pace was undackingnot hard, for
the sake of the horses, but congtant. By nightfall, Heart's Rest lay far behind them.

PART TWO

ON THE KING'S PROGRESS ROSIVITA of Korvel, the least of the servants of Our Lady
and Our Lord, to her most imperial mgjesty, Queen Mathilda, sends the most humble protestations of her
complete devotion and heartfelt greetings in the Name of Our Lady, Whose renowned wisdom and
sngular glory illuminesyou, our gracious queen, mother to our most glorious King Henry, second of that
name.

The message from her father lay on top of the next page, covering the words she had written
yesterday before being interrupted first by amessenger from the north and then by the news of the
argument that had erupted among the king's counsdlors. She dipped the parchment into the pocket sewn
in her outer tunic. Her fingers dipped down the smooth silk of her gold vestment, worn by dl theking's
clerics. It was very fineto thetouch. Like al worldly pleasures, she reminded hersdf wryly. The gold
vestment, symbol of theking's

sarvice, covered the coarse cloth she wore underneath, the black robe that marked her as
coming, origindly, from Our Lady's Convent of Korvel.

She returned her attention to the book.

At your request | undertake to write of the deeds of the great princesand in addition | have
taken painsto write afew words concerning the origin and condition of the Wendish people over whom
King Henry, first of that name, wasthefirst to reign, so that in reading of these deeds you may delight
your mind, relieve your cares, and relax in pleasant leisure.

Here, yesterday afternoon, she had broken off. It was ardlief to return to the quiet of the
scriptorium after the uproar last night, which had lasted until King Henry retired from the feast. She
consulted her wax tablet, with its worked and reworked sentences, crossed out and scratched over, then
st her quill to ink and began writing again.

/ confess, however, that | could not encompass al their deeds, but I am writing them briefly and
not a length, so that their narration may be clear and not tedious to my readers. Therefore may Y our
Highnessread thislittle book, being mindful of usand of the piety and devotion with which it was written.

Here ends the Preface to the First Book of the Deeds of the Great Princes.

Rosvita shifted on her stool. Her back was sore aready. When she had first come to the King's
Chapel asatwentyyearold fresh from Korvei Convent, she had been ableto it up long into nights
broken only by the call to prayer and work by candlelight at the copying and recopying of old texts and,
indeed, at texts she had hersaf composed despite the lack of humility such composition betrayed in one
S0 young. But after twenty years of |abor, first in the service of King Arnulf the Y ounger and now for
King Henry, her body was no longer as supple and strong.

But she smiled as she readied a new page. It was as her old Mother Abbessalways said: "The
pains of age remind us of the wisdom we have won through our trials." Since Mother Otta of Korvei had
then been avigorous old woman past her seventieth year who had never known aday's scknessin her
life and who was yet the gentlest, most amiable, and wisest person Rosvita had ever met, the words
resonated with a charming and most appropriate humility. Mother Otta yet lived, incredibly approaching



her ninetieth year, asign of Our Lady and Lord's Grace, although she was now frail and dmost blind.

For ten years Rosvita had labored, taking notes, speaking with ancient courtiers and biscops,
studying old recordsin the archives of the monasteries and convents through which the King's Court
traveled on its endless progress. Now she had begun to write. She hoped she would compl ete this great
project in such good time that Mother Otta might have it read to her before she died.

Here beginsthe First Book of the Deeds of the Great Princes.

After twenty years of labor in the scriptorium, Rosvitaknew well how difficult it would beto
make changes once she had begun, the time it would take to recopy an entire page or, worse, awhole
chapter. But she had decided at last on the order of chapters, and it wastruly time to plan no longer but
samply compose.

.Firgof dl I will set down afew things regarding the origin and condition of the Wendish
people, following in this matter only hearsay, sincethe truth of those timesistoo thickly obscured in
antiquity.

Some hold that the Wendish people lived first in the northlands, from which they were driven
south by the incursions of those whom we name the Eika, the dragonmen. Others believe that the
Wendish came origindly from Arethousa, and that they were the remnant of the great army led by
Alexandras, the Son of Thunder, which after itsfinal defeat by the armies of the Dariyan Empress
Arkuakniawas scattered throughout the world. Thisopinion | heard in my youth from an old scholar. For
theres, it is commonly accepted that the Wendish were an ancient and noble people, known to the
Hess peoples and written of in their most ancient books, and referred to in Polyxene's History of the
Daiya

We are certain, however, that the Wendish people first came to these lands in ships, and that
they landed at the town known as Hathelenga, which lieswest of the city of Gent. The nativeswho lived
inthose lands at that time, said to be Ogtravians, took up arms against them. The Wendish fought
vdiantly and took the shordlandsfor their own.

There was a sudden eruption of noise a the entrance to the scriptorium. Clerics and monks, lost
intheir copying, now started up or turned their heads as old Cleric Monica appeared at the head of a
loud and, for the moment, unruly band. But it was not an invasion of the Wendish tribes. It was merely
the inconvenient arriva of the youngest members of the king's schola. i Rosvita sighed and set down her
pen. She then berated hersdlf for her exasperation and rose to help Cleric Monica herd her charges onto
benches at those of the desks which werefree. As she sat back down at her own bench, eyeing fresh
parchment with the longing of onewho knows she will not be able to work any further this hour, ayoung
man did onto the bench beside her.

"I beg your pardon,” he whispered.

It was young Berthold Villam. He smiled winningly at her; he was one of those rare young men
who are utterly charming without being the least aware of it. Indeed, of the children and young persons
who attended the king's progress, he was her favorite. He had turned fifteen last winter and had, aswas
customary, been given aretinue of hisown. Thus, he wastoo old for the schoolroom, but he genuinely
loved learning or, at least, was desperately curious.

He reached out diffidently and touched the parchment, ink <till wet on it, with aforefinger. "Thisis
your HistoryT Rosvitanodded. Other children, she noted, were sharing benches with the clerics who had
been at work in the scriptorium. Inthe last haf year the number of children on the king's progress had
doubled. Thisby itsef was asign there was trouble in the kingdom.

Her gaze settled on the girl who sat, silent and with amulish expression, on the bench nearest
Cleric Monica Thislatest arrival wasthe eldest child of Conrad the Black, Duke of Wayland; though she
was only eight years old, she knew she was being held hostage for her father's good behavior.



"Now, children,” said Cleric Monica. She was quite bent with arthritis but aformidable presence
nevertheless. She glared the children into slence and raised ahand. "Attend. There are enough tablets
that you must only share with one another person. Some of you boys need only listen.”

Berthold fidgeted, fingers toying with Rosvitas stylus. Like many of the boys and young men who
were fated to marry and then spend most of their life riding to war or protecting their wives lands, he had
not been taught how to write, athough he could read. He noticed what he was doing and, embarrassed,
ducked hischin.

"You may useit," shesaid. Heflashed her asmile and laborioudy impressed a"B" into the tabl et.

"Attend,” said Cleric Monica. "To read the works of the ancients you must know Dariyan, for
that isthe language in which they wrote and spoke in the old Dariyan Empire. Though there ismuch
knowledge we may gain from those works | eft to us after thefdl of that grest empire, thereisagreater
knowledge yet: that the old Empire, the union of eves and men, wasfated to fal because its emperors
and empresses would not receive into their hearts the truth of the Unities and the blessing of the Light.
That iswhy, when the great Taillefer restored the empirein the year , he called it the Holy Dariyan
Empire”

"But no onefaultsthe piety of Talllefer,” muttered Berthold, trying to writean "E" that had straight
lines, "and yet hisempire collgpsed and no king or queen has been crowned Holy Dariyan Emperor in
Daresnce Talllefer. How isthat explained?’

"A good question,” murmured Rosvita, aware suddenly that Cleric Monica's hard gaze had
turned their way. It was too bad, really, that the boy must marry. He would have made afine historian.

Cleric Monica coughed meaningfully and went on with her teaching. Berthold sSighed and essayed
an"R." Rosvitafound her gaze wandering over the assembled children.

The great magnates of the realm were each expected to send a child to attend the king's
progress. Some, usualy younger siblings, would be educated as clerics and in timejoin the King's Chapel
and Greater Schola. Other children might only pass through for ayear or two as part of their education,
to get ataste of life in the everchanging, dways moving court asit traveled through the lands ruled over

by King Henry.
And afew, whose parents were of suspect loyalty, might stay for amuch longer time. Although
no one ever spoke the word, these children were hostages, athough welltrested ones.

That was not true of Berthold, of course. Hisfather, the margrave Helmut Villam, wasKing
Henry's favored counsdlor and most trusted companion.

Of the grest princes of the realm, the four margraves were usualy the most loyd to the king. Of
all the princes, the margraves most needed the king's support. As administrators of the marchlands, those
lands that bordered the easternmogt territories controlled by the Wendish peoples and their dlies, they
were dways at the forefront when the barbarian eastern tribes raided civilized lands for loot and daves.

From their lands missionaries set out into the wild lands to convert the hegthens. Into their lands
camethe most intrepid settlers, willing to risk the assaults of the heathen tribesin return for good lands to
farm clear of obligation to any lord except the king or prince.

For three years the borderlands had been quiet, and because of thisthe margravesor their
heirswere able to spend part of every year in attendance on the king. This spring, besides Villam, the
king's progress boasted the presence of the illustrious Judith, margrave of Olsatiaand Austra.

She had |eft her marchlandsin the capable hands of her edest daughter and brought her two
youngest children to court. One of them, asallow girl of about fourteen years of age, sat with a
dackjawed expression, staring at Cleric Monicaasif the ederly woman had just sprouted horns and

wings



Werinhar, margrave of Westfall, had sent his youngest brother to court. Thisyoung man was
degtined for the church, and like agood clericintraining he was at this moment diligently copying down
Monica's speech.

Asusud it was the dukesthe most powerful princes of the realmwho posed the greatest problem.
The three dukes whose lands lay in the old kingdom of Wendar remained loyd: Saony, Fesse, and
Avaia. All of them had either children or young siblings here now; Rosvita had seen many young people
from those families come and go in the last twenty years.

But the dukedoms of Varingia, Wayland, and Arconialay in the old kingdom of Varre, and the
loyalty of their dukes was less constantand more suspect. So Duke Conrad of Wayland's daughter sat at
the front of the class and |aborioudy copied letters under the strict attention of Cleric Monica. So, hdf a
year ago, Tallia, daughter of Sabellaand Berengar, had come of age and |eft the king's progressto return
to Arconia. No one had thought anything of it then; it was anatural progression.

But two months ago Rodulf, Duke of Varingia, had recaled hisyoungest son Erchanger from
Henry'sside. And now they heard daily the rumorsthat Sabellameant to rebe again against Henry's
authority.

Berthold snorted under his breath, amused. "Ekkehard's falen adegp again.”

"Al, Lady," murmured Rosvita. She did not &t first have the courage to look. When she did, she
saw that the only son of King Henry and Queen Sophiawas, indeed, adeep, head basketed on an arm,
tunic pulled askew to reveal the gold torque around his neck. He was snoring dightly. Ekkehard wasa
good boy but proneto staying up late at banquets listening to the poets and musicians rather than
studying hisletters, as he ought.

Monica, blessedly, had not yet noticed the boy was aslegp. Most of her attention was reserved
for Duke Conrad's daughter, adender girl who had inherited afull share of her grandmother's blood: She
was as black as a Jinnamerchant. On her, the gold torque reserved for the direct descendants of kings
shone beautifully againgt black skin.

Berthold, following theline of Rosvitas gaze, muttered dyly: "Shell be very handsome when she
growsup.”

"Sowasit said of her grandmother, a great beauty despite that her complexion isn't what we are
used to. But the blessed Daisan himself lived in the lands now conquered and ruled by the Jinna, so who
isto say hewas not himsdlf as darkcomplexioned as she?'

"'For aperson is not accused because sheistall or short of Stature, because heiswhite or black,
because she haslarge or small eyes, or because he has some physical defect,' " quoted Berthold.

"Hush," said Rosvitamildly, covering her lipsto hide her amile.

"Lord Berthold," said Cleric Monica. "'l trust you will atend to my words or absent yourself so
the rest may work in peace?'

He bowed his head obediently. Monicalectured for awhile more, the words so familiar they
sounded adronein Rosvita's earsl She stretched and rubbed her back, trying to be surreptitious about it,
but Berthold, naticing, grinned at her before he finished writing his name.

Abruptly Rosvitabecame aware of voices from the garden outside, heard through the opened
shutters of the window that let light wash over her desk. The others, children and clericsdike,
concentrating on their work or

on Monicas lesson, seemed oblivious. Rosvita could not be.
Blessed Lady! The king's daughters were quarreling again.



"I merdly said | think you are unwise to alow such aman so much influence over your councils.”
"Y ou're jeal ous he chose my company over yours!™

"Of coursethat isn't true. | am only concerned for your reputation. Everyone knowsheisa
charlatan.”

"He'snothing of thekind! They'redl envious of hiswisdom.”
"| thought they were al annoyed by his arrogance and histerrible manners.”

Rosvitasighed, laid down her quill, and wiped her fingers quickly on arag, then rose from her
stool, rubbing her aching back. Berthold looked up, startled; she signed to him to stay where hewas.
Cleric Monicamerely nodded curtly at her, acknowledging her leavetaking; no doubt Monicaknew and
approved what she was about.

Rosvita hastened down the aide of the scriptorium, cut through the sacristystartling the aged
brother in charge who had fallen adeep by the vestmentsand came out into the rose garden intime to see
thetwo sstersin their full glory by the fountain.

They were asirange admixture of their parents. Sapientiawas, like her mother, small and dark
and neat, but shehad in dl other waysthe look of her father about her, including the unfortunate tendency
to flush abright red when she lost her temper.

Theophanu had the greater height and the finer figure, robust and wellformed, but aso her
mother's unnatura coolness of temperament; Eastern wiles, the courtiers cdled it, and had never entirdly
trusted Queen Sophia, athough they had wept as grievoudy as any when shewaslaid to rest. No doubt,
thought Rosvita uncharitably, because they knew the accepted order of King Henry's court, molded over
the sixteen years of Henry and Sophiasrule, would be thrown all into chaos when he married anew
queen.

"Y ou're furious because Father wishesto name me as margrave of Eastfall and give me those
landsto administer. Y ou want them yoursdf!" Sapientia's complexion by now rivaed that of the bright
pink floribundas twining up the stonewall that bounded the private garden, athough the color did not
become her aswell asit did the roses.

In eighteen years Rosvita had never yet seen Theophanu lose her temper, not even asasmall
child. Unnaturd girl! She had many more effective ways of making her elder sster angry. "'l trust thet
Father will add to my j estates when he deemsit time. | have never found it worthwhile to beg for duties
before heiswilling to settle them on me."

Rosvita hurried forward. Poor Sapientia, in the face of thisinsult that so pointedly must remind
her of yesterday's tempest, was about to succumb to one of her famous rages.

"Y our Gracious Highnesses," said Rosvitajust as Sapientiadrew breeth, "I have found you at
last!" The bright statement had itsintended effect: Sepientia, [ caught in the moment before speaking, lost
hold of her thought.

Theophanu arched one eyebrow provocatively. "Y ou bring news?' she asked politely, athough
Rosvitaknew perfectly well the princess was not fooled by thistransparent ploy.

Rosvita recaled the message from her father and blessed Our Lady for the inspiration. "It isonly
asmall family matter, nothing important, but with greet humility | venture to spesk of it before you, Y our
Highnessss™

"You must confidein usat once." said Sapientia, coming forward to take Rosvitas handsin hers.
"Wewill do dl wecan."



Theophanu smply lifted ahand in assent.

"I have a brother, named Ivar, who has just been sent into orders. He isto become amonk at the
monastery ruled over by Mother Scholastica, at Quedlinhame. | had | hoped you might show some favor
to me and my family by asking your Aunt Scholasticato watch over himin hisearly daysthere. Heis
very young, perhaps two or three years younger than you, Y our Highness." She nodded at Theophanu.
"And | believe from the tone of my father's|etter that it was not Ivar'sintention to enter the church.”

"Heisayounger son," said Sapientia. "What €l se might he have wanted?'

"l cannot know hismind. | have only met him twice. Hewasborn at least ten years after | |eft
home to become anovice at Korvel. Heisthe child of my father's second wife, who is a daughter of the
countess of Hesbaye."

"Ah, yes, she had three daughters by her third husband." Sapientia released Rosvita's hands and
paced over to the dry fountain. Four stone unicorns, rearing back on their hind legs, regarded her camly,
their stippled surface streaked with old water trails from the spray that had coursed out from their manes
and horns. Damaged by winter storms, the fountain had not yet been repaired. Father Bardo had
apologized mogt profusaly when the king and his court had arrived at Hersford Monastery to find the
garden's charming centerpiece not working.

It was awarm day for spring, going on hot. Without a cooling spray to refresh the courtyard,
Rosvitafelt the heat radiating up from the mosaic tile that surrounded the broken fountain.

"Her daughter, who is now the wife of Hemut Villain, spokein my favor last night," Sapientia
continued, then laughed. "It will be interesting to see who buries more spouses before they themselves
die, Hdmut Villam or the countess of Hesbaye. But Villam ison hisfifth wife now, ishe not? The
countess fourth husband is still alive. Shewill have to send him away to war asshe did with dl the
others.

"That was atactlessthing to say," said Theophanu. "It is no wonder Father won't send you on
your progress.”

Sapientiawhirled away from her contemplation of the fountain, took two siridesto her sgter,
and dapped her.
"Lady preserve me," Rosvitamuttered, hastening forward.

Theophanu neither smiled in triumph nor cried out in pain; her face was asflat as polished wood.
"Their loss should not be fodder for your amusement.”

"Now, now," said Rosvita, hurriedly placing hersdf between the two young women. "L et us not
argue and strike out when we fedl the heat of our passionson us. ‘It iswell to speak fird," as the blessed
Daisan said when his disciples asked him what to do when fase accusations of sorcery werelaid against
them.”

" 'For the truth shall make usfree,'" finished Theophanu.

Sapientia burgt into noisy sobs of thwarted anger and fled the garden. From a hafhidden bench a
maidservant jumped up and followed her inside.

"l am not sureit iswiseto bait your sgter in thisfashion.”

"If shewould only think before she speaks" Theophanu broke off, turned, and took severa steps
forward to greet the man who emerged at that moment into the courtyard. Like the two young women,
he wore agold torque, braids of solid gold twisted into athreequarters circle, around his neck.
Theophanu kndlt. "Father."



Helaid ahand on her dark hair.
Rosvitaknelt aswell. "Y our Mgesty."

"Y ou must rise, my most vaued cleric,” said theking. "I have an errand for you, which | am
assured only you can accomplish.”

Rosvitarose and faced King Henry. Asayoung man he had been, like his elder daughter, rash at
times; now, as always these days, he wore agrave expression that contrasted well with the bright lights of
hisslvering hair. "l am your servant, Y our Mgesty." She could not quite restrain asmile. "Y our praise
honors me."

"No more than it should, my friend. Y ou will indulge me, | hope, by carrying out thiserrand at
once."

gli "Of course”

"Father Bardo tels me thereisa hermit, aholy monk, who livesin acdl in the hills above the
monastery. Heisold and was once, | an told, ascholar.”

Despite hersdlf, Rosvitafelt her heart best faster. An old man, and a scholar aswell! Always
there were new things to be discovered from the testimony of such people.

"Heisknown to be well versed in the 'laws of the Emperor Talillefer, to have knowledge of
capitularies of those times that have been lost to us. But heis reluctant to break his contemplation, so
says Father Bardo."

"Then ought we to ask him to bresak his contemplation, Y our Mgesty?"

"There are some things | need to know about inheritance.” Histone, bardly, betrayed agitation.
Theophanu looked up sharply at her father, but said nothing. "Asfor you, Rosvita, Father Bardo saysthis
holy monk has heard of your work compiling a history of the Wendish people for my blessed mother and
might be willing to spesk with you. Perhaps his curiosity outweighs his serenity.” He said it with the
secular lord'sfine disregard for the pursuits of those sworn to the church.

Or his meditations on the Lady's and Lord's Holy Works had not yet quieted his passion for
learning. But Rosvitadid not voice thisthought out loud.

"Y ou are thinking the same thing,” said the king, with asmile.
"l am, indeed."

"Then you must speak your mind fredy in front of me, or how elsewill | benefit from your wise
counsdl?'

Now, Rosvitadid smile. She had aways liked Henry, as much as one alowed oneself to like the
heir and later king; in recent years, however, as he had drawn her more tightly into his orbit, she had aso
cometo respect him. "Then | must ask you if thereis some certain thing you are hoping to discover from
uchaninterview.”

The king lifted his hand from Theophanu's head and glanced around the courtyard. Behind a
hedge of cypress, Rosvita saw two courtiers waiting in discreet attendance: One, the elder man, was
Helmut Villam, the king's constant companion and most trusted adviser; the other was hidden by the
leaves.

"Whereisyour sster?' Henry said to his daughter. "' wastold the two of you walked here
together."

"Shehasgoneingde.”

"If you will wait, then, with Villam, | would have you come riding with me."



"I will attend you, Father." Sherose and retreated obediently to stand with the others. Rosvita
caught aglimpse of Berthold Villam. Evidently he had dipped out after her to find out what dl the fuss
was about. The other person in attendance, now visible, was the formidable Judith, margrave of Olsatia
and Austra. Behind the margrave hovered severd servants.

The spring sun, glaringly hot in the enclosed garden of stone and hedge and roses, suddenly
vanished, cloaked by acloud.

"Y ou know what iswhispered,” said Henry. "What none of them will say doud.”

The dukes and margraves, counts and biscops and clerics and courtiers who populated the king's
progress spoke freely and volubly of the great concerns of the day: Would Henry's sister Sabella break
into open revolt againg him? Wasthisto be asummer of raids along the northern coast, or would the
Eikaland, as was rumored, with an army? What did the skoposin Darre mean to do about the whispers
of heresy taking root inside the church?

But on one subject they were silent, or spokein circlesthat surrounded but never touched the
heart of theissue. In the terrible arguments that had raged yesterday afternoon and in the tense feast that
had followed, where whispers and glances continued the dispute, one name had not been spoken so that
it could be heard.

"Sanglant,” she said, pronouncing it in the Salian way: sahnglawnt.
"And what isit they say about Sanglant?’

"They speak not of Sanglant but of you. They say your sentiment has overreached your reason.
They say it istimeto send Sapientiaon her progress so she may be judged worthy or unworthy of being
named asyour heir. And if not Sapientia, then Theophanu.”

"Theophanu isnot aswdll liked."

"Not in generd, no."

"Y et sheisthe more capable, Rosvita"

"Itisnot my place to judge such matters.”

"Then whoseisit?' He sounded impatient now.

"Itisyours, Your Mgesty. Such isthe burden laid on the sovereign king by Our Lady and Lord."

He arched one eyebrow; for an instant she saw how much Theophanu resembled him, in wit and
intelligenceif not feature. The church bell began to toll, calling the monksto the service of Sext. She
smelled charcod in the air and the stench of mest being seared over hot coasin preparation for roasting
and the night'sfeast. After along pause, Henry spoke again. "What do they say about Sanglant?”

Better to tell him the truth he already knew but chose, out of sentiment, toignore. "That heisa
bastard, Y our Mgesty. That heisnot atrue man. Whatever other fine quaities he certainly has, and
which are fully acknowledged, can never compensate for his birth and his mother'sblood.” She hesitated,
then went on. "Nor ought they to."

He looked annoyed but he did not respond at once. The bell fell into silence; she heard the
whisper of monks robes asthe last stragglers made their way to the chapel within the cloister where they
would pray.

"I will atend service" he said. "But you will vigt the hermit neverthel ess, Rosvita. And you will
discover whether this holy monk knows of precedent for a child born to a concubine or other unofficial
union being named as heir.”

Hisvoice dropped even as he said the fateful words. Only she heard them. But surely every man
and woman who followed adong on the king's progress knew what was in hismind: that his eldest child,



the bastard son of an Aoi woman who had emerged from unknown lands to enchant the young Henry on
his heir's progress, was and dways had been hisfavorite, though he had three legitimate children by
Queen Sophiawho were each possessed of a sound mind and body.

She caught aglimpsein hisface then of an ancient longing, a passion never extinguished, never
fulfilled. But quickly it was covered by the mask of stone worn by the king.

"l will do asyou ask, Your Mgesty," she said, and bowed her head to the inevitable. Although
surely nothing good could come of this obsession.

THE DRAGONS

TEN days after leaving Heart's Rest, Liath sat on the old stone wall and enjoyed the spring sun.
Shewastired, but not overly so; free of Hugh, she had recovered her strength quickly.

Thismoment of respite she used to study the layout of the holding of Steleshame: the dye vats
sheltered under aleanto; the henhouse; two cauldrons spitting with boiling water attended by three
women who stirred wool cloth asit shrank; felters at work in the sun; two of the blacksmith's boyslinking
tiny iron ringsinto mail; furs stretched and strung to cure.

Here, within the large courtyard protected by a palisade of wood, lay the remains of an older
structure. The Eagles had thrown up an outpost and used the old dressed stone to build atower for
defense. The householder and her relativeslived in atimber longhouse, and the stables were also built of
wood. Only the skeleton of the old fort was|eft, straight lines squared to the equinoxes and the solstices,
the map of the sun. She could trace these bones with her eyes; and read, here and there, inscriptionsin
old Dariyan cut into the stone by the soldiers and craftsman who had inhabited this place long ago.

Lucian lovesthe redhaired woman.
Estephanos owes Juliaeight quiniones.

Let it be known that this outpost has been erected by the order of Arkikai Tangashuan, under the
auspices of the Most Exalted Empress Thaissania, she of the mask.

Liath kndlt to wipedirt from thislast inscription, graven into ablock of stone haf sunk inthe
ground next to the watering trough. For how many years had it lain here, trampled by horses and cattle,
scoured by wind and dust, drenched by rain? She coughed, sucking in amouthful of dust blown up by a
gust of wind. Her fingers, scraping, reached beaten earth; the inscription extended farther yet, buried in
the ground.

" 'She of the mask,' " said Wolfhere, behind her. "The heathen empress before whom the blessed
Daisan stood without fear and proclaimed the Holy Word and the saving Mercy of the Lady and Lord of
Unities"

Surprised, Liath bolted up unsteadily. Wolfhere smiled, abaring of teeth.

"Do not deny you can read it, child. Both your father and mother were church educated, and
when you were but Sx years of age you could read old Dariyan texts with the skill of ascholar bredin
the convent.”

"Surely not," she blurted out, embarrassed.

His smile now seemed lessforced. "Not with the skill of an adult perhaps, but astonishing in one
s0 young. Come, now. Thereisan armory here, and we must find you weapons that are suitable.
Mistress Gisdlas niece is sewing borders on new cloaks for you and Hanna."

Hannawas aready at the tower, trying the weight of swords. She handled the weapons
awkwardly. They had traveled for ten days and during that time Hathui and Manfred had tested Liath and
Hannain swordcraft and found them sorely wanting.



"Eaglesare not soldiers," Hathui was saying to Hanna as Liath and Wolfhere paused at the heavy
ironribbed door that led into the round chamber at the base of the tower. "But you must know how to
defend yourself againgt bandits and the king's enemies. Ai! What do you know how to do, woman?'

"I can milk acow, make butter and cheese," puffed Hanna, "feed twenty travelers agood med,
chop wood, build afire, salt and smoke mest, ret and spin flax

Hathui laughed, lowering her sword. She was not winded. "Enough! Enough!™ The two women
had been sparring, circling while Manfred used a staff to fend off the stray children and dogs and
chickenswhich infested the yard. "The Lady honors those who are chatelaine to a hearth, for is She not
Hersdf Chatdaineto usdl? But you're hamfisted with the sword, Hanna. Manfred, give her aspear.” He
obliged, and Hanna had only timeto look longingly toward Liathasif to say "/ wish you were hereand |
there at the door"before she handed him the sword and took up the spesr.

"Thisislikeagtaff." Hanna settled her handsinto a comfortable grip on the haft. Shetried afew
whacks at the stout post sunk in the ground in the middle of theyard. To Liath's surprise, Hanna grinned
suddenly. "Thancmar and | have crossed staves afew times. When we were younger, we sparred with
stavesto pass the time while we were out with the sheep.”

Hathui did not look impressed. "When you've learned to handle a spear on horseback, you'll be
ableto boast. But an Eagle unhorsed in bad company ismost likely a dead Eagle. What the sheep
admired will do you little good here."

Hannaonly laughed. "I have ridden hard for ten days and not given up, athough the Lady aone
knowsthe blisters | have, and where | have them! | can learn this, too, by Our Lord."

"And youll still haveto learn swordcraft, even s0," continued Hathui asif Hanna hadn't spoken.
The hawknosed woman still looked dour, but there was dmaost a smile on her face.

"Comeingde" said Wolfhere.

Liath ducked under the lintel, built low as an added means of protection, and immediately
sneezed. She wiped watering eyes and blinked as Wolfherelit abrand and searched back into the far
shadows of the chamber. Everything was negatly stored away here: sacks of onions and carrots; baskets
of beans and peas and apples; jars of oil; wooden barrels of chops packed in lard. Something had gone
rancid. Beyond the foodstores of the householder lay five chests closed with hasps of iron. Onewas
inlaid with brass lions. This one Wolfhere opened. The hingeswere well oiled, opening without a squesk.

Liath picked her way across to him, once stepping on something that squashed under her boot
and sent up the sSickly sweet scent of rotting fruit. A fly buzzed in her ear.

"Hathui notes you are adept at knifefighting, which skill | suppose you picked up from your father
Bernard asyou traveled. | believethereisan old sword here, still serviceable. It was recovered from the
fort."

"Which fort?' she asked, then knew what he meant: Thisfort, the old Dariyan fort built by order
of Arkikal Tangashuan seven hundred years ago, reckoning by the calendars she knew. Now of courseit
was known as Steleshame, a small estate under the authority of the freeholder Gisdathat wasdso an
officia posting stop for the King's Eagles and thus under the king's protection rather than that of the local
cournt.

Wolfherelifted out a bundle wrapped in cloth and dowly unwrapped it. "It's shorter and blunter
than the swords we are used to, but perhaps you will find it agood tool to use as you become
accustomed to swordcraft. Hathui mentioned you wield abutcher's knife with great skill.”



Ashepulled thelast layer of ailcloth off, shelooked down into the chest and caught her breath.
On yelowed linen lay abowcase, in it rested an unstrung bow. The case was made of red leather.
Worked into the lesther was a portrait of agriffin, wings outspread. The creature held in its besk the
head of adeer, but the tines of this deer's antlers were transformed into the heads of crested eagles, asif,
being devoured, the deer wasin the act of transforming into the predator that had killed it. "May 1?7 she
asked.

"What isit you see?' Wolfhere asked, but she had aready reached in and drawn out the
bowcase. "Ah," he said. "Barbarian work. Look at the shape of the bow."

The unstrung bow curved the wrong way. But Liath knew thiskind of bow well enough. She
turned the leather case over. | So decoration adorned One of\\eT s\<ie of the bowcase, but there were
ten symbols pressed in acircleinto the leather, like runes. "Are these letters?' she asked. Wolfhere
shrugged. "Thisislike the bow my father had. He said it came from the east. Dadways said thiskind of
bow had the greatest range and the odd property of being effective from horseback. He taught me to use
it, because when we were traveling” She broke off and looked down a Wolfhere, who still knelt on the
dirt floor, ashort sword laid on oilcloth at his knees.

"You weretraveling?' he asked quietly. "Y ou and Bernard journeyed for along time, Liath, and
never stayed in any one place for too long."

"Until Heart'sRest," she said bitterly. Until she had begged him to stay just one more season, and
then another, until what Darightly feared had happened: His enemies caught up with them. Why not tell
Wolfhere the truth? He had not been there when Dawas killed. She wasin his power now, in any case, if
hewished her ill. "Wewere running. Alwaysrunning." "What from?"

His camness only made her terrible angerat losing Da, at dl the years of fear and hiding that had
cometo

nothing in the end stand stark in contrast. "Maybe from you.”

Wolfhere consdered her words for awhile, then shrugged his shoulders and rosg, lifting the short
sword in both hands. "It was said of Bernard that he roved to far and exotic places asayoung frater. He
was sent out into the dark lands to bring the Holy Word to those who live in night, but | know little of
thosejourneys." "Dawas afrater?’ Startled, she gaped a him. "Y ou did not know this, child?' She
shook her head.

"Where do you think he was educated? Do you not know hiskin?

Again, amute no. She had wondered if Wolfhere knew her father's history, but she dared not
ask in case he asked questions of her in histurn and she had not expected him to volunteer any
information.

"Not astrong lineage but known to be of afamily that came east in the time of Taillefer'sempire,
when the emperor set out to bring Wendar under his authority. That Taillefer failed isnot to his discredit,
for the Wendish tribesin those days were lawless and had not yet comeinto the Light of God. Bernard's
people built estates in what were then wild lands even as King Henry sends freewomen and men into the
lands beyond the River Eldar so he can extend the kingdom eastward, into "I havekin living?* She had
been donefor so long, firgt, in faint memories, in the villawith her mother and father and then on thelong
road with Da, that she could not imagine having kinsmen and women to whom she was bound by ties of
blood and obligation.

"Most of that lineage went into the church, so they did not produce many children. Inthe
succession crigs of the elder Arnulf they supported, das, aclaimant againgt Arnulf and thuslost the roya
favor and anot insubstantia portion of their lands. Bernard has acousin yet living, though the estates she



adminigters are sadly diminished from what they were under their common grandmother. She hasason
who rides with the King's Dragons, whom | imagine we shall soon see. Another sonisamonk a S.
Remigius Cloister. There was also adaughter, who surely ismarried by now."

"Whereisthis estate? How do you know al this?* And the question she could not ask: Why did
Danever tdl meany of this?

"Near Bodfdd. It haslong been my businessto know of your background, Liath." Theway he
sad thewords, gernly, amost mercilesdy, made her shiver and pull astep back from him. "But | was
your mother's sworn comrade in other pursuits, and thus | am bound to her in ways you do not yet
understand.”

"What ways?' she asked, not wanting to ask but unable not to ask. There was so much she
wanted to know about her parents.

"Y our mother was one of those who are called magi. And so, in ameager fashion, am."

"Then" She barely managed to get the words out through her choked throat. Y ou are desf to
magic, Liath, Daaways said. But she had burned the Rose into wood, without bearing flamein her hand.
"Then why areyou in the Eagles?’

"A good question. | was sworn into the Eagles at much the same age you are now, child. Once
given the the same with those men and few women sworn into the service of the Dragons, whereitissaid
they are more likely to die than retire from that service. So it is said with the king's guard of foot soldiers,
the Lions, dthoughitisalso said of them that an old Lionislikely to befound at rest in hisfiedldswhile his
wife adminigersthework."

"Then how did you come to know my mother and father?'

"Our paths crossed. What do you know of magic, Liath?"
"Nnnothing." But her tongue skipped betrayingly over the word.
"You must trust me, child.”

"How can | trust you, or anyone?' Suddenly it poured out. She tightened her grip on the
bowcase, felt the smooth wood of the bow pressing against her hip. "Daand | ran all those years, for
nothing. I don't know who killed him. It might have been you, or people working for you. It might have
been someone e se, someone to whom you are opposed. But | can't know! Daonly taught mea
scholar's knowledge. He taught me little enough of the world. | didn't even know he had acousin living, a
home we might have fled to" She broke off, seeing Wolfherés expression, hiswry smile, hissmall shake
of the head.

"When Bernard | eft the church, he was disowned by hiskin. Heleft for a shameful reason, for the
love of awomanyour mother, Anne.”

She flushed with the heat of her own shame. "Many in the church claim to devote themsdaves only
to Our Lady and Lord and yet do not hold to their vows." She had to look away into the shadows. She
began to tremble al over, and her hands went cold. Hugh.

"But they rarely leave the church. We dll are dependent on the Grace and Mercy of Our Lady
and Lord for forgiveness from our sins. A lapse may be forgiven, if one does penance. But Bernard
turned his back on the church. As| understand it, he became involved with the Heresy of the Knife, and
then he met Anne. To hiskin, who count many holy women and men among their ancestors, he may as
well have said he denied the teachings of the blessed Daisan and the Circle of Unity atogether.”

"That isn't truer "1t is often whispered of the mathematici, those who observe the heavens and
chart their movements and their influence on the plane of this earth, that they worship not Our Lady and
Lord but the daimones of the air whose knowledge is greater than ours and whose vision is keener, but



who are as ancient as creation, lower than the angels, yet too proud to bow before Our Lady and Lord
or to teke their place within the Chamber of Light."

"Butitisn't true of Dal That he believed any such thing. He was agood man. He prayed, asany
other man might.”

"l did not say it wastrue. | only stated what other people often believe of those who are adept in
the ancient knowledge of magic. Y ou would do well to remember that, Liath."

"So Daawayssad," she murmured. "That people believed what they wanted to, whether it was
truth or not." She blinked back tears, wiped her nose with the back of ahand. "But | am deaf to magic,
Master Wolfhere, So it does not matter what | know."

"Doesit not?' he asked softly.

"Areyou not finished yet in there?' demanded Hathui from the door, peering in and turning her
head to ook toward the burning brand which Wolfhere had braced in an iron stand. "Poor Hannais done
for and needsto rest her bruises. Can you bring Liath out for me?"

Wolfhererose, holding the short sword, and Liath followed him outsde. She leaned the bowcase
againgt the sonewall and took the sword, testing its balance. It was heavy, but not so heavy that she
could not train hersdlf to hold itsweight.

"A good wegpon,” said Hathui, coming over to examine the sword. "Forged for killing, not to be
pretty for some noble lord who has othersto do hisfighting for him."

"Y ou are not of noble birth, Hathui?' Hanna asked from where she leaned againgt the wall of the
tower. Shelooked tired but was clearly unwilling to St down.

Hathui snorted. "Did you think | was? My mother is afreeholder, beholden to no lord. Sheand
her sster and brother traveled east many years ago. That was when the younger Arnulf first offered land
to those willing to cross the Eldar and build estates in heathen lands. My aunt is dead now. She was
killed by Quman raiders. But

my mother and uncle still work those fields. They have gotten more land under cultivation than
any of the other freeholdersin our valey. What isthis?' Distracted, she rubbed at the blade whereit was
bound into the hilt. The sheen of her sweet on the iron blade made letters stand out for a moment.

" "Thisgood sword isthefriend of Lucian, son of Livia,' " read Liath before she knew she meant
to. Had this sword belonged to the same L ucian who had cut into stone hislove for aredhaired woman?
Then sheredlized the others were looking at her, surprised, al but Wolfhere. The three children who had
been watching crept closer, staring at the strange sight of an exoticlooking young woman not in deacon's
gown who could readand read such ancient words. Liath thought at once of Wolfheréswords:. "I only
stated what other people often believe.”

"I did not know you were church educated,” said Manfred, so startled by thisrevelation that he
actualy spoke.

Hathui coughed abruptly and moved to chase the children farther back. " Church education won't
save your life when the heathen attack you." She beckoned to Liath to step out into the stable yard,
which Mistress Gisdakept dmost aswell swept as Mistress Birtakept her innyard. "Bear in mind, girl,"
Hathui added, perhaps sympatheticaly, "that a cherished weapon isthe best kind. Now stand against me.
I'll runtridsagaing you."

Hathui was quicker, stronger, taler, and had by far the better reach with her broadsword, but
after afew passes she announced hersdlf satisfied that Liath would in time become proficient enough with
the short sword to defend hersdlf. Liath was breathing hard, swesting, and had aterrible braise on her
rump from ablow ddivered by the flat of Hathui's blade.



"Manfred will cut some wooden stavesto the length of the weapons you've chosen,” added
Hathui as Liath and Hanna exchanged grimaces, "and every day when we stop to rest the horses, we will
practice with those."

Liath limped back to the wall, nudging chickens out of her way with her feet, handed the sword
to Hanna, and drew the bow out of the bowcase. Hand on the grip, she turned the bow dowly,
examining it, then pulled it close. She could discern three layers, awood core with two strips of horn
glued to the belly and sinew layered aong the back. The back had been painted crimson; many finelines
and cracks disturbed the sheen of paint. Thetips of the bow wore bronze caps, molded into the shape of
griffins heads. These beaks, athin gash, held either end of the bow string. The bow looked sound.

Nestled in the bowcase she found asilk bowstring. Shelicked her fingers, then pulled the string
through them to smooth down any frayed ends. Finaly she braced the bow between right knee and | ft
thigh and, with agrunt, strung it.

She tested the draw by sighting toward the palisade gate. And saw suddenly, on theinsde, that
the innermost layer of horn was carved al dong its length with tiny sdlamanders twined together like
interlinking rings, their eyes flecked with blue paint. Woven into them were ancient | etters. She read them
faling liketheflow of water down the belly of the bow:

/ am called Secker of Hearts.

Hathui had gone over to the water trough to duice water down her hair and face. Dripping, she
returned and motioned Hannato go do the same, but stopped to examine the bow as Liath lowered it.

"That's a Quman bowcase," said Hathui, not admiringly. "I recognize itstype. We took enough of
them off dead Quman soldiers. Then we'd scrape them free of the taint of their heathen hands, dl that
ugly decoration. The bow must be of their make aswell. Their bows were shorter than ours and curved
backwards. But they were deadly al the same. And their arrows poisoned, like as not. Savages!" She
Spit on the ground.

Certainly they resembled old Dariyan | etters, but these |etters were atered in subtle ways from
the letters carved into stonein the old fort or scratched into the hilt of her new sword, from the letters
written in old crumbling scrolls she had seen in the scriptoria of monasteries where she and Da had taken
shelter asthey traveled.

Seeker of Hearts. Thewords cameto Liath'slips, but she could not speak them out loud. No
one else seemed to have noticed the strange delicate carvings. The back of the bow was unmarked
except for the paint; only on the inner curve, facing the archer, did the bow speak. So did Liath also keep
slence. For as Daaways said: "Words spoken rashly can be used as wegpons against you," and aso,
many times, "Keep silence, Liath! To speak out loud your secretsis like to amerchant opening achest of
jewelsto every passerby on the road and thereby announcing his wealth to bandits."

Like The Book of Secrets. She did not glance toward the stables, where their riding gear was
stowed. Surely Wolfhere suspected she carried the book with her; he had seen Hannawith it. He had
never mentioned it, never asked any questions about it, and to Liath, thisin itself was suspicious.

"Wheredid it comefrom?" she asked, indicating the bow.

"I haven't seen thisbow before," said Wolfhere, "but it has been five years since I've ridden
through Steleshame.”

"l was heretwo years ago," said Hathui. "I remember nothing like. Manfred?!

He shook his head and extended a hand to take the bow. Liath hesitated an instant, then forced
hersdf to giveit to him. Heturned it thisway and that, examining it, took an arrow from hisown quiver,
and sent ashot at the palisade. The dull thunk of the arrow burying itsdlf in alog sent the chickens
scattering and set the dogs to barking and the children to shrieking.



He grunted, looking satisfied, and gave the bow back to Liath. He said nothing about the
cavings.

Midiress Gisdlaemerged from the longhouse. Her courtthe womenfolk of her holdingtrailed after
her. Liath had seen men and boys and other women a work in the village and fields surrounding
Steleshame when they had ridden in that morning. Gisdlawas a stout woman with the bold gleam of
authority in her blue eyes. She was holding a spoon still wet with broth. The smell made Liath's mouth
water. Behind her, haf grown girls dropped spindles down, then pulled them up again, spinning thread
fromflax.

"I hope, Master Wolfhere" said Gisdagternly, "that you do not intend to have sport within these
wals. Sword practice | do not frown on, but archery belongs outside. My chickens and these children
arevery vauabletome.”

"I beg your pardon, Mistress,” said Wolfhere. He gestured toward the bow and case. "Do you
recall when this came to Steleshame?'

She frowned. "I haven't seen it before, but you'd best ask the blacksmith. He knows more of
which weapons comein and which go out."

That Steleshame had its own blacksmith was amark of the prestige granted it by theking's
protection. But the blacksmith, ashort, burly man stained admost as dark as Liath by years of workingin
fire and ash, did not recognize the bow or the case, nor did he recal when or how the weapon had come
to Steleshame. Indeed, no one did, and Gisala soon chased the children back to their chores and the
women back to their weaving and spinning.

She presided over the midday med of roasted chickens, leeks, bread, cheese, honeyed mead,
and apples. When the meal wasfinished and al had toasted . Bonfilia, whose day thiswas, Gisda
alowed her niece, ahandsome young woman with pale blonde hair, to bring forward the two new
cloaks.

"Spun last winter," shesaid, "of Andalanwool from the Pyrani Mountains. Thewool from that
region is particularly strong and warm. My cousin's husband brought me four bags of it from
Medemdacha"

"Medemelachaisalong way from here," said Wolfhere, "He travels by ship every other year,"
explained Gisda, not without pride. "We have a prosperous holding, enough to feed the king should his
progress ever ride thisway!"

"Be careful what you wish for," muttered Hanna. "1 can only imagine what it must take to feed dl
the people who travel with theking."

"It has been six years since the king visited Gent,” said Wolfhere calmly, not seeming to scorn
Mistress Giselas boast. "And with the current troubles we have heard of, perhaps you will get your
wish."

She nodded briskly. "The Dragons rode through not twelve days ago, as| told you. But they

rodein great haste, and | could do no more than give them provisions while the blacksmith checked over
their armor and gear. Then they were on their way."

As Gisdla spoke, Liath noticed to her surprise that the niece blushed a bright red and lifted the
bundled cloaks up to conced her face.

Mistress Gisela clucked, shaking her head. "Ai, yes, | hope the Dragons can drive the Eika away.
Gent isonly three days ride from here, if the rains haven't been bad. It is out through Gent that my
cousin's husband travels, down the Veser River and out by the northern seawest aong the coast of
Wendar and then west and south along the coast of Varre and farther south yet to Salia, to the emporia
there. If the Eikacontinueto raid, or if they invade, as some say they have this spring, thenwe//!" She



threw up her handsin distress, but Liath suspected that Mistress Gisdarelished having an audience to
gopreciate her family'simportance and farranging connections. "How will we trade by seaiif theriverisin
the hands of savages?'

"How indeed. Y our hospitality had been most gracious, Mistress.” Wolfhere now rose, and
Gisdarosewith him. "But we must ride."

At thiscommand, the othersrose aswell, moving away from the table.

"Come forward, child," said Gisdacurtly. The niece, hesitant and till blushing, presented the
cloaksto Wolfhere. He took them, turned, and handed one to Hanna and oneto Liath.

"Thisisvery finework!" said Hanna, taken quite by surprise.

"| thank you," said Gisda. "Y ou will certainly hear asyou travel that Steleshameis renowned for
itsweaving. | only keep in the weaving room those of the women who arein good hedth and particularly
adept at the craft. The others| sl or put out into the fields with the men. And any of my relatives
daughterswho show skill in needlework are fostered here with me until they marry.”

Liath merely smiled, stroking the thick gray cloak. It was bordered with a scarlet trim, alength of
cloth as degp ared as blood, which had been embroidered with gold eagles from top to bottom. She
edged past Wolfhere to stand beside the niece.

"Isthisyour needlework?' she asked. The pretty girl nodded, flushing again. "It isvery fine. | will
awaysthink of you when | wear it."

The niece amiled tentatively, then spoke in avoice so muted Liath could barely hear her: 'Y ou
will seethe Dragons?’

"l supposewewill."

"Perhaps you could ask™ She broke off, looked mortified, then finished in amurmur. "No. He
won't be thinking of me."

"l beg your pardon?'

But the others had aready moved outside, and Liath had to follow them. Boys from the stable
had saddled new horses. Hathui was aready mounted, ooking impatient to be gone.

"l canridewdl enough,” Hannawas saying. "But | worry that Liath isn't strong enough yet." She
glanced toward the door, saw that Liath had emerged. "Y ou know it'struel™ she added snappishly.

"I'm strong enough.” Liath did not want to stay on at

Steleshame while the others rode to Gent. She wanted to see the Dragons, to see the soldiers
whom Ivar had dreamed of fighting withnot that he ever would now. She wanted to meet Da's cousin's
son. A kinsman.

And anyway, she couldn't leave Hanna or Wolfhere. They were dl that protected her from Hugh.
If she stayed in one place, vulnerable, Hugh would catch up with her. He would know.

"| think Liath is strong enough,” said Wolfhere mildly, "though she has recovered even more
quickly than | expected. Now." He crossed to them and, with asign, showed them that he expected them
to stand till. With abronze clasp he closed the new cloak about Hannas shoulder, then did the samefor
Liath. Hishands were firm and decisive.

"This cloak marks you asriding under the protection of the Eagles," he said, then gestured to
them that they should mount and be ready to ride.

"The Eaglesdso cary theKing's sed asabadge," said Hanna, who like her mother dways



pointed out these essentid detalls.

"Y ou have not yet earned the right to carry this badge." He touched a hand to the brass badge he
wore pinned to histunic, at histhroat. "Y ou must learn the precepts which govern the conduct of an
Eagle. And you must swear to abide by them.” He paused, glancing toward Hathui and Manfred. Both of
them carried the sed, ssamped into circular badges. But though they were younger and obvioudy newer
to the service of the Eagles than Wolfhere, the badges they wore did not look newly made, not like
Hannaand Liath's new cloaks.

From out in thefields, Liath heard singing. The gate stood open, and now two boys drove two
squedling and grunting young pigsin toward the smdl hut by the far corner of the compound, where they
would be daughtered for the night's feast. Hathui, unable to wait any longer, urged her horse forward,
heading out the gate.

"And lagtly," Wolfhere said, "no man or woman is given the Eagle's badge until shehasseena
comrade die. Death is ever a hand. We do not truly become Eagles until we accept and understand that
we arewilling to pay that price for our service and our king."

days after leaving Steleshame, Liath rode with Wolfhere and the small party of Eaglesdown into
the bottomlands to the west of Gent pushing againgt atide of refugees. They came on carts, on foot,
leading donkeys and cows or carrying crates that confined chickens and geese. They hauled children and
chests and sacks of withered turnips and jars cushioned by baskets of rye and barley. The old road was
littered with their castoff baggage, those who had managed to leave their homeswith any of their
possessions and not merely their lives. The damp ground was churned to mud by their passage. Where
the forest retreated from the road, trails beaten down through grass appeared as the refugees made new
pathsintheir hasteto flee.

Wolfhere spotted alord astride a horse, dressed in agood linen tunic and attended by two
wagons, five servants, and ten fine cows. Heleft the others and drew the lord aside. Their conversation
was brief, and the lord and his party left at once, continuing west. When Wolfhere returned, he looked
graver than ever.

"Arethese the townsfolk of Gent?' Liath asked, staring. There were not hordes of people, but
the flow was steady: She had never seen so many people on the move before. Always, she and Da, the
occasiona merchant who plied his wares between one town and the next, and the fraters, clerics, and
messengers about their business for church and king were the only travelers on the roads.

Thinking of fraters she thought of Hugh, shut her eyes

againg the thought of him. Felt sick, for an instant, and stopped herself from looking behind to
seeif hewas dogging their trail. Somehow, somewhere, he knew where she was, she could fed it.

"Nay, child. These arethe farming folk from the estates and villages surrounding the city. Gent
haswalls" Wolfhere's voice steadied her.

"Then why haven't these people fled insgde the city?*

Wolfhere shook hishead. "That | can't say. But if they have not, then | fear it bodesill for those
ingde Gent."

On they rode, and people walking west called out to them:
"Do you bring word from the King?'

"What of Count Hildegard? Has she come yet? They say she has gathered her kinsmen together
and ridesto savethecity."

"When will the Eikaleave? When will it be safe to return to my farm?”



"IsKing Henry coming himsdf with an army?"* Thisfrom an old woman, her skirts spattered with
fresh mud.

"Arethe Dragons not here?' Wolfhere caled back.
"They are 0 few, and the Eika so many."

"How many?" he asked, but she dragged her cart onward and her six children ran behind, faces
pinched with fear.

After midday there was no one except stragglers. They came finaly upon a deacon, walking like
any common woman, her white robe and tabard flecked with mud and grit. Her servantsled two mules,
one laden with the massive silver Circle which had once adorned the Hearth, the other with a hagtily
folded dtar cloth embroidered with gold thread and with the chaice and holy books, al saved from the
church she had abandoned.

"Go no farther, honored ones," she said to Wolfhere, signaing her servantsto hat. "Turn back
whileyou are dill safe. Tl theking that Gent isbesieged.”

"Why have you not fled into Gent?' Wolfhere asked.
"They arelaying waste to the countryside dl around.”

Shewas, Liath thought, impossbly calm in the face of such disaster. "They are everywhere, good
messenger. Gent is surrounded. | minister to the lands and estates west of Gent, so | was ableto flee
oncel saw dl my parishioners safely gone. East of the city and theriver | cannot say, except that smoke
has risen for twenty days, asif many firesare burning.”

Hathui inhaled deeply, scenting. "Fresh firesand old,” she said. "And dugt, as of agreat host
moving." She swung her head to look west, then back to view the eastern horizon. "Y ou see," she said to
Liath and Hanna, "the sky and clouds have adifferent color. Mark thiswell, and learn.” Sheinhaled
again. "And another smdll, like air too long shut within stone wdls. Strange.”

She made a gesture toward Manfred. The young man rode forward, past the deacon and her
servants, and took up a station somefifty strides ahead on arise, surveying farther toward the east. They
could not yet see the cathedra tower above the trees.

Liath could only smdll the heavy scent of rain coming from the north, off the distant sea. There,
cloudslowered grayblack over the land, though patches of blue till showed through to the south.

"The storm comes from the seg,” said the deacon, brushing mud off the deeve of her robe and
then sighing, asif she had just that moment redlized it was a pointless endeavor. "I must go, good man. |
carry with me afingerbone of S. Perpetua. Such ahaoly relic must not fal into the hands of savages.”

"Go, then," said Wolfhere.

"And you, with my blessing." The deacon granted each one of them the sign of blessing before
shetrudged on, her nervous servants glad to be moving again.

Wolfherésfrown was, if possible, degper than before. They had not ridden more than two
hundred strides farther on when Manfred's horse, in the lead, shied suddenly and tried to bolt back. Both
Wolfhere and Hathui drew their swords the next instant, while Manfred fought his gelding. The other
horses caught the scent and began to sidestep, earsflicking back. Liath braced herself on her stirrups and
looped her reinsloosdly around the pommel. She pulled her bow from the bowcase and nocked an
arrow.

The road looped past aknoll of treeswhich formed part of the eastern horizon, fields half grown
with rye lying below within the broad curve of a stream that flowed toward the east and the Veser River.

"That'swherethey'll be," said Hathui, nodding toward the knall.



Too camly, Liath thought.

"Ai, Lady, I'm terrified," whispered Hanna, pressing her horse up beside Liath. She had loosed
her spear from its ding and now rested it against the top of her right boot.

"Out into thefields," said Wolfhere. "In the open, we can outrun them."”

They turned |eft and tarted out acrossthe fields. Green rye grass bent under the hooves of their
horses and sprang up behind. Liath kept looking over her shoulder toward the knoll, one hand on her
reins, one gripping bow and arrow. A migting rain began to filter down, wetting her hair, but she dared
not pull her hood up for fear shewould not be able to see aswell. At once, as the wind shifted, she
caught the scent that had spooked the horses.

It had adry taste to it, what one might taste in aheat made dry by dust and wind. It smelled like
stones heated until they cracked or the musk of a cave inhabited by dragons.

"Hai!" shouted Hathui.

There! Out of the trees came three irongray dogs the biggest, ugliest dogs Liath had ever seen.
Five Eikaloped after them. The Eika held spears and suddenly as with one thought they threw their
weapons. Most skidded harmlessly over the rye, but one spear stuck, quivering, in the ground at the feet
of Hannas horse; the anima bolted back, rearing. Hannafell from the saddle and hit the ground hard.

Hathui was off her horsein an instant.
"Liah!" shouted Wolfhere. "Ridefor the city!"

From out here, with the knoll no longer blocking their view, Liath could now see the distant
tower of Gent's cathedral, gray stone rising toward gray clouds and beyond them, eastward, ribbons of
darker smoke.

Hanna scrambled to her feet, then cried out, holding her knee. Manfred had aready galloped
past Hathui, sword held high, heading to cut off the Eika. The creatures had halved the distance between
them aready. The dogs broke forward, muzzlesto the wind.

/ can't go.
Liath knew it in that instant, knew that she could not leave until Hannawas safe. Without Hanna..

"Without Hannal might aswell be dead,” she said adoud. Hannawas the only person she could
redly trust. "My only protector,” she said, and lifted her bow and nocked the arrow and drew.

Sighted on one of the dogs. Staring so, she saw it clearly. Salivadripped from itsjaws and from
itslong, dangling tongue. It was truly monstrous, with great fangs, a hollow belly, and lean, long flanks.

She shot.

The dog tumbled, yipping with terrible shrieking cries. Itstwo companions crashed into it and to
her horror began to tear into itsflesh.

This dtercation, dowing the Eika, gave her timeto nock and draw again. She caught the Eika
who ran out in front in her sight down the length of the arrow, had an ingtant to register the icewhite glare
of itsbraided hair. And shot.

The Eika dropped like a stone, her arrow buried in its bronze chest. Wasit armor, or skin? She
stared, horrified, and could not act. Her hands groped blindly toward the quiver for another arrow. A
terrible wailing rose as the Eika paused to sniff at their dead comrade, but first one, then the second and
last the third leaped up again, charging for Manfred. The fourth Eikalaid into the dogs and beet them
back from the stilltwitching corpse.



Another dozen Eikaand perhaps four more dogs emerged from the knall of the trees. Their
keening, their highpitched barking, hurt her ears, though she could not tell which sound came from which
cresture. They darted down the hill toward the five Eagles.

"Liath!" Wolfhere pulled up beside her. "Go!" He made a gesture with one hand, something
meaninglessthat she did not understand. For an ingtant she felt the merest tugging at her heart: | should
go. | am meant to ride to Gent. Then shrugged it off, found that her hands had grasped an arrow. She
nocked it and drew.

This Eika, too, had that startling white hair, bleached like bone. His torso wore a garish pattern of
painted colors, blue, yellow, and white, and beneath the paint she caught the suggestion of copper, asif
his skin was sheeted by athin coating of metal. She shot.

The Eikawent down, arrow sunk in its chest.

The other three had reached Manfred, who thrust and dashed with his spear. Hathui shoved
Hanna up onto her horse and grasped the reins of her own. Thrown spearsrained in on them, and Hathui
staggered back, her left thigh torn open. Wolfhere pressed forward to aid Manfred. Hanna extended her
hand to Hathui, but Hathui gripped her saddle's pommel and threw hersaf up over the back of her own
mount.

Liath nocked an arrow and drew. Therel An ax danted toward Manfred's back. She loosed the
arrow.

An Eika staggered back and fell, ax dropping out of itslimp hand. Only two were | eftexcept for
the dozen racing down on them from the hill, and the murderous dogs. A dog legped in and nipped at the
hindquarters of Manfred's horse; the gelding lashed out, kicking hard. Manfred grabbed at his saddl€'s
pommel, dmost losing hisgrip on his spear.

It was dl too quick to register anything except her own fear and their utterly inhuman faces, the
long lope, fagter than any human man might run, the hands bristling with white claws like sharpened bone,
and their strange horrible skin more like scaed metd than flesh.

Too quick to register anything except that there were too many Eikaand not enough Eagles. She
nocked and drew and shot, but her hands were shaking so badly the arrow went wild, skidding over the
ground twenty paces from the skirmish flurrying around Manfred. There was no time; in twenty more
breaths the rest would be on him.

A horn.

It rang clear and steady. Asif to herad its sounding, the drizzle let up and the sun broke through
the clouds. Liath heard horses.

There! Bresking around the knoll from the east came six ridersin mail and heavy iron hemets
trimmed with brass, their bright gold tabards marked with amenacing black dragon, black cloaks thrown
back over their shoulders. The two Eika harassing Manfred scuttled back and retreated toward their
comrades. From the knoll came a shrill, loud whistle. Liath winced and dmost dropped her bow. One of
the dogs broke away toward the hill. The other hesitated, then rushed the horsemen, who cut it down
amost casudly.

The Dragons cantered up and pulled in beside Wolfhere, who had ridden ahead to meet them.
Liath came up behind him, Hathui and Hanna behind her, Manfred still away in thefield, watchful.

"Eagles!" cried the lead rider. He did not remove his helmet; Liath could just make out blue eyes,
blond beard, and agrim expression behind the nasal and cheek guards of the helmet. "That whistle will be
asgnd for reinforcements. Well escort you into the city.”

"Thereésadeacon,” said Wolfhere, gesturing west. " She carriesaholy relic and only left her



church after adl her people were safely gone. She and the relic must be protected.”
The Dragon nodded stiffly. "Wewill escort her west asfar aswe are able.”
"What of Gent?' asked Wolfhere.

of the road. Manfred lifted his spear upright and twisted it to unfurl the banner of the Eagles: an
eagle with wings outspread carrying an arrow in its besk and a scroll in onetalon. But the Eikawere
closer to theriver. Already they ran a a steady |ope that ate up the ground between them and their
intended victims. Even Liath could see that the Eikawould reach the bridge before the three Eagles could
get there. Shereined in her horse, whedling around, but behind, back by the now distant knoll, another
group of Eikahad gathered, more than there had been before. Manfred passed her and kept riding,
seeming obliviousto ther inevitable fate.

Wolfhere came up beside her and dapped her horse on the rump. She started forward again,
following him. To what purpose? At least, she thought bitterly, ifHannasurvives she will be invested fully
into the Eagles, aright earned by my desath.

Wolfhere had sheathed his sword; he drew hisleft arm, hand clenched, across his chest, and then
made a sharp sweeping gesture outward, toward the advancing Eika.

There came aflash, aglittering of light like afireslight seen from insde adark room. Liath
blinked; the horses staggered, whinnying in terror, and she clung helplessly as her gelding bucked once
before calming. Manfred, a hand flung over his eyes, was dmost thrown.

The Eikafdtered, but only from alopeto atrot. A moment later, far away, arumbling sounded
that ended in asharp clap asloud asaped of thunder.

"Lady'sBlood," swore Wolfhere, "there's sorcery a work among the Eika. Liath, you must getin
to the city, whatever happensto us. Do not hesitate or fater. When you win free, if | am dead, take
yourself to the convent of St. Vaeriaand there throw yoursaf on the mercy of the Convent Mother. She
will giveyou safekeeping.”

The outrunners of the Eikaforce had reached the bridge, and they gathered, forming awall with
their shidds. Shewas il too far away to seethe wals clearly, to seeif anyone moved there, if anyone
had noticed their plight.

Manfred settled his horse. He and Wolfhere exchanged a glance, and then the young man
pressed his horse forward, galloping hard for theline.

"Straight after him!" cried Wolfhere. " And mind you not what you see.”

But she saw nothing, though she felt atingling on her back and adap of cold air against her
cheeks. Manfred's head and shoulders were abruptly invested with the tiny winkings of a thousand
firebugs, but the sight faded against the red serpent shiglds, the Eika setting their trgp and awaiting their
prey, raising their spears.

She saw behind the Eika soldiers the stone and timber bridge, the gulf of air beneath, where the
steep banksfell away to the river's edge, and beyond, so close now that she could see figures standing
along the parapet, the wals of Gent.

Without warning, the gates of Gent mawed open with a horrible screeching din.
And out from the city rode Dragons.

Thy charged at full tilt, lances lowered, teardrop shields as metagray asthe lowering clouds, al
blended together with the steady rain. The only colorswere the red serpents and yellow shields of the
Eika, the gold tabards of the Dragons as bright asif the sun had emerged, and the brassfittings on their



hadmslike the masks of war.

The Dragons hit with an impact Liath felt asashuddering intheair. A few broke al the way
through and, rather than turning to aid their fellows now struggling with sword and ax againgt the Eika
who had not gone down, they kept coming, heading for the three Eagles. Behind them, the second wave
of Dragons hit the disintegrating Eikaline. They did not bear lances but rather struck with swords and
heavy axes. More Eika swarmed up from the river's banks, and the melee swirled off the bridge and
spread out into the fields on either Side, aterrible ringing clash. Dogs legped and ripped at Dragons and
horsesdike.

Six Dragons pounded up and whedled round, forming into aloose wedge.

"Behind us," shouted the man who was surely their leader. The broach which clasped his cloak at
his right shoulder sparkled with jewels. A golden torque encircled his neck: the mark of aprince of the
royd line. His gaze touched on Liath.

She stared, though she could see nothing of hisface except his eyes, as green asjade. Hishelmet
was not fitted with brass decoration, like those worn by his soldiers. It wasinlaid with gold to form the
aspect of adragon, terrible to look on and yet, together with the other Dragons, dl iron and gold and
black, beautiful to look on.

Then they were moving back toward the fight. The two soldiersin front of her lowered their
lances as Eika sprinted out into the roadway to block them. The weight of their horses drove them
through. An Eika sprang up from the roadway and flung itself forward, ax raised high, toward the
unarmored Wolfhere. The prince leaned right and cut across Wolfher€'s path, swung so strong ablow he
cleaved the creature's head from its neck. But more Eika came, and more yet, swarming toward the
prince like bees drawn to honey or wild dogsto the hope of afresh kill. Thefighting pressed close all
around them, and Liath hunched down, mumbling silent prayers. Manfred stuck one with his spear and
then, as another climbed closer and the horses got bogged down in bodies and inthe melee, logt it asthe
Eikafell away off theraised roadway.

They were dmost at the bridge, but more and yet more Eika scrambled up, even up and over the
gtone braces, and formed athick, living wall.

Dogs poured through their ranks, breaking through the line to spring at the Dragons and the
Eaglesin their midst. They were horrid beasts, davering, mad with rage and utterly fearless.

Onelunged, barreling against Manfred's horse, thenheading straight for her. In that instant, she
saw itseyes. They were the color of burning yellow.

Too closeto shoot. It sprang.

The prince turned hafway round in his saddle and struck it down, across the back, with asingle
stroke. It crumpled, and her horse jumped to clear its body. That fast. Too fast.

Eikaswarmed everywhere, closing, tightening the noose.

With loud criesanew sdly of Dragons hit the line of Eikafrom behind, riding down on them from
out of the gates. Eikafell and were trampled or were carried off by the weight of the charge. The
Dragons, dtill in formation, broke ranks, splitting to either sSde asthe Eagles and their escort pounded
through. Stone drummed beneath the horses hooves; then a shift, adight jarring drop, and they clattered
over the metatrimmed drawbridge. They rodeinto the shelter of thewalls.

The rain stopped, started again as they came out from under the guardhouse into the open space
that fronted the gates. The remains of market stallssome haf burned, othersin disarray, but dl
emptystood in haphazard linesin the great square.

Behind agreat keening and wailing arose. Together with the sudden pounding of hoovesand a



great chorus of shouts, it deafened Liath. She heard no commands, only saw the prince ped away from
the escort and ride back out through the gates. Dragons raced through, four abreast, coming back within
thewalls, and with awinding of gears the gates began to close.

She battled her way through to avantage point: On the bridge the last dozen Dragons fought a
rearguard action to retreat as the Eika hounded them. One soldier had been thrown over ahorse.
Another lay limp over hismount's neck. But beyond, on the stone and timber span, in the trampled field,
she saw no gold tabard, no soldier |eft lying in thefied. The dogs had begun to rip into the Eika dead.

Many of the Dragons were dready racing up the stairs to the parapet; the city militiamen rained
arrows down onto the bridge from above. The gates swung closed behind the last rider: the prince. He
kicked his mount forward just as spears, amed at his back, darkened the air. The gates dammed shut to
achorus of howls and the peppering smacks of spears hitting harmlesdy against the metalplated gates. A
new grinding sounded: the men of Gent were drawing up the drawbridge.

The prince's horse sumbled, dropped, and threw him, sscumbled again, and went down, kicking
hard, trying to get up. He jumped to hisfeet, pulled off his helm and tossed it to the ground with an
astonishing lack of regard for its rich decoration. He grabbed the horse's bridle and yanked its head
down onto the ground. Then, while he cursed loud and long, four of his men ran forward to examine the
horse. A spear protruded from its belly, sunk deep. Blood spilled onto the packed earth, mixing with
rain. The horse thrashed fegbly, then dtilled, itsSderisng and fadling in shalow breaths. From outside,
Liath heard the last howls and frustrated wails of the Eika as they finally retreated. The men stationed
along the parapet jeered after them.

The prince's hand fell to hisbelt. He drew a knife and cut the horse's throat. Its blood poured
onto hisfeet, staining hisboots red, but till he knelt there, silent now. Hisblack hair was plastered down
on his skull from the rain. He had strange smooth skin, bronzecol ored, and astriking face that betrayed
by itslineamentsthat his mother wastruly not of human kin.

Strangest of al, he had no beard nor any trace of beard.

Helooked up, sought, and found with his gaze aman dressed in arich tunic, head shielded from
the rain by a capacious scarlet cloak held like acanopy over him by four servants.

"Butcher it and st it," the prince said, standing up and turning his back on the dead animal. He
had a hoarse tenor; it carried with the authority of aman who expects obedience. "Or so | suggest, my
lord mayor.”

"Eat horse meat?' The man could not seem to find aplaceto rest hiseyes. on the prince, on the
dead horse, on the Dragons calmly drawing the spear from the body, on the last gush of blood and
entralls.

"It will seem like addicacy comewinter, if the Eikalay inatruesege.” The prince saw
Wolfhere, gestured to him, and stalked away. A Dragon grabbed the prince's helm from the mud and
hurried after him.

Wolfhere quickly handed his horsgs reinsto Manfred and, without comment, followed.

JLLA. JI dismounted and huddled close to Manfred, shaking from the aftermath of battle asthe
rush of energy Ieft her.

"I've never seen aman without abeard before," she whispered. "I mean, except a churchman, of
course.”

Manfred ran afinger along his own closecropped beard. "Eika don't have beards.”

She laughed nervoudy. Her hands trembled and she thought her heart would never stop racing. "l
didn't notice. Did Hanna and Hathui escape, do you think?"



He shrugged.
"What do we do now?"

They took the horses to the barracks where the Dragons had stabled their own horses, rubbed
them down, and gave them oats; the activity camed her. She dung her bedroll and saddlebags over her
shoulder and followed Manfred up steep stairsthat led to the long attic room above the stables where the
Dragons had settled in. Fresh straw covered the plank floor, and bedrollslay neetly lined up aong the
walls. The smdll of horse and sl was pervasive but not overpowering. Men lounged at their ease,
dicing, carving wood, oiling or polishing their gear, making smal talk. They glanced at the two Eagles,
curious, but made no attempt to speak to them.

Was one of these men her kinsman? Shetried to examine their faces surreptitioudy, looking for
some resemblance to Da.

Manfred led her to the far end of thelong, low room. There, shutters opened to admit the gloomy
light of afternoon. The rain was coming down harder now, but it was dready stuffy ingde the loft, sticky
like summer hesat. The prince and Wolfhere sat on bales of hay, facing each other acrossatable. The
prince had a chess set carved of ivory laid out in front of him, eight squares wide, eight across. He toyed
with the pieces as he and Wolfhere spoke, picking them up, setting them down in new places: the eight
Lions, the Castles, Eagles, and Dragons andprotected by the othersthe Biscop and Regnant.

Behind the prince, the only woman besides Liath in the loft sat with the princes helmet on her lap.
She polished the helmet with arag. She wore the tabard of the Dragons, and her arms were muscular,
her jaw scarred by many small white lines, and her nose looked asif it had been broken and hedled
wrong.

Manfred hunkered down onto his haunches, prepared for along wait. Liath knelt beside him.
Now and again acooling mist of water touched her face from the rain outside. Straw tickled her hands.
Her noseitched.

"l judgethe city can withstand asiege. But my Dragons done cannot lift the siege, not with the
numbers of Eikawho have invested Gent. We have no news from Count Hildegard, whether she or her
brother Lord Dietrich mean to lead an army to aid us. And you say now the king will not bring an army.”

"I don't know what King Henry intends, Prince Sanglant. But he may not be ableto bring an
amy here, evenif hewishesto."

The prince picked up a Dragon and placed it between two Castles, asif trapping it there. This
close, Liath could study the line of hisjaw. He had either just shaved or else he did not grow a beard.
But then how could hetruly be caled aman?

"I have heard these rumors, that Lady Sabellameansto gather adherents and ride againgt King
Henry. But she swore before the Biscop of Mainni eight years ago never to trouble the king with her false
cdamsagan.”

"So shedid," agreed Wolfhere, "but the Biscop of Mainni isrumored to be among her counsalors

now. And all three dukes of Varre aswell asfive countsfrom Varre have refused to appear before King
Henry on hisprogress.”

"Thisis certainly grave news, but what am | to tell the people of Gent? Given enough time, the
Eikaarmy outsde will burn and batter down Gent's bridges, and when they have done that, they will
have free passage up the Veser whether wewill it or no. If they sail far enough up the Veser, then it will
scarcely matter what the Lady Sabellademands, since the heart of Wendar itsdf will be at risk.”

"Y ou would counsd your father to consider thisthe greater threat? But dwaysin other years,
Prince Sanglant, the Eika have raided and | eft, content with whatever gold and davesthey could carry
away inthar ships.”



The prince glanced out the window, athough only rain and the timbered roof of the mayor's
palace werevisble. Digantly, Liath heard drums. "Thisisnot 'other years' Thisisnot araid. Already the
envoy for the Eika generd has refused Mayor Werner's offer of ten chests of gold and one hundred
daves as payment for themto leave.”

Wolfhere chuckled suddenly. "I hear two thingsin your words | can scarcely credit. Oneisthat a
man Stsas mayor in acity. The other isthat the Eika have agenerd. They are bandits, nothing more,
with perhaps a captain to lead each ship, if we can even dignify their packs with such aword. Morelike
the strongest beast

who keeps the others obedient by threat of claw and teeth.”

Sanglant turned his head to look directly at Liath. She squirmed, horribly uncomfortable; hiseyes
were S0 bright and his features so strange and sharp. He examined her with obvious curiosity for so long
that shefelt the stares of hismen, behind her, on her back, asif they, too, wanted to know what
interested their captain. For so long that Wolfhere finaly glanced over to see what the prince was looking
a.

What crossed Wolfhere's expression Liath had never expected to see: Hewas angry.

Sanglant smiled dowly at her, perhapswith invitation. When he smiled, he had asudden bright
charm, so powerful shefelt hersalf blush. Beside her, Manfred muttered something inaudible under his
breath. Sanglant grunted, dmost laughing, asif in response. Then, with ashrug and astretch of his
shoulders, he looked back at Wolfhere. The older man's expression was now entirely bland.

"Mayor Werner is an interesting man, overly fond of hisfamily'sriches. Isit not said Our Lord
judgestheworth of his earthly sons by the measure of their generosity to their companions and to the
poor? So King Henry would say. Werner's mother was mayor of the town before him, and he was her
only surviving son. And, it issaid, aways her favorite, though certainly the saff of authority should have
goneto one of her daughters, hishalf ssters” He said these words with atrace of bitterness, and yet he
also seemed to be laughing at himself. " So far the people of Gent have found no reason to be displeased
with his stewardship and thus throw him out in favor of awoman whose authority is, asyou say, more
likely to receive Our Lady's Blessing. Asfor the other” He put out a hand, and the woman handed him
his helmet, now bright, the gold face of the dragon like cold fire burning on the hard surface of iron. Ashe
spoke, serious now, he ran his hands over the helmet, tracing the delicate gold work with long, dark
fingers

"Thereisan intelligence out there which directsthese Eika. | havefdt it. It knows of mejust asl
know of it, and we are bent, each of us, on the other's destruction.”

"A human man, do you think?"
"I think not. And who better than | to know, my friend. Isthat not right?"
Wolfhere bowed his head in acknowledgment.

"But whether it isan Eikaunlikein mind and craft to the others, or some different cresture
entirely, | cannot say. | have fought King Henry'swars for eight years now, since | came of age and was
given my Dragonsto be captain of. Asismy birthright, the child born to prove the man worthy of the
throne of Wendar." Histone was as cold as a stinging winter'swind. "But the others were ordinary wars,
raids by the Quman horsemen, Duke Conrad's rebellion, Lady Sabellasrevolt, which | saw the end of "

"Her fird revalt,” said Wolfhere quietly.

"Rumors do not arevolt make," said Sanglant, equaly quietly, then raised ahand to forestdl
Wolfhere's comment. "But | trust your judgment in these matters, Wolfhere, if you say sheisagain
fomenting rebellion againgt the king. Y ou have served the throne of Wendar faithfully. Or so | have
dwaysheard."



"Ashaveyou," said Wolfhere, baring histeeth. "Or so | have dways heard.”

Therewas ahiss, an intake of breath, from those of the Dragons close enough to hear the
comment. But Sanglant smiled his charming smile, tossed the chess piece carved into the likeness of a
King's Dragon up toward the rafters, then grabbed it out of the air asit fell. The movement made the
helm roll off hislap, and the scarjawed woman caught it before it struck the floor.

The prince opened his hand and displayed the chess piece. Itsivory gleam, oiled from much
handling, set off the bronze tone of his skin. Half human, Liath thought, and then was ashamed of hersdlf:
Was she not aso different from the rest, with her skin aways burned so

brown? But at least daveswho worked al day in the fields were burned as brown as she was at
summer's end, if they were not burned to blisters. And Dahad told her of peopleliving in landsfar to the
south, where the sun was hotter and brighter, who had skin burned darker even than hers. Wasit then
better to be fully human but adave or a heathen, rather than a halfhuman prince who could never befully
trusted?

/ have dready been adave. She wrung her fingers through each other. Her back prickled, asif
thinking of those days meant Hugh was watching her. Heiswatching me. Like theintelligence that
waited, out among the Eika, dueling with Prince Sanglant, so Liath knew Hugh waited, always aware of
her no matter how far away she might be from him. He waited only until she came again into his grasp.

| am still adave, because | fear him. Tears burned her eyes and she ducked her head down so
no one would see. But Manfred's hand brushed her leg, asif to reassure her. She swallowed, gathered
courage, and looked up. No one seemed to have noticed her lapse.

"Likethischesspiece" said Sanglant, "l exist only to be moved by another man'shand.”

Wolfhere smiled thinly. Helooked very old, suddenly, as helifted the piece out of the prince's
hand. "Y ou are young to be so old in wisdom, Sanglant.”

"You flatter me. | am but four and twenty years of age, by the calendars of my father's people.”
Thiswas spoken tartly, dmost defiantly.

"Intheruins of the old empire thereisanother cdendar,” said Wolfhere, "one that marksitstime
by thejourney of bright Somorhas, who is both evening and morning star, and by the ascension of the
seven stars that make up the seven jewelsin the Crown of Stars. A child reachesfor that Crown. Who
knows what will happen when the Crown of Stars crowns the heavens?”

Sanglant stood up Hiffly, regaly, like aking about to pronounce judgment. I have never known
my mother, Wolfhere. Nor has she appeared to me, in mist or in night or by any enchantment | know of.
She abandoned me when | was not yet two months old. If sheleft me here, if she dlowed my father to
get me on her, for her own purposes, for some plot spun and set into motion by her people, then | am
ignorant of it and of them and of my placein their plans. Indeed, thereislittle enough trace of the Lost
Onesin these lands, though | have heard that in Albathey are more likely to walk abroad in the deep
forests. Y ou have said these things to me before, or hinted of them, and | am tired of it and | am tired of
your indnuations. | am asoldier. | am captain of the King's Dragons, asismy right, aswasthe right of
those who served as captain before me, Conrad the Dragon, Charles Wolfskin, and the lefthanded
Armulf, al of usbastards of the reigning sovereign. In that service | haveleft behind me fields covered
with blood, so | might prove mysdf worthy of the name my mother gave me at birth. | have watched my
own men die asthey fought to protect me and to protect the king'sinterests. | have killed the king's
enemies without mercy and spared none | could find. Hear me now: | servethe king and no onedse.
Bdievein your plotsand plans and in the secret workings of the heavens, if you will. But leave me out of
them.”

He grabbed his hemet, tucked it under hisarm, and walked the length of the attic and down the
gairs. Only two Dragons followed him: the scarjawed woman and a blond man who walked with alimp.



When they had gone, it was silent except for the sound of rain and the doppy clop of ox hooves
on the wet street outside. Then there was arustling, asigh as of letout breath, and the men went back to
their tasks,

Wolfhere set down the chess piece. Manfred rose, brushed straw from his tunic, and moved to
stand beside the old Eagle, who looked out the window for along time. Then Wolfheredso rose. Liath
scrambled up and, keeping her head down, followed Wolfhere and Manfred to the stairs and down to
the stables below. Shefdt asif every man there watched her pass. She wanted desperately to ask about
her kinsman, but after the accusations Sanglant had made, she dared not.

She was, for the moment, afraid to ask Wolfhere anything, for fear she would not be able to
resist asking him about the ancient caendar he had spoken of. The Crown of Stars she knew; it wasa
cluster of seven bright stars just outside the grasp of the constellation known as the Child, Second House
in the zodiac, the world dragon that bound the heavens. She knew many of the names given by the
ancient Dariyan mathematici to the stars, names different from those in common usein these days. But
that the old Dariyans had marked time by a caendar markedly different from the one she knew . .. that
knowledge Da had never taught her, if indeed he even knew it.

But the slars movein afixed pattern. Given time and The Book of Secrets and paper to make
the difficult calculations on, she could work out when next the cluster of stars known asthe Crown of
Starswould "crown the heavens." She wasn't sure what he meant by the phrase, but surely it had to do
with astar reaching the zenith, the point on the sphere of the fixed stars where that star was seen as
directly above the observer.

She kept slence asthey waked through the stables. How many days had it been since she had
been able to observe the heavens? During spring, as Daaways said, the Lady clouds the skies so we
remember to keep our eyes on the sowing. How many days since Wolfhere had freed her from Hugh?
One day short of amonth.

She shuddered. It was asif Hugh was speaking, braced outside the wail of theinvisible city that
protected her heart. Like the Eikawho had thrown up earthworks againgt Gent, he besieged her, only
she could see no end.

Thirty days since you were stolen from me.
"Areyou wel|?" asked Wolfhere.

His tone was so gentle she started. They had reached a door. Manfred was about to dash
outside; he hung back, looking a her with concern. He had kind blue eyes and a solemn face, not
handsome, not ugly, just steady and quiet. A good comrade.

"A little hot." She draped her cloak over one arm and shifted her saddlebags over her shoulder.
Manfred darted out into the courtyard, running hard for the doorsthat led into the mayor's paace. She
pulled a.corner of her cloak over her hair and started out after him. Wolfhere pulled her back.

"No need," he said, "to bring your gear. Well be degping in the stables.”

She had to turn around and go back, of course. She dared not tell him she had the book. He
aready knows you are educated as amathematici, shetold herself as she dunk aong, hoping no one
would notice her. But it was quiet in the stables. The Dragons were either upstairs, taking their ease, or
elsewhere, on guard or out in the city. But what if Wolfhere smply took the book away from her? There
would be nothing she could do to stop him or to get it back, onceit was out of her hands.

Next to their horses was an empty stal, well padded with straw. Manfred and Wolfhere had | eft
their gear here, neatly stowed, leaving room for them to deep. She hegped straw up, shoved the
saddlebags underneath, frowned. Too obvious. Could not help but reach inside the leather bag and fedl
the cold smooth grain of the leather binding, the raised letters long the spine. She traced the | etters,



reading them with her fingers, and felt like the dry wings of amoth the parchment and paper leaves of the
three books bound inside the cover.

"What happened to Sturm and his company?' asked adeep voice. "They never camein from
patrol."

"You didn't hear that part? They stayed outside the walls to escort the two wounded Eagles and
adeacon conveying aholy rdic to aplace of safety.”

"No, | didn't hear." This spoken abit peevishly. "I was just coming up. Unlikeyou, | fought afew
Eikain thismelee and had abit of cleaning up to do.” The other man snorted. ™Y ou mean you let afew
get some blows past your guard. I'm as clean as a saint, and the more likely to be blessed by Our Lady
with awilling he pmeet for my efforts”

"Hah! These Gentish women are asfriendly aswild boars. Do you think hell pursue the pretty
young Eagle?'

It took her aheartbesat to realize that they spoke of her.

"What? After arguing with the old master? think not.”

"How can you say s0? He plucked the young Villam heiress unbruised from the vine, and that
after she was betrothed and her father had warned him off twice."

She saw, faintly, their shadows drawn on thewall by the week light shining through the stable
doors.

"Nay, lad, you've come from outside the world of the court and don't know itswaysyet. What is
said and what is done can be two different things. What the heiress and old Villam wanted was marriage
to the prince, but King Henry can never alow the prince to marry. It makes the boy ook legitimate, does
it not? So words were said in public and a betrotha sworn to another family, and the girl got what she
wanted and, so they say, achild to boot that was born after her marriage to another man.”

"And the prince? Did he get what he wanted?"

"Who can say?' replied the other man, who had the higher voice and the more confidence. "The
prince doeswhat hisfather the king tellshim to do. | doubt he minded that engagement.”

"Hedid look," blustered the first speaker. "At the young Eagle. She'safetching piece, al bright
and warm. Why shouldn't he pursueit? 1 didn't like the way the old master spoke to him.”

"Nor did I. Thereis no better man than our prince."
The other grunted angry agreement.

"But thereisaworld outside the Dragons, lad, which is easy enough to forget asayoung
hatchling like you. And harder work it isto know the rulesfor those battles than for the ones we fight
againg King Henry's enemies.

So. Ligentowhat | say. Never anger an Eagle. Never deegp with awoman if theprice, in
whatever coin, is higher than what the pleasure was worth. Now. In payment for those words of advice
you can oil my harness tonight while | go out hunting wild boars."

"Oil your harnessl™

The other man moved. Liath shrank against the wall, tight in acorner, one hand still on the book,
and thought hard of shadows and silence and invisibility. The two Dragons walked past the stall without
naticing her, the younger man till complaining.

A moment later she heard Wolfhere calling her name. She shoved the saddlebags under straw
and sat her saddle and bedroll over them, then hurried out. Manfred had returned; his cloak was wet but



the rest of him was reasonably dry. He actualy smiled, seeing her. Conscious of his gaze, embarrassed
by it, she picked at her hair, sure there must be straw caught init. If only Hannawere here with her. If
only shewere sure Hannawas il dive.

"Thereyou are," said Wolfhere. "Mayor Werner asks usto sit down with him at this night's feast.
He honors usor has no new and better gueststo entertain.”

"Will the prince be there?'

Wolfhereraised hiseyebrows. "I suppose he will. Mayor Werner would not dare not to invite
him, even if they do not get dong. Sanglant istoo much alover of good food and drink to stay away."

And it was good food, an astonishing feast for a city under sSiege: aside of beef braised with
spices Liath had never tasted before; a pudding; apple tarts; two roasted pigs; white bread; and agreat
dedl of wine. Liath followed Wolfhere'slead and drank sparingly, cutting her wine with weter. The prince
sat at the other end of the table from her and matched Mayor Werner cup for cup.

Manfred looked disgusted.
"What'swrong?" she whispered to him.
"Comewinter townsfolk will starve for want of these scraps.”

It was the longest string of words she had ever heard him spesk at onetime. "Surely they have
their own food stores.”

"Enough for along Sege?"

"Do you think the town will be besieged for that long? Surely Count Hildegard will lift thesege.”
"If shecan.”

The eating and drinking went on for what seemed to Liath an interminable time. An old man
recited poetry in what he evidently conceived to be the style of the ancient Dariyans; Liath had read a
copy of Virgilias Heleniad and cringed to hear him. But there were other poets who sang songs of their
own devising that were more pleasing, songs about heroes of days gone by and episodes from the greet
epic, The Gold of the Hevelli. Musicians played on lyres and zithers. There was ajuggler, and two girls
who baanced and did tricks on along rope held taut by two men. But dl indl, it was hot, smoky, noisy,
and dull. She excused hersdlf, pleading aneed for the privy. After sheused it, shedid not fed like
venturing back ingde. It had stopped raining, even cleared partidly, so haf the sky was stars. Liath clung
to the shadows, breathing in the night air, the solitude; it was quiet except for the muted noise of the feast
from the great hal and the distant tremor of drums. A quartet of women walked by, laughing merrily,
headed for the kitchens, trays resting againgt their hips.

"A man'saman because he grows abeard,” said one. "But fraters and monks have no beards."
"To make themsdaves more like women and thus more pleasing to Our Lady! They pledge their bodies
and their honor to the church, by cutting off their beards. It isthe mark of their service.

"Isthat what you say, then? A man's no true man who has no beard and is not achurchman?’

"Well, my dear Fastrada," said one who had been silent up until now, "that may well be true, but
| speak truly when | say the princeisaman like any other. Or so it seemed to me.”

They al laughed heartily and demanded more details, which she refused to give them.

Liath dunk across the courtyard, praying she would not be noticed, and sneaked into the stables.
No one had disturbed the empty stall; all was as she had left it. She went back outside.

The mayor's palace stood on arise near the eastern bank of the river, itsdf ringed by asmaller
stockade of posts. Climbing the ladder that led to the small parapet, she found herself looking over the
city of Gent, the eastern shordline, and the dark line of the Veser River. The moon wasamog at the



quarter, waxing; it lent apae glamour to the night. There were no guards. She supposed those who might
once have stood watch here at the palace walls now were out on the city walls. East she saw the fires of
the Eika camp stretching both north and south dong theriver asfar asthe eye could see. Gent was
darker, only afaint gleam of light from the great hall and the distant bobbing torches that marked
watchmen on their roundsin the city and guards posted along the city wall. Two dark lines, one east, one
west, broke the line of theriver: the two bridgesthat led to the broad idand on which lay the city of Gent.

Shewasdone.

She stared up, thinking of Wolfhere'swords. The cluster of stars known as the Crown, toward
which the congtdllation known as the Child reached, had passed out of the sky around the beginning of
the year, at the spring equinox. The Lion was fading. Now the Dragon and the Serpent ruled the Houses
of Night. The red planetJedu, the Angd of Wartill shone in the house of the Archer, the bright quester.
But soon within seven daysred Jedu would passinto the house of the Unicorn: ambition joined to will.
That foretold atime of advancement, when people with astrong will could take advantage of the power
of their will and their clear sense of ambition to get ahead in the world.

Y et Dahad alwaystold her to be skeptical of those astrologiawho claimed the ability to foretell
the future from the movements and positions of the planets aong the fixed sphere of the stars. There was
area power to be had in the knowledge of the heavens, but it was not this. She had long since
memorized these teachings though she did not have the ability to use them hersdlf.

"The movement of the wandering starsin the heavensis one of the markers by which the magi
and mathematici know the lines through which they can draw down power from the heavensto wield on
the earth. By this means they may aso distinguish those of the daimones of the upper ar who, with their
greater knowledge of the universe, are most susceptible a any given dignment of the heavensto coercion
or persuasion.”

From below she heard low voices, startling her out of her reverie. Footsteps sounded, moving
softly up the ladder to the parapet walk. She retreated into shadows, drew her cloak moretightly around
her asif it were dso ashadow, transforming her into just one more dement of night and stillnessand
darkness.

"It was not a debate of my choosing,” said the first as he came up onto the parapet walk and
leaned out to look east. It was the prince. She recognized both hisvoice, which had that odd scrapeinit,
and hisbearing. Hewas quite tal and had the strong shoulders and confident posture of aman who has
trained long and well with wegpons.

With him, to her surprise, was Wolfhere. They spoke with apparent cordidity despite their
argument in the barracks earlier. "Buit it affects you nevertheless. | have heard it said more than once that
King Henry refusesto let Sgpientialeave on her progress, asis her right should he choose her over
Theophanu. Sheisamost twenty yearsold.”

"By which age King Henry had aready been named as heir by right of fertility, of which | anthe
result.” Sanglant'stone wasflat, dmost mocking.

"Then you must speek.”

"Itisnot my placeto spesk. King Henry has counselors. He has companions, men and women of
his own age who have their own birthright, their [ands and estates.”

"Surely these great magnates cannot counsel the king without some prejudice toward their own
advancement.”

"Do wenot dl counsd in such fashion, Lord Wolfhere, not unaware of what would best benefit
oursalves? Save for therare few, who are wise without any sdlfish intent.”



"And who are those, in your opinion, Prince Sanglant?"

"Of them dl, | would only trust the cleric, Rosvitaof Korvei. She has an elegant bearing that Sits
well with her affability and benevolence. Sheis both humble and patient, and sheisvery learned. All this
makes her awise counsdlor.”

He shifted, turning dightly. Liath pressed back farther into the shadows, round wood posts hard
againg her back. But there was not enough light from moon and stars for them to see her.

Findly, the prince Sghed. "What do you want of me, Wolfhere? Some seek my favor. Others
gpesk ill of mein the hope of turning my father against me. Y ou hint of terrible plots devised by my
mother's people and suggest that | conceal from my father and the rest of you my part in those plots. But
| am not bookeducated like you are. | cannot puzzle such things out from hints and fragments of words
and phrasesin languages | cannot read. It issaid you were invested as an Eagle the year the elder Arnulf
died and left Wendar and Varre to the younger Arnulf and Queen Berengaria. But it isaso said of you,
my friend, that the year Queen Berengariadied in childbed you were taken into the confidence of those
who secretly learn the ways of the magi, the forbidden

arts. And that it isfor thisreason, despite your wisdom and experience, that you do not walk
among those who name themselves counsdl ors to King Henry."

"An Eagle serves the sovereign by carrying messages and decrees and by observing and
reporting back what was seen. Not by giving counsd. We are eyes and ears, Prince Sanglant, nothing
more."

"And yet you chance to bring the most beautiful young Eaglesinto your nest, or so/ observe.” He
sounded asif he meant to provoke the older man.

Wolfhere did not reply at once. The drumsthat beat incessantly in the Eika camp changed
rhythm, adding a hiccuping beet in the middie of what had been astraight pattern of four.

Wolfhere spoke so lightly the words resonated like a hammer blow. " Stay away from her,
Sanglant. Sheisnot meant for you. Nor are you meant for your father'sthrone.”

Sanglant laughed. "Does anyone expect meto live that long? | am captain of the Dragons, after
al. Of dl the captains, only Conrad the Dragon served hisking for more yearsthan | have so far served

mine
"Y ou can influence King Henry's decison.”
"Canl?'

Wolfhere gppeared incapable of losing histemper, no matter how annoying Sanglant meant to
be. "Thereisnot one soul who movesin the orbit of the king's progress who cannot see he prefersyou to
histhree legitimate children.”

"Y ou want meto say | do not want the throne."

"l am not donein thiswish. We must settle the affairs of the kingdom before worse catastrophes
befall us because the king and his court are not united.”

Sanglant turned his back on Wolfhere and leaned even farther out over the parapet, asif to catch
sght of the distant Eika camp or to reach out and grasp the starsin his hands. But he did not ook likely
tofal. "l refuse, as| dways have and as| aways mean to do. Y ou must speak to the king on this matter.
| am only the King's Dragon, his obedient son and servant. As| dways have been.”

"That isyour only answver?"
"That ismy only answer."
Wolfhere bent dightly at thewaist, although Sanglant could not seethe gesture. "Then | will leave



you to your meditations.” If he was vexed, he did not show it in his posture or histone.
"When do you leave?' asked Sanglant.

"My comrade Hathui even now ridesto King Henry with news of the siege. Wewill abide herea
while to see what happens, and to seeif | can search out thisintelligence among the Eikayou speak of "

"You trust my ingincts?'

"l would beafool not to."

"That is praise from you, Wolfhere." They seemed, more than anything, like two soldiers sparring.
"Asit was meant to be. | bid you good night."

"Asl fully planitto be"

The intent was unmistakable. Wolfhere moved his head asif looking around the parapet walk,
the grounds, and the long roof of the paace. Liath stayed as il as ever, sure she had made no sound.
Wolfhere did not notice her. He moved down the ladder and soon even the faint noise of hisfootsteps
was |ost to her.

There was along moment of silence, except for the distant drums. She prayed Sanglant would
move soon.

Suddenly he said in alow voice, to the empty air: Y ou've been heredl aong.”
She did not move, dared not breathe.

He pushed back from the edge and walked with perfect confidence in the blackness down the
walk to the corner, where she hid. Because she could see so well in the dark, she saw him lift ahand and
beckon to her to rise. She dared not disobey.

Standing, coming forward, she halted a safe arm's length from him. "How did you know | was
here?'

"I have keen hearing. Don't you know what is said of my mother's people?' Histone was so
bitter she suddenly realized that much of what he had said to Wolfhere was born out of adeep
resentment she could neither place nor understand. " That they are the spawn of falen angels, those
known as the daimones of the upper ar, who mated with human women. That like their unsaightly fathers
they have the gift of hearing even the unspoken wishes of aman's heart, and then taunting him with them.”

"But that isn't what the blessed Daisan taught,” she blurted out, and was aghast she spoke so
fredy.

"What did the blessed Daisan teach?' She could not tell if he spoke with true curiosity or if he
was merely humoring her for his own reasons.

"The princeisaman like any other," the servingwoman had said. He moved a step forward
toward her, and had she been able to, she would have bolted and run away. But she could not.

Not knowing what elseto do, she talked fast. "He taught that el ves were born of fireand light.
For dl things arose out of the four elements, fire and light and wind and water. It isonly when darkness
rose out of the depths that the universe became tainted with evil. So if elves are tainted by the darknessiit
isonly because dl thingsarethat exist in thisworld. Only in the Chamber of Light hasall darkness been
burned away by the fiery truth of the gaze of Our Lady and Lord."

Because she could see so well in the dark, she saw him blink severd timesasif a alossfor
words. He moved again, coming close enough for her to fed the heat of hisbody. "So. | am to stay away
from you, an 17" He bent, asif to kissher. Thought better of it and instead touched hisown lipswith a
finger asif sed himsdlf and her to sllence. "It'stoo bad | have dways been an obedient son.”



Heleft her there, again alone, walked away and descended into the courtyard, vanishing into the
night. Hugh. Hugh had seen them. Hugh would know. Ai, Lady. It wasn't Hugh she was thinking of. It
was desire. Shewas bitterly ashamed of what stirred in her own heart. What was wrong with her, that
such afeding could cometo lifein her breast after the winter she had endured?

Out of alake has grown anidand. The city riseson theidand, ringed by seven watts. At the
height sits atower of stone. In that tower are five doors, each locked by the same brasskey. But in the
door that opensto the north there lies the shade of a secret door that |eads to the wilderness. It is bright
in the wilderness now, warm and inviting, in those trackless lands where she has thrown away the key.
Only she can walk safely there.

Butitisnever safe.
She sank down onto her knees, head bowed and resting in her hands. She must not be tempted.

The king's son. Sworn to the Dragons, and forbidden. Caught in theintrigues of the court. It was
too dangerousto even think of such amanasif such aman could ever think of her with an honest heart.
She must put al such thoughts away.

She must stay hidden in every way she could. She must be careful, because she had no one she
could trust, no one but Hanna, who was gone from her now, perhaps not even divesurely not thatand
who had no power intheworld in any case.

"Ai, Lady, protect me, your daughter," she whispered. Y &, as bitter as her shame was, she could
not stop thinking about the prince. Desireislike aflame, atorch burning inthe night. A traveler in
darkness cannot help but be drawn toward it.

Liath shut her eyes. She saw torches along thewallsin her mind's eye, saw firesburning al dong
the shore asiif they were the temptation that ate away at her heart. Hugh would see them and, seeing, use
themto find her.

In her mind's eye she put them out. In the wild lands beyond the city she had built in her mind the
sun ceased shining. It was, like acool spring evening, soothing on her frozen heart. Shewas il safe; she
could make hersdf safe by not feding.

On the eastern shore, though she could not seeiit, fires vanished, snuffed out although there was
no onset of rain. Along the wals of Gent athird of the torches blew out, though there was no wind.

X THE SIN OF PRIDE FRES burn, thick smoke rancid with the scent of human fear. He
stops, lickstheair. In the tangled smell of charred wood, dead men, burning thatch, and dust kicked high
by the trampling of many feet, he findsthe familiar dry musky scent of his own kindthough it isnot
marked with the peculiar piquancy of hisown litter, hisown tribe, his home shore.

Beyond, the sea surges below a distant headland, soughing up more softly aong the strand where
the clean wooden boats lie beached. They smell of seawater and barnacles and the good strong scent of
oak flavored with ash and willow.

Shouting and crashing come from the wood beyond. He darts back into athicket. Some of the
soft ones, the humans, are running; their terror and pain are sweet on histongue, tasted from the air. But
he lets them pass. Two are children, carried by a strong mother whose tears smell like the st of the sea.
He senses anew weskness in himsalf, brought on by his contact with Halane, Son of Henri. He thinks of
OldMother, who is dready beginning the dow trek up the fjall where she will take her place with the
WiseMothers. She speaks of the soft mothers with scorn because they cannot bear litters with the
strength and numbers of the RockChildren. But Halane had amother such asthis. He letsthem run by
untouched before he crawls out from the thicket and starts his descent toward his cousins.

Will these cousins greet him with peacein their hearts ? Or will they set their dogs on him?



He shrugs off these doubts. OldMother's scent is strong on him. She promised him much before
her joints began to stiffen and she passed the knife of decision to the new Y oungMother. Even if these
warriors are not true cousins, they will not harm one who bearsthis sign of favor. Nor will any dogs, of
any pack, eat one who has been marked by the scent of an OldMother.

Still, though, he carries his new weakness with him as he descends through the forest. The
weakness rests within him, but he also conceives of the wooden circle which hangs at his chest asthe
physica sign of that weakness, atangible reminder. Other humansflee pagt, but he avoidsthem. Thisnew
weakness has taught him alesson: The soft ones are not true people, of course, but they are akind of
people. People can talk. It isthe lesson the WiseM others teach. It iswhat they whispered to him when
he was a hafgrown pup and dared venture up the mountainside to the sacred place tended by the
SwiftDaughters to see whether the WiseM others would speak to him or esekill him for his presumption.

"The knife and the tongue are equally strong wegpons.”
The WiseMothers had spoken twice, and he had aways remembered.
"Face your weakness and it can become your strength.”

He steps out of the wood and into alandscape torn by wind and sea spray. The soft ones
houses are dl burning now. The scent of fire mingleswith the pungent smell of seaand sand and shore.
The dogs bark, smelling him. Alerted, aWatcher sees him and whistles to question him. He whistles
back, seesthe sign given for free passage. With new confidence, he strides down to the sea.

Alainwoke, cold and shivering, on the ground. He did not stir. The horribleimages of hisdream
swdled in hismind. He gill smdlled the sea, and thefire burning. He till heard the screams of children
and the grunts of men faling beneath the spears and axes of Eika savages. He still saw the monstrous
dogs, their hollow belliesand tirdlessrage, their yellow eyes shooting off sparks. Alwaysthey panted,
tongues hanging out, salivaor worse thingsdribbling down their fangs.

He shuddered and shifted. Rage and Sorrow pressed againgt him on either sde. Their solid
presence made him fed safe.

Unlike the foot soldiers who marched in Lavastine'strain, he now had a decent bed to lie on: the
carpet that was dways thrown down in front of the entrance to Count Lavasting's tent. Every night after
watering and feeding the other hounds and sending them in to deep beside their master, Alain bedded
down here. Though it was absurdhe had a spear and aknife and was barely trained in eitherhe thought of
himsalf as protecting the count despite the fact that two guards stood watch at al times. But no one had
demanded he move. Mot likely no one dared to, not when he moved with hounds dways at his sde and
Count Lavastine remained obliviousto dl but hisgod of aiding Lady Sabella

Rage whimpered and stirred in her deep. Sorrow was the quieter deeper, but he would wake
ingtantly if Alain moved. And now, of course, thinking of this, Alain smply had to get up.

Y esterday Count Lavastine and hisarmy had caught up with Lady Sabella Theimpressive
retinue Alain had firgt seen at Lavas holding dmaost two months ago was now aformidable army. Rodulf,
Duke of Varingia, and anumber of counts and lords had joined with Sabella Lavastinés arriva with one
hundred and twenty more fighting men had been a convenient excuse for celebration. The feasting had
lasted long into the night, and Alain had drunk more than he should of the de passed around to the
common soldiers. Indeed, his mouth was dry and sourtasting, and he had aheadache. And heredly,
redly had to urinate.

One of the guards was adeep. The other yawned, disinterested, as Alain got to hisfeet. Sorrow
woke at once as Alain ventured into the sparse cover of wood that lay twenty paces behind the camp.
The hound followed, whining softly.

Alan relieved himsalf. The moon had aready set, but athin line of red rimmed the eastern sky.



From thefar side of camp he heard the sound, muted by distance, of clerics and fraters singing the
sarvice of Lauds, firgt light. As he turned to move out of the trees, Sorrow closed hisjaws over Alain's
wrist and tugged. Alain tripped over undergrowth.

"What'sthat?" A harsh whisper sounded from deeper in the wood.

Sorrow leaned so hard on Alain that the young man fell to hands and knees. Now he was
partiadly screened by low bushes. He peered out through their branches to see two figures carrying
between them a bulky weight. They had stopped to rest. "Hush," said the other.

Alain wasdlent. Sorrow was silent. The two mysterious men were slent. The clerics and fraters
sang, distant voices blending in the chill air asthe sky faded from black to gray.

"Nothing," said one of the men. "Wed best hurry before camp wakes." He hoisted the thing they
carried up higher againgt his chest and they moved away through the curve of the wood toward the
eastern end of camp.

They were carrying a body.
Alain's heart went cold. Sorrow licked his hand. Together they crept after them, Alain keeping

one hand on the nape of the hound's neck. To reassure himself, he dipped ahand inside histunic to touch
therose, dill dive, fill in bloom. The prick of itsthorns gave him courage.

He could not tell if the body was man or woman, dive or dead. They carried it dl the way round
to the outskirts of Lady Sabella's encampment, where the kitchen tent was set up, and then even past that
and past the livestock, to where a shrouded cage rested fifty paces away from any tent or fire. A man,
face hooded, arms bound in heavy leather wrappings, met them.

They spokeinlow voices. At first Alain could not hear; no man would have been ableto. But an
Eika. ..

Alan grained, illing himsdf until he heard Sorrow's soft panting, heaerd each individua voice,
sometrue, some off, asthe clerics sang the final cadences of Lauds. He heard the scraping of claws
against wood, the clack of twigsin the dawn breeze, heard even theloam asit crushed down beneath his

fingers
". .. will have no questions being asked.”

"Brought him from the estate by Autun. Them are the Biscop of Autun'slands, and so they be the
fase king'slands. So does Biscop Antonia say, that fase king's men are fair game.”

The keeper grunted. "Aslong aswe get no trouble of it. Y ou must have walked dl day, then,
from thelands outlying Autun. Ishe il dive?!

"Seemsto be breathing. | gave him the drink, just as much as you said. Hasn't woken or eyes
fluttered once. What'sit for? Make him taste better?”'

The keeper'svoice radiated his distaste. "No need to make him suffer more.”
"Y ou fed mercy for thefdseking's man?'

"I do my job. Now stand back."

"We can't watch?'

The keeper snorted. "Watch dl you wish. Youll regret it."
Some tone in his voice made the other two back away. But Alain knew suddenly he could not



stand by, not thistime.

He jumped up. Sorrow nipped at his backside but missed, and Alain crashed out of the
undergrowth. "Stop!" he cried.

The two men grabbed him at once and wrenched his arms behind his back. He struggled briefly,
but together they were much stronger than he was done. A thud sounded, inside the cage, asif something
had thrown itself againgt the dats.

"We could throw thisonein," said one of the men. "He's fresher and younger.”

Sorrow bounded, growling, out of the trees. The two men ingtantly let go of Alain and backed
off, drawing long knives.

"That's one of Count Lavastine'shounds," said the keeper nervoudy. "Do naught to harmit.”

Sorrow sat himsdlf down, leaning againgt Alain'slegs. "Don't doiit,” pleaded Alain. "It isn't
merciful. Itisnt right."

Thisclose, Alain saw the keeper had but astump of one hand; his face was scored with old deep
gashes on forehead and jaw, one of which had torn out his right eye, now healed as amass of white scar
tissue. A bronze Circle of Unity hung at his chest. "It must be fed, boy. Fed with fresh blood. Or do you
volunteer to throw yoursdlf in?'

Alain shuddered. But the memory of Lackling'sterrified mewling and sobbing was till strongin
him. Hisfault. Histo atone. He thought suddenly of Prater Agius and his dangerous, heretica words: that
the blessed Daisan offered himsdlf asa sacrifice in order to redeem usfrom our Sns, that by sacrificewe
make ourselves worthy. Driven by this memory, by the intensity which pervaded Agiuss speech and
prayer, Alain took a step toward the cage.

Sorrow butted Alain so hard from behind hefell onto hisknees. Sorrow got agood grip on his
arm, tight enough that his teeth pressed painfully into flesh but not so hard that they drew blood. Thetwo
men sidled closer, knives up. Sorrow growled but did not let go.

"There's one as disagrees with you," said the keegper with rough amusement. He bent to the body
that lay limp at hisfeet, hooked his e bows underneath the degping man's armpits. Despite hislost hand,
the keeper was a strong man; he dragged the body easily to the cage, fussed with some kind of
attachment, and rolled up asmall barred door not more than the breadth of abig man's shouldersin both
height and width.

"Let mego!" said Alainfiercely. Heedless of the pain, he wrenched hisarm out of Sorrow's grip
and flung himsdf forward. He would stop this murder. He must.

The keeper jerked up his head and then, the movement an extension of his surprise, yanked the
shroud haf off the cage, reveding

The two men behind Alain cried out in fear before their exclamations frozein ther throats. , The
great eye dewed roundfor it had only one eye; the other was amass of putrefaction, wormswrithing in
infected flesh, maggots crawling out from the pusto wriggle down its besklike snout. Its gaze struck him
like the sword of God.

He could not move,
But he could stare, throat choked with horror. With pity.

It was asickly creature, however monstrous its appearance. Like ahuge bird, it had two taloned
feet and two wings, molting now. Feathers and waste littered the cage'sfloor. Like adragon, it had a
snuoustall and afeatherless head, scaled to an iron gleam, but with a yellowishgreen cast beneath, the
sgn of acreature that isno longer hedthy. It heaved its great body awkwardly across the cage toward its



medl.

The keeper began to shove the body in, but suddenly the body shuddered and atiny gasp
escaped the unconscious man, the gasp of aman coming awake out ofor intoa nightmare. The huge foot
scraped at the body, sunk itstalonsinto flesh, and yanked it insde the cage.

Mercifully, the keeper threw the shroud back over the bars. Alain heard amuffled moan and then
the sounds of an anima feeding voracioudy. The grip of the guivrés eyelet him go. Hefell forward,
shivering convulsively, and began to weep. But he dtill did not move, though now he could. What he had
Seen wastoo horrible.

The keeper closed the tiny door and chained it shut. He peered at Alain with his one good eye.
"Y ou'd best go with them, lad. Biscop will want to seeyou.”

Biscop Antonia. It was she, of course, who was behind all this. Prater Agius had refused to
confront her in the ruinsthat night or in Lavas holding on the following day. Now, it seemed, Alain would
have no choice but to do soor ese, with Sorrow, fight afoolish skirmish he could not win.

The knowledge left him with a sudden fedling of peace as he was led away, Sorrow padding
obediently at hisheds.

That fedling of peace, of resignation to God's will, seeped away as he waited in the antechamber
of the tent while outside the biscop led the service of Prime, the celébration of sunrise and anew day. All
the noble ladies and lords stood in attendance.

But when Biscop Antoniareturned, still resplendent in her white vestments trimmed with gold, her
biscop's staff held confidently in her right hand, and listened to the whispered explanation of one of her
clerics, shemerdy sad:

"This one again? Brother Heribert, take amessage to Count Lavagtine that the boy will march
with my retinuefor the time being. Lavastine will make no objection.”

The cleric left. Alain kndlt outside, miserable and frightened, while the tent came down and was
packed into awagon. Sorrow refused to budge from his side. No one spoke to him, only glanced at him
sidelong, but two guards remained at hisside.

Just asall was ready, the nobles mounting their fine horses, acommotion eddied through their
ranks. A black shape darted tree from behind aline of wagons and Rage bounded over to him, taking up
her station beside Sorrow. No onetried to stop her. Her presence heartened him as nothing else could,
Asthe company started forward, two menatarms shoved him forward. He walked. What el se could he
do? Not knowing what to expect was, perhaps, the worst of it. Would he be punished? Executed? Fed
to the guivrd He could not imagine what Biscop Antoniameant to do with him.

They marched dl that day at a steady pace, stopping at midday to water the horses. They
marched through hill country, mostly farm and pasture land with stands of forest topping the hilltopsand
long rides. It was easy country to move through, shalow fords, good grazing for the livestock that
traveled with them, not atrace of any forceloyd to King Henry.

But in the late afternoon the hillsrolled into along downd ope that looked over the valey of the
River Rhowne. From here, blurred by afternoon haze, Alain saw the stone tower of the cathedral of
Autun, so far away it looked like amason'stiny model. They had come to the border of the lands
controlled by the Duke of Varingia; beyond lay the heart of the old kingdom of Varre, known asthe
duchy of Arconia. And beyond the duchy of Arconialay Wendar.

Army and train came to ahat and began to settlein for the night. Alain was directed by his
guardsto enter the tent. There, a the biscop's order, he sat on astool. The hounds followed him quietly
and draped themsalves over hisfedt.



She put him under the supervision of one of her clerics, ayoung man with pale blue eyeswhom
she named as Willibrod. Red lesions encrusted the cleric's hands and neck. While he sat, he shaved
wood into holy Circles of Unity and carved lettersinto the backs of those Circles. Oddly enough, he dso
bound strands of hair and bits of leaves and some other thing, plucked from what looked like the
fletchingsfor an arrow, onto the backs of these Circles and then strung each one on aleather cord, to
make a necklace.

"Youareadericintraining?' asked young Cleric Willibrod. ™Y ou are cleanshaven, asbefitsa
churchmen.”

Alain blushed, easy to see on hisfair skin. It till embarrassed him horribly that he could grow
nothing more manly than abit of pae down on his chin. He had not shaved, and yet this cleric, who sat
next to him, could not tell whether he was unshaven or cleanshaven.

"I was promised to the monastery,” he sammered out finally, "but | serve Count Lavastine now
asamanatarms.”

The cleric shrugged. "It is not unknown for monk or cleric to servein alord'sarmy, for isit not
sung that while Our Lady tends the Hearth, Our Lord wields the Sword?"

Biscop Antonia came in. Servants surrounded her, bringing a pitcher of water and afine brass
basin and soft white linen so she might refresh her face and hands. Others brushed dust and travel dirt off
her vestments while awoman braided Antoniaslong silver hair, draping ashawl of white linen over the
biscop's head when she was through. Atop the shawl two clerics placed her hather mitrethe mark of her
rank as biscop. Tall, pointed both at the front and at the back, the mitre was made of a stiff white cloth
and trimmed with thickly embroidered gold ribbons. Two white and gold tassels hung from the back of
the hat all theway to her feet.

A cleric handed Antonia her crosier and she turned, surveying her retinue with akindly smileon
her face asif to show her gratitude for their service. Her gaze cameto rest on Alain. He bowed his head
swiftly, mortified he had been caught staring at her and her ablutions. So he did not see her expression,
only heard her voice when she spoke.

"Thereisanother | requested be brought to me many days ago. He has not yet arrived?”’
"Not yet, Your Grace."

"I hope he can be with us by Compline." She spoke mildly, even hopefully, but Alain now
recognized the undercurrent that eddied around her. For dl that her aspect was kind and her voice
gentle, shedid not alow her will to be disobeyed. Clerics scurried away; otherstook their place, and as
aunited party they processed out so the biscop could lead the service of Vespers, the evensong.

Cleric Willibrod, l€ft in charge, dlowed Alain to knedl and pray as Vespers was sung in another
part of the camp. During thefinal psalm, two soldiers appeared at the open tent entrance. With them, as
if he were under arrest, came Prater Agius. His brown robes looked travelstained and rumpled, and he
was limping. Alain was s0 surprised he jumped to hisfeet in midphrase.

Agius shook free of the guards. He knelt at onceto finish the last lines of the psalm, and Alain,
shamed by the frater's piety, copied him.

"| thought you had stayed behind a Lavastown,” whispered Alain after the last Alldluiawas
sung. "'l thought you did not intend to ride with Count Lavastine."

"l did not." Agiusrose, glared at the guards, and limped over to wash hisface out of the same
fine brass basin used by the biscop. Alain was both astounded and entranced by this show of worldly
vanity and arrogance on the part of Agius. The frater wiped his face and hands dry with the same soft
white linen the biscop had used. "It isnot my part in life to involve mysdlf with the worldly disputesthat
tempt those who have been seduced by the glamour of earthly power and pleasures.”



"Then why areyou here?" Alain demanded.
"I was summoned againgt my will."

Agius promptly sat down in the cushioned chair which even anignorant lad like Alain,
unaccustomed to the ways of the nobility, could see was reserved for the biscop. Thisact of flagrant
defiance st Alain shaking. The hounds, catching hismood, stirred restlesdy, thumping their tailson the
ground and lifting their headsto watch intently.

"I beg your pardon, Brother," said Willibrod nervoudy. He began picking at the scabson his
skin. "That is Biscop Antonias chair. It isnot fitting for alowly brother to St

Agiusglared the poor clericinto sllence.
Through the entryway, Alain saw torchesflickering. Biscop Antonia had returned.

itfitting," asked Biscop Antoniain her mild voice after the outraged gasps of her servants had
quieted, "that asmplefrater of the church presumeto st in the seat of one whose €evation was ordained
by the hand of the skopos herself?'

"Our Lady hasdready judged my heart and found it wanting. It isHer mercy and Her
forgiveness | gtrive to be worthy of. Not yours." Certainly Agiuswas furious, to speak so.

"You are angry, child. Isthisthe heart you display to Our Lady and Lord?"

The frater did not seem in the least moved by the biscop's soft words. " She knows what isin my
heart." He stood up, no longer looking like alowly churchman brought before a highranking biscop but
rather like anobleman made angry by aretainer's presumption. ™Y ou do not.”

A shocked murmuring rose from the crowd of servants, Antoniatilled it with agesture. "Who
speaks now, Frater Agius? The humble frater?' Her voice grew suddenly hard and accusing. "Or the
proud son?"

king's dragon He actualy winced, though he did not back down. "I will do penance for my pride.
What do you want of me, Y our Grace? Why have you had me brought here? | serve theworld no

longer.”
"But you livein the world nevertheless. We cannot escape the world, Frater Agius, though we
strive to do so. Even you have not yet learned to submit your will to that of Our Lady and Lord. Some

part of your heart ill livesin your old station, where you are accustomed to having your own way." "Our
Lady will judge me," he repeated stubbornly.

"What do you want of me?"

If there had been any tiny line of harshnessin her face, it dissolved now into a sweet smile made
the more reassuring by her round, pinkcheeked face and her twinkling blue eyes. "To vigt with your
niece, of course.”

"My niece\" He dmost roared the word. " Sheis being fostered by the Biscop of Autun.” Her
placid countenance remained unmoved by hisanger. "Did you know that?' "Of course| knew!" "It was
by your suggestion, wasit not?' He glared, refusing to answer. Y ou will remain here for the time being.”
"Do you mean to make me ahostage?' She signed. At once her servants and retainers | eft the tent until
only she, Alain, the hounds, and Agius remained. She glanced once at the hounds and evidently decided
she was safe with themor with Alain, who controlled them. "I mean to make you aweapon.”

"l am no longer awespon to be used in worldly pursuits, Biscop Antonia. When | pledged mysalf
to the church, | pledged mysdlf to no longer care for the things of thisworld.”

She amiled gently. "We shdl see” She nodded serendly at Alain and left the tent.
Adgiusfollowed her, but hisway was blocked by guards. For amoment, Alain thought Agius



meant to

push past them, to force a confrontation. Abruptly he dropped to hiskneesto pray, wincing
when hiswounded legobvioudy not yet healed dthough it had been dmost two months since Sorrow's
bitetook hisweight. It took Alain sometime to distinguish words out of the mumbled flow of syllables.

"I am an unworthy son, Oh, Lady, please make me worthy of Y our Mercy. Please judge me not
harshly, Lady. Please grant Y our Forgivenessto thissinner. Ai, Lady. Please grant me the serenity to
accept humility and vanquish pride.”

Hewent on in thisway without sseming inclined to stop. Hearing voicesraised outside in the
short service of Compline, for sunset, Alain kndlt and joined in the prayer.

Biscop Antoniadid not return after the service was completed. Presumably she went to feast.
Cleric Willibrod brought bread and cheese and wine for Alain and Agius; then he, together with severa
of the other clerics, went back to making necklaces. The frater touched nothing athough, in the end,
Alain got himto swalow afew sSpsof wine.

Antoniareturned later and went to her bed, her servants and clerics degping on pallets around
her. Alain dept miserably, huddled on the ground with the two hounds pressed up against him. Questions
nagged him through hisrestless degp. What did Agius niece have to do with Lady Sabellasrevolt?
Agiuswas, dfter dl, only asmplefraterathough asmplefrater would never dare seat himself inthe chair
reserved for aholy biscop.

Every time Alain woke, he heard Agius, till whispering his prayers.

In the morning, Alain was alowed out under guard to let the hounds run. As he returned, he saw
aretinue gpproaching, many findy dressed men and women in rich tunics hung with gold and silver
chains. He hurried insde to Agius.

"The biscop and many others are gpproaching!” he hissed. "Noblefolk arewith her."

Agiusrose, ahit shakily, but he straightened and faced the entrance proudlynot at dl likea
humble frater. Alain kndt, hounds on either side of him; he could not stand before such noble lords and
ladies. He was only asimple merchant's son.

Thelight from outside was dazzling but not as dazzling asthe rich clothing of Lady Sabellaand
the portly man who attended her: Rodulf, Duke of Varingia. Contrasted to their eegant clothing, studded
with jewes and trimmed with gold and silver ribbons, and the handsome display of gold in chainsand
coronets and rings, Biscop Antonias vestments, merely sewn with gold thread, appeared modest.

Rodulf barked out alaugh and addressed Biscop Antonia. "Blessed Lord! | would not have
recognized the child, dressed in such rags, had you not warned me, Y our Grace." He sscumped forward
on thick legs. Broadshouldered and heavy, he had the red cheeks of a man who eats heartily and never
wants for food. Clapping Frater Agius on the shoulder, he shook him with evident good cheer. "What is
this, lad? Some disgrace? Ai, | heard your father and mother werein ared rage when you turned your
back on marriage to enter the church. But | thought you'd surely be a presbyter, sent down to that
damned hot city of Darre to stand attendance on the skopos. What isthis?' He grasped ahandful of the
old robe in one fleshy hand and tugged on it so hard Alain cringed, hoping the cloth would not tear.

"l serve Our Lady," said Agius stiffly. "I never intended otherwise.” He made no obeisance
toward Rodulf nor toward Lady Sabella, who stood quietly behind, looking stern and thoughtful.

"But you have cometo aid our cousin,” said Rodulf, indicating Sabdlla
"l have not."



Alain dared not stir by onefinger'sbreadth for fear of the outburst that would certainly come next.

Sabellaappeared unflustered. She stepped forward. ™Y ou will serve our needs nevertheless,
Agius" shesaid in her flat voice. "I do not havetimeto spare for asiege of Autun, and Biscop Constance
will not givethe city over to mewillingly, nor can I march forward with Autun's militia and resourcesand
hodtilityat my back. In return for the safe passage of your niece, you will bring me the Biscop of Autun as
ahostage by whatever means you must use.”

Thisthrest, if threet it was, did not sway Agius. Helooked, if anything, more confident now. "If
you do not have support enough to march against King Henry, then perhaps you would do better to
retire to your own lands and adminigter them in amanner morefitting than this”

Sabdlasthin lipsturned up, though she did not really smile. She gestured to one of her servants.
At once, aserving woman entered the tent, bringing with her agirlchild of somefive or Ssx summers, a
wellgrown girl with hair as pale and wispy as Agius was dark and thick. Her face still wore tears, but she
shrieked aoud when she saw Agius, tore hersdlf out of the serving woman's grasp, and flung herself on
him, crying, "Uncle! Unclel They killed my nurse!" She burgt into tears.

He held her tightly, hushing her with whispered words.

When she quieted, Sabella spoke again. "My outriders came across your niece and her retinue as
they rode in toward Autun. There was a skirmish. Some number of her retainers refused to come without
afight.”

"What do you mean to do with her?" he demanded. " She is meant for the church, as you must
know."

Rodulf fidgeted, playing with the rings on hisfingers. Helooked asif thisinterview were
distagteful to him. Biscop Antoniabeamed sweetly on dl concerned. Alain felt her gaze settle on him, and
he shuddered asif spiders crawled up his back. Rage growled, and he set a hand gently on her muzzle.

"I mean to do nothing with her," said Sabella. "Unless | am forced to. | want Biscop Constance.”

Agiuswas s0 pale his dark eyes stood out asif they had been painted black, as awhore might to
attract men. The child clung to him, face buried in hisrobes.

"Constance will not suspect you, Agius," Sabella continued. "Y ou were raised together, and of
course, as| recal, there was even talk of a betrotha between you and her before it was settled she
should enter the church and you should marry Duchess Liutgard." She touched the gold torque she wore
at her neck, then lowered the hand to display her palm, ahand empty to the air. "But that betrotha did
not end in your marriage to the young duchess but rather in your brother's. A kind and generous man was
young Frederic. A good soldier, too. Alas. So many killed in Henry's warsin the east when he ought to
have been paying better attention to the lands he claims aready to hold. Now." She signed again to the
servingwoman, who went forward to take hold of the girl.

The girl began to cry again, clutching a her uncle. He embraced her moretightly &t first, alook of
utter fury on hisface, but in the end, his expression now twisted with selfloathing, he coaxed her into
letting go of him. The servingwoman led her away.

"| see we understand each other," said Sabdllato Agius. Without further discussion, sheleft the
tent.

"Youmust see" said Rodulf abruptly, "that | will have no more Wendish kings and biscops set
over my lands. Y ou're of Wendish blood on your father's Sde, so you may have little sympathy for my
views, but | hold strongly to them. But till, | do not like these methods..”



"Many liveswill be spared thereby," said Biscop Antonia soothingly, "and the city of Autun will
not be devastated by war. Surely we agree that peace is better than war."

"War isat least an honorable professon,” mumbled Rodulf under hisbreath. "Decelt isnot, even
if approved by abiscop.” Hewent outside.

"We leave tomorrow a midday, then," said Biscop Antonia. "l will escort you." She gestured
toward the tent and its furnishings. "Prepare yoursalves as you seefit.”

When she had |€eft, Alain and Agius were alowed privacy to bathe. Alain poured water from a
pitcher into the plain copper basin reserved for the use of the biscop's servants. He stripped off histunic
and washed his chest and arms and face. The water was bitterly cold.

Agius deep st eyeswere red with exhaustion. He knelt and clasped hishandsin prayer.

Alain felt aterrible compassion for the frater. Surely Our Lady and Lord did not intend for any
one person to mortify themselves with this agony of sdfdoubt? Wasit not through Their Mercy that
people were given the promise of being cleansed of darkness?

Taking the basin, he carried it over to Agius and kndlt beside him. "Hereiswater to cleanse
yoursdf, Brother."

Agiusgrimaced in pain. "l am tainted forever with the sin of pride," he said between clenched
teeth, hiseyestight shuit.

For thefirgt time, Alain noticed the frater'sfeet, hdf covered by his threadbare robes. They were
bare, covered with old, suppurated sores and fresh cuts caked with dried blood and dirt. Every step
must hurt. Alain suddenly wished fervently to spare Agius any more pain, for he was so very full of pain,
that was apparent by his expression of utter wretchedness. He dabbed cloth in water and gently wiped
the other man'sface.

"| pray you," said Agiuswithout opening hiseyes, "I am not worthy of your compassion.”

"Surely every soul isworthy of compassion,” replied Alain, surprised. He dabbed more water on
the linen cloth and carefully began to wash the frater'sfeet. "Is kindness not what we are commanded to
givefredy to our ssters and brothers?' He glanced up. To hishorror, Agius was weeping silently. He
drew the cloth away at once. It was mottled with blood and pus and dirt. "1 beg your pardon. | did not
mean to cause you pan.”

"| care nothing for my body's pain. It servesto remind me of my sins. Ai, Lady, inmy pridel
thought | had put aside the threads that bind me to the old ties of blood and earth. But it isnot so. |
cannot set my affection for my brother behind me. | cannot love him lessthan | love Our Lady, even
though heisdead and in Her care. So now his child is put in harm's way and | am brought forward to be
used, forced by that threat of harm, by those who seek power inthisworld. In my pride | thought | had
put my birth behind me. Now | seeit isnot 0. It can never be so, aslong as| am bound by old
affections. | am not willing to make the true sacrifice, that of unbinding mysdlf from theties of kin and
giving mysdf entirely to Our Lady."

Not knowing what else to do, Alain went back to washing the frater's feet, dabbing carefully,

trying not to break open freshly healed scabs. "Who are you?' he asked, then feared he was being
presumptuous.

After along slence, Agiusreplied. "I am the eldest son of Burchard, Duke of Avaria, and Ida,
daughter of the due de Provensdle.”

In Osnavillage, it was consdered the duty of the eldest daughter to inherit her mother's goods
and property and carry on her work and title, and the duty of the eldest son to marry well and thus
weave agreater web of connection between households. Only younger children were sent into the



church. Surely the great princes of the realm, men and women, expected the same from their sonsand
daughters.

"No wonder your parentswere angry,” said Alain asthefull import of Agius rebdlion hit him.

The frater merely grunted. He sat back abruptly and ran ahand through his hair, touding it, then
fingered hischinto rub at the daysold beard now growing there.

"What will you do?" asked Alain.

"I will save my brother's daughter, for the love there was between us. So will the number of my
sns become grester.”

"But you said you would not aid them . . . and sheis so young." Alaintrailed off. The girlchild
was only alittle younger than Aunt Bel's youngest daughter, sweet Agnes. "What hold do they truly have
over you? Surely they wouldn't

"Kill her?* Agius smiled sourly. ™Y ou are agood boy, Alain. Y ou do not yet understand what we
are capable of, we who till pursue the power held before us by the Enemy as atemptation. For the
power given usto wield on this earth is an empty power compared to the sacrifice of the blessed Daisan
and the promise of the Chamber of Light. But we are tainted by darkness, and so with clouded eyeswe
grasp at shadows," He clapped his hands once, imperioudy. "Cleric! Bring me aknife. I am not worthy
to call myself agood churchman with such abeard.” His expression was ragged with despair, but he
moved with the sure and decided movements of aman who has come to termswith aterrible destiny.

| walked, and Alain walked beside him, trailed by the hounds. Biscop Antoniarode at the front
of the procession on her white mule, led by her servants. A cleric carried a green banner on apole,
marked with the badge of her city: ablack tower at the confluence of two rivers. The black cloth of the
tower was embroidered in gold thread with a biscop's crosier.

"Thereis so much talk of dukes and lands and biscops and dlegiances,” Alain confessed. "I can't
make sense of it."

Agius smiled thinly. ™Y ou cannot make sense of why | am to be used as the snare to trgp the
white deer?'

"Thewhite deer?"

"That isthe name we gave Consgtance." When Alain nodded, trying to look asif he understood
perfectly well what Agiuswas taking about, the frater gave asgh of king's dragon frustration.
"Congance isKing Henry's sigter, hisyoungest sibling except for Brun.”

"But why would Lady Sabellacal you cousin? Y ou do not wear" Alain drew hisfingers around
the curve of histhroat.

"Only those descended from the house of roya kin are permitted to wear the golden torque. It
sgnifiestheir roya blood. Both Sabellaand her husband Berengar may wear the golden torque. Duchess
Liutgard is so ornamented. | am not.”

"But why would? And not you? If you are the son of aduke?' Clouds had comein from the east.
It was colder than it had been in the morning. Alain felt the dirt of the road under hisboots. If it rained,
the road would get muddy; how much rain, how much mud, would it take to prevent this plan from going
forward?Y et he marched with Sabellas forces, under the aegis of Count Lavagtine. Should he not wish
devoutly for her victory?"Asreading and prayer, so the ordering of theworld,” said Agiuswith asigh.
"What?"

"I seem fated to teach you, Alain. | trust to Our Lady's Wisdom that you will take better to the
gresat truth of Her Son's sacrifice and redemption than you have so far to your letters. Now. Attend.”



They waked dong adeserted road. The farmers and freeholders who owed allegiance to Autun
had dl fled ingde the city walls at the gpproach of Sabellasarmy. Though clouds weretheir roof and the
green fiddstheir chamber, Alain felt trangported back to the days of lessonswith the frater at Lavas
Holding. Agiuswas not an easy teacher, more often ruthless and impatient with mistakes than forgiving of
lapses. What he knew he was determined others should know.

"There are ten great princesin the kingdom of Wendar and Varre. Six of these princes we know
as dukes. Four we know as margraves, since they administer the marchesthat lie aong the eastern
border. The sovereign isfirst among these princes, not apart from them. It is by their consent and the
sovereign's strength that a prince or princess of the roya line comes to be acknowledged as the next ruler
of Wendar and Varre."

"But weren't Wendar and Varre once separate kingdoms?”

"l can'timagine what your father wasthinking," said Agius with some exasperation, "not to
educate you properly.”

"My father taught me dl the things a merchant's son needsto know," said Alain hotly, stung by
this unwarranted criticism. "'l can repair aship. | know abit about sailing and navigation. | know the
worth of coinsfrom many different kingdoms and peoples. | can barter.”

"l did not mean your fogter father."

Didracted, Alain forgot hisanger momentarily. "Surely you don't till believe | might be Count
Lavadting's bastard?'

Agius gestured el oquently toward the hounds, which padded faithfully after Alain. They wereas
meek as puppiesaslong as Alain or Count Lavastine was next to them. Agius knew well enough what
they would do to anyone el se who approached them. "But that is neither here nor there. | will perform the
task given me by our Lady. Attend.”

They crested arise. In the distance, Alain saw the city of Autun, the cathedral tower, the city
walls, and the faint glimmer of the River Rhowne asit wound through fields lush with growing grain. Then
the road dipped down into forest, and trees obscured the view.

"I will not trouble you with the story of the rise of the house of Seony. Itisalong and
complicated affair better left to the nuns of Korvei, who have for many years chronicled the deeds of the
great princes of thisrealm. What you must know isthat in the year , according to that chronicle, the
young King Louis of Varre, known as Louisthe Child, died. Two years|ater the elder Arnulf, king of
Wendar, died. Arnulf the younger, his son, became king of both Wendar and Varre. What year isit now,
Alan?'

What year'? It was spring. This particular day was St. Casceil's Day, as had been duly recited in
the morning service. Since they had not yet celebrated the Feast of St. Susannah, it must not yet bethe
month of Sormas, but he could not recall now which day of Avril St. Cascell's Day fdll on.

And asfor yeard Alain was not used to the marking of years. He dredged back into his memory,
stumbled over apotholein the road, and remembered.

"It isthe year snce the Proclamation of the Word."

"That isright. Y ou know of the struggle of Henry and Sabellafor the right to Sit on the throne of
Wendar and Varre." Agius gestured, lipstwisted in afrown, toward Biscop Antonia. She had begun to
sing and asusua her clericsjoined in with great sweetness of tone. Alain could not understand the words,
sncethey sang in Dariyan.

But Agius, distracted, murmured wordsin timeto their Snging.
"These four Deacons were treasurers, Who held in their integrity, The key to the mystery. Four



days did they open to us, Each one of them with her key. To Thee be glory, Who chose them wisdly!"*
"Isthat what the words mean?' demanded Alain.

"Yes. Itisan old song, from the East. But never mind it. We must not be distracted from our
purpose. Soon we will cometo thewalls of Autun and there will be an end to*your lesson. Now. What
isthe name of the king, and who are hissblings?'

"King Henry, of course!” Aware that he had spoken loudly, Alain ducked his head, embarrassed.
In Sabella's camp, one did not speak of Henry asking. "And Lady Sabella, who ishisdder siter.”

"Hishdf sgter,” Agius corrected. "Queen Berengaria of Varre was her mother. When shedied,
the younger Arnulf married Mathilda of Karrone, who is Henry's mother. And then?”

"] don't know."

"These aretheliving children of Arnulf and Mathilda. Henry. Rotrudis. Richardis, known as
Scholagtica, who is Mother at Quedlinhame Cloister. Benedict. Constance. Brun. Henry also hasahaf
sster who isthe child of the younger Arnulf and a concubine. Sheis Alberada, now Biscop of
Handelburg, but that isfar to the east in the marchlands, and she hastaken no part in the quarrels
between Henry and Sabella. Now. Who are the six dukes?”

"l ... 1 don't know. Well. Duke Rodulf isone. And isn't Sabella's husband Berengar called a
duke?'

"Heisindeed. Heis Duke of Arconig, athough of course Lady Sabellaadminigtershislands, as
hiswife. Rodulf isDuke of Varingia. Thecity of Autun lies on the border of those lands administered .by
Rodulf and hiswife, which we call Varingia, and those lands administered by Sabellaand Berengar,
called Arconia. Perhaps you wonder, then, why the Biscop of Autun is sympathetic to Henry's cause,
though her city lieswithin that region controlled by Lady Sabella?’

Alain nodded dutifully.

"When Sabellafirst rebelled against her brother's authority eight years ago, the biscop of Autun
was one of her principa supporters. So Henry removed the biscop of Autun and made her abbess of a
small, isolated convent instead. He then convinced the skoposto ingall in her place hisyoung sster
Constance. The white deer. Of course Constance supports Henry."

"What of the other four dukes?"

"Three of the dukes support Henry. Henry's sster Rotrudisis Duchess of Saony and Attomar.
The duchy of Saony isthe origina seet of power of hisfamily. Before they became kings, they were the
dukes of Saony."

"How did they become the kings, then?'

"That you must learn another time, or read for yourself. Now attend." He looked ahead asthey
came out of the shadow of the treesinto sun. A long downdope rolled out from their feet. Soon they
would come within an arrow's shot of the city walls. Alain wondered how soon they would be noticed by
the people within the city. "Burchard, Duke of Avaria"

"Heisyour father."

"Yes" Alain wanted to draw him out, but Agius spoke the word so curtly the boy dared ask no
more questions. "And third, Liutgard, Duchess of Fesse, who isaso of roya kin."

"The one you were betrothed to.”
"l see you have listened more closdly than | supposed.”



"But your brother married her instead.”

Agiuslooked avay quickly, hiding hisexpresson. Alain thought of thelittle girl who had clung to
her unclein Biscop Antoniastent; clearly Agiussbond to his brother and thus his brother's children was
very strong.

With sudden sympathy for Agius grief and impotent fury in the face of his niece's captivity, Alain
asked another question. "Who isthe sixth duke?!

A heditation. At last Agius spoke, dthough he il looked away, staring at the ground. " Conrad,
Duke of Wayland, known as Conrad the Black. Sabella claims he supports her, but he has not brought
hisforcesto march with hers”

"And the margraves?’

Agius had recovered his composure. He lifted his chincleanly shaven that morning, as befit aman
dedicated to the churchand took in adeep breath of air, asif to fortify himself. "Chief among the
margravesis Helmut Villam. Second, and dmost as powerful, is Judith, margrave of Olsatiaand Austra.
Werinhar, margrave of Wedtfal, isthe other.”

"You said there were four."
!

A shadow crossed Agius expression, the same raw grief. Alain understood at once that this had
something to do with his beloved brother. "The margrave of Eastfal and both her sonsdied three years
ago in abattle fought againgt the Quman.”

"lIssthat the battle your brother died in?* A wild guess, but Alain knew hewasright by the sharp
glance Agiusthrew him and the frater's sudden grim silence.

They walked for awhile. The biscop and her clericswere ill singing; the hymn from the East
evidently had many verses. He did not want to look at Agius or to ask him any more questions, whether
about margraves or verses. Agius held such agtore of painin himthat it hurt Alain to seeit.

Agius whispered words in Wendish under his breeth, in time to the voices of the others.

" 'Daughters ofNisibia, act asdid your mother, Who laid aBody within her, And it became a
wal without her!

Lay inyou aliving Body, That it may beaWall for your life.
To Thee be glory, Who chose most wisdly.'

Asthe clerics finished the hymn, the biscop dowed her mule and the entire procession cameto a
halt. Antoniadismounted.

Autun was built on ahill that rose out of the plain of the Rhowne Valey. Hovels and huts stood
outsdethewalls, but like the fidds they were empty of any life except for astray chicken pecking along
the verge of the settlement. Antonia's party was as yet out of arrow shot of the city walls, but at the great
palisade gate that marked the main entrance to the city acompany had assembled. Two bannersflew,
and as the company descended the road, coming out to meet Biscop Antonia, Alain made out thelr
devices. One, like the banner of the city of Mainni, showed atower, thisagray tower surmounted by a
black raven. The other banner, so

bright agold it seemed to reflect the sun itself, depicted awhite deer.

Agius moved forward to stand beside Biscop Antonia. He was sSickly pale. Antonia, looking
perfectly at her ease, had a magnanimous smile on her face as she waited for the group from the city to



arrive and greet her.

As befit the daughter and sster of kings, the Biscop of Autun had ahandsome and impressive
retinue. Her clericswore robes of fine linen dyed arich burgundy, and each one held abook, a token of
their station. Draped over their |eft shoulders they each wore along, embroidered linen scarf. There were
perhaps thirty clericsin the company; Alain had never seen so many booksin one place before. Indeed,
it had never occurred to him so many might exist in adl theworld.

Monks and nuns attended her also, carrying thuribles, round vessals of beaten brassin which
incense was burned; the thuribles hung from chains, swinging dowly back and forth to the rhythm of the
soft chanting of the company. "Kyriaeleison. Kyrieeleison." Lady, have mercy on us. Lord, have mercy
onus.

The Biscop of Autun rode awhite mule at the center of the procession. Though sheworea
biscop's rich vestments and mitre, Alain could see a her neck the golden torque marking her as born of
roya kin. She was young, certainly younger than Agius, but she had agrave expression that made her
look as steady and wise as awoman twice her years. Her complexion was hedlthy if pale, and when she
dismounted and came forward on foot, hands outstretched to greet her sister biscop, Alain could see she
wastall and of good stature, like her elder half sister Sabella. She had alight step and an elegant manner.
Alain saw immediately why she had received the name ‘the white deer.’

Shetook Biscop Antonias handsin hers and at once the soft chanting of her company ceased.
There was Slence except for the scrape of shifting feet on dirt and the jingling of harness.

"| greet you, Sigter, and welcome you to my city," said Congtance. She had apleasingly high
voice, full and clear. But she did not smile. "I am surprised to find you here, so far from Mainni and the
Hearth over which you were ordained to watch.”

"| giveyou gredtingsin return, sster,” said Antoniawith rather more sweetness. "I comein the
peace of Our Lord and Lady."

"There are others with you." Constance looked back aong the road down which Antoniaand the
others had come.

Of course, the road was empty. Sabella's army was safely encamped several hours rideinto the
Duke of Varingiasterritory. Thiswas strange, certainly, initself. The duchy of Arconiaremained under
the aegis of Berengar and Sabdlla. Y et abiscop's duties were twofold. She watched over the spiritual
wellbeing of her charges and over the Hearth of the cathedral given unto her by the authority of the
skopos. But a biscop must be consulted in worldly matters aswell, just asthe king or duke had asay in
what noblewoman was most deserving of eevation to biscop when a see became empty by reason of
death or dishonor. As Biscop of Autun, whose spiritua duty was to watch over the inhabitants of the
centra portion of the kingdoms of Wendar and V arrethe region known as Arconia Constance had the
right to demand to be consulted on matters pertaining to the administration of the duchy of Arconia.
Perhaps Sabdllas hold on the loyalty of the populace in her own husband's duchy was not as strong as
that populace'slove for their new young biscop, Constance.

"| fear thereis trifein your family,” said Antonia, sounding much stricken at having to bethe
bearer of bad tidings. "I have come as mediator. | beg of you to come with me to speak of these matters
with Sabellaand Rodulf."

"It grievesmeto hear of such things" replied Con

stance without any indication thiswas newsto her, "but | fear theillwill of Sabella, for reasons
you must know, and in any case | am loath to leave my people’ Here she gestured toward the city, which
lay quiet in the midday sun. "without my guidance, and without my presence to protect them.”

Agius had remained in the background, hidden by the robes of Antonias clerics. Now he



stepped forward. The bleak dark stain of hisfrater's robes stoodout starkly against the brighter clothing
of hismoreworldly brethren.

Constance's expression brightened. Shelooked delighted. "Agius! Y ou have surprised me." She
released Antonia's hands and reached and drew Agiusto her asif he were her brother. The show of
familiarity astonished Alain. "I did not expect to find you in such company.”

Just barely Alain caught in Constance's tone a muted disgust for the company Agius was keeping.
If Antonianoticed it, she made no sign; she beamed as fondly on them as an ederly kinswvoman might
approvethe reuniting of two feuding siblings.

"| travel wherel mugt," Agius said. He looked torn between his obvious pleasurein seeing
Biscop Constance and the dilemmathat hung over him as the executioner's sword hangs over the neck of
the condemned. "I follow the path which Our Lady has set before my feet.”

"And that path led you to Sabella's camp?' asked Constance. If there was sarcasm in her
utterance, Alain could not heer it.

"Worldly consideration led meto Sabellas camp, Y our Grace."

"| thought you had turned your face away from worldly considerations, Prater Agius, when you
refused marriage and took the brown robe of service instead.”

Hesmiled grimly. "Theworld is not yet done with me, Y our Grace. Alas."

"It isever thus, that the world intrudes when we wish most devoutly only to contemplate God."
Constance folded her hands together and bowed her head dightly, asif in submission to God'swill. Then
sheraised her head to look at Agiusdirectly again. "But God in kindness endowed humans with freedom
equd to that of the angels. For isit not true that the sun and the moon and indeed even the stars are so
fixed that they can only move in the path marked out for them? Y et it is not so with those born of human
mothers. Thus must our behavior be reckoned with that of the angels. The praise or blame which aman's
conduct deservesisreally hisown." Sheturned to Biscop Antonia "Do you not agree, Y our Grace?"

Of course Alain recognized at once that the remark was like abarbed spear: meant to sink in
with little hopeto easeit out without greet pain.

Biscop Antonia had impenetrable armor. She nodded. "It isasyou say, Y our Grace. Thusdo
Our Lord and Lady judge our actions, by what we do and by what we |eave undone.”

Agiusmade no reply.

This silence Biscop Constance took in stride. "Now that we are met on the road,” she continued,
"I pray you will return with me to my hal, where my people will entertain you asisfitting with agood
feast and ataste of Autun wine."

Agius shifted violently. "I have cometo ask," he said quickly, "that you return with usto Sabellas
camp, as Biscop Antoniarequests of you."

"Surely it would be unwise of meto place mysdlf in Sabellas power, dthough certainly | hold no
persona enmity toward my sigter.”

"l will hold mysdlf responsible, and none other, if any harm comesto you, Y our Grace."
"Areyou pledging me safe passage, Agius?'
"| pledge to escort you safely back to your city, Y our Grace.”

She was startled, though shetried to concedl it. "Then | will agreeto go,” she said. "Better peace
than war, asthe blessed Daisan said.”

"I will go with you, then," added Agius, "to your hal while you gather anything you need to take



to Sabdlla's camp.”

"No need." She shrugged and gestured to her servantsto bring her mule. "I am armored with my
faith, Prater Agius, asarewe al who have given our livesto Our Lord and Lady. And | am made sirong
by my brother's confidencein meas heisby mineinhim."

"Thenitiswell we should go." Y et Agius hesitated as both biscops were helped onto their
mounts. He came forward and took the reins of Biscop Constance's mule in the place of her servant.
"But did not the blessed Daisan say, he who spurnswhat is offered isal too often in want? It is past
midday, and if we ride on now, we and the others of Biscop Antonias party will have waked al day
fading.”

Even Alain did not have to guess at Biscop Congtance's reaction to this statement; she was
delighted to be able to offer hospitality. Aunt Bel had said many atime within his hearing: " So does Our
Lady judge us, by our generosity at table” Aunt Bel was so wellknown for feeding folk passing through
Osnavillage that less magnanimous househol ders sometimes fobbed guests off on her. Never had she
turned one away.

"Then certainly we must return to my palace and dine," said Constance with evident pleasure.

They returned, Agius till leading the mule, to Autun. It wasthelargest city Alain had ever seen,
with astone wal and a stone and timber cathedral and so many buildings all shoved together that he
wondered how the folk who lived there did not choke on each other. They passed quickly through the
gate and down awide avenue flanked with timber houses built in astyle quite unlike the longhouses of his
village. Thewalls of the biscop's palace rose to the height of three men. He barely had timeto catch his
breath before they were led indde itsimposing timber frame.

There, he was dlowed to sit by the great hearth and eat bread so white and soft it was more like
acloud than what he knew as bread, heavy loaves with thick dark crusts. He was given leaveto eat as
much as he wished of the best cheese he had ever tasted and the leavings of the fowl and fish that made
up the biscop's ssimple midday med. All thiswhile Rage and Sorrow gnawed on hambones dtill bristling
with meat and fat. Probably poor Lackling had never eaten as much pork in hisentire cold and lonely life
asthe hounds devoured in the course of the next hour. It was aterrible thing to Sit and eat with such
pleasure while Lackling had not even the peace of amarked grave.

But Alain could not help himself. Even helping to serve a Count Lavasting'stable during the visit
of Lady Sabellaand her entourage he had not seen amedl as casudly elegant asthis. But then, Biscop
Congtance was the king's sister, born of the lineage of kings. The dark beams and tapestried walls, the
bustling clerics and the fine linen worn by every least servant, served to remind him how small aplace
Osnavillage was. Certainly Aunt Bel and hisfather Henri were respectable and prosperous freehol ders.
Of thisthey and their children could dways be proud. Bel had lost children to disease but never to
garvation, asmany did. But Stting in thishdl, even in the ashy corner by the hearth, that pride seemed
little compared to the great state employed in the service of princes.

Wheat the great ones spoke of he had no idea. He ate too much and then his stomach ached from
therich food, to which he was not accustomed. The long walk back to Sabella's camp seemed to take an
eternity. Each step jolted him. He leaned, dternately, on Rage and then on Sorrow, to keep his balance.
The two biscops rode side by side, not giving pride of place to the other. Agius, evidently set on
maintaining his pose as smple frater rather than duke's son, continued to lead Constance's mule.

Alain hoped he would makeit to camp without throwing up by the side of the road.

But after an hour and with the day neither too warm nor too cold and the wind a pleasant touch
on hisface, he began to fed better. Of them all, only Agius looked steadily worse asthey came closer to
Sabdllas camp.

Scouts had run ahead. Astheir party crossed the last rye field before the camp began its sprawl



through pasture and light woods, soldiers and campfolk appeared to line their path, to Sare a the roya
biscop. Together, Antonia and Constance made astriking pair: cheerful age and stern youth. To seetwo
biscopsin the same cavalcade was arare sight, and Alain wished suddenly and painfully that Lackling
could bediveto seeit, for he soloved all that was bright and lovely to look uponeven if only from a
distance. But Antonia had brought death to the boy. How could she ride with such asmooth
countenance, asif nothing troubled her conscience?

But wasit not Agiuswho spoke of theinner heart? As Aunt Bel said: "A smooth countenance
without reflects acam soul within." So Alain had always believed. Now he wondered. How could any
person make dealings with blood and dark shades and by that means bring about the death of an
innocent smple boy, and yet show no sign of that terrible anin her face?

Lady Sabelawaited in front of the great tent surmounted by her banner. Her daughter Tdlia
stood beside her, looking pale and cold in agown of silk the color of harvested whesat. Duke Rodulf and
her other partisans stood at her sde or afew steps back; Count Lavasting, in their midst, appeared
wooden, drained of life. Sabelladid not come forward to greet her half sister but rather waited for
Constance to dismount and walk forward in her turn.

"Siger," said Constance mildly, "1 give you greetings. It ismy devout hope we can mend these
troublesthat have torn our family gpart.”

Sabelladid not offer Constance her hands, the sign of kinship and safekeeping. Instead, she
took astep back and signed to her soldiers. They swarmed forward to form aring around the two
women and their retinues. Antonia dismounted and came to stand beside Sabella. Taliastared somberly
a Congtance, asif the young biscop were an gpparition. Agius sank to one knee, head bowed, still
holding the halter of Constances white mule.

"Y ou are now cometo rest in my hands, Constance," said Sabdllain theflat voice that disguised
her emotions, if indeed she had any. ™Y ou are my hostage for Henry's good behavior and for his
agreement to give precedence to my rightful clam.”

Like adeer, startled by the sudden appearance of the hunter, Biscop Constance threw up her
head, eyeswide, looking asif she were about to bolt. But of course she was surrounded. She drew her
hands back and folded them in front of her. This gesture alowed her to regain her composure.

"I have been betrayed," she said in aloud, firm voice. She turned to gaze directly a Agius, who
rose dowly to face her, his complexion white. Y ou promised me safe escort, Agius. Cousin.” Theword,
said with emphasis and anger, was awegpon, meant to wound. Agius said nothing.

"He gave you safe escort,” interposed Antonia "He escorted you safdly into your city, wherewe
broke our fast. Then we came here, but he had dready discharged the obligation. He did not promise
you safe passage for asecond time.”

Constance did not even glance toward Antonia. "Y ou have deceived me, Agius. | will not forget

"Nor should you," he replied, hisvoice rough. But he looked beyond Constance to Sabella. Alain
was suddenly struck by the age of the two women: Sabellawas old enough to be Constance's mother; as
indeed she would have been, might have been, had she proven hersdlf fertile on her heir's progress so
many years ago, the progress that had resulted in her being passed over for

thethrone. Tdlia, thelatefruit of her marriage, looked like afrail reed out of which to create the
saff that would grant her the authority of a sovereign queen.

"And S0, Lady Sabdlla” said Agius harshly, "my part in thisisfinished. Release my niece and let
usridefree, asyou promised.”

"As| promised, | will free your niece into the custody of the biscop of Autun, whom | now



restore to the seat taken unlawfully from her by the decree of my brother Henry and with the connivance
of my sster Congtance." She gestured. An old, frail woman tottered forward, wearing biscop's vestments
marked with the badge of the city of Autun.

"You will go againgt Henry'swishes?' Congstance demanded. "/ am the biscop of Autun.”

"And by what right did Henry remove this woman from her see?" Sabellas tone was mild but
unyielding. "Helvissawas given the biscop's crosier by the authority of the Skopos hersdf twenty years
ago. Henry'sworldly authority does not outrank the spiritua authority of the skoposin these matters. |
merely restore Biscop Helvissato her rightful place.”

But looking at the old woman, whose hands shook with palsy, Alain could not imagine shewould
be anything except apawn in Sabdlas plans.

"SheisMother to aconvent now," Constance said, "not biscop. / was invested”

"Y ou were invested as a deacon in the church, sister. Y our eection to biscop can, | think, be
treated asinvaid. It isasadeacon you will remainin my custody.”

Constance gasped. Looking furious, she shut her mouth tight.

A servingwoman came forward with thelittle girl, Agius niece. The child had the expression of a
cornered animal, gone still while waiting for the desthblow. She saw her uncle and leaned toward him as
rasheslean in agtiff breeze, but she made no moveto ran to him. It was

asif aleash held her to her captors. Tearstrailed down her cheeks, yet she made no sound
though her chin trembled. A dender gold torque gleamed at her neck.

"The child will return with the biscop to the city of Autun,” said Sabella, sounding satisfied with
hersdlf and the fruition of her plan. "But you may not leave me, Prater Agius. | may still have need of
you."

"Then my niece remainsin your custody." Hisvoice was quiet, too quiet, perhaps. Alain had
never heard him so subdued. Agius glanced toward the girl, then tore his gaze away from her. The child
hiccuped down a sob in response.

Congtance kndlt abruptly, extending her hands. "Come, child,” she said, more order than request.
The child looked to her uncle, got his bare nod, and took hesitant steps forward until Constance's hands
rested lightly on her shoulders. "Thisis Ermengard, daughter of Duchess Liutgard and her husband
Frederic of Avaria. Sheisdestined for the church.” Only then did Constance ook back up at Sabella.
"Even our quarrels must not stand in theway of Our Lady'sand Lord'swill. Let one of my clerics escort
her to Autun and put her into the care of my chatelaine, awoman of good birth and education.”

Agius stood with hands clenched, gaze fixed on his niece with uncomfortable intensity. The new
biscop staggered and had to be supported by a servant.

"I will dlow this" said Sabdllaat last. "Congtance, | leave you in the hands of Biscop Antonia.
Now." Sheturned to Duke Rodulf. "We march. Autun will comply with the wishes of her rightful biscop,
athough we will leave agarrison behind to make sure of their loyalty to us.”

Alain caught sght suddenly of Sabellas husband, Berengar, sitting with a servant on the ground in
front of Sabellas greet tent. The two mennoble and servant were playing chess. Berengar laughed with
great gusto, amost braying with pleasure, knocked over the servant's pieces, and proclaimed himsdlf
winner. Taliaflinched. Biscop Antoniaset a steadying hand on the young woman's shoul der.

So it was done. The girlchild, Ermengard, was led away in the company of the new biscop of
Autun. Constance was led away under guard, though she refused to relinquish her biscop'srobes and
mitre and scarf, and none there dared take these things from her by force.



"Y ou have deceived me, Sabella," said Agiusfindly.

"It surprises meto hear you say such athing,” replied Sabella. " For we both promised safe
passage and met our obligations. | do not hold it as deceit.”

"l do."

"Y et reflect on this, cousin. Were Congtance to remain in Autun, there would be war between
her people and mine. What better judgment is there than that by which discord is dissolved and peace
reestablished?"

"What better judgment? That of Our Lady, who looks within our souls and judges what She sees
there

Sabellalifted an eyebrow, the most expressive gesture Alain had ever seen her use. "'l amasyou
seeme, Prater Agius. By thismust you judge me. | trust you will submit to the custody of Biscop
Antonia

"l will submit because| have no choice.”

"Then heisyours, Your Grace," she said to Antonia.

"Andthisoneaswell," said Antonia. To Alain's horror, the whitehaired biscop turned her gaze on
him.

"Thisone?' Sabellalooked first here and then there and findly, with some confusion, found him

with the hounds asif she had not truly seen him before. "Heisakenne boy, ishe not?| recognize
Lavagting's hounds."

"Not just akennd boy, | believe,” said Antonia. "I would be gratified if you would render him
into my care."

Sabdlla shrugged. She did not even consult Lavastine, who in any case no longer spoke except
when spoken to and then in that flat monotone which reminded Alain of Sabellasvoice. "Heisyours."
She turned away, leading Duke Rodulf and the otherswith her. Tdliatraled

behind, looking back over her shoulder. Briefly, Alain met her eyes: They were palest grayblue,
like the dawn sky on a cloudless day. Then she followed her mother insde the grest tent.

Alain shivered. He dared not look up a Antonia. Sabellasindifferenceto hisfate terrified him.
So easily was he abandoned. Outside of Lavastine's camp, none knew or cared what happened to him.
What if Antonia suspected, or even knew, he had witnessed Lackling's murder?

"Come," said the biscop in her usud kind voice. "Y ou will serve a the feast tonight, Alain.”
He shuddered. She even remembered his name.

"Prater Agius, | hope you are not too proud to serve aswell.”

"l will serveas| ambid.”

But Alain heard the terrible pain welling up underneeth the humble words.

Together they were escorted to theriver and given some privacy to wash. Agius expression had
taken on such acast of blanknessthat Alain feared for him. But the frater said nothing. He knelt on the
bank and prayed silently while Alain washed his own face and hands, then, tentatively, peded off histunic
and washed his chest and back. Findly, not sure when he would have such achance again, he stripped
and waded to the deepest part of thelittle river, up past histhighs, took aragged breath, and went under.

He came up, spitting and coughing, into a boiling mass of hounds. They svam round him, their
tallswhipping againgt his skin. Rage nipped a him, and Sorrow swam on to the other side of theriver
and shook himsdlf al over with such power that Alain, in the middle, felt the pray off his coat.



Unexpectedly, Alain felt aswell of smple joy. He laughed. Had not Rage and Sorrow chosen
him astheir companion? It seemed impossible for Biscop Antoniato harm him aslong as the two hounds
protected him.

He waded back to shore. Agiuswas till praying. If his eyes had lifted from his hands even once,
Alansaw nodggnof it.

"Wash yoursdlf, my friend,” said Alain findly. "Isit not what Our Lady would wish, that we
appear before her cleansed?”

He was not sure Agius heard the words, so he shook out his clothing as best he could, let himself
dry off, and dressed. The guards shifted at their positions, anxious to return their chargesto the biscop's

custody.
"You areright,” said Agius suddenly. Hetook off hisfrater'srobe. Under it, againgt hisskin, he

wore a coarse shirt woven of linen and horsehair. But Alain noticed at once that hisleg, where Sorrow
had bitten him, was dirty, red, and swollen. Before Alain could utter aword, Agiusremoved hishair shirt.

Alain could not restrain agasp. Even the guards murmured in awe and horror.
The gtiff cloth had rubbed Agius skin raw. In places, the open skin was festering.
"Doesnt it hurt?' Alain whispered, feding the pain like fire on his own back and chest.

Agiusthrew himsdf full length on the ground, hands clenched, awful tortured skin exposed. "It is
no morethan | deserve. | betrayed one for the other, only to find mysdf betrayed in return. Ai, Lady, |
thought only to help the child, for the love | bore Frederic.”

"But you saved your niece, surely?'

"Saved her from what? She still remainsin Sabellas custody, since Sabellas creature now acts as
biscop of Autun in Constance's place. | could not even take the child to safety, back to her mother's
castle or to the king's progress. | pray that the king learns of these deeds soon, for they will make him
very angry." He spoke more dowly now, amost savoring the words. "The king's anger isaterrible thing
to behold.” A dight moan escaped him, the sound of a creature mourning. "Ai, Lady, Y ou will judge me
harshly, as| deserve. | vowed to |eave the world and enter Y our service, and yet the world pursues me
and grants no mercy from its burdens. Forgive memy sins. Let my belief in the true knowledge of Y our
Son's sacrifice grant me ameasure of peacein my heart.”

So on he went, back to his prayers. The guards muttered, listening and watching.

Alain did not know what to do. In an odd way, Agiusreminded him of the piteous guivre:
wounded and suffering in acage made for it by others. Y et the guivre was of itself no pitiful thing; it had a
fierce and hideous nobility, separate from human concerns.

After ahbit, the hounds ventured closer, then nudged at Agius prostrate body. The frater did not
react to thisthreat. Perhaps Agius hoped, a that moment, they would tear him to pieces and have done
with it. But instead, Sorrow licked at the wound on hisleg and Rage licked the sores on his back.

Alain hurried forward to find Agius weeping slently. He knelt and whispered soothing wordsto
him as he might to Aunt Bel's youngest daughter Agnes when she was caught in nighttime fears.

Findly, Agiuslet Alain help him into the water and wash.

But that night Agiusdid not egt, nor did he the next day asthey marched on, leaving Autun
behind. Only in the evening did Alain coax him to take acrust of old bread, scarcdly fit for beggars.

Weatched asthey were, this piece of information was conveyed to Biscop Antonia. She took
Alain asdethe next morning and thanked him kindly for his care of Frater Agius.

"Although he professes aheresy,” she said gently, "I hope to bring him back to his sensesand



into the church again.”

But Alain feared, in Agius slence and stubborn fixed stare, that the frater had taken into his head
some kind of terrible idea, that he meant to do something rash or dangerous. Agius prayed incessantly,
even whilewaking. At every hdt in the march he spoke to a growing audience of the curious about the
revelation of the Son, the blessed Daisan, through Whose sacrifice our sins are redeemed.

A MOUSE'SHUNGER LETusrest here," said Rosvitato her escort. Sheindicated alog that
had, by the grace of Our Lady and Lord, cometo rest like a bench just where the path broke out of the
forest atop aridge. From this plain but serviceable seat one could see the valley spread out below, the
plaster and timber buildings of Hersford M onastery, the large estate, and the severd villages strung like
clustersof grapesdong the Hers River.

Shewas not sure amagnate of Helmut Villam's stature would deign to Sit on such ahumble sest.
But she sat down and, after amoment, handing the reins of hishorse over to hisson, so did he.

Thethinwall of ahorn carried to them on the tiff wind that blew adong theridgetop. They
watched as out of a copse below the king and his company emerged, bright banners sgnding their

passage.

A white banner marked with ared eagle in profile now flew among the othermore
familiarpennants.

Duchess Liutgard of Fesse had arrived at Hersford Monastery yesterday. Hersford lay on the
border between the duchies of Seony and Fesse; it was traditional for the reigning duke to escort the king
acrossinto her domain. Liutgard had inherited her position at a very young ageand perhaps because of
her youth she adhered gtrictly to the old forms.

"| fear you have missed the hunt,” said Rosvita. What intrigues would be planted on today's hunt,
their fruit to be harvested many months from nowfor good or forill?

Villam coughed, flushed from the exertion of toiling up the hill. A big man, he had spared his
horsethe last steep climb by leading it instead of riding. "The hunt isever on, Sister Rosvita. Only the
prey we hunt differs from chaseto chase."

"Do you think King Henry is serious? That he intendsto devate theillegitimate child over the
legitimate ones?"

Villam's smilewas dight and selfmocking. "I am not an unprgudiced observer in thismatter. If
King Henry did indeed designate Sanglant as his heir, againg al custom, then canit not be said/ have a
direct interest in promoting Sanglant's elevation?'

"How would that be 07" she asked, wondering if he would actually state outright what most
people believed to be true: that he had stood by while his eldest daughter, Waltharia, carried on an affair
of some months duration with the charming Sanglant, an affair that had ended with her pregnancy by the
prince and subsequent marriage to asturdy young man of noble birth and pleasant manners.

But for answer, he only smiled knowingly. Behind, his son Berthold, standing close enough to
lisen in, gave asnort of amusement. It would be well to remember, thought Rosvita, that the lad had, as
well asundoubted skill at arms, hisfather'sironical bent and a seemingly endless store of amiability.

"I think," said Villam suddenly, "the king must make up his mind to marry again. Queen Sophia
has been at peace in the Chamber of Light for amost two years now, and the nuns have sung prayersin
her memory through two Penitires. Theking is strong, but it is always to the benefit of aman to be
strengthened by marriage to awoman hisequd in courage and wit."

She chanced to glance up at the son, who was obvioudly trying to suppresslaughter. Since Villam
was notorious even among the great princes of the realm for his weakness for comely young concubines,



it was useful to know his children were aware of hisfault and apt to judge him leniently despiteit. She
sighed. Now that King Henry had charged her with this errand, she knew she would be dravn more and
moreinto the intrigues that journeyed along with the cava cade of physica creatures and goods on the
king's progress. The prospect gave her no pleasure. It would only take time away from her History.

"He must choose carefully if he marriesagain,” she said, resgning hersdf to theinevitable,

"When he marries again. Henry istoo shrewd to remain unmarried, and when aworthy aliance
revedsitsdf, | am sure he will take advantage of it. Henry isaman like any other.” Villam stroked his
gray beard while he watched hounds and then riders vanish into a stand of wood. He wore hisusua
affable smile, but there was a certain reticence about his expression, adistancein hiseyesashe
contemplated the wood below, slent treeswhich conced ed the hunting party within. "A man like any
other. Except he has only the one bastard and wishes for no other. None can fault theking's piety.”

"Indeed not," she hurriedly agreed. Certainly it wastrue.
"But it isnot piety that stays him from that course.”

"Y ou are saying, Lord Helmut, that it ismemory, not piety, that restrains him from taking a
concubine. The eventsto which you refer occurred while | was ill anovice a Korvei. You think he
loves the woman il ?!

"No woman. | am not sure| would cal it love. Sorcery, more like. Understand this, Sister
Rosvita She

cared nothing for therest of us." That same selfmocking smile teased hislips and vanished. "And
| say that not only because | am avain man and wished for her to acknowledge my interest in her, and
was annoyed that she did not. Certainly, she was beautiful. She had also an arrogance worthy of the
Emperor Tailiefer himsdlf, were he to descend from the heavens and walk among us as she did then. But
we were as nothing to her. Her indifference to the rest of us was as complete as oursisto He ran ahand
along the smooth surface of the log, long since scoured free of its bark by wind and rain and sun. Picking
up atiny insect, he displayed it, let it crawl acrossthetips of hisfingers, then flicked it casualy away. It
vanished among the weeds. "thisleast of Our Lord'sand Lady's creatures. Perhapsit was only aman's
vanity, but | awaysfelt she wanted something from Henry, not that she felt affection toward him. But |
have never figured out what it was she wanted,” "Not the child?"

"Why leave the child behind if shewanted it? The infant was not more than two monthsold. No."
He shook his head. "Perhaps a sudden madness took her, and that was all. Perhaps, like the beasts of
thefield, her time came upon her, and Henry happened to be the bull at hand. Perhaps her kind do not
think as we do and so we can never hope to fathom her actions and intent. Or perhaps, as some whisper,
there areforces at work we are not aware of." He shrugged. "Sanglant is strong and brave, well versed in
warfare, generous and loyd and prudent. But heis till abastard, and a bastard he will dwaysremain.”

"So we are brought around again to our purpose here today. | have rested enough, Lord Helmuit.
Shdl wego on?!

He nodded assent. His son handed him the reinsto his horse and Rosvita took up her walking
staff. She had been offered a donkey to ride, but she preferred to approach a hermit of such holy
reputation in the most humble manner possible, as &. Theclawas said to have

approached the blessed Daisan when first she came to him begging to become hisdisciple.

On they went. Infact, she had put off the errand for severa days, hoping Henry would change
his mind and decide not to send her. But he had not changed his mind. Sympathy for Father Bardo's
plight had forced her hand: Aslong asthe king's progress remained at Hersford Monastery, the abbot
had to feed them. Hersford was prosperous but not rich enough to host the king's entourage for longer
than five or Sx days.



The broad dirt path soon became athin weedy track that cut through undergrowth and in and out
of stands of trees. Their party had to walk single file and the horses were much bothered by vegetation
dapping into them. Rosvita, at the fore, gpol ogized more than once for getting and letting abranch spring
back directly into the head of Villam's son, but Berthold never complained. It was adtill day, alittle
muggy, suggesting a hot summer to come.

The crown of the hill was not, as she had supposed, the same thick forest through which they had
ascended. The path broke suddenly into sunlight and they emerged onto aleve fidd strewn with great
falen stones and the scattered saplings and bushy undergrowth that marked this as a place once inhabited
by people but now abandoned, being dowly overtaken by the forest beyond. Four mounds overgrown
with lush grass and wildflowersrose in the great clearing.

"I never knew the old Dariyansbuilt on hillsashigh asthis," said Villam, obvioudy surprised to
find ruinshere.

Rosvita ventured farther into the clearing. She bumped up against astone hidden by grass. It was
agresat block of stone, gray and weathered, with pictures or words carved into it, so worn away by
weather, years, and the lichen grown into its curves and grooves that she could not make out what the
longdead builders had chisdled into the stone. She followed the shape of the monolith with her hands,
tearing grassaway. The block of stone was huge, twice her height though it now lay full length on the
ground. At its base she saw the deep hole whereit had been sunk into the ground. Now the sinkhole
sprouted athick tangle of nettles.

"Thisisnot aDariyan ruin, | think," she said when Villam and his son came up beside her. " See.
These inscriptions or images here are much worn, and usually we can read those lft by the Dariyan
peoples. Also, dl of the Dariyan forts | have seen were built to square lines. Look."

She turned to survey the clearing. From here the four mounds stood equidistant and at equal
anglesto the position of the base of the great stone block. The forest surrounded them, tall trees cutting
off any view they might have of thelands below.

"It looks asif the other sonesarelaid in acircle around thisone. And dl of them contained by
the earth mounds. Thisisnot Dariyan work."

"Then whose might it be?" asked Villam. Hewas till puffing. "Giants must have carried this one
up here. Horses could not have dragged it, not up so steep and high aheight asthis."

"And with the trees s0 high," added Berthold, who was clearly intrigued by theseruins, "this
serves no purpose as afort. We can't see anything of the land around us.”

Rosvita studied the mounds and the treeline. "I wonder." She used her walking stick to beet the
undergrowth aside and made her way across the clearing to one of the mounds. Berthold followed her
while Villam remained behind, still catching his breath. The menatarms had taken the horses asde to
graze. As she walked and became more aware of the old stones around her, Rosvitafelt suddenly that
the menatarms might smply be reluctant to enter the old falen ring of stones.

Sincethat certainly waswhat thiswas. A giant'sring, some called them; elf crowns, said others.
Some said they were the teeth of dragonswho had fallen adegp and turned to stone when sunlight struck
them. Others said that even before the Aai, the Lost Ones, had abandoned Dariya under the ondaught of
Bwrmen and their human dlies from the east, there were other creatures who roamed and built here:
giants, or the halfhuman spawn of dragons, or the descendents of angels. These creatures were said to
possess a strength and knowledge now lost to humankind, just as the collgpse of the Dariyan Empire
some four hundred years ago had |eft the humans who survived that calamity with but afraction of the
knowledge and wisdom that had grown and flourished in the great union of eves and men known asthe
old Dariyan Empire.

She used her gtick to help her climb up the steep dope of one of the moundsthe westernmost



one, she judged by the position of the sun and the shadows. Her robes got in the way, and she yanked
them free of her feet and of grasping busheswith agrunt of irritation. Berthold did not follow her up.
Rather, he ranged around the base of the mound, knocking at dabs of stone and shoving aside shrubby
sumps of plantswith the butt of hisknife.

Breathing hard, cheeks flushed, she scrambled up to the uneven top of the mound and stared out
with great satisfaction. Indeed, as she had suspected, from the mounds one could see" out over the trees,
athough the lines of sight did not bring her eye down into the valley but rather to the summits of other hills
and to the heavens themselves. From where she stood she had a good view of the clearing, the footprints
of fallen stones in the tangled undergrowth; asfar as she could tdll, they had been dligned in acircle.

"Look herel" Berthold sang out with sudden excitement. He stood below her at the base of the
mound on the side that faced away from the stone circle. She made her way carefully down to him,
ariving a the sametime as hisfather.

He was pink with excitement. "I've seen old mounds like this before. There was acluster of them
out by theriver a my blessed mother's estate on the Auras River. Alwaysthereis some kind of opening,
apassageway.

And see. Here." He had found a sturdy stick and wedged open afallen dab of stone. Rosvita
knelt and peered in. A dark opening yawed there, black as pitch and with the scent of air and objects
long uncovered to the light. She shuddered and drew back. Berthold, with al the enthusiasm of youth,
took her place, shoving the opening alittle wider.

"Do you think that wise?' asked Villam suddenly.

"We crawled into the other one." Berthold shoved his shouldersinto the gap so far hisvoice was
muffled. "There was nothing but adry chamber deep insde. Some old bones and broken pots. And dirt.”

Villam drew the Circle of Unity at his breast. "Isthat the way to respect the remains of the
dead?' he demanded. "Or &t the least, to be prudent when dealing with" He broke off.

"Ai!" said Berthold with disgust, backing out. "It'stoo dark and we have no torch. Evenif | could
move this dab, there's a bend in the passage ahead, and there'd be no light to see by. But | could come
back up tomorrow or the next day, with some of my men and torches.” He glanced up over his shoulder,
grinning sweetly. "With your leave, Father."

"And disturb what manner of creature?" asked Villam, looking appalled.

Rosvita could not help but nod in agreement. The old tomb, if tomb it was, was better |eft
undisturbed. But Berthold had dl the blithe enthusiasm of youth. He looked ddlighted.

"Do you suppose?’ he asked. "No. If old sorcerieswere at work here, then certainly they have
long since gone to deep. There might be treasure!™

"Surdly, Siter Rosvita," said Villam, appedling to her in the face of his son'sexcitement, "you
believe, as| do, that it is better to leave the dead adeep and not to disturb them unless they themselves
inviteyouin."

"I know little of sorcery, Lord Hmut. The ssters of St. Vaeriaare better known for their
studies of the forbidden artswhile we a Korvel have long labored over our chronicles. But any
suggestion of sorcery isnot to be taken lightly. Whether living or long dead.”

She spoke sternly, hoping to make some impression on the young man, but Berthold merely
nodded his head obediently and then went to investigate the other mounds.

Villam sghed. "Heisafine boy. But too curious, and lacking prudence.”
"Wewill beriding on from Hersford Monastery soon, Lord Helmuit. | will attempt to keep an eye



on himuntil thet time."
"I thank you."

Watching the young man pressing through the grass, her gaze traveled aong the forest's edge.
And there, she saw atrack. It was no more than an opening among trees, but it corresponded to the
vague directions given her by Father Bardo. "Beyond the height of the hill follow thetrail of the animds,
or 0 | have been told.” Father Bardo had not, evidently, seen fit to visit the most famous holy member of
his own cloigter. But then. Father Bardo enjoyed his comforts and did not like to leave the pleasant
luxuries of the monagtery.

Be not too proud, Rosvita, she chided herself, lest you be judged as harshly as you judge others
inyour turn.

"That isour trail," she said, turning full to face the forest.

At once, her back to the mound and the thin black opening that yawned from it, she felt
something wetching her.

She spun back. Immediately that sense of an unseen presence vanished. It wasonly an
overgrown mound with a passageway blocked by stone dabs.

But Villam had astrange expression on hisface. "I had asudden feding,” he said, and shook
himsdlf. "Asif something clutched at me, trying to find out what | was, just asablind man might grope at
what is before him because he can only see and recognize it with hisfingers.”

"L et usmove away from here" said Rosvita.
"l will fetch my son," he said, "and meet you at the path.”

He hurried away. Cautioudy, she turned her back to the mound. Again, shefelt the unseen
presence, but more muted, asif it was keeping its distance. It took agreat ded of resolve for her to walk
away from the mound toward the trail without looking back over her shoulder.

Villam and Berthold and the menatarms met her at thetrail, which was scarcely more than a
parting of branches. It led into the trees. But she took not more than one hundred steps, doping down,
before she found hersdlf a arocky outcropping. There rose a spring from a defile. Set back against tree
and rock was atiny hut. It had fresh plaster on the outside walls. Moss grew on the roof, giving the
thatch acoat of green.

She became aware of the wind soughing through the trees and the clack of branches against
rock, of the chitter of small crestures, hushing as the horses stamped, and the singing of birdsin the
boughs above.

It had been completely, unnaturaly, silent in the clearing of fallen stones. There had been no
sound but what they had brought with them or made by their own efforts.

Hereit was quiet but not silent. Villam and his men stood respectfully back while she approached
the hut. A bench hewn from alog sat in front of the door, which was built of many brancheslashed
together. This crude door had no latch. A small opening, about the length and breadth of her arm from
hand to elbow, was cut into the bottom of the door. She knelt and spoke in asoft voice. "Brother Fiddlis.
| am Rosvitaof Korvel. | am come to beg speech of you."

Nothing. No reply, no sound from within the hut. It was so miserably proportioned that Rosvita
could not imagine that a man would ever truly be comfortablein there, never able to sland completely
upright nor to lay down at full extension.

"Brother FHddis?'
Nothing.



She had a horrible sudden fear he was dead. But that would be no terrible thing if the old hermit
had died peacefully as he meditated and was then borne up to the Chamber of Light by angels. It would
certainly be disgppointing, for there was much she had hoped to learn from him. She smiled ruefully,
aware her desirefor learning caused her heart to be restless and thus not aways able to singlemindedly
contemplate the mercy of Our Lady's and Lord's Grace, as she ought.

Stll, no sound. But what if the thing from the mound had taken him?What if something did live
here on the height of the hill, an old thing, unused to company and jedlous of its privacy, hating al things
that till walked with confidencein the light of day?

But then, faintly, she heard arustling.
"Brother Fiddis?'

His voice was like the whisper of |eaves stirred along the forest floor by a searching wind. "Recite
to me something from your new work, this history of the Wendish people that you labor over, Sister
Rosvita"

"I have not brought it with me," she said, Sartled by this request.

"I am humbled for my curiosity." She heard amusement in that dry, quiet voice and atrace of a
Sdlian accent in the way he pronounced the Wendish words. "But it isever thus, my friend, that my heart
seeks peace while my mind is yet restless.” She smiled, and asif he had seen that smile, he continued.
"Soisit withyou, | believe, Sigter. But you did not come here to receive my confession.”

This surprised her even more. "Are you wishing to give a confession, Brother? Of course | will
hear you, if you are driven to speak.”

"l amfull of Sn, asarewedl who live on thisearth. | have been afaithful son of the church, but
alas, my heart has not always been faithful to Our Lady and Lord. Devils have gppeared to tempt me."

The door of lashed branches stared at her, revealing nothing except the smooth coat of wood
worn clean by time. Of course at this moment she wanted nothing more than to know in what guise devils
had appeared to tempt Brother Fidelis. He was as old as Mother Otta, of agreat age, having passed nine
or even ten decades, or so it was said in Hersford Monastery. But it was not usua for awoman to hear
the confession of amonk; that was done by amale cleric or one of the fraters. Most monks turned away
explicitly from the world and that included the ministrations of deacons, who were of course al women.

Behind the blank screen of the hut, Brother Fiddis coughed, a scraping sound made worse
because he seemed to have o little strength to manageit. "We arelike, you and 1," he said finaly when
he had recovered his breath. "I know what you are thinking, for | would be wondering the same thing,
were| out there, and you in here. | have taken avow of silence for many years now and shut mysdlf in
thishut so | would not be distracted by the world, but | feel that my time on this earth iscoming to an
end. So | will speak to you now, and answer your questions.”

She settled back onto her hedls and set her hands on her thighs, letting him catch his bresth. |
have come at the order of King Henry. He wishesto know if you have any knowledge of the laws during
the reign of the Emperor Talllefer.”

"l was given as an infant to the cloister founded and ruled over by St. Radegundis, she who was
the eighth and last wife and then widow of Taillefer. | served at that cloister among the brothersin the
monastic quarters until her death, which occurred somefifty years after the death of Taillefer.” Here his
voice quavered and she had to bend until her ear touched the wood in order to hear him. Hislabored
breathing was louder than hiswords.

"That wasatime of trial, and | did succumb, to my everlasting sorrow.” Hetook in adeep
shuddering breeth.



Therewas along silence. Rosvitawaited patiently. Behind, horses stamped. A bird trilled. The
menatarms talked in low voices between themselves. Not even Villam dared approach the hut though
Berthold was wandering restlessy dong the outcropping, testing the rock for handholds.

"After that time| |€eft the cloister to wander the world. With my voicel said that | sought more
evidence of the miracleswrought by St. Radegundis, who in her merciful kindness and openhearted
generosity was the best and most pious among us. But in my heart | sought knowledge. | was curious. |
could not find in me that detachment which we seek, those of uswho are dedicated to the church.
Knowledge tempted me too much. In the end | came here, when | became too weak to walk many miles
at adretch. Atlast | |eft even the monastery behind and was carried to this hill, to seek and find
detachment. But | havefailed inthat also." Hisvoice was gentle, alittle durred. "It iswell that Our Lady
and Lord are merciful, for | pray they will forgive me these wesknesses."

"l am surethey will, Brother," she said, much touched by thisvita, thisbrief history of hislife.
"So | have some knowledge of thelaws of Talllefer," hefinished. "Ask what you will."

Here, she hesitated. But the king himself had charged her with this errand, and though she served
the church, she aso served the king. "King Henry wishesto know about the laws of succession among
the Sdlians, during thetime of Talllefer.”

"Taillefer'sinfluence once extended asfar asthese lands. But he died without naming an heir, as
you must know, Sigter, for you, like your ssters at Korve, study the old chronicles. And without an heir,
his great empire soon fell to strife between warring clamantsfor histhrone.”

"He hed living daughters.”

"Legitimate daughters, of whom three werein the church. But in the Sdlian tradition only men are
allowed to be sovereign, and their women queen consort, not more than that."

"Yet Our Lady and Lord reign together in the Chamber of Light."

His breath whistled out, and she listened to him breathe for abit, gathering strength again. "Did
the blessed Daisan himsdlf not say that "people have established lawsin each country by that liberty given
them by God? People do not lead their livesin the same manner. Soisit with the Sdliansand the
Wendish peoples.”

"So did the blessed Daisan remind us that we are not davesto our physica nature.”
He wheezed out a soft laugh and then, again, she had to wait while he regained his breeth.

"Some chronicles say," Rosvitaadded, "that Queen Radegundis was pregnant when her husband
died, and that it wasthis childhad it been aboywhom Taillefer would have named as his heir. But no one
knows what became of the child, whether it was stillborn, murdered, or not brought to term.”

"Radegundis never spoke of the child. Of dl thosewho were a Taillefer's court at that time, only
one servingwoman by the name of Clothilde remained by St. Radegundis side throughout her yearsin the
cloister. Perhaps she knew the answer to the mystery, but she kept silence dso. It isthat silence which
brought about the end of Taillefer's great empire. If aboychild had been born and acknowledged, that
boy would indeed have reigned after him. If Queen Radegundis could have found support among the
Sdian and Varren nohility, for enough years, to raise the child to manhood.”

Rosvitareflected gravely on Sabdlla, raising revolt againgt aking as strong as Henry. Imagine
how much more likely the nobles would beto fight over athrone held by achild. No infant was safe from
theintrigues of the great princes, dl of whom sought power. According to the histories, Radegundis had
been very young



when she had married Taillefer, more pretty than wellborn, for by his sixtyfifth year Taillefer
could choose hiswives as he pleased. No young queen without strong family connections could hope to
guide her child safely through such aworld, with so many dukes and counts set againgt her.

"InVarre or Wendar," continued Fiddlis, "the one daughter who was not pledged to the church
would haveinherited and held the throne, if she was strong enough. But the Sdlians preferred abastard
boy to alegitimate girl. With my own eyes, when | il lived at St. Radegundis Cloigter, | read a
capitulary from that time, stating that an illegitimate son could inherit afather's portion. Thisiswhy the
dukes and counts of Saliaand the bastard sons of Tailleferfor he had as many concubines as wivesfought
over the empire and brought it to ruin.”

This, thought Rosvitasadly, was the message King Henry wanted to hear: "A capitulary stating
that an illegitimate son could inherit." Y et she hesitated, for Brother Fiddisaso spoke of ruin. "Then a
bastard son could inherit throne and crown in Sdlia?!

"Onedid. Heruled for four years before he was murdered by the due de Rossdiaunder the flag
of truce. And for his perfidy, the due de Rossaliawas punished by thefitting justice of Our Lady and
Lord: Hislands were purged and plundered for twenty years by the raids of the Eika savages until no
house was left unburned and dl his people fled. But the throne passed to distant cousins of Taillefer, not
his own seed, legitimate or otherwise, and hislineage vanished from the Earth.”

Rosvitaalowed hersdf adeep sigh. Four years. Not an auspicious or stablereign.

"Thisis not what you wished to hear?' asked Brother Fiddlis. Shefelt that he could see her
expression, indeed, practically seeinto her very soul.

"Itisnot what | wish that matters. But perhaps, Brother, it isthis messageof ruin and the downfal
of bastard sonsthat needs to be spoken to King Henry."

"Even |, in my hut, have heard whispers of the bastard son Henry got with an Aoi woman. The
birds sing of thischild, and a night when | am at my meditations the daimones of the upper air whisper to
each other of the child's progress from infant to youth to man, so that | cannot help but hear them.”

Was he jesting or serious? She could not tell. Nor did he eaborate. His breath whistled, athin
sound in the quiet afternoon, as fragile as the desiccated straw that had fallen from the thatch to the cold
earth below. Rosvitafdt the hard pressure of dirt on her knees. One of her feet wasfalling adeep.

"Speak to me of your work," he said.

And she heard in his voice the same yearning that ate away at her; aconstant curiosity, like a
mouse's hunger, indstent and gnawing.

"l am writing ahistory of the Wendish people, which will be presented to King Henry's mother,
Queen Mathilda. She now resides at the convent at Quedlinhame where she has found peace, | trust, and
where she watches over her son and her other children. Much of the history will dedl with the reigns of
thefirst Henry and the two Arnulfs, for it isby their efforts that the Wendish people rose to the power
they now have."

She thought. He breathed, patient. The task of writing this history rose before her in her mind's
eye, daunting and yet attractive exactly because it was a challenge. And this man, certainly, would
understand what drove her, her curiosities, her fears, the need to investigate and discover. "I have
worked as one who walks in awide forest where every path lies covered deep in snow. | have had no
oneto guide mewhile | made my way forward, sometimes wandering devious paths, sometimes hitting
thetrail. Thereis so much you might tell me, Brother Fiddis. So much you must know! So much you
must have seen with your own eyes or heard from those who did see!™

"I have little breeth left to me." So wesk wasthis utterance that she thought for amoment she
had only imagined it. "Indulge me, Sister. Asachild confessesto its mother, may | confessto you now?'



She was aware of bitter disappointment. But she could not refuse him. "I have taken ordersasa
deacon. | can hear confessons.”

He spoke very dowly now, afew labored words with each wheezing bregth. "I have sinned
once, and greatly, for lying with awoman. That was many years ago, though | think of her till with
affection. | havetried to be content. | havetried to still the anger that eats awvay at my heart. And so a
last | have found peace of akind. | have looked away from the world and seen that its temptations mean
nothing compared to the promise of the Chamber of Light." He had such akind voice, that of aman who
sees hisown faults and forgives himsdf for themnot arrogantly or leniently but with wisdom knowing that
he, asaredl humans, ishopeesdy flawed. "But till devilsvist me. Not in the guise of women, asthey so
afflict some of my brothers. Not even in the guise of shewhom | recall so clearly.” Now he paused. To
hear him breathe, harsh raspstorn out of aweak and failing chest, was painful. "But in the guise of
scholars and magi, tempting me with knowledge, if only ... if only I would . . ."

Hisvoicefailed. She could hear his bregth, so faint the flapping of abutterfly'swings might have
drowned it out. All at once she became aware of the world beyond her. The birds still sang. Werethey
singing of the deeds of Sanglant? But she could not understand their language. Berthold had clambered to
the top of the outcropping and was surveying the lands below with evident pleasure. The vitaity of youth
sang out from his figure where he soodnever completely stillat the edge of asheer dropoff. Villam had
stationed himself a the base of the outcropping and was clearly annoyed, or worried, but unwilling to
raise hisvoice and thus disturb the holy man.

It was hot, though the sun was hidden behind clouds. Sweat had broken out under her wool
robe, trickling down her spine. She restrained hersdf from wiping her neck. Any movement on her part
might cover Brother Fiddlis next words.

She heard him shift within thetiny hut. "If only | would tell them what | knew of the secrets of the
Seven Seepers. But | swore never again to speak of thesethings. And yet. . ." She waited. He did not
continue. From insde the hut she heard the sound of something being dragged, not something as heavy as
abody, something light but solid. A shadow crossed the dit cut into the door, then adark shape dowly
emerged. Heart beating suddenly fast, Rosvitatook hold of it and drew it out.

It was a book.

Laborioudy bound, stitched out of parchment leaves, it was abook written in aclear, e egant
hand.

"Onthis| have labored many years when | should have been meditating on the Holy Word of
God in Unity. | passit onto you, so that it will hold my spirit on this earth no longer. Godspeed, Sister.
May Our Lady and Lord watch over your labors. Do not forget what you have learned here. Fare you
wdl."

She stared at the book. Inscribed on the cover were these words: The Vita of St. Radegundis.
Then, findly, hislast words registered: Fare you well. "Brother Fiddis?!

The sun came out from behind the clouds, blinding her momentarily, itslight was so unexpectedly
bright.

"Go, then," hisvoice said, sounding in her ears. Spoken like acommand, strong and firm, it was
utterly unlike the frail voice with which she had conversed through the screen of branches.

Sherose, keeping atight hold on the book. "Fare you well, Brother. | thank you. | will keep your
wordslocked in my heart."

Did she hear him smile? 1t was only her fancy. The hut stood in front of her, small and ragged, as
poor ahove as any beggar might build for himsdlf to keep therain off his back. She backed away, not
wanting to turn her back on the old man, for fear of seeming disrespectful. Stumbled over the ground.



Villam caught her arm. "Theinterview is ended?'
"Itisover." Shelooked back. No sgn of life came from the hut.

"I heard nothing, and saw nothing,” said Villam. "Except my son, climbing like ayoung squirrel
trying to dash its brains out on the dliffsbelow.”

"Let usgo," said Rosvita. She did not have the heart to speak of their conversation.

Villam accepted her reticence. He signed to his men. Together they made their way back along
thetrall, thistime skirting the clearing of falen stones. Rosvitawas too sunk in thought to observe the
clearing or even think much of it, though Berthold tried to detour over to one of the mounds and was
stopped by hisfather.

King Henry would not like what Brother Fidelis had said, not if Henry wished to name Sanglant
ashisheir. It wasal very well to say abastard might inherit the thronein Salia. But not when the price
was death, civil war, and the extinction of anoble lineage. Perhaps Henry would see reason. Hewas a
good man and agood king, and he had three strong legitimate children.

But that was not what ate at her. Like ahand scratching at a door, the question nagged at her.
Who were the Seven Sleepers?

Inall her reading and study, preparing to write her work of history, she had come acrossafew
references to the Seven Seepers. It was an innocuous story, one of many set among the tales of the early
martyrs, even Eusebe mentioned it, in passng, in her Ecclesastid Higtory.

In the time of the persecution of Daisanites by the Dariyan Emperor Tianathano, seven young
personsin the holy city of Sai'stook refuge in acave to gain strength before they presented themselves
for martyrdom; the cave miraculously sealed over them and there they were left to deep until. . .

Until when? That Rosvita had never learned, or even thought to ask. As she had learned over
twenty years of sudying the chronicles and interviewing eyewitnessesto eventsfifty yearsago, not dl
tales were necessarily true.

But something in the way Brother Fiddlis had said the words, his hesitation, his suggestion that
creatures who were not human worried a himin his solitude, plaguing him to make him spesk of these
"seven deepers,” made her think thiswas more than just alegend.

"You are solemn, Sigter Rosvita," said Villam, understandably trying to draw her out.
"I have much to think about," she said. He was too well mannered to press her.

ri Al night they celebrated the Feast of St. Susannah, saint beloved by cobblers and goldsmiths
and jeweers. The king'sretinue filled up the old monastery's guest houses and hdf the villageswithin an
hour'swalk of the cloister, in addition to those who stayed in tents pitched in the surrounding pastures.
The brother cellarer, in charge of provisioning the monastery, was actualy heard to mutter that the king's
retainers were too many and too fond of their food and wine.

Henry presented a sober face to the assembly. Only Rosvitaand Villam knew why she had
spoken to the old hermit. Only Rosvita knew the content of that interview and Henry'sreaction to it when
she had told him the whole.

He had thought for along time while she stood, patient and silent, beside him. Although Father
Bardo had offered his own study to Henry, to use as bedchamber and receiving room, Henry chosethe
upstairs room in the chief guest house. The room was spacious but boasted no ornamentation.

Here, with both shutters open to the spring air, she and King Henry were donefor abrief time.

Except on forma occasions, Henry dways dressed in the style of his people, if morerichly than
most: knedlength tunic trimmed with gold braid; leggings and; &t thistime of year, soft lesther boots



worked with eagles and lions and dragons, the three pillars on which his power was built. The Eagles
were his messengers, the Lions hisfaithful foot soldiers, and the Dragons his heavy cavdry, the pride of
hisarmy. But these were only his persona weapons.

His power asking of al Wendar and Varre rested on the submission of the great princes of the
realm to his overlordship.

Hisblack leather belt was embossed with the Sigils of the six dukedoms, painted in gold: a
dragon for Saony, alion for Avaria, an eagle for Fesse, aguivre for Arconia, agtdlion for Varingia,
where horses were bred, and a hawk for Wayland.

Hewore four gold rings, onefor each of the marchlords: Hemut Villain, Judith of Olsatiaand
Austra, and Werinhar of Westfall. The margrave of Eastfal was dead now and the ring she had received
in her turn from Henry lost on the battlefield or stolen away by lootersto adorn some Quman lord out on
the grasdands.

A fifth ring, bearing the sedl of his sovereignty, he wore on agolden chain around his neck.

Hewore no crown. It traveled, along with hisrobe of state, his scepter, and the Holy Lance of
. Perpetua, Lady of Battles, in an oak chest carved with griffins and dragons grappling in eterna war.

He listened to Rosvitals account of her interview with Brother Fidelis. He considered it while she
waited. In hisyouth he had been more impetuous, blurting out hisking's dragon first thoughts. Now,
eighteen years after his election to the throne of Wendar and Varre, he had mastered the skill of ditting
gill.

"But Taillefer did not himsdf designate one of thoseillegitimate sonsashisher," hehad said
findly. "l need only look a my own family. Sabellawas found unfit to rule, just as| would have been, had
| not proven myself capable. In that case my father would have designated one of my sigters, or my
brother Benedict, as heir. But he chose to present me to the dukes and margraves for their affirmation
after my heir's progress. Taillefer did not single out any child, bastard or otherwise. If he had, events
might havefdlen out differently.”

Rosvitawas|eft none the wiser, for though she asked circumspectly, he offered no moreinsght
into what he meant to do. His daughters Sapientia and Theophanu sat on either side of him at the great
feadt that night. His young son Ekkehard was prevailed upon to sing, accompanying himsglf on the lute;
the child truly did have asweet voice. If Henry choseto put Ekkehard in the church, hiswould be afine
voiceraised in prayer to heaven.

At midmorning the next day two Eaglesrode in, covered with dugt, travelworn and weary. They
brought grave news.

"Gent isbeseged,” said the senior of the two women, agrim woman who favored her |€eft leg.
She was not reticent in addressing King Henry. "We were five Eagles, riding to Gent to see the truth of
these rumorsfor oursalves. Within sight of the city but outside the walls, we were set upon by Eika. | was
wounded in the attack. So my comrade”’ Here sheindicated the other woman, who was young, perhaps
the age of Berthold or Theophanu. "and | fled west to carry thisnewsto you, Y our Mgesty. Werode
part of the way with acompany of Dragons. They escorted adeacon and aholy relic to safety. Therest
of the Dragons, including Prince Sanglant, remain besieged within Gent."

"You say itisaraiding party?' asked Henry quietly.

She shook her head. "Not according to the Dragons who escorted us, Y our Mgjesty. At last
count there were fiftytwo Eika ships.”

Henry was sitting on abench in the unicorn courtyard, attended by his companions and courtiers.
Thisinformation sent up amurmur, quickly stilled when Henry lifted ahand to quiet them. "Do you think
they mean to invade?'



"According to Sturmhe was the commander of the company we rode withthe Eikawant the
bridges that connect Gent to the east and west shore of the river thrown down. That way they canraid
upriver at therr leisure.”

"And this Commander Sturm, whereis he now?"

"He returned to the vicinity of Gent. He and his men hopeto harry the Eika outsde the walls, to
ad ther brethren trapped within."

Henry glanced to hisright, where Helmut Villam stood. " Gent lies within the lands administered
by Count Hildegard, doesit not?'

Villam nodded.
"What of her forces?' the king asked.

"I do not know," admitted the Eagle. "They are not within the city. Certainly she must have news
of thesege by now."

The king gestured, and a servant brought him acup of wine. He sipped at it thoughtfully. "You
sad therewerefive Eagles?'

The woman nodded. Her companion, aready pale, began to look quite white, the look of a
person who has spent many deepless hoursin fruitlessworrying; she had the light complexion that
betrayed northern blood, light blue eyes and coarse wheatblonde hair twisted into braids. The older
woman betrayed neither anger nor grief. "The othersrode on. | don't know if they got into the city safely,
but | believethey did."

"Y ou did not see them enter within thewalls?"
"] did not. But the man | rode with, Wolfhere, bound

my comrade Manfred and | to him with various small devices. Had hedied, | believel would
know of it." "Ah," said Henry, one eyebrow arching. "Wolfhere." To Rosvita, mostly, one Eagle was
much like another. Nobleborn boys and girls were given their own retainers when they came of ageor, if
circumstances warranted, they served with the Dragons. Service as aking's messenger or intheking's
infantry was relegated to the children of freeholders, not those of noble birth. But every cleric intheking's
chapel and scholaknew Wolfhere by sight or at least by reputation. There was no Eagle senior to him,
and it was sometimes whisperedthough not so often these daysthat he knew many things beyond the ken
of human knowledge. He had been in favor during the reign of the younger Arnulf; some clamed he had
too much influence over Arnulf, especialy for aman not born into anoble family. That favor had ended
within ayear of Henry's ascent to the throne. Wolfhere had been banished from the king's presence.
Rosvitadid not know why.

"Yes, Your Mgesty." The woman had astrong gaze, and she was not afraid to ook King Henry
intheface. "l am proud to call him pracceptor.” Ingtructor and guide. She used the Dariyan word
deliberately. Rosvita guessed she knew something, at least, of Wolfhere's reputation at court.

Henry'slipsturned up. Rosvitaknew him well enough, after al thistime, to see he admired the
young Eaglesforthright manner. "How long have you served in my Eagles, and what isyour name and

lineege?'
"For seven years | have served in the Eagles, mostly in the marchlands. | joined as soon as|
cameof age. | am named Hathui, daughter of Elseva, afreeholder in Eastfal.”

"And your father?'

"My father was called Volusanus. He was d so born of free parents. But das, Y our Mgesty, he
waskilled whilein the service of King Arnulf, fighting the Redari.”



The king glanced toward Villam, who gazed benignly at the young woman. Rosvitaremembered
well thelast war againgt the Redari; it had taken placein thefind year of Arnulfsreign and was mostly
fought in the March of the Villams. Indeed, the lands over which the Villams held authority had greztly
expanded after the capitulation of the Redari tribesmen and their conversion to the faith of the Unities.

"After hisdesth, my mother and her Sster and brother were among those who traveled east of
the Eldar River with grants given them by King Arnulf, to take lands for themsdlves, under the authority of
no lord or lady."

"Except thet of the king."

She bent her head dightly, acknowledging the truth of hiswords. "Except that of the king," she
repested.

Henry lifted hisleft hand, signing her to rise. ™Y ou will travel with my court, Hathui, daughter of
Elseva, and serve me." Thissignal honor was not |ost on the gathered assembly, who were no doubt
wondering how much the king intended to favor this commoner. Rosvita examined the courtiers. Who
would be first to attempt to befriend the Eagle and who first to attempt to bring about her downfall?

Hathui seemed untroubled by thissign of favor. "And my comrade, Hanna, daughter of Birtha
and Hand? Sheis new to the Eagles and haslittle experience, lesstraining, and no kin nearby."

"Shemay join usaswell. Y ou may act as her praeceptor.”

It occurred to Rosvita suddenly that Henry was rewarding the two Eagles for another reason: for
bringing him news of his son.

"Wemust condder anarmy,” he said, turning to Villam. "How soon can weride to Gent?”'

A.JT JXK. herinitid shock wore off, Hannafound herself more frustrated than honored by her
elevation to one of those exalted Eagles who waited in persona atendance upon King Henry.

Not because of Henry, of course. He was everything she had ever dreamed a king would be;
stern but with the capacity for laughter; elegant in appearance and yet without the kind of vanity that leads
men to wear fine clothes and jewelsfor the sake of showing off their riches; gracious without being
friendly; unwilling to tolerate incompetence and del ay.

But there was only so much aking could do when it came time to attempt to move hisvast
entouragethe king's progressquickly, or when it cametimeto raise an army from lands asfar gpart asthe
northwesternmost reaches of the duchy of Saony, the highlandsfar to the south of Avaria, and the distant
marchlandsto the east.

Raised by abriskly efficient innkeeper, Hanna was amazed at how dow everything moved and
how many arguments there were between chatel aines and stewards and lordlings over fine points of
status and honor that would make not one whit of difference to the people trapped in Gent if the Eika
broke through the city'swalls.

"At thisrate they'll be dead before we leave this monastery,” she muttered to Hathui that evening
as she watched yet another noble lorda young woman in this casemaking excuses before the king asto
why it would take her some unreasonable number of daysto raiselevies and then yet again longer
beyond that to march those levies asfar north as Gent. Lady bless! Beyond being maddening, it was aso
boring. She stifled ayawn and felt Hathui shift her weight. "How isyour leg?’

"It will do." said Hathui. "Attend to your duties. Who isthat?'
"Wha?'
"Who isthat spesking before the king?'



Hanna stared, but she could not tell one noble lordling from another; they al ran together in her
mind in their handsome embroidered gowns or tunics and goldbraided leggings and fine necklacesand

rings.

"That ispart of your duty, Hanna," said Hathui sternly, sounding much like Wolfhere. "Y ou must
memorize dl the great houses of Wendar and Varre and learn the names of the lords and ladies of those
lineages and their dliances by marriage and kinship and oaths, and which didike whom and who wishes
to marry for advantage where, and what estates have lost their lady and thus are being willed to the
church or given to theking to reward to some family who has done him asignal service."

"Al, Lady," swore Hannaunder breath. "All that?"

"And more besides." But Hathui grinned, taking the threat out of thewords. "That is Liutgard,
duchess of Fesse. Because Fesseliesin the center of the kingdom, it isalong ride from there to Gent,
which liesto the northeast. Also, the duchy of Fesselies next to the duchy of Arconia, which isthe duchy
administered by Henry'shaf sster Sabella. Surely you have heard the minorsthat Sabella plansto rebe
agang theking?'

Hanna had heard so many rumorsjust in the eight hours since she and Hathui had arrived at
Hersford Monastery that she had given up trying to sort one out from the next. "And? What difference
doesthat make to Duchess Liutgard?’

"Thisdifference: that Liutgard does not want to send away troopsto Gent, which lies many days
march north and east, when her own lands might be threatened by Sabella. Henry must balance the threat
to Gent againgt the threat to Fesse."

Hannasighed. "How do you keep thisdl straight?' "That isonly the beginning.”

But Hanna could see Hathui was laughing at her, not without sympathy. "Wasit difficult for you,
when you first cameinto the Eagles? Did it dl seem like SO many names that had no meaning attached to
them?'

Hathui shrugged. "When Wolfhereisyour praeceptor, you never admit you are sruggling. But, in
truth, it did seem difficult. After atime, though, | began to sort them dl out. Y ou must know the name of
every villager in Heart's Ret, do you not? And in the neighboring farms and hamlets?' "Of course!™

"WEell, then, think of the noble lords and ladies who move on the king's progress as avillage.
Someremaininthevillage dl thetime; others come and go according to what dutiesthey have on thelr
family's estates. Truly, Hanna, they are no different from common men and women. | have observed they
have their feuds and their secret lovers, their dliances and their disagreements, just as any folk do. They
deep and eat and pray and use the privies. | am not convinced that, if you were to put one of themina
smple freeholder's smock and any hardworking freeholder into an e egant tunic, you could tell who was
the noble lord and who the farmer.” "Hathui!"

But Hathui only smiled her proud marchlander's smile and signed that Hanna should attend to the
proceedings again.

Attend Hannadid. For some odd reason, Hathui's shocking opinions .nade it easier for her to
sort out one noble from the other. That thin glaze of intimidation had worn off, shorn away forever by
Hathui's blunt observations. She noticed the old counsdllorthe margrave Hemut Villamyawning as
Duchess Liutgard promised shewould ride out at dawn the next day with her retinue. But it would ill
take some weeks before alevy could beraised, and longer still to march that force across the kingdom.

The very young man standing beside Villamhis son, that wasiit, though Hanna could not
remember what the boy's name was or if she had even heard it yetfidgeted and looked very much asif he
wished to be somewhere el se. Hanna's milk brother Ivar had that ook sometimes when he was thinking
about another prank to play or some expedition into the forest he wanted Hannato come aong for; Ivar



was the sort of person who was either full of amanic energy or gloomily downcadt.

How was Ivar faring now? Had he reached Quedlinhame Cloigter yet, to begin hislifeasa
monk? Hannawas a bit unclear on distances within the kingdom and where al the different citiesand
cloisterswere. But one thing Hanna did know: Ivar would not take well to cloister walls. He was bound
to get into some kind of mischief.

She sighed. Ai, Lady. There was nothing she could do for Ivar, not now. She had chosen Liath
over lvar and now, asif to punish her for her choice, the Lady had granted she be separated from both
of them.

Duchess Liutgard finished her business with the king and moved back to make room for a
noblewoman who appeared to be about the same age as Henry. Thiswoman wore her years proudly.
Her hair was coiled into long braids and pinned back; though it was gray now, Hanna could seeit had
once been arich brown.

Hathui leaned to whisper in Hannas ear. " Judith, margrave of Olsatiaand Austra”

The margrave informed Henry that she would ride immediately to her estatesin Austraand raise
at least two hundred men to ride to Gent.

"And do not forget that my son Hugh is abbot a Firsebarg now. If you will send word to him, |
know he can send a contingent to reinforce yours, Y our Magesty.”

Hugh! Hannadid not breathe for amoment. She had dmost forgotten Hugh, but staring at this
imposing woman she was struck anew by memory of him. Judith was awoman of mature years, broad in
girth and dignified of manner. She had delicate features not yet obscured by old age, and Hanna could
see Hugh's features there: the sharp planes of his handsome face, the bright, deepset eyes, the haughty
expression. But the margrave's hair had obvioudy been dark, quite unlike Hugh'slight hair. Wasit true
that Hugh's father had been adave from Alba, whose men were renowned for their goldenhaired beauty?

"Don't beafool, Hanna," she whispered to hersdlf. Instantly she wondered how Liath fared. Had
they gotten into Gent safely? Was Liath well? Injured? Dead? Did Hugh think of Liath till? Of course he
never thought of people like Hannaat al. What if he led a contingent of soldiersto Gent? Could
Wolfhere protect Liath from Hugh when he did not understand what had taken place over that winter at
Heart's Rest?

Hathui's fingers grazed her elbow, areassuring touch, though surely Hathui couldn't guess what
sheld been thinking. And Hanna had no desire to betray such fedingsto anyone else, not when shewas
hersdf ashamed of them, knowing how vicioudy Hugh had trested Liath. Thiswas no time for such
nonsense, as her mother would say. She shook herself and attended to the business at hand.

L ater, after the audiences were over, Hathui was sent to the king's physician and Hanna was sent
to the guest house where the king's children made their residence.

Hanna paused inside the door while the two guards posted thereby their gold tabards sewn with
ablack lion members of Henry's Lion infantryexamined her curioudly.

Hannawas more curious about the king's children. Ekkehard was young, still in the schola, not
yet old enough to be given aretinue of hisown and sent out into the world as an adult. Right now he sat
beside one of hissigters, who accompanied him on alute. He had a beautiful voice,

"When the ships came down from the north And he saw the gleam of gold in their belly, Then he
plunged into the waters Though they were as cold as his mother's heart, Then plunged into the waters
And swam until he reached them.

With his sword he killed the watchmenWith hisknife he killed the steersmanAnd the oar daves
bowed before him And begged for himto tell histae.



When he captured the ships, Thiswas his song.”

That was Theophanu, accompanying him. Though the king's court wasin a congtant hum, and
had been since morning, she sat camly and strummed alutein timeto her brother's sweet Singing.

The other sister, small and dark and neat, was Sapientia. She paced back and forth, back and
forth, like acaged animd. Hannatook a hesitant step forward. Sapientia saw her, began to rush toward
her, then stopped short, recalling her position. She beckoned.

"Do you have amessage for me, Eagle?" she demanded.

Without losing track of the song, Theophanu raised her eyes briefly to take in the scene and went
back to her playing. Ekkehard sang on, oblivious.

Hanna dropped to touch akneeto thefloor. "Y es. King Henry charges you to go now to the
smith'squarters.”

"Hai!" said Sapientiaunder her breath, exultant. She turned and gestured to her servingwomen,
who sat sewing near thefire. "Come!" she said, and strode out so quickly they had to drop their sewing
work on the bench and had not even time to grab cloaks before running out after her.

Hanna hesitated. Ekkehard was well into the song by now, a song within a song, really, wherein
the hero Sigisfrid relates to the hapless oar daves hismany great deeds aswell asreveding for thefirst
time his forbiddenking's dragon love for his cousn Watharia, the love that would doom them both.
Ekkehard had, in fact, an astonishing command of the epic. Hanna had heard old master bards sing from
the great epic whiletaking anight'slodging at the inn, and while Ekkehard's rendition was clearly
immeture, it was ill compdlling.

Theophanu glanced up again to study Hanna. The princess gaze was clear and completely
unreadable. Suddenly selfconscious, Hanna backed away and ran right into one of the Lions.

He steadied her with agrin. "Begging your pardon, my friend," he said. "Y ou rode in from Gent
with the other Eagle, thismorning.” "Yes"

"Y ou're new to the Eagles?’

She nodded. She didn't quite trust him: He was a goodlooking young man, and the few
goodiooking men in Heart's Restlike her brother Thancmarwere, in her experience, full of themselves,

He opened the door, grinned at his companion guard, and followed her outside. "Where are you
barracked tonight?' he asked. He did have a pleasant smile, and apleasing face, and very nice shoulders,
but Hannaloathed men who were full of their own sdfimportance. All, except Hugh. She shoved that
thought away.

"With the Eagles, | expect,” she said coldly. "Wherever they deep.”

He considered. In the torchlit entryway, he did not appear downcast or offended by her
regjection. In fact, she was not entirely sure he had taken her words asrgjection. "Well, if well not be
barracked together,” he said quickly, glancing behind him. "I'm on duty, so | haven't timeto talk. You
were at Gent. Did you see the Dragons there?"

"We saw one company of them, but | never got inside the city. We turned back, Hathui and 1."
"Was there awoman with them, do you know?" "A woman? With the Dragons? Not that | noticed.”
"Ai." He grimaced, disappointed. Had he a sweetheart

among the Dragons? Having migudged him, she suddenly found him rather attractive. "My Sster
rideswith the Dragons.”

"Your ssterT He laughed outright. "Y ou're thinking a common born lad like me has no business
having asgter in the Dragons.”



Since she was thinking so, she did not deny it.

"It'strue most of them are nobleborn, bastards usualy, or younger sons without a bequest to get
them into the church. But my sister never wanted anything except to fight. She dedicated herself to St.
Andreavery young, before even her first bleeding, and couldn't be swayed. Shejoined the Lions,
bludgeoned her way into them, more like. | followed after her."

Hannaremembered how her young brother Karl had looked at her the day she rode avay from
the Heart's Rest as a newlyhatched Eagle. Had this young man watched his sister ride away so? Had he
followed her, yearslater, because of that admiration?

"She distinguished hersdf,” the Lion continued, eager to talk about his sster in front of anew
audience. " Saved the Dragon banner, she did. Some say she saved the princeslife, dthough others say
no man or woman can do that. That he's under ageas, spoken on him when he was an infant by his
mother, that he can't be killed by mortal hands or some such kind of thing. Ai, well. | say she saved his
life"

"l didn't see her,” repeated Hanna, sorry she hadn't. "What's her name?"

"Adeda." Hetouched ahand to his chest and gave alittle bow, a courtly gesture no doubt picked
up from watching the noble lords. When he smiled, he had adimple. "And I'm called Karl."

She laughed. "Why, soismy brother cadled Karl. I'm Hanna."

"Ali, Lady. That's abad omenthat you might think of me asabrother." And, that suddenly, he had
remembered it was night, and he was young, and shewas

well, pretty, perhaps, but at the least desirable and a new face among so many familiar old ones.
She flushed and was angry at hersdf for doing so.

"And what does your sister say? About the prince?’ she said, to say something.

He grunted. "Nothing but praise, which istiresome in awoman when she's spesking of aman.
She'sasloyd asadog to him. They al are, the Dragons. don't seeit myself." He ran two fingers down to
apoint a hischin, dong hisfinelight beard, musingly. "How can you cal him truly aman'when he can't
grow abeard?

Since Hannadid not know the answer to this question, she wisdly said nothing.

The door into the guest house opened. "Hai! Karl! Y ou've had enough time." His companion
blinked into the night, saw their figures, and beckoned. "Come on. Back insde. Y ou'll get nothing from
an Eagle, you know how they are.”

Karl blew her akiss and went back to his pogt. "Lord, have mercy," she muttered and hurried
back to the chamber where the king held court. But Henry had gone to bed, or so Hathui told her.
"Where do we deep?’

"Y ou haven't been propositioned yet?' asked Hathui and laughed when Hanna betrayed herself
by blushing. But the older woman sobered quickly enough. " Attend to my words, Hanna. Thereis one
thing that will get awoman thrown out of the Eagles, and that isif she can no longer ride because she
carriesachild. 'Make no marriage unless to another Eagle who has sworn the same oaths asyou."'
"That's a harsh precept.”

"Our sarviceisharsh. Many of usdie serving the king. I'm not saying you must never love aman,
or bed one, even, but do not make that choicelightly and never when it isonly for anight's pleasure.
There are those old men and women mostlywho know the use of certain herbsand ails’

"But that'smagic," Hannawhispered. "And heathen magic, at that."
Hathui shrugged. "I've seen a deacon use herbs and chants from the Holy Book to heal wounds,



s0if that'smagic, | suppose somein the church don't frown onitsuse. I'm just saying, Hanna, that if the
desireis strong enough, there are ways to prevent conception, though they don't dwayswork. But every
gift from the Lady is both burden and treasure. That isthe lesson She teaches: Just asfire can both warm
and kill, so can that feding we call sweet passion bring asitsfruit deasth or ablessing in theform of a
hedlthy child." She smiled wryly. "Sometimesit iseasier to devote yoursdf to asaint, as| did. | had no
virginity to pledgeto St. Perpetuawhen | became an Eagle, so | offered my chadtity instead.”

"Y ou were married before you became an Eagle?’ Hathui shook her head, one side of her mouth
quirking down and an eyeticking shut asif she wastrying to close up an old memory. "No. It was taken
from me by aQuman raider. And if | ever meet up with him or his people, he will pay for what he sole.”
Hannafelt her mouth drop open. "Y oulll catch flies" said Hathui, who had aready recovered.

"II'm sorry.”
Hathui snorted. "What do you expect, from barbarians?| had no lasting harm of it, not like my
aunt, who waskilled in that raid.”

"Butbut does thismean | can never have achild?' Hanna considered this prospect without
pleasure. It was not something she had ever thought about before. She was awoman, and not in the
church. Of course she | would have children.

"Of course nat, if you wish for children. But you must either leave the Eagles or marry within
them. A child born to awoman who is married to another Eagleis| accepted. | have seen three such
children.

"Have you seen awoman cast out of the Eaglesfor well, for bearing a child?!

"I have." Hathui touched her brass badge, her long fingers tracing the eagle embossed there. "This
is her badge. She died of the birthing, aas, and the child, too.”

Hanna made the sign of the circle at her breast. Death or ablessing. Those words seemed apt
enough. It wasthekind of thing her mother would say.

"Come, Hanna. Let's deep. There's bound to be more and much more running to do tomorrow."
Hathui kissed Hanna affectionately on the forehead and took her by the arm. "Well get our blankets. We
can bed down here, at thefoot of the king's chair.”

"At thefoot of the king's chair!" Thiswas such asigna honor that Hannawondered if her parents
would ever believe it had actudly been granted to their very own daughter.

"Indeed, he said so himsdlf. He'safinelord, isour king, and | am proud to serve him.”

In the morning, just after the office of Tercethe third hour of the daywas sung, another Eagle rode
in. He came from the west. He was faint with exhaustion; his horse had foundered.

Groomstook his horse. Hathui took him in hand and with Hannafollowing at her heelsled himto
where the king held audience with Hemut Villam, the margrave, Judith, and others of the noblesin
attendance, discussing the final plansfor their dispersd to collect armiesthat could ride to Gent. Henry
broke off their conversation and rose.

The Eagle threw himself on hisknees before the king. "Y our Mgesty.” He could barely speak,
his voice was so hoarse.

"Bring him mead," said the king, and mead was brought.

The man gulped down a cup of the honeyflavored wine, and it soothed his coughing. He
gpologized. "l beg pardon, Y our Mgjesty.”

“Your news?'

"Itisterrible news, Your Mgesty." Almost, the man wept. "I am come from Autun. | have ridden



four days and five nights, stopping only to change horses" He shut his eyes.

The tension in the chamber became unbearable as everyone present waited for him to continue.
Hannatried desperately to remember where Autun was, and what its significance might be. Wasn't it the
seat of abiscophric? Yes! That wasit: Henry's younger sSister Constance was biscop of Autun.

As sheremembered this, the Eagle took hold of himsalf and continued spesaking. "'l was ableto
escape Autun because of the aid of Biscop Congtance's chatelaine. Autun is now in the hands of Lady
Sabdla”

Severd of the courtiers spoke at once, then fell silent when Henry raised ahand. The king looked
grave, aswell hemight. "Thecity hasfdlen?"

The Eagle spoke on asigh. "By treachery, Y our Mgesty. Biscop Constanceisaprisoner inthe
hands of Lady Sabellaand her retainers. Sabella has installed Helvissa as biscop of Autun.”

"Helvissa, whom | removed eight years ago with the consent of the others biscops of the relm?”

"Indeed, the same one, Y our Mg esty. Autun surrendered without afight out of respect for the
safety of Biscop Congtance. Not one soul in Autun considers Helvissatheir rightful lord. But that is not
al. Sabellahas an army, and Duke Rodulf of Varingiamarcheswith her."

None moved or spoke, waiting for the king's reaction.
All Hannacould think of were those awful words. " Sabellahas an army.”
"What of Duke Conrad of Wayland?' Henry asked quietly.

Hannadid not recall how Duke Conrad of Wayland fit into the convol uted kinship surrounding
the king's court and that of the great princes, but to everyone el se, the question seemed fraught with
meaning. All waited. Villam king's dragon wiped hislips with aknuckle. Duchess Liutgardwho had not
yet left, though she was dressed for riding clasped and unclasped her hands nervoudly.

But the Eagle only shook hishead. Helooked utterly exhausted. "I do not know if he marches
with her or if he doesnot. | had to escape in the middle of the night. | have no information beyond
thatonly that Sabellamarches east.”

East. Even Hanna knew what that meant. East, to
Wendar.

"She sworeme an oath,” said Henry even more softly. He looked furious and his movements, as
he turned to bee' n to those closest to him, were astaut asthose of alion's, waiting to pounce. But he did
not rage out loud. "Wendar itsdf isin danger. Sabellarebels against my authority and that rebellion we
cannot tolerate. We cannot ride to Gent."

Thewords struck Hannalike a hammer's blow.

"Ai, Lady," she murmured, her heart leaden in her chest. What was going to happen to Liath?
We cannot ride to Gent."

What cost to Henry to utter those words?

Rosvitaglanced at Villam, saw him looking at her in that sameingtant, as though they shared a
thought. Three legitimate children Henry had. For the sake of the kingdom, he must risk theloss of the
fourth.

Henry's hands were clenched. He stared for along while at the fine Arethousan carpet under his
boots, ageometric pattern of imperia purple and paeivory, flord circles encasing eightpointed stars. The
rug had come as part of Queen Sophia's morning gift to Henry, for only she, daughter of an emperor and
niece of the reigning Arethousan emperor, would dare to wak on purple. Some few of her possessions,



as she had wished, had been sent back to Arethousa upon her death. Henry had kept thisrug, perhaps
againg her wishes, for wasit not also said of Henry that he believed he done of all the reigning kings had
the power to wear the mantle of the Holy Dariyan Emperor? Others had attempted to take on thetitle
worn first by the great Taillefer. None had succeeded. The "new" empire, restored by Taillefer, had
lasted a scant twentyfour years and had died with Taillefer. No king facing civil war could hope to make
himsalf emperor, even with the support of the skopos hersdif.

"Makeready toride," King Henry said at last. "We leave a dawn."

The Eagle, though he had ridden hard and through greet danger, received no sign of theking's
favor. He was dismissed to get food, drink, and rest. The king retired to his bedchamber. The others
went out to their own retainers, and soon the king's retinue was in agreat uproar asthey prepared to
march. Those nobles, like Liutgard and Judith, who had been ready to return to their estates were
nowwith whatever soldiersthey hadturned into Henry's army. There was no longer timefor raising levies
from faroff estates.

Eagles were dispatched to Rotrudis, Duchess of Saony and Attomar, and to Burchard, Duke of
Avaria. Also, Eagles rode to the estates of lesser counts and lords. A great stock of grain and vegetables
vanished from the monastery's cdllarsinto the king's wagons, and chickens and geese were caged and the
cages thrown on top of hegps of turnips and beans and baskets of wheat and barley and rye. Given the
terrible news of Sabdlasrevolt, not even the cellarer complained when every cask of deleft inthe
monastery'swine cellar wasrolled up the earth ramp and into wagons.

Just after Vespers, Villam came to Rosvitawhere she labored in the scriptorium, packing her
notes and stylus and parchment, her quills and ink, into a chest for the journey. He appeared so closeto
panic that sheimmediately set aside her book and cameto him.

"My sonismissing,” he sad. "Have you seen him today?"

Guilt struck at her heart. So much had happened she had forgotten about her promise to keep an
eye on the boy. At once she suspected where he had gone. "I have not seen him. Hisretainers?”

"Six are dso missing, young men of hisown age, none of the older ones. The otherswill say
nothing." Clearly, Villam suspected the wordt.

"Bringthemtome.”

With grim satisfaction, Villam left. She finished packing and left the chest in the care of one of her
servants. She met them before the Hearth, the only place with any semblance of peacein the entire
vdley. Villam brought two men: awhitehaired man with the look of afaithful, battlehardened retainer and
amuch younger man, not above sixteen or eighteen years, who was flushed and had obvioudy been
aying.

Rosvita studied them both. The old man she gave up on a once. Helooked like the old
praeceptor, the man who had been assigned many years back to train the boy at arms and whose loyalty
would be fixed to the young lad he had half raised; he could not be swayed by fear. But the younger man
could.

"Y ou do not mean to lieto me?' she demanded of the young one. "Who are you, child? Who are
your parents?"

Stammering, hetold her hisname and lineage.
"WhereisLord Berthold?'

He betrayed himsdlf by glancing at the old man. The old retainer glared stubbornly ahead. The
young one began to fidget, twisting his hands together, biting a his lower lip.

"Look inmy eyes, child, and swear to me by the name of Our Lady and Lord that you do not



know."

He began to cry again.

That quickly, asif to spare the young man the shame of lying or of betraying his master, theold
armsmaster spoke. "He knew nothing of the expedition. | advised againgt it, but, once determined, Lord
Berthold would not be swayed."

"Yet you did not go with him!" Villam lifted afist asif to bring it down, hard, on the Hearth, and
only at thelast ingtant remembered where he was. He dapped the fist against an open pam instead. It
was getting dark. Her ability to read the subtleties of their expressonswas dready lost to her. Two
monks entered the chapel, brands burning in each hand; they began to light the sconces. Soon the office
of Compline would be sung and the monks would take themsdvesto their bedsfor the night.

"So did he order me, my lord. | am his obedient servant. And in truth, | feared no mischief. They
areonly old ruins. | have seen such with my own eyes and feared nothing from them. | made sure he took
gx of hisbest menatarmswith him when heleft thismorning after Prime.”

"Y et he has not returned.”

The old armsmaster hung his head. Even in the incongtant light of torches she could now read
clearly hisguilt, hisrecognition of hisown bad judgment, written as plainly asif he had spoken aoud.

"Taketorches, picks and shovels, whatever you need, and ten of my menatarms and the rest of
my son'sretainers. Go now."

They did asVillam ordered.

Rosvitajoined the prayers at Compline. It was crowded, for not only the king but every noble
who could command room crowded into the monastery's church. But when the othersfiled out, Villam
remained, and he kndlt on the cold ground, hands clasped in prayer, for the rest of the night.

The monks sang Nocturns, then, at first light, Lauds. King Henry arrived for the office of Prime
fully arrayed king's dragon for riding, wearing a coat of mail. Sapientiawalked behind him, aso fitted for
riding; she carried her father's helm under one arm and she wore the badge of St. Perpetua, Lady of
Battles, on her right shoulder. Theophanu would remain in thetrain, behind the main army, with thoselike
Rosvitawho did not fight.

As soon as Prime was sung and the last prayer spoken over the Hearth, Henry |eft the church
and crossed to where his horse waited, already saddled. It was just dawn. No men had returned from
the night expedition to the old ruins.

"Wemust ride," said King Henry. Villam bowed his head, for of course he knew the king spoke
truthfully. He splashed water on hisface to refresh himsdlf and then, with the others, set forth.

That morning the army did not range out ahead of the caval cade of wagons and animals that
congtituted the people and goods of the king's progress. At midday, a party from the monastery caught
up to them.

Rosvita hastened forward from her place in thetrain in order to hear the news. Berthold was a
good boy, full of promise. Shefet herself responsible. She had not watched over him as she had said she
would.

But she read no hope on the face of the old armsmaster, who came forward as spokesman for
the others. "Itisagrievoustale| havetotell, my lord." His voice was even, but his eyes betrayed the
depth of hisdigtress. "My sonisdead,” said Villam, asif voicing the words would cause the worst of the
pain, of afather'sloss of hisfavored son, to be over with quickly, to fade that fast into the dull ache of a
loss suffered years before. Better that than the raw grief that cut to the heart.



The armsmaster bowed his head. "No, my lord.” But histone was not encouraging. He caught
breath and could not for amoment go on.

Rosvitadipped into the crowd. Folk made way for her as she came up beside Villam. He saw
her and set an arm on the deeve of her robe, steadying himsdlf. King

Henry, now, had come from his place at the front of the army. People made way for him so he
could stand beside Villam.

"I have seen strange things | cannot explain. Thisiswhat happened.”

This, St. Ambrose's Day, the second day after the Feast of St. Susannah and the third day of the
month of Sorrnas, had dawned clear and fine and the weather looked to continue that way. Surely this
was an omen that the Lord and Lady favored their expedition. And Rosvita noted, asthe man told his
gtory, that the westher did not shift, nor did the fine down of clouds that lined the northern horizon spread
to engulf the sky. The sky remained clear; the sun remained warm. What this meant she could not be
sure. If sorcery was awake, it was not at this moment directed at them.

"It took us many hoursto climb the dope,” said the armsmaster. "Even with the moon'slight and
though we followed the path, it twisted and turned in such a confusing fashion that we lost our way
severd times. We came to astand of wood, tall northern pines, which none of us had seen from below.
At firg light we came to arocky outcropping which we had not known was above us, though one of your
menatarms, my lord, recognized it asthat place where the holy man had retired to meditate.

"To our amazement, asthe light rose and we could see more than an arm'slength in front of us,
we saw two lions resting at the height of the rock. When they saw us, they sprang away into the rocks
and welost sght of them. Fearing for the" life of the holy man, we hastened to his hut.”

Now he drew the Circle of Unity at his breast and then touched knucklesto lips softly, asif
giving akissto the Lady.

"When | touched the door, it fell easily aside, reveding what lay within." He blinked severd times
asat asudden blinding light. "A miracle! There sat the holy man, upright in that tiny space yet not
touching the sde of the hut. He smdlled asfresh asif fidds of flowers had bloomed there ingde with him,
but there was nothing except him, the thin white loincloth in which he was dressed, and the dirt floor. And
when we ventured to touch him, to wake him, for he appeared to be adeep, he was cold as sone. He
was dead.” His voice shook.

Rosvitabowed her head and said asilent prayer for the dead man. His name would be added to
the prayer lisgswhich were sung in full every Penitire. Y et she could not mourn Brother Fiddlis; he had
ascended to the Chamber of Light. And she had something of him with her till, the book he had given to
her.

"Ten of themen | sent ahead to search for the ruins you spoke of, my lord," continued the
armsmaster, "While | remained behind with the othersto give aproper buria to the holy man. | cannot
explain . .. some other force watched over us, for aswe dug the grave in the hard ground the lions
appeared again on the outcropping above. But they made no move to approach us. Indeed, they
appeared to watch over us, that isal, and when the holy man was decently laid to rest, they vanished.

"Then we found the track and soon after dawn we came out into the ruins at the height of the hill.
But what a strange Sight met our eyes! Y ou said they were ruins, but they were nothing of thekind! There
lay before usacircle of sanding soneswith a huge stone placed at their center.”

"Upright?' demanded Villam, jerking forward asif he had been yanked.

"Upright and perfectly placed, with lintels across. | have seen such ruinsin my years, which were
surely thework of giants, but never one as perfectly preserved asthis."



"Impossiblel” cried Villam. "They were falen to piecesjust three days past.”

The armsmaster bowed his head until hisforehead touched his clasped hands. Heremained in
that position

for sometime while King Henry drew Villam back and spoke soothingly to him.

"Wemarveled," said thearmsmadter finally, in awhisper. "The mounds were open. Each one had
an entrance framed by stone dabs. Welit our torches and walked inside, somewhat hunched over, itis
true, but the walls were so cunningly laid together with flat stone that they were more like the corridors of
astronghold than of atomb. But each mound was the same. We entered by a passageway whichled ina
straight line to around chamber that lay at the center of the mound, buried under dirt. And in that
chamber, nothing. No other passages. No sign of graves or of the bones of giants or sacrifices. No sign
of treasure. Nothing. Except asingle footprint, caught in the dust. And this”

He extended hisright hand and unfolded it, like a petal opening to the sun. In hishand lay agold
rng.
Villam groaned out loud and snatched the ring out of the old man's hand. He turned it over, and

over again, but there was no doubting the look on hisface. "His mother'sring," he whispered, "which she
willed to him on her deathbed.”

After that he wept, and the others wept with him, the armsmaster and young Berthold's retainers.
By not protecting him, they had failed their young lord. Henry, quick to tears, wept aswell, as befit aking
showing sympathy for the pain felt by others and soas was akingly virtueby himsdf on their behalf.

Rosvita could find no tears. Thetale had overset her. It had astonished her, and yet set her mind
racing. Strange forceswere at work. How could stones of such size be lifted and returned to their
places? From where had come the lions which the men had seen? Why had Brother Fidelis given her the
book at just that time, as aman might dispense of his possessions when he knew death was upon him?
What had he meant by his reference to the Seven Sleepers?

What had prompted Berthold to go exploring with six young companions?
king's dragon Rosvitadid not believe in coincidence.

At lag, Villam mastered his grief, though surely it would haunt him in the monthsto come. He
had, after al, aduty to hisking, and awar to fight.

With somber faces and heavy hearts, they rode west to meet Sabellasarmy.

BLOODHEART THE dtreets of Gent were chaos and only the misting dant of rain over rooftops
and roadway's kept them from boiling with clouds of dust in the pandemonium. Mud and dirt were
everywhere; no one dared use precious water to clean. The wells continued to supply water and with the
river on both sides were unlikely to run dry, but no one cared to take that chance. It was till possibleto
wash by theriver's bank on the idand's shore, but the Eika had primitive bows and even stonetipped
arrows could kill.

Liath had seen many placesin her life; she had lived in the skopos city of Darre, visited villages
built on the ruins of the magnificent ancient cities of Sirraqusae and Kartiako, resded near the Kalif's
paacein thefine clean Jnnacity of Qurtubah, passed through the seet of the Sdian kings, Pairri, taken
ship at the emporium called Medemeachaadong the coast, and walked among the proud, bustling
townsfolk of the cathedrd city of king's dragon Autun. She and Da had passed through villages
recovering from famine, avoided townsflying the red banner that warned of plague; she had prayed a
churches small and vadt, including the great basilica dedicated to St. Theclathe Witnesser in Darre. In
eight years she and Da had travel ed as much as a thousand people might in an entire lifetime.

But she had never seen anything like Gent: a prosperous cathedra city crammed with twice or



threetimesitsusua population, the refugees fled within the walls from the countryside, and living
congtantly on the edge of terror. Siege was an ugly business. Now she walked through this chaos every
day. Mayor Werner was avain man, spoiled by his mother and accustomed to getting his own way. He
was overjoyed at the opportunity to have aKing's Eagle at hisbeck and call. In the evenings, Werner
expected Wolfhere to attend him at the feasts he held every night. Werner wasreasonably enoughterribly
impressed by Wolfhere's age and knowledge and reputation as aman who had once been King Arnulf
the Y ounger's most favored counsellor. So in the evenings Wolfhere could not question Liath about the
life sheand Dahad led for thelast eight years.

Liath made sure she came to Werner's attention, and so during the day she waited on Werner
and ran messages here and there within the walls of Gent. Most of the messages were pointless, but it
gave her something to doand it kept her out of Wolfhere'sway. She had many questions she wanted to
ask Wolfhere, but as Da said, " Always measure the ground before you jump the stream.” She was not
fool enough to think she could outwit Wolfhere and she did not yet fed confident enough to face him. So
sheavoided him.

But, running messages for Werner, she could not avoid the city. Thisday she felt an undercurrent
of madness running like ground lightning through the streets. On her way to the armory to get the daily
count of swords forged and spears readied and to find out how

their fud was holding out, she had to shove her way dong the plank wakways despite that she
wore the redlined cloak of aKing's Eagle. Folk crammed the streets, some of them carrying their earthly
belongings on their backs asif they had no place to rest them. Others spoke, gesticulating, shouting, in
pockets at corners or under the shelter of overhanging houses or bursting out of aehouses.

"Makeway!" she said, trying to force her way through a knot of men gathered &t the corner of
the marketplace. "I am an Eagle.”

"Cursed Eaglel” shouted one of them, lifting astaff threateningly. ™Y ou're well fed enough, up
there at the palace!" He was ragged and thin, stooped by hunger, but anger isits own food. And Liafh
became aware at once that his many companions, at his back, stared at her with hostile expressions. One
fingered aknife,

"Come now, my friend." Another man stepped forward, astout artisan with smudged hands and
agrim face. "This Eagleis but the King's messenger. Sheisnot respongble for the mayor'sfaults. Let her
by

Grudgingly the other man stepped back, his comrades with him, muttering.

"| thank you," she said to the artisan. "I think you will find it better to avoid the marketplace," said
the artisan, "for there are many angry folk gathered there. Thereisan aleyway back by here. Go, and
when you return to the palace tell the mayor from me, agood citizen of Gent, that he should beware the
inner beast as much asthe outer one, if hewill not feed it properly.”

"I will," she said, puzzled by this reference. Shetook the side route gladly but even here she had
to make her way through refugees huddied with dl their belongings what they could carryagainst wooden
walls, some of them without even a bit of cloth to cover their heads againgt therain. Babies cried.
Children whimpered. An old woman sat wrapped in afilthy shawl whose fancy embroidered edge
peeked out benegth a caking of mud.

king's dragon She tried to bake flour and water mixed to amuddy paste into flatcakes over a
steaming fire placed hard up againgt the back of ahouse.

Ai, Lady, thought Liath. How easily afire could start, in drier westher. Maybe it was for the best
that it rained. But then, she had aroof over her head.

"| pray you! Eagle!" The man's voice was soft, thickened with the congestion of agrippe.



Surprised, she hated in the shadow of apile of garbage. It stank. The bones and skin of ratslay
littered at the base of the pile; the flesh had been gnawed from their small remains. She smelled urine and
feces. A man wearing the heavy tunic of afarmer emerged from the shadows, he had athin, desperate
face and mucus running from his nose. She stepped back, sartled, away from him.

"| pray you," herepeated. "Take meto themayor.” "I cannot. | only run errands.”

"Please," he begged. Then hetried to grasp her hand, to pull her. She bolted back and yet
something in his manner stayed her from running away. "Please. There must be something you can do.
My daughter." "Y our daughter!"

"She'sill and she hasn't enough to eat. Here. See." His daughter. Her grief at Da's death choked
her anew and tears flooded her eyes. Numb, she followed the man into the tiny garbagestrewn dley, a
fetid corner where he had made shelter for them. The girl was perhaps eight or ten yearsold; it was hard
to tell. She coughed incessantly, half in deep, but when she heard her father's footsteps she raised her
arms piteoudy toward him.

"Da?' shewhispered. "Da, | fed such apainin my chest. I'm sorry, Da, | meant to be stronger.”
Then she saw Liath. Her eyes widened and she went into a spasm of coughing.

The man knelt beside her and petted her, soothed her, until she calmed and quieted. Then, with
an agonized expression, he looked up at Liath. "We are not poor folk, Eagle. | was agood farmer and
paid my rentsfathfully to Count Hildegard. | lost my wife two winters ago to the lungfever, and the babe
sheld just born died with her. This child, my Miriam, isal | have left. But we have nothing here and no
kin, no oneto help usand | can find no work. Please, can you help us, Eagle. They say inthe
marketplace the mayor feasts every night, but out here we have nothing. | am feared shewill" He broke
off and buried hisfacein thegirl'shair.

Liath gulped down asob. It hit her, then, again and so sudden, so unexpected: Dawas dead. He
was dead and he was never coming back, never going to walk beside her again or comfort her again or
teach her again. No matter what hisflaws were, for they were many, he struggled with the darkness as
do dl of humankind, yet he did his best and he was agood man and he had always, dways, taken care
of her. Tearsand rain mixed on her face. The girl gazed at her in awe, the man in desperate hope.

"Can you not go to the cathedra ?* she asked. " The bishop has dlowed many of the refugeesto
camp inthe nave and | believe shetriesto feed them aswell."

"l havetried," he said, hopedying in hiseyes, "But there are so many. We were turned away
even before we could reach the steps. The mayor's guard beat us back."

Shetook her Eaglésring off her finger and held it out. "Takethis" she said, trembling, "to the
palace and ask for entry to the stables. Tell the Dragonsthere that | mean for you to have employment
from them. Y ou can care for horses, can you not?"

He swallowed. "I had sheep and goats and chickens, but never ahorse.”

"Chickens, then," she said recklesdy. "Take your daughter. Thiswill gain you entrance. Y ou must
doit, for | need thering back and so | will fetch it from you there."

"Dal" whispered the girl, and then coughed.

The man began to thank her so profusely she was king's dragon afraid he would draw attention
to them, even here behind the midden. She could not savethem all.

"I must go,” shesaid. "l have an errand.” Shefled gratefully into the rain and cried the whole way
to the armory and back.

Werner kept her busy for the rest of the day, and that night, to assauge hisfretting, he cdled for a
lavish feast which she had no appetite for. Afterward she took aturn on watch late into the night and then



lay down to deep just before dawn only to deep fitfully and then be woken midmorning by adistressed
servant. He begged her to cometo the hall at once.

"Eaglel" Werner paced in hishdl, frantic. "Have you heard? Have you seen?'
"l beg your pardon, Mayor Werner," she said. "I have just woken. | was on watch last

"Lady and Lord! What have we cometo!" He threw up his hand and called for atray, popped a
sweetmedt into hismouth asif that could comfort himin hisdistress. "I have aready sent Wolfhere and
the other Eagle down to the tannery, so now what shall | do? What shal | do?"

She waited as he snapped at a passing servant. That seemed to calm his nerves enough for him to
speak coherently. "A crowd of people has gathered outside the gates. Outside these gates, asif / were
their enemy! What acdamity thisid"

"Havethey said what their purposeis, Mayor Werner?'

"Bread and beans!" he snorted. "Bread and beans! The good citizens of Gent would never act
thisway if these country people were not acting as a bad influence upon them. Thereis at least one
deacon whoimagine this has inflamed them with tales of feasting herein my own hal going on whiletheir
children starve! No child starves within thewalls of Gent. The biscop seesto that. They arecaling mea
glutton and say | feast whilether children starvel Imagine! Can you imagine?’

She waited, but unfortunately he appeared to expect
an answer. Carefully shesaid, 'l am hereto serve you, Mayor Werner."

"Someone must go out and placate them,” said Werner, eyeing her with amixture of craftiness
and doulbt.

"They are asking for you, my lord." said the steward cautioudly.

Werner smoothed down hisfinewool tunic nervoudy, twining hisfingersinto the soft lesther belt.
Its gold buckle was studded ogtentatioudy with lapislazuli. "1 can'tit would be too dangerous’ His
digtracted gaze caught again on Liath and his expression brightened. "Eagle, fetch Prince Sanglant. He
will attend me. After dl" He began twigting the rings on hisfingers, ahabit Liath had seen himindulgein
before. They were stunningly beautiful rings, one set with tiny rubies, one with an amethyst, onewith an
engraved stone of lagpislazuli of aparticularly intense blue; the fourth was athin circle of cunninglyworked
cloisonne so delicatdly done Liath could not imagine how human fingers could have wrought it. "After all
heis hereto protect Gent, and if the crowd were to grow angry or vengeful, or to threstenme. . ."

She nodded obediently and withdrew from the hal. Outside, the sun shone. From the safety of
the great courtyard, bounded by the palace and great hall on one side, the kitchens and outbuildings on
the second, the barracks and stables on the third, and the palisade gates on the fourth, she could hear the
crowd that had gathered on the other side of the palace compound gates. They spoke in many voices,
but their murmuring was edged with fury and with that kind of desperation past which thereis nothing left
tolose.

Werner could not afford to have riot within and siege without; abruptly she realized whet the
artisan in the marketplace had meant by the inner beast. She straightened her tunic and twisted the end of
her braid in ahand, then cursed hersdlf for caring what she looked like. Perhapsit was true Prince
Sanglant looked a her now and again, but he looked at every remotely attractive woman he came within
gght of. Liath only noticed because she would watch him, and try not to watch him, when they werein
the hdl at the sametime or passing in the courtyard or around the stables.

But thiswas not timeto reflect on such trivial concerns. AsDadwayssaid, "No pointin
worrying at aloose thread while the sheep are being eaten by wolves.”

She steadied hersdlf and strode to the stables and then down the long dim passage. She saw no



sign of the man and child she had tried to help. Beyond the actua stables, but within the palace stockade,
was a sableyard with its own gate. In this yard the Dragonstook their ease in the fine spring sun ormost
oftenpracticed with sword and spear. So did they now.

She paused at the doors, brushing straw dust off her nose and trying not to sneeze. Two men
sparred with staves. Severd of the younger men pounded dutifully on a sturdy wooden pole set upright in
the ground. An older man sat on abench, repairing apair of boiled leather greaves that had been oiled to
afine brown sheen. Sanglant laughed.

Hislaughter was so sharp and bright that it rang on the air. She found him half hidden behind a
line of laundry hung out to dry in the warm morning sunlight. He came out from the shadow of the
laundry, head flung back. Sweat beaded on hisforehead. He held a sword wrapped in cloth in one hand
and histeardrop shield painted with the black dragon device in the other. He wore not his mail but only
the padded gambeson that went underneath armor. After him came two othersthe woman and ayoung
man with light hair and ayedlow beardamilarly armed; they had obvioudy been at sword practice.

Sanglant wiped the swest from hisface and turned to look directly at Liath, acrossthe
stableyard. Helifted ahand. All activity ceased and every Dragon there turned

to look at her. She bit down a sudden impulseto flee, lifted her chin, and walked acrossthe yard
to the prince.

"Mayor Werner wishesyou to attend him," she said boldly and clearly. "Thereisacrowd

"Ah, yes" said the prince interrupting her. "I was wondering when Mayor Werner would send
someone to fetch me. They've been gaining in numbers since dawn." He seemed more amused than angry
or worried. He handed sword and shield to the woman, got a spear in exchange, and gestured for Liath
to precede him. No one else came, only him. Asthey walked back through the stables, she felt his gaze
on her back.

He said, "I've never seen you use that bow. It's of Quman make, isit not?'

"ltis"

"It'sastrange pattern, the deer who is vanquished and yet whose antlers are giving birth to
griffins"

The observation startled her, but she dared not dacken her pace or turn around.

"Y ou have such brilliantly blue eyes" he added, asif it was an afterthought. "'Like the heart of fire.
Or that fine lgpislazuli stone on Mayor Werner'sfinger.”

Her cheeks burned. She did not know what to say.

They passed out through the stable doors into the courtyard to find Mayor Werner and a number
of palace stewards and servingfolk huddled together in an anxious band.

"Open the gates," said Sanglant, striding past Liath.

"Butl"

"Open the gates!”

Werner could not bring himself to give the order until he had been helped to the safety of the
palisade wall, out of reach of the ravening hordes should they decide to swarm inside. But once on the
parapet, he could be seen by the crowd beyond. Liath climbed up after him and saw people below. They
were, indeed, country folk and poor people, frightened, thin, and desperatethe same sort of people she
had pressed through yesterday. See

king's dragon ing the mayor above they began to cal out, some with anger, some pleading, some
cursing. One man lifted atiny child above his head asif willing the mayor whose round red face clearly



betrayed that he never wanted for foodto see the hunger on the child'sface. A few had staves or scythes,
and these shook them angrily while Werner tried to shout out afew conciliatory phrases but got nowhere;
nor could he be heard above their noise,

The gates opened. Sanglant walked out, spear in hisleft hand, right hand raised, open, and
empty. He had no escort. Suddenly nervous, Liath got out her bow, nocked an arrow, and drew down
on the prince so she could get thefirst shot in if anyone assaulted him.

He glanced up asif he had heard the creak of the string rubbing against the bronze caps as she
drew it back. He smiledhis charming smileup at her, asif her protection amused or flattered him, and for
an ingtant she forgot where she was and what she was doing there. Then he looked away, out into the
crowd, and lifted his spear. The people moved restlesdy, their attention shifting suddenly from the mayor
to Sanglant. He waded out into their midst, obvioudy unafraid; he was easy to follow because he was
half ahead taler than the tallest person there. They parted to let him through, and at some point he found
abox or ablock of stoneto stand on and with this platform he held the spear up over his head and with
hisright hand gestured for silence. To Liath's amazement, the crowd quieted. "Oh dear, oh dear,”
murmured Werner, and then, suddenly, realizing Sanglant was not about to be set upon and rent limb
from body by the maob, he stopped muttering.

"Y ou must pick three of your number," said Sanglant without preamble, "and they will be brought
before the mayor to speak your grievances. Choose them quickly and do not argue. The rest of you must
go to your homes or to wherever you are staying. | will request that the biscop mediate.” He paused.

Hisvoice sounded so hoarse Liath was astonished it carried so well, but hisvoice aways
sounded like that. He shifted, and the sunlight caught on his gold torque, winking. Liath lowered her bow.
She could not concentrate, not looking at him. Did not the ancients write that desire was a curse? She
found that her hands were shaking, and she let the arrow go dack. The prince wasin no danger.

Although perhaps she was.

"Let metell you," hewent on, "that Gent isacity under Sege. The enemy who waits outsde the
wallsis moreimplacable than your hunger, for there are sores enough in this city if they arerationed fairly
but thereisno mercy in his heart, if he even has one. We cannot fight among oursalves, for that way lies
death for everyone. Y ou are within your rightsto demand food if your children are hungry, but none can
expect feasts

"The mayor feastsevery night!" cried awoman in ashrill but carrying voice. She wore deacon's
robes.

"Then you, good deacon, may come before him and tell him what you think of that. Y ou arethe
first. Let two more be chosen.”

Hisbrisk command stilled the crowd. Already the people on the fringes were drifting away. After
abrief flurry of talk, two men came forward with the deacon, and they followed Sanglant insde. Liath
recognized one as the artisan who had aided her in the marketplace. The gates closed behind them; only
then did Werner venture down from the parapet. Once brought inside the great hall, the three commoners
appeared subdued, perhaps cowed by the mayor ormore likelyby Sanglant'simposing presence.

"Eagle" said Werner, "you will find and bring the biscop to me. Beg her to attend me, thet is."

Sanglant moved, and dmost Liath thought he was going to offer to escort her. But he did not.
Instead, with asigh, he went to St in the chair beside Werner. A, fool! She cursed hersdlf as she hurried
away. Theking's dragon gates were opened to let her out, and thistime the folk disperang from the
square parted to let her through as she jogged from palace to cathedra. Maybe Da had been right; he
usually was. "Areyou so vain?' he had asked her. But he had been speaking of Hugh, and she had been
right about Hugh. Da had not understood what Hugh truly wanted.



But she did not want to think of Hugh now. She never wanted to think of Hugh again.

Gent's biscop was awoman who wasted little time; Liath was sent back with amessage that
Werner could expect her within the hour and that a solution to this difficulty would be found before
nightfal or else shewould impose one.

When Liath returned to the hdl, the deacon and artisan had, evidently, spoken aready. Now the
third representative, an ederly man in the good linen tunic of a person of wedlth, regaed the mayor at
length about the positions of the stars in the heavens and the fate they foretold for Gent in generd and the
mayor in particular. Werner listened with such rapt attention that he did not acknowledgeor perhaps he
did not noticelLiath's return.

"For in thewritings of the church mothers, and in the caculations of the Babaharshan
mathematici,” intoned the man in that sonorous voice only thetruly selfimportant can manage, "it iswritten
that the passage of Mok into the Sign of the Hedler, the eleventh House in the lesser Circle, theworld
dragon that binds the heavens, betokens a period of healing and hope whose emanétive rays are only
intengfied by the passage of Jedu, thefierce, the Angel of War, into the same sign, aswill happen very
soon, very soon indeed, for fierce Jedu soon will move out of the Unicorn and into the Healer. So should
you take heart that the heavens grant us hope at this dark hour, and you should be generousin relieving
the burdens of those of ustrapped insde your fair city.”

"Oh, spare usthis nonsense," muttered Liath under her breath. She regretted saying it at once.
She had forgotten how well Sanglant could hear.

Sanglant glanced at her but said nothing.

"Say on," said Werner to the man, who continued, oblivious to everything except Werner's rapt
atention.

"Y es, the heavens give us hope. Y ou must not expect disaster for no comet has flamed in the sky
and only such glowing swords portend ruin. Therefore, we may all feast and celebrate for our rescueis at
hand Werner was, indeed, beginning to look more cheerful. "and if gold islaid out in a pattern known
only to me, then | can read by various diverse and secret means the exact hour and day of our
liberation!"

"Ah," ghed Werner ecdteticaly.

Ai, Lady! Thisman would do more harm than good. But Eagles had no opinions. Princes might,
however. Shehad torisk it. "He'safraud,” she muttered under her breath.

At once, Sanglant lifted ahand for silence. "Where did you learn this knowledge of the heavens?!
he asked the old man. "How can you assure usthisistrue?’

The man clapped hand to chest. "Noble prince, you honor me with your notice. | wastrained a
the Academy of Diotimain Darre, under the shadow of the skopos paaceitsdf. Inthe Academy we
learned the secrets of the heavens from the writings of the ancients and aso how to foretdll the fates of
man and the world from the movements of the stars."

"For aprice” sad Liath. "Usudly ingold."

Then was aghast she had spoken out loud. But how could she help it? In al their wandering, Da
had never passed himsdlf off as an astrologus or haruspexone of those men or women who claimed to be
ableto divine the fate of "kings and other folk." Frauds, al of them, Da claimed, though he was learned
enough that he could have made a decent living for them both had he been willing to do so. But Da
respected the knowledge he had and, perhaps, feared it aswdll. It was nothing to trifle with. It burned in
her heart that the knowledge he had

paid for so dearly should be treated as merely another form of commercealucrative trade visited



upon theignorant and gullibleby such people asthis charlatan. The old man frowned imperioudy &t her.
"Mineisaproud trade, and though some in the church have frowned upon it, it has not been condemned"

The deacon interrupted him. "At the Council of Narvone, the casting of horoscopes was
outlawed. Only God and the angels may have foreknowledge of our fate.”

"Wadl, 1" he sputtered. "1 do not cast individua horoscopes, of course, but | have great
knowledge and none dare scorn me, for | know the ways of the heavens. | have studied the very
Agtronomicon of Virgiliaand" Liath snorted. "Virgiliawrote the Heeniad. 1t is Maniliuswho wrote the
five books caled the Astronomicon that | suppose you speak of. And the Academy founded by Diotima
of Mantinearested in the city of Kellal, not in Darre.”

Sanglant coughed, but he was only tifling alaugh. Shefdtered. Every personinthe hal stared at
her asif she had suddenly begun speaking aforeign tongue, like the disciples at the Pentekoste, touched
by the Holy Word.

Ai, Lady. She had let her impatience with fools and that old dowburning anger at Da's death get
the better of her. She had betrayed hersdlf to them dll.

"What?' said the mayor, mouth popped open with the look of afish on aplatter. "What? | dont"

"I am outraged!" said the man who claimed to be an astrologus, and the deacon, too, stepped
forward, staring with interestor was it surprise? or wasit suspicion? a Liath.

"Mayor Werner," said Sanglant, cutting into this so sharply that al of them drew back from
Werner's chair. "1 have need of this Eagle, messagesto be run to those of my men who are posted along
thewalls. Y ou have thisbusinessin hand, | believe, and the biscop will arrive soon.” Werner opened his
mouth.

"Good," sad Sanglant. Andto Liath: "Come."

She followed him outside. Her heart hammered hard in her chest. But for some strange reason
shewas not afraid but instead relievedand even eated.

He hdted in the great courtyard, full in the sun, and stretched shoulders and neck like agreat
beast settling itself after atriumphant struggle. Then he studied her, and because she had dready betrayed
hersdlf, shewasnot afraid to look directly a himin return.

"I have heard the Heleniad, of course,” he said, "or parts of it a any rate. In the king's progress
many poets have sung the epic to entertain the court, and of course you have heard the poet who resides
in Werner's paace recite it over these past ten nights.”

"Mangleit, morelike."
He smiled. "Perhaps you would render it more pleasingly.”
She shook her head sharply. "1 am not poet or bard, to sing in public.”

"No, you are not. Y ou are something dtogether different, | think. Isthere truly such abook as
this. .. Astronomicon 7"

"I have heard of such abook, but never seenit. Thereisareferenceto it in the Etymol ogies of
Isdoraof Seviyawhere she commentson” She broke off. Lord in Heaven! Was shetrying to impress
him?

"You aretruly Wolfheres discipla, are you not?"

"l don't know what you mean by that."

"l don't know what | mean either," he said sharply, and frowned and looked abruptly away from
her. 1t was dmost painful to have him look away; she had not redlized how much his gaze warmed her, or



at least how much she wanted his attention. Like bread given to ahungry child.
Shewinced, for wasit not atrue enough comparison? She was adone and he was here
Hewaslike no one she had ever laid eyes on.
Sanglant lifted a hand, and she tensed, but only be

cause half of her willed him to touch her while at the same time the other haf feared what his
touchthe tangible and irrevokable sign of hisinterest in herwould unleash. How could she even fed this
way after what had happened with Hugh?

But Sanglant was not trying to touch her; he opened his hand to reved her Eaglesring. "A man
brought thisto me yesterday. | believeit isyours?'

Hewaited. Findly, as carefully as one might pluck ajewe from the coils of asnake, she picked it
up off hispam. "It ismine. What happened to the man?"

"We gave him shelter and employment of sorts." His eyes glinted. She could not read his
expression. "His daughter | sent to our heder. She may yet live"

"l thank you," she said softly. The ring was sill warm from hisskin.

"Let me" he said, and hetook her hand and dipped the ring onto her finger. He glanced up over
her shoulder, released her abruptly and stepped back. "Hereis your praeceptor.” Acknowledging
Wolfhere, he dlowed himself abrief, selfmocking smile. "Sheisyours™ he said to Wolfhere. "Though
perhaps you should watch her more closdly." He spun and left them.

Wolfhere crossed hisarms over his chest and frowned at her. She twisted the ring and, blushing,
said nothing. The stench of the tannery clung to his clothes. "Prince Sanglant isright,” he said findly. |
should indeed be watching over you more closdaly." He gestured. "Come." She dared not disobey.

WERNER detained them again, but in the end Liath found hersalf seated opposite Wolfherein
the empty stall that had become both bedchamber and storage room for her and Wolfhere and Manfred.

"Now," said Wolfherein the quiet tone of aman who intends to brook no disagreement, "for
twentyfive days we have bided herein Gent and you have avoided me except when | have demanded
your timeto teach you about the duties of an Eagle.”

"Mayor Werner has need of my services as amessenger.”

"Mayor Werner thinks too much of his own consequence and is perfectly willing to enhanceit by
having aKing's Eagleto carry hismessagesfor himontrivid errands. Y ou would be more useful running
errandsfor the Dragons. . . and their captain.”

She flushed.

"Heisaking's son, Liath. What is commonplace for him would be disastrous for you." She
flushed more deeply, mortified. "Remember the precepts | have taught you, and understand that you must
hold to them once you are fully an Eagle." Shetried to nod but could only manage adight jerk of the
head. Mercifully, he changed the subject. "In any case, thisevening | have excused mysdlf from the feedt,
which gpparently will be much reduced now that the biscop has stepped in to set up rationsfor the city.
Manfred will attend Mayor Werner. Y ou will attend me. It istimefor you to witness the workings of the
magi, even one asweek inthe craft as| am.”

"Dasaid wasdedf toiit," she blurted out. Anything to delay.

"Desf to what?"

"Tomagic." There, it was spoken out loud.

"So he did teach you magic. Y ou must trust me, Liath. Y ou cannot conced the truth from me. |



know your background too well.”

Better, it appeared, than she hersaf knew it. She shrugged, trying to gppear nonchalant, but
Wolfheré€'s gaze was too keen. She could not fool him. And yet. . .

Wolfherelifted an eyebrow, waiting for her to spesk.

She brushed a piece of straw off her leggings and king's shifted her seat. She was by now
thoroughly sick of straw; it poked through everything and tickled her nose dl night. Behind her, her
saddle provided reasonable support. But she felt the presence of the book, hidden beneath the saddle
and within the leather saddlebags. Could Wolfhere fed the book's presence aswell? Was he only biding
histime?

"What do you mean to do?' she asked.

"I mean to seek avision of thisintelligence Prince Sanglant speaks of, whatever cregtureit isthat
directsthe Eikasiege." He rose. Because she no longer had a choice, she rose with him and followed him
out of doors.

It was dusk in Gent. Clouds had come in after that glorious morning sunlight and now it was again
adreary, overcast, damp spring evening. St. Mdanias Day, Liath thought, named for the saint who had
admonished the patriarchs of Kellai when they refused to accept the supremacy of the Lady and Lord of
Unities. It was dso the seventeenth day of the month of Sormas. Because cloud covered the sky, she
could not orient hersdlf by the stars. And dared not. It was bad enough Wolfhere knew her father and
mother had studied the forbidden arts. She had only made it worse by speaking so rashly in Mayor
Werner'shal.

This night the streets were mostly empty. Perhaps the morning's excitement had exhausted
everyone. Ther footsteps were swallowed in the grester hush of acity turning over from day to night,
from activity to restless deep, haunted aways by the presence of the Eika outside the walls. A thin sheen
of moisture from the afternoon’s shower covered the plank wakways that kept them above the muck of
the streets. The drumsthat always pounded in the Eika camp were, thank the Lady, muted this night,
though still audible. Even so, she found her footsteps falling into beat with them; she skiphopped, trying to
wak off the rhythm.

Wolfhere smiled and they turned past the old marketplace and skirted the edge of the roya mint,
which was heavily guarded. The wind shifted, bringing the stink of

L

the tanning works up from the western bank of theriver. There, work went on into the night at
adjacent warehouses where armor and weapons were being turned out from iron and wood and | eather
that had been carted in from the countryside by the refugees.

Heled her acrossthe centra square of Gent and up the steps of the cathedrd. Built al of stone,
itsmassve front stood like the shield of faith in Gent's center. They dipped insde easily, since the doors
had no locks.

And in any case, some of the refugees from the countryside had taken up residencein the nave.
Liath hesitated in the entryway, hearing the shuffle of bodies within, coughs and whispers. No light was
alowed after sunset, even in astone building, for fear of fire, but she could see blocks of shadows,
awnings and blankets thrown up as walls between the benches to separate one family from the next.
Everyone had settled down to deep. Wolfhere touched her on the arm and she followed him silently to
the stairsthat led down to the crypt.

Liath had never been afraid of the dead or the darkness. As Dadways said: "Thosewho rest in
the Chamber of Light are at peace; the others have no power to harm us." Even o, it soon became so
dark asthey descended stairs made first of stone and then, asthey descended still deeper, of bare earth,



that even she with her sdlamander eyes could not make out the walls but had to feel her way by touch.

Wolfhere, ahead of her, stopped, and she steadied hersdlf, one hand on his shoulder. It was
utterly black. The crypt smelled of clay and lime. It was damp. At the edge of her hearing camethe
sound of the dow drip of water.

It nagged at her, that uneven sound, adroplet of water shattering to pieces on stone, then, findly,
another. It reminded her of the water in the crypt of the church where Marshal Liudolf had locked her up
after Da's murder. It had been dark there, aswdll, and she had been imprisoned. Until Hugh came.

Her chest wastight with fear and she clutched convulsively at Wolfhere's shoulder, suddenly
terrified. What if Hugh lurked in these shadows ?"Cal light, Liath," said Wolfhere. "'l can't.”

"Seek in your mind for the memory of light, and cdll it forth."

She shook her head. She was swesting now, athough it was cool in the vaults. Strange noises
caught inthe air. She knew Hugh was far awvay and yet felt him asif he was just about to touch her.

Wolfhere continued, ascam asever. "If | remember, thereis atorch here. Think of flames, then,
and cdl firetoit."

"I was not taught these thingg!" Air stirred behind her neck. Light! She shut her eyes, though it
was hard to find the courage to do so, even when she couldn't see. She formed a picture of light, the
chamber illuminated, sunlight streaming in through the windows of her memory tower to limn the four
doorsof her tower that led to nowhere and to everywhere, to cover as with agold wash the fifth door,
set impossibly in the center of the room. Light.

But nothing came. In the frozen tower, the light was as cold as midwinter's kiss and though it
illuminated, itstouch did not bring life. A tendril, like a Spiderweb come loose from its moorings, brushed
the nape of her neck. Sheflinched and batted it away, but there was nothing there. And yet there was
something behind her, dways staking her.

She could stand it no more. "Better to go forward,” Daaways said, "than to look behind at
what's cregping up on you." She shoved past Wrolfhere, sumbled on level flagstone floor, and groped
aong thewall. Her hand cameto rest on the stem of atorch. She wrenched it free and spun, holding it
out like awegpon, but it touched nothing. There was nothing, except her own fear.

And that sparked anger. What right had Hugh to plague her like this? Would she never be free of
him?
Hiswas the dark presence always at her back, and yet there was another, which she could not
name, whatever had stalked her father and hersdlf for dl those years.

"Leave me be!" she cried. The stonewalls of the crypt sucked her voice away, muffling it. "Now,
Liath" Wolfhere began. Ah, but she was furious by now, araw anger that throbbed through her likefire.
Thetorch in her hand caught flame and burned with a strong, uncanny light. She started back, blinking
away tears. Wolfhere looked sickly pale, but then her eyes adjusted and she saw he was smiling wryly.
"That's better,” he said.

Liath was horrified. She had caled fire, by what means she did not know. Now Wolfhere
thought she knew the arts of sorcery.

And yet, if she could cal fire, why should she not learn the arts of sorcery? Why should she not
become magus and mathematicus? Wasit not her birthright?

Wolfhere made no more mention of the blazing torch, nor did he ask her how she had
accomplished the deed. He crossed the crypt floor and because she did not want to be donein this
buried chamber, she followed. LInder the broad stone arches that held up the crypt he paused to study
the famous tomb of Biscop Mariana, predecessor of the current biscop. Nestled between her grave and



the heavy stone wall of the crypt lay another tomb. Carved of lessimposing granite, it nevertheless
displayed amore elaborate epitaph.

Herelies FHodoard, presbyter of the Holy Church, servant of Our Lord and Lady, guide and
ingtructor to Louis, king of Varre. Devout in practice and humble in spirit, he was the best among us. So
doesherest inthelight of truth above.

Liath became aware all a once of the space opening behind her, the vast womb of the cathedrd,
and the monuments that marked the graves of the women and men who had served within these
precincts. Best among us. Shefdlt at peace, here among the holy dead. She might not be safe with
Wolfhere, or any other mortal man or woman, but surely these holy ones remained her guardians asthey
guarded al who kept faith.

"I have heard it said asaint'stomb lies hidden in the crypt of Gent Cathedra.” Wolfhere surveyed
the dark cavern. The hush was profound. She could hear not even the least sound from above, though
severa hundred refugees crowded the church and beyond the doorsthe city of Gent certainly lay restless
inits uneasy deep, one eye dways open toward its besiegers. Tombs faded into the darkness, marking
distance by their shade of gray in thetorchlight. Liath could not seethe far walls or even the opening that
led to the stairs. Gent was an old cathedrdl, its foundationslaid, some said, in thelast years of the old
empire by ahdfelvish prince who had converted to the faith of the Unities as the empire collgpsed around
him.

Wolfhere walked farther into the crypt, into dark chambers and down ashort flight of steps, and
Liath followed him. The deeper they went, the fresher the air smelled, tinged with the dry sweetness of
somekind of grain. She sneezed.

"Butitisaso said,” added Wolfhere, "that only those of great holiness, great innocence, or great
need ever find that grave."

"Whose graveisit?' Liath asked, casting about, looking for any least gleam of Slver light or
hidden corner of stone concealed in the shadows, but she saw nothing bes des the tombs of biscops and
presbyters, holy deacons and robed mayors, and one count of Gent whose effigy showed her holding a
scroll in one hand and aknife in the other.

"St. Krigtine of the Knives, she who endured unspeakabl e tonnentsin the last days of the old
empire rather than yield her placeto theinvaders. It issaid of her that though an empire might fall from
grace, she could and would not fall because of her great strength.”

But they found no saint'stomb.

They returned to the halfflight of stairs and passed into adim corridor and thence into aside
chapel that contained two tombs so ancient their inscriptions were almost rubbed away, aswel asa
singledab of black stone that glinted when she brought the torch up besideit.

She knelt and ran ahand dong its surface. It was smoother than glass. "Thisisobsidian,” she
sad. "Though some say that thisis not stone at al but the remains of dragon bones that have been

exposed to sunlight.”
Wolfhere kndt opposite. "By thismeans, | will view. Did Bernard teach you the art of vison?'

She shook her head. She had never seen Da"vision™" anything, athough she had read it was
possible to look long distances through certain media: water, fire, and certain kinds of stone. "Isitisit
right to practice the forbidden arts on holy ground? In a church?!

He glanced up. His gaze was mild but direct. "It is needful, and Our Lord and Lady do not
prohibit what is needful. Or S0 agreed the church elders at the Council of Kdlai. The church did not
condemn sorcery, Liath, though at the Council of Narvone it imposed a penance on those who practiceit
outside the supervision of the church.”



What had Hugh said to her?"/ am sure there are those in the church who have made it their task
to lean the forbidden arts of sorcery, but | have not found them so far.” "But they are called the forbidden
arts" shewhispered.

"It istrue the church looks with disfavor on those who | seek the elder arts, those practiced by
the ancient heathens which have come down to usin their writings. Those which can be used by the
unscrupulous to gain power. But it would be more than foolish to deny that such arts and powers are
within our grasp, or to attempt to condemn them as heresy is condemned. It would beimpossible, aswell
as dangerous. So in her wisdom Skopos Mary Jehanna, who presided over the Council of Kellai, was
first to pronounce some of the forbidden | arts aslying within the provenance of the church, and king's
dragon that ruling was confirmed by the Council of Navrone ahundred years ago. Indeed, in these days
the Convent of St. Vderiaisknown for its study of the forbidden arts.” "But you are not in the church.” "I
received some part of my training at amonastery in Aosta, at ascholathere. | was never pledged to the
church. Now. Attend.”

He opened the leather pouch that hung from hisbelt and took out aflask. Then he took dagger
and sword from their sheaths and laid them to one side. He unstoppered the flask and offered it to her.
She shook her head, and he took adrink himsalf and set the flask down.

She waited. It seemed safe, now, to betray her intense curiosity. He knew what her parents
were, after dl. And had she not called fire?

He placed both hands, palms down and his shoulders width apart, on the glassy black stone
surface. For along while he smply stared at the rock face. It was so quiet in the crypt shefelt she heard
the sound of dust settling on the tombs and the dow cresk of stone shifting against the bones of the earth.
The darkness beyond the flickering torchlight no longer scared her; it was merely shadow and silence and
the physica remains of the dead, their spiritslong since risen up through the seven spheres. "Liath."

She started up. Wolfhere glanced at her, surprised.

He had not spoken.

Hislook was a question. She shook her head and settled back. "I beg your pardon,” she said.
"What isit?" he asked. Either he had not heard the voice or he was more subtle than she feared.

"Nothing." She settled back into place, her grip tight on the torch. It blazed with undiminished
srength. "A spider crawled up my hand.”

Whether he believed this excuse or not, he accepted it. He turned hisleft hand pam up, the back
of the hand 4till lying on the stone, fingers curled up dightly asif he was about to cup a sphere. " Sorcery
isamentd discipline, not aphysical one. It isthe manipulation of the unseen forces that surround us, that
are dways active, though they areinvisible to our five senses. There are those who profess knowledge of
the forbidden arts who use physica means, incantations, chants, and objects, to focustheir mindsand
reveal knowledge beyond what is common. These we know by many names, depending on what
elements they seek to manipulate. The tempestari try to control the weether; the haroli seek to call down
the daimones of the upper air, who are dmost as knowledgeable as the angels. The sortelegi cast lots and
make predictions, and old wisemen and women who may yet remember the old gods and have not yet
turned their hearts entirely to Our Lady and Lord make predictions by means of the flights and cries of
birds. These we call augures. Even unlearned folk have among them those who by diverse means and
complicated misunderstandings have some smple skill in magic.”

He paused and seemed to be waiting for her to comment.

The marble tomb at her left hand was engraved with the likeness of awoman wearing abiscop's
mitre and robes. Caesaria, deacon and biscop. In the carving, the biscop held ashield depicting asaint, a
woman with arms outstretched holding aknife in each hand; she dso wore, asthe sign of her martyrdom,



aknife buried hiltdegp in her breastSt. Krigtine.

"But the church condemns some magi,” said Liath, "and watches with suspicion over any who are
not svornto its service.”

"True enough. The church does not approve of those who seek such powerswithout its
guidance. Therewill aways be people who use the arts only for their own gain or to harm others. These
we call malefici. The worst among them are those who consort with devils by means of blood and
sacrifice. But others dso remain suspect, chief among them those we know as the mathematici, for the
study of the heavensis derived from the arts of king's dragon the Babaharshan magi and the church looks
with disfavor upon arts known to be heathenin origin.”

And what of those who can speak aname and have it resonate across agreat distance? Thiswas
not the first time she had heard that voice, caling her name, but obvioudy it must be the voice ether of a
magus or of some creature not of human birth, an angel or adaimone. Or adevil in service to the Enemy.
She shuddered.

Wolfhere lifted ahand to touch her, briefly and reassuringly, on the knee. ™Y ou are safe with me,
Liah."

She said nothing. She did not believe him. He regarded her silently. Suddenly calm, she examined
him: hisgrave expression; the stern light in his eyes which was, nevertheless, touched with kindness; the
marks of age on hisskin; and in his hair and beard, where only atrace of the younger man remained, a
few strands of brown hair nestled among the silver.

It was not that Wolfhere might persondly wish her harm; she did not believe that. But she
suspected his ujtimate ends. She suspected him of wanting her for some other purpose, one which he
chosenot to revedl to her. "Trust no one. " Even if he meant well by her, how could he protect her from
the fate that had stalked Da? How could he protect her against a power that could strike death onto a
man without unlocking door or window and without leaving a mark on the body? How could she protect
hersdf?

Wolfherelaid hishand back on the sone. "But if the mind is properly trained, none of these other
way's are necessary or even preferable. By what means do the magi focus and train their minds?' "The
ladder.”

He nodded. " 'Theladder by which the magi ascend.' Can you recite it?"

She had tried so hard not to think of these things while she had been Hugh's dave that it took her
somelittle timeto walk back through the city of memory, to mark the gates, the levels of the grest city in
which al her knowledge was stored. "There are seven rungs on the ladder, which correspond to the
seven spheres of the heavens. Firgt isthe rose of healing. Then the sword of strength. The cup of
boundless waters. Thering of fire, which isknown to us aso asthe Circle of Unity, the symbol of our
Lady and Lord who together form the God of Unities. The throne of virtue. The scepter of wisdom. And
the Crown of Light, which we aso know astruth.”

Wolfhere nodded. "These are the tools the magi use. Follow with me, in your mind's eye.
Through thering of firewe may see avison of another place.” He drew his hands farther apart and
stared fixedly at the black stone. Liath felt his silence reach anew and deeper level, asif he were drawing
away from her, athough of course he did not actualy move. But she had never learned to build thering
of firein her own mind; Da hadn't taught her the menta exercises beyond the sword of strength. She
stared at the expanse of stone that lay between Wolfhere's hands, one pam down, the other pam up.
Her grip tightened on the torch. The air itsalf seemed to grow taut. Wolfhere sucked breath in between
histeeth. His pupils widened, then shrank to pinpricks as at asudden bright light. She saw nothing except
black stone. "What do you see?' he whispered, asif the wordstook effort. "Nothing."

He shook his head suddenly and his pupils expanded. He seemed to be searching. "I, too, see



nothing,” he murmured. "Campfires, tents, their ships, and akind of darknessthat shades the center of
their camp.” He shut his eyes, then lifted his hands off the stone and, rather like adog letting itself off
guard, shook himsdf dightly al over. Helooked at Liath. "This enchanter shields himsdlf againgt my sight.
That bodesill, | fear. My powers are not strong, but as an Eagle | am adept at certain things. Seeingis
one of them. Y ou saw nothing aswell?' "1 saw nothing." But her nothing was not, shered

king'sdragon

ized, the same nothing as he had seen. She had truly seen nothing. Da had been right al dong;
she was degf to magic.

But then how had she managed to cause the torch to catch flame?

Wolfhere frowned. "I have never heard Eikawere accomplished magi, or that they had any skill
at the forbidden arts, or even knowledge of them. They are savages, after al. But | no longer doulbt
Prince Sanglant. There is a presence among them who controls great power. That must explain® Heran a
hand over the dab of obgdian. "Strange.” "Explain what?"

But now an edge cameto hisvoice. "Sit fill," he ordered. He traced aring on the stone and then
rested his hands, one pam up, the other palm down, a shoulder's width apart. He stared at the black
surface, intent, concentrating. She saw nothing, but shefdt abreath like wings brushing her cheek.

"Aneagle!” he breathed sharply, starting back. "An eaglein flight, plummeting to earth." He
jumped up. "Come, Liath. We must go back. | don't know what this portends.” Hastily, he collected his
wespons from the floor, and they hurried back to the sairsthat led out of the crypt. When Liath stuck
the torch back in asconce, it snuffed out as soon asit left her hand, plunging them in darkness. Wolfhere
grunted, sounding surprised, but he said nothing. They climbed the tairs by fed and hastened out of the
cathedral.

It was dark and gtill overcast, but after the blackness of the crypt, the night did not seem heavy.
The Eika drums sounded louder now; they usually reached their pesk at midnight.

Asthey walked swiftly back toward the mayor's paace Liath recaled Wolfhere's broken
sentence. "'Y ou said the presence of an enchanter might explain something.”

"Ah." For the space of twelve steps, clipped and hard and rapid on the plank wakway, he
considered. "When

werodeinto Gent, | cast aspell to attempt to delay the advance of that group of Eikawho were
coming after us. Nothing more than anillusion. My skillsare not greet, and | am only adept at certain arts
of seeing. | warned you to ignore what you saw."

Theflight to Gent was il graven in her mind with the vivid colors of afreshly painted mural.
What he spoke now made her suddenly understand that which she had amost forgotten, because it had
made no sense at thetime.

A flash, aglittering of light like afiré'slight seen from insde adark room. Her horse had dmost
thrown her, and Manfred had flung ahand up to cover hiseyes, asit to protect himsdf from amuch
fiercer vison. A tingling on her back. Thetiny winkings of fireflies. But that was al she had seen. Either
Wolfheré's magics wereindeed very smdll, or ese. ..

"I knew there must be some kind of sorcery at work," he continued. "Now | know it ismore
powerful than | feared. To dissipate my illusonsisonething. To cloud my seeing isentirely another.”

Or ese she had seen only the faint edge of his magicor not hismagic at al, but the barest trace of
the enchantment that had protected the Eikaagaingt it. Y ou've thought of something,” Wolfhere said.
"No. Nothing." Until she understood it herself, she would not confess this mystery to him. It would give
him power over her, more power than he aready had, "Only what Dasaid: 'To master knowledgeisto



have power fromit."'

"Truewords," commented Wolfhere. The pdisade marking the inner fortress, the mayor's paace,
rose before them in the gloom. She heard the distant buzz of many voices spesking at once.

Were they true words? When Dasaid, "trust no one," had he meant her to include himsdlf? She
was deaf to magic, yet he had begun to teach her the arts of the, magi. She was deaf to magic, yet she
had some kind of power; she had seen it manifested twice, once when she |

king's dragon had burned the Rose of Hedling into the table in Hugh's study and thisnight in the
crypt, when she had caused the torch to light.

"Isthat al you have thought of 7" he asked.
Sheremained mutely Slent.

"Have | made any attempt to harm you, Liath?" he asked gently, if alittle accusngly. "To bring
you to harm?"

"Y ou brought meto Gent!" But she said it with awry smile, hoping to distract him.

They came though the wooden gateway into the courtyard of the mayor's palace. The
stonepaved courtyard was awash in torchlight, smoke and flames setting ayellow haze over the people
gathered like SO many bees swarming. Thiswas anew crowd, smaller than the one thismorning, and
agitated in acompletdly different way. "Alasthat | did,” he murmured. Then he grabbed her by an elbow
and with agrim expression pulled her through the crowd, shoving Dragons and rich merchants and the
mayor's retainers ruthlessy aside so that he and Liath could get to the center.

There, they found the mayor, Manfred, and Prince Sanglantand an Eagle, battered beyond belief,
his cloak torn, his head wrapped in abloody, dirty cloth, one arm hanging usdless at hisside, and his
horse dying a hisfest.

Helooked up, saw Wolfhere emerge out of the crowd, and tried to get to hisfeet, but staggered.
Manfred steadied him.

"Find aheder,” Prince Sanglant ordered, signing to his Dragons. "Bring a stretcher, and wine."
His closest attendants, the scarredface woman and the man with the limp, hurried off.

Mayor Werner's complexion had aghastly white cast under torchlight. But it was not only the
light but also his expression. Helooked like aman who had seen his own grave.

"Liedown, my son." Wolfhere knelt beside the Eagle and lowered him onto Manfred's bundled
cloak. "What isyour news?'

Liath crept closer. Blood soaked the Eagle's tunic, and he breathed in ragged bursts. The broken
end of an arrow protruded from his chest. She caught in agasp and took an involuntary step closer. The
next ingtant, a hand caught her by the shoulder.

She knew before shelooked, felt in her whole being, that she had come up beside the prince and
that it was he who had stopped her from going forward. His hand seemed to burn her shoulder even
through the cloth, though she knew it was only the shame of her desire that made her fed his presence so
keenly. Sherisked looking up at him because it would be cowardly to do otherwise. But when their eyes
met, he was the one who looked away. He let go of her and even took a half step away. Shehad a
sudden uncomfortable notion that her presence troubled him.

The Eagle coughed, spitting blood. Ai, Lord, the arrow had caught himin the lung. It was only a
matter of time.

"Bad news." His breath came in bursts now. His skin flushed a deep red as he struggled to
speak. "Count Hildegard. Riding to Gent. Many troops. We were ambushed. | escaped to



"He cameto the east gate less than an hour ago,” said Sanglant. "These folk brought him here.”
He gestured toward the crowd, which by dint of glares and smple force from the prince's everpresent
escort of Dragons, had finally moved back, giving therest of them air. "Though he would have gotten
through the streets more quickly had they stayed in their beds and not swarmed out into the streetsto get
inhisway."

"What of Count Hildegard?' Wolfhere asked. The man coughed again, thistime clots of blood,
and when he spoke, Liath had to bend forward to hear him. "I don't know. Perhaps she won free. Our
Lord

Hewent into convulsions. Liath threw herself forward and hel ped hold his shoulder down,
Manfred oppo

ste her, while Wolfhere leaned on aleg and Sanglant grasped the other. Asif from adistance
she heard Mayor Werner wailing and the cries and sobbing of the crowd. The Eagle went lax. Liath sat
back, looked up to find Sanglant staring at her, his hands resting on the man'sleft leg. The prince stayed
there, poised like that, for along breath. Wolfhere muttered a curse and hunched over, ear to theinjured
man's chest.

"No need," said Sanglant, not taking his gaze off Liath. "He's opped bresthing. Thereisno
pulse of blood. HE's dead.” That strange hoarse scrape in hisvoice lent averismilitude of grief to his
wordsthat she did not seein his expression; not that he was pleased, ether, just that death no longer
grieved or surprised him.

She looked away in time to see Manfred cover his eyes with ahand. Wolfhere remained bent
over the body for along while, hisface hidden. Findly, he straightened.

"Heisdead." He sat on his hedlswhile beyond Mayor Werner wept copious tears, athough not,
Liath suspected for the dead man but rather for the loss of hope.

Sanglant lifted ahand. The Dragons drove the onlookers out of the courtyard. "Thisisno timeto
weep," the prince said, rising and turning to Mayor Werner. "He was abrave man, and he deservesthis
honor: that we not lose heart because of the news he paid hislifeto bring us. Count Hildegard may yet
win through." "If shedoesnot?"

"If shedoesnot,” replied the prince, "if her forceis utterly broken, then we will ration food more
grictly and settle ourselvesin for along sege. We have good water supplies here. Thereisyet hope that
Wolfhere's companionswill reach King Henry. Some of my own men il resde outsde thewalls, and
they will harass the Eika until we can either break out or another force comesto break in."

Finally Wolfhere moved, but only to unpin the brass badge the dead Eagle wore at histhroat. It
was wet with blood and drying spume. He wiped it off on the tatters of the dead man's cloak. Then he
rose, and Manfred and Liath rose with him. Wolfhere extended a hand, open, the badge lying on it,
winking inthetorchlight.

"What are the precepts which govern the conduct of an Eagle, Liath?"

They were smple enough. She had memorized them easily. " Serve the king and no other. Speak
only the truth of what you see and hear, but spesk not at al to the king's enemies. Let no obstacle stand
inthe way of your duty to the king, not weather, not battle, not pleasure, not plague. Let your duty to
your kin come second, and make no marriage unless to another Eagle who has sworn the same oaths as
you."

She could not help it. She glanced toward Sanglant, who had turned back to watch her, or to
watch Wolfhere, she could not tell which. His gaze was steady and abit imposing, but he made no sign
or sound.

Y et as shetook abreath, to finish, she saw that Manfred also watched her, but with an odd



expression, asif he was watching to see what she would do or how she would react. Had she been
blind? Was his affection for her something more than that of comrades? She dismissed the thought
quickly and with impatience; to believe so was vanity, nothing more. Just because Hugh had desired her
and no other woman in Heart's Rest did not mean every man desired her.

Manfred smiled sadly at her. She smiled back and continued.

"Aid any Eaglewho isin need, and protect your comrades from any who might harm them. And,
last, abide by your faith in Our Lady and Lord.

"Do you swear to abide by these?' Wolfhere asked.

It was quiet now that most of the crowd had been chased away. The mayor had stopped wailing.
He huddled behind Sanglant, his servants clustered round him with solemn faces and hands clasped in
prayer. Torchesflared, and as the wind shifted it blew smoke into her nogtrils, stinging and bitter. From
the east, stronger now, she heard the Eikadrums.

"l do so swear," she said quietly, understanding now what was going on.

Manfred knelt and pulled the remains of the dead Eagl€e's cloak across his dack and bloody face,
conceding it. Wolfhere leaned forward across the bodly, lifting the badge. But Sanglant stepped in and
set ahand between them.

"Asthe king'srepresentetive, it ismy right,” he said.

Wolfhere hesitated only amoment. What choice did he have? He relinquished the Eagle's badge
to the prince. And Sanglant fastened it to Liath'stunic, hisfingersat her throat. Hislips were turned up
dightly, but Liath could not be certain if the expression was meant to be asmile. She only knew that she
was flushed. He kept his gaze where it belonged: on the sharp pin as he fastened it through the cloth of
her tunic. But when he had finished, he did not immediately drop his hands away. He met her gaze and
mouthed three words which, with his back to Wolfhere and Manfred and al the others drawn back or
gone, only he and she knew:

" 'Make no marriage.’

Then he turned and waked away and soon was lost in the darkness beyond the torchlit haze.
She watched him go, then, selfconscioudy, dropped her gaze away. But it cameto rest on the dead
Eagle. Shetouched the badge at her throat. The meta was cold and il dick with the effluviaof his
dying.

"Now you aretruly an Eagle," said Wolfhere softly, not without triumph.

LIATH woke a dawn, stiff and shivering. It was colder than it had been the night before, and as
she dipped her wool tunic on over her shift she noticed the light was of adifferent quaity aswell.
Throwing her cloak over her shoulders, she went outside.

The clouds had blown off, and from the parapet she saw the glittering cold disk of the sun, bright
but with the breath of old winter on it, alast reminder of snow and ice and the grip of cold wegther. She
stamped her feet .and rubbed her arms. She refused to let memories of Hugh spail thisday, her firdt asa
true Eagle. She touched the brass badge at her throat. Surely this badge protected her from him. Surely
not even a noblewoman's bastard like Hugh would attempt to make her break her oath that had now
been given to the king's service. Or at least shetold hersdlf that. It wastoo clear and fine amorning to
taint with fear.

The eastern shore was shrouded with fog that the sun had not yet burned off. She could not see
the Eika camp and only the suggestion of earthworks, dark forms shouldering through the white blanket
of fog. To the west she saw clouds. Licking afinger, she held it up. Thewind was coming from the east;
those western clouds, then, were those that had covered Gent last night. She smiled, dightly; Hathui



would merely snort at this profound observation and point out that a child could have madeit.

But thinking of Hathui made her think of Hanna. Where was Hanna now? Had she escaped the
Eika? Had she found safety? Had they reached the king, and was he even now marching to raise the
siege? She missed Hanna so badly. The bite of cold made it worse because cold wrenched her mind
back to Hugh, to that night when she had chosen not to die, when the light had bobbed an erratic course
out to her where she huddled in the pig shed only to reved itsalf as Hugh, with alantern. Hugh, who had
taken her back insde

But there was no point dwelling on that. "No point thinking only of what troublesyou,” Dadways
said. But Dahad been amagter at ignoring the trouble that stalked him, whether it be debt or whatever
had findly caught and killed him. She wiped away atear with the back of aking's dragon hand, then
clapped her hands together, rubbed them briskly, trying to warm them.

"Liah!"

Sheturned. Below, in the courtyard, Wolfhere waved at her. She climbed down the ladder and
jogged over to him.

"I must prepare the body for burid,” he said. "But in my surprise and haste last night forgot my
flask in the cathedrd crypt.”

She nodded. "I'll fetch it for you." "Come back here after,” he said. "Well bury our comrade after
Terce"

The city was more restless than usud, this day, this early. People wandered the streets asiif
looking for lost relatives. The hammering of blacksmiths sounded asteady din from the armory, and a
constant stream of men and women carried loads on their backsmetals, leather, anything that could
possibly be made into weapon or armordown to the warehouses where the armories had been set up.
There were, Liath noted, no children on the streets at all. ~~

When she reached the cathedrdl, she heard the final psalm of the office of Prime.

" 'God, Our Lady and L ord, have spoken and have summoned the world from the rising to the
setting sun.' ' She hurried up the steps and through the open doors. The cathedra] was packed: with
refugees, with townspeople, with the Mayor and his entourage. At the front, in the place of honor, knelt
Prince Sanglant, his blueblack hair and the wink of gold at his neck abeacon for her gaze. He wore mail
and hisfighting tunic, and fifty Dragons knelt with him, al arrayed for battle, helmets tucked under their
arms. The biscop stood before her gold biscop's chair, set behind the Hearth; she raised her asams as she
led the congregation in the fina verses of the psam.

"'Our Lord iscoming and will not keep silence: fire runs before him and wresthes him closely
round.

Our Lady summons heaven on high and Earth to the judgment of the people.
Think well on this, you who forget God, or you will betorn in pieces and no one shdl saveyou."’

All were knedling. Liath kndlt in the Sde aide, at the very back of the crowd, and spoke the final
Kyriawith the congregation.

Lord, have mercy. Lady, have mercy.

Then, inthe hesitation asthefind prayer died into the air and the congregation waited for the
biscop to dismissthem, Liath stood and dipped aong the wall to the shadowed corner of the vestibule
where a heavy wooden door barred passage to the crypt. It creaked as she opened it. She glanced
back, but the hum of the crowd, rising, stretching, waiting perhaps for aword from biscop or mayor
about last night's message, covered the noise. She left the door gar behind her.



A thin line of light marked the door as she descended, and at the first sharp comer it glanced off
stone and illuminated a bead of water caught on a ddlicate spiderweb. Turning the corner, she lost sight
of the door, though the suggestion of daylight <till trailed after her. She went as silently as she could, not
wishing to disturb the peace of the dead. She reached the bottom, foot damming into level floor where
she thought there was another step down, and paused to | et her jolted shoulders recover.

Strange, that the light from above sill gave asteady if faint radiance, just enough that she could
see the shagpe of her hand if sheheld it up in front of her face. Last nightbut of course, last night it had
aready been dark when she and Wolfhere had descended; that was why it had been pitchblack.
Abruptly, she heard anoise above, from the stairs. She froze, listening.

Footsteps descending. They were heavy and accompanied by afine rattling and shaking, many
amall chains muffled in cloth. The pae ghosts of tombswatched from the gloom. Shewas, she
discovered with surprise, not

afrad at dl. Indeed, without knowing why, she was expecting him.

"Liath," he said. She could only see his shape, bulky in armor, only fed theair shifting ashe
stopped five steps above, his body blocking the narrow passage.

"Y ou heard the door creak," she said, "even above the noise of the congregation.”

"Below the noise of the congregation,” he corrected. Shefdt that he smiled or perhaps only
wished that he did. In any case, he walked down the rest of the stairs. He stumbled on the floor, not
expecting it S0 soon, and swore. "Damn, it's dark down here. How can you see anything? What are you
doing here?'

"Fetching something left behind.”
"An answer worthy of Wolfhere. | am not your enemy, Liath."
"No," she said. Her voice shook. "I never thought you were."

Seeking, his hand found her shoulder; he waslike ablind cresture groping by sound. The crypt
echoed srangdly, and even the faint harmonics of hismail, rippling and clicking with hisevery least
movement, got caught and distorted among the tombs and the vast breathless cavern, dl air and stone.

"Who areyou?' he asked. "Who are your kin?'

"I am the daughter of Anne and Bernard. | know nothing of my mother'slineage, save that sheis
of free birth. Wolfhere knew her. 1t'slikely he knows things about her he has not chosen to tell me.”

He chuckled, asoft sound on an exhalation of breath. "Wolfhereis not aman for sharing
confidences. Or so my father claims. But | did not expect you would be given the same trestment asthe
rest of us"

His hand on her shoulder wasterribly distracting, but neither did she want to move away from
him. "Why?Why do you say that?"

"Hefavorsyou. Or | should say, he seemsto be protecting you."
"Perhapsheis. | dont truly know."

"Ah. And your father'skin?"

"I know little about them, save that they came west and settled in Wendar during the reign of
Talllefer. Thereis till acousin who holdslands near Bodfeld, but | have never met her. One of her sons
rideswith the Dragons.”

He removed his hand from her shoulder, and she was sorry to lose the contact. He shifted,



restless, and she glimpsed in the halfdarkness the shape of his head, tilted back, then cocked to one side,
asif hewasligtening. She could only hear the weight of the stone above her, a heaviness more sound than
feding.

"Bodfeld,” he murmured. "That would be Sturm. But he istrapped outsde.”

"I met him!" She thought back, recalling the Dragon who had led the company which had saved
them from the first attack of the Eika. But al she had seen of that man were blue eyes, blond beard, and

agrim expression. Much the same expression, she supposed by the tone of his voice, which Sanglant
wore on hisface right now.

"Heisagood soldier.”

Thispraisefor her kinsman warmed her, though it was delivered bluntly and without any
suggestion he meant it asflattery toward her.

"Why did you follow me?" she asked boldly.

Rather than answer, he sat on the last stair but one. It was an unexpected gesture and oddly
moving; now, instead of towering above her, his head waslevel with her chest. He appeared less
imposing. Perhapsthat was hisintent.

"A good lineage, if not of thefirgt rank," he said. "Which may account for your lack of
deference.”

Stung and embarrassed, she flushed. "I beg your pardon, my lord. My Daawaystold mewe
came of aproud lineage and need bend our knee to none but the king.”

He YaugYv&d soM”. Obvioudy Vie was not offended.
"Y ou didn't answer my question. Why did you follow me?”
He shook his head, refusing to answer. Perhaps he did not truly know.

But she knew. Shewas not afraid of Sanglant. His reticence piqued her, irritated her. Surely the
darkness, the stone, and the earth hid them from the sight of any who might be watching. Only the cold
tombs gleamed with afaint phosphorescence, but the holy sisters and brothers of the church were used
to sin, were they not? Did they not preach forgiveness? Wasit not alowed, even once, to giveinto the
urging of your heart?

Liath had forgotten she had aheart. It hurt, like awound salved with sdit, to rediscover it now.
Sanglant did not move. She could not make out his expression. Gold gleamed softly at his neck, the
twisted braid of gold that was the emblem of hisroya kinship. She could make out the outlines of the
black dragon on histabard, asif it had been stitched with thread spun of moonlight and dewladen
ider'ssilk.

Wasit true he had no beard at dl, like awoman? Impulsively, sheraised ahand to touch his
face. Sheamodt flinched away, thinking of Hugh's unshaven face, but Sanglant's skin was nothing like: his
was toughened by exposure to the weether, chafed by the chin strap of hishelmet, and cool.

And beardless. He might have shaved an hour ago, his skin was so smooth.

Her heart was begting hard. Hugh's shade was furious, but he was far away at this moment, very
far awvay.

"Sanglant,”" she whispered, wondering if she would have the courageto
Towhat?

Hetook her hand in histhough his were encased in gloves sawn of soft leatherand drew it away
from hisface. "Down that road | dare not walk," he said quietly but firmly. Helet her hand go.



Numb, sheletit fal to her Sde.
"l beg your pardon,” he added, asif he meant it.

Ai, Lady. She was annoyed and embarrassed and such ajumble of other emotions she could not
disentangle them one from the other. Sanglant was a notorious womanizer; everyone said so. Why was
he rgecting her!

Sanglant shifted restlesdy. Thiswas her punishment. She could dmost hear Hugh laughing, that
soft arrogant sound. Y ou are mine, Liath. Y ou aren't meant for anyone else. Tears stung her eyes. This
was her lesson: that she must remain locked within her tower. She must notcould notsuccumb to
temptation. It would never be dlowed. She was dready hopelesdy stained.

"I must go," he said abruptly. The hoarsenessin hisvoice made her think, for awild moment, that
he was sorry to be leaving; but hisvoice aways sounded like that. He stood, mail shifting. "We're
preparing for asdly out of the walsif we see any sign of Count Hildegard or her people.”

"Why did you say that, last night?" Anger helped her fight againgt tear's, anger at Sanglant's
rglection of her, at Hugh for hisunrelenting grip on her, at Wolfherefor hishdftruths, at Dafor dying.
IIWW?I

"What did | say?'

"Y ou haven' forgotten.”

He made a sharp gesture, and she understood abruptly that he had not forgotten and that he
spoke as much with his physica being as he did with words. "Make no marriage, Liath," he said harshly.
"Bebound, as| am, by the fate others have determined for you. That way you will remain safe.” But he
mocked himsdlf as much as he spoke to her.

"Will | remain safe? And from what? What are you safe from, Sanglant?'
Heamiled derisvely.
How could she see him smile? It was far too dark.

But it was not dark, not entirdly. Hisface and front wereilluminated by a soft white light, like
muted starlight. The black dragon winked and stirred in that light as Sanglant moved, looking beyond her
into the vaults

His eyeswidened in shock. He lifted a hand, stood there, poised, frozen, and utterly astonished.
Liath turned. Just behind her, so close shefet the displacement of air, Sanglant knelt.

She stood beside the tombs as if she had just stepped out of the earth itself. Shewore along
linen shift of acut Liath had never see except in mausoleums and rdliefs carved into stone. Her face was
as pae as the moon, marked by eyes as blue asthe depths of fire. Her long hair, gilded with that same
touch of unearthly light, looked like spun gold, hanging to her knees. Her feet were bare. They did not
quite touch the floor of the crypt. In each hand she held aknife, and those knives shone asif their blades
were made of burning glass,

And she bled, from her hands, from her feet, from her chest where aknife stood out, its blade
thrust deep to take her heart's blood. Blood dipped in trailslike the runnels of tears down her shift from
that wound, and she wept tears of blood.

But she gazed on Liath and Sanglant with the calm serenity of onewho is past pain and suffering.
And she beckoned to them.

Hesitant, hand clutching through cloth and wood the Circle of Unity she wore as anecklace,
Liath took dow steps forward. Sanglant followed. She heard him murmuring a prayer under his breath.



She spoke no word, merdly retreated farther into the night vault of the crypt, into the warren of
chambers where the deacons and laybrothers and sisters, servants of the biscop, were buried, least
known and least honored.

Therelay aplain gravestone, flat againgt the earth. It bore no markings, no inscription; a
grayflecked fungus obscured haf itsface, grown in a pattern that might have revedled anew mystery hed
there been better light. But the light that limned the saintfor how could she be anything but a saintAvas
enough to see the hollow that opened up behind the Smple gravestone, a sinkhole that transmuted into
dairs, leading down and farther down yet into tota blackness.

Sanglant knelt beside the grave. Liath ventured forward, following the saint, who descended the
gairs. Her light receded away from them and was lost around abend in the catacomb. Liath set foot on
thefirgt Sair.

"Go no farther,” said Sanglant druptly. "The air smdlsfresh here, and it carries the scent of
odas."

She halted, looking back over her shoulder. Already the unearthly light dimmed, asacandle
gutters.

He added, impatiently: "The soil in theriver valey and east of Gent isrich enough to grow whest
and rye. Only in the western hills do the folk hereabouts grow oats. Thistunnd must lead milesfrom the
aty."

"But shecaled to us

V oices sounded from above, accompanied by the ring of mail and the stamp of heavy feet.
Torchlight streamed into the chamber, sending stresks of light glaring over stone and tomb and earth.
Liath shaded her eyes.

"My lord! Prince Sanglant!"
Herose and turned asthefirst of his Dragons found him.

"My lord Sanglant!" It was the scarredface woman. She looked firgt at him, then at Liath, who
dill good haf in the sinkhole, then back at the prince.

He said quickly and loudly, asthe others crowded in, "We have followed avison of S. Krigtine.
Thisiswhereit brought us.

A few drew thecircle a their breasts. None seemed inclined to laugh or make jokes, even
finding the prince donein such a place with an attractive and young woman.

"The fog haslifted from the eastern shore, my lord," continued the woman. She, too, wore armor
and, with her exceptiona height and broad shoulders, looked as ready for hard battle as any of her
comrades. "The watch has spotted Count Hildegard's banner among amob of horsemen. They are
fleeing just ahead of an Eikahorde. They are coming to Gent."

Sanglant looked once, and sharply, toward Liath. He was not aman who betrayed emotion
eadly through the expression of hisface; she could read nothing there now. But he lifted ahand and
touched his cheek with afinger, an unconscious echo of the moment she had touched him so. Redlizing
what he was about, he jerked his hands down. Then he swept out at the head of his Dragons. Their
heavy steps and the weight and clink of their mail rang through the crypt like thunder, hurting her ears.
None waited for her.

She Waited, but the light died, torchlight and the pa e fluorescence of saint'slight, both together,
leaving her in agloom relieved only by that faint trail of plain good sunlight filtered through dust and
darkness. Air touched her face, as soft as afeather, rising softly from the catacomb at her feet. She
smelled fresh earth and growing things, athough she could not have sorted oats out from that distant



aromaof earth and hillsand open air.

The saint had vanished down the stair into the black mystery beyond. Liath dared not follow her,
however desperately she wished to. Perhaps, for amoment, she understood Sanglant. Down that road |
dare not walk. But that did not lessen the ache.

She shook hersalf and stepped out of the sinkhole. Groping, she made her way back to the large
vault, found the obsidian dab and the little flask tucked forlorn and forgotten up against Biscop Caesarids
tombstone. Liath unstoppered the flask and took a draught. It was bitter enough to make her eyes sting,
but bracing. Thusfortified, she climbed back to theliving world above.

Like Sanglant, she did not doubt that St. Kristine of the Knives had appeared to them. But she
could not answer the most pressing question: Why to them? And why now?

She reached the steps of the cathedra in time to see Sanglant mount his horse. He received his
helmet from the woman, but before he settled it over his head, he glanced up toward the open doors.
Their gazes met across the mob that had gathered. The noisein the streets was that of people hysterical
with fear and hope.

Hedid not smile at her, only looked. Then someone spoke, and his attention was pulled away.
He settled his hemet on his head and by that means was transformed; he was Prince Sanglant no longer,
but captain of the King's Dragons.

Their gold tabards were as bright as sunlight and hismost of dl, the black dragon sgil stitched
onto gold cloth with veins of slver thread. They looked, indeed, asterrible astheir reputation, fierce and
unforgiving iniron helmsfaced with brass; that hishelm with its ddlicate gold dragon was aso beatiful
only made the contrast between the fine ornamentation and the grandeur of their stark and forbidding
grength the more gtriking.

The prince hefted histeardrop shield on an arm, touched his sword's hilt, and led the way. The
rest clattered behind him, over one hundred, headed down the main avenue to the eastern gate where
they would meet therest of their fellows, those who were already on duty and those still arming.

She ran back to the mayor's palace. The people on the streets, seeing her scarlettrimmed cloak
and her Eagl€'s badge parted to let her through.

Wolfhere waited, pacing impatiently back and forth in the Lady Chapel where the dead Eagle
had been laid out. The corpse was now clad in awhite linen shift, face decently covered by a square of
white cloth; it lay, as was appropriate, at the foot of the Hearth.

"Liath!"

She handed Wolfhere the flask. Hetook it reflexively, without redly noting it, and thrust it
between belt and tunic. "1 sent Manfred ahead to the eastern gate, to be our eyes with the Dragons. Go
there now. If they must ride out, you will watch and report back to me. A horse has been saddled.”

Everything was happening so fast. She checked herself for bow, quiver, and sword; al were
there. Then she hurried outside to the courtyard where a horse was indeed waiting, one of Mayor
Werner's geldings, abig handsome bay. His size helped her more than her Eagl€'s badge now. The
streets were thronged and more and more people spilled out of their crowded homes as word spread
through the city of Count Hildegard's approach.

But the closer she came to the eastern gate the more the crowd thinned; in abesieged town, even
with as daunting aforce as the Dragons within their walls, the townsfolk chose the path of prudence. A
street ran pardle to theriver wal. Here she found agroup of boys, old enough to be useful and young
enough to be fearless and, thus, enamored of the Dragons. She handed her reins over to one, agangling
weed of aboy with athin face and quick eyes. From this vantage point she could see the ranks of the
Dragons, ten abreast, about two hundred of them, lined up in the open space that fronted the gate.



The boys, citybred and citywise, showed her aladder that led up the wall and to the wal lwalk.
She clambered up, surprising the men of the city's militiawho stood watch there, looking out anxioudy to
the eastern shore.

The fog had lifted, or most of it, in any case. Out on what had once been rich cropland the land
boiled with movement like flies swarming over acarcass. The Eikawere out in force. Thelevel ground
gave aclear view. After afew minutes of confusion, she began to sort out the picture displayed there like
ashifting mosaic.

The Eikawere out inforce, truly; they infested the ground. She had never seen so many bodiesin
one place, and dl of them mobile. The green and white banner that marked the remains of Count
Hildegard and her retainers bobbed unsteadily in atight mass of horsemen supported by astraggling line
of running infantry. Those who could not keep up were enveloped in the mass of Eikathat came close
behind, swallowed and consumed. The Eika closed in around the count's force, dowly cutting them off,
encircling them. Only one narrow strip of unclaimed ground remained: the road to the river and the
eastern bridge to Gent. It was arace. Liath could not imagine how the count and her remaining soldiers
could reach the bridge in timeunless the Dragons sallied out into the very jaws of the Eikaarmy.

Thisthought hit her with the force of abracing flood of cold water on ahot day. It cleared her
mind. Clearing, her vison clouded, and she closed her eyes and rubbed them with her knuckles. Opened
them.

Now, as she stared with horror, the view of the fields beyond the river looked utterly different.

There was abanner, green and white, bearing the blazon that was, probably, the badge of Count
Hildegard'slands and kin. But no human retainers surrounded it. No horsemen rdlied to it, no infantry
fought desperately at the rear. It was surrounded instead by the icewhite glare of athousand Eika
warriorsjogging at abrisk pace aong the thin strip of road that led to the stone and timber bridge. That
led into Gent.

What she had seen before wasillusion.

What she had seen before was what everyone ese saw, dl the watchers along the wall, the
Dragons who had |eft their horses and gone to the posts above the gate to call down their report to the
prince, to judge to the instant the best moment to sally out. What they saw was avision brought by a
terrible and powerful enchantment, brought into being by what skills she could not imagine, only that she
was the only one who saw past the enchantment to the truth.

"You are deaf to magic, " Daawayssaid.
Or dseguarded againgt it.

The thought hit her with such force that for one awful moment she smply could not move or
think.

But she had to think. What had happened to Count Hildegard and her soldiers she did not know,
but she could guess. The count's army had been utterly destroyed, and the banner wrested from the dying
hands of her last loya retainer to be used now asthe lure to draw the Dragonsto their death.

And she was the only one who could stop them.

JL A M. practicaly did down the ladder, she moved so fast. Splinters diced into her left hand,
but the pain was only another goad. The boys who held her horse stared after her as she sprinted toward
the Dragons, whose attention was entirely on the men who stood watch above the gate.

"Let methrough!™ shecried. "I must speak with the prince.”



They let her by without demur. Sanglant sat his horse at the front of the line, in conference with
others. an ederly militiaman, adismounted Dragon, and his chief attendant, the scarred woman.

Sanglant caught sight of Liath; perhaps he had heard her voice. He lifted a hand to silencethe
militiaman, who was speaking.

"But my lord Sanglant!" the man protested, misunderstanding the prince'sintent. "There are too
many of them! 1t would befoolish to sdly out into such numbers. If Count Hildegard can win through, we
will open the gatesto receive her." Then he saw Liath and stuttered to a halt.

"You cant!" Liath cried. Shetook the reins of Sanglant's horse out of the hands of a Dragon, asif
by holding his mount's harness she could contral the prince's decision. "Count Hildegard isn't out there at
dl. It'sanilluson. Therésmagic

Sanglant was off his horse at once. Without waiting for her or anyone, he ran to thewall and took
the steep stepsthree at atime to the lookout over the gate. She scrambled after him. Manfred stood here
with two Dragons and a cluster of city militiamen. He motioned the others aside so the prince could come
forward. Liath

pressed up beside Manfred; surely he would believe her, if the others could not see. There, on
the parapet, protected by atimber wall covered by animal skins soaked in water, they stared out at the
far shore.

She saw 0 clearly now. There must be more than athousand Eika, two thousand perhaps, a
vastly greater number than those who defended Gent. The barbarians jogged forward at a steady trot,
the banner siwaying in their midst, aprize of war. Their enormous dogs |oped beside them, muzzleslifted
to thewind. Therewasrank after rank of blue and yellow shiddswith their menacing red serpent blazon,
the dark line of their wegpons, held at the ready; their bone white hair gleamed in the new sunlight asthe
fog dissipated dong the shore of the river. How could anyone see this as the remnants of Count
Hiidegard'sarmy? The Eikacalled out, too, in words she could not understand, only that they sounded
liketauntsin her ears. The dogs ran silently which was, perhaps, worse. Theriver streamed on, oblivious.
Drums best to the time of running fedt.

They came closer, and closer. Liath could make out the detailsin the green and white banner: a
boar on awhite field. She could seethelong flanks of the dogs, saw their tongues|olling out. The Eika
had come so closg, first rank amost on the bridge itsdlf, that the prince had possibly twenty breathsto
make achoice,

"Don't you see?' shecried.
Sanglant narrowed his eyes.

"Manfred!" She grabbed Manfred's arm and shook him, hard. "It isn't Count Hildegard at dll! It's
only Eikal Look harder. Y ou're an Eagle. Y ou must be able to see with true sght.”

"Therel" cdled Sanglant. "In the fourth rank. There is Count Hildegard and her brother!” He
pushed away from the wall.

The banner and thefirst of the Eikatroops hit the bridge. Their footsteps sounded like the hollow
tramp of doom on the stone and timber structure. A shrill keening rose from the front ranks of the Eika,
asif they had king's dragon caught the scent of their quarry. Asif they had seen Sanglant's dragon helm
on thewakway above and knew he was waiting for them.

"The Eikaare dmost upon them!™ cried Manfred, jerking hisarm out of Liath's grip. He shot her
adgngleglance, asif to say hewas sorry.

Sanglant looked then, piercingly, at Liath. He wavered. Clearly he did. He wanted to trust her
that much. But then he looked back. Howls rang from the bridge, a chorus of them, dogs and Eika



joining in strength until they deafened her. The faces of those watching, those whose faces she could see,
went white with horror. Liath could no longer imagine what they saw, or what they thought they saw. She
coudd only see the Eikaarmy amost upon them.

"Open the gates!" Sanglant commanded. As he pushed past her, she grabbed hisarm. The
Dragons nearest him swore and lunged for her. The great wheels that controlled the gate began to cresk
and roll, and the doors swung outward.

"Close the gates!” sheyelled, but no one listened. Below, the Dragons parted, half to each side,
making room for the flight of the count and her retainersinto the city. "It'sanilluson. Itsatrick.”

All she could see of Sanglant'sface was his eyes, jade green, staring hard at her. He shook
his.head. Then he was gone, down the steps.

The gates creaked farther open, gaining speed. Mirroring them, the Eikain the front ranks broke
into adead run.

"Manfred!" she screamed, grabbing his cloak, shaking him. "Can't you sed Manfred! Trust me!™
But it wastoo late.

The gates opened. Count Hiidegard's banner passed the last pylon, crossed over the transition
from bridge to land. And Eika poured through the open gate into Gent. Sanglant, caught on the ladder,
could not reach hishorse or his men.

The square below boiled into chaos. Their howling reached a peak, so sharp and high it hurt her
ears. Manfred gasped aoud and then he shoved her along the walkway.

"Run! Run dong thewal until it's ssfe. Find Wolfherel™

She stumbled and went to her knees just as an arrow thudded into the militiaman standing, till in
shock, behind her. He grunted, more surprised than pained, and tumbled dowly to hisknees. Gripping
the arrow asif to his chest, the man fdl forward to the edge of the walkway and over as she grabbed for
and missed him. He landed atop two Eikawarriorsjust asthey hacked a a Dragon cut off from the
others. They went down under hisweight, but more came behind them, many more, like the unstoppable
waters coming up theriver at floodtide. Then the dogs found him; some ran on, but others began to feed.
Liath gagged, bilerisng in her throat.

A mailed hand yanked her to her feet. She came up hard, jolted against a tabarda black dragon
sawnwith glver.

It was Sanglant. He did not speak. He pulled her along the walkway behind him so fast her feet
barely touched the ground. She could not even look back to see what had become of Manfred. She was
too numb even to fed fear; shefdt completely parayzed.

Two arrows stuck out of Sanglant's back, quivering, points embedded in mail. One shook loose
and fel harmlessy away. Militiamen kndlt, shooting with their bows, aiming out over the wdl toward the
bridge where Eika crowded in from the eastern shore. It was too confused in the square fronting the gate
to hope to shoot Eika safely without chancing to hit Gent's defenders.

The defenders were hopelesdy outnumbered. Already the Dragons had been borne back by the
force of the unexpected assault and the sheer weight of numbers and ferocity. The Eika gave no quarter.
Beyond that, she could make out no pattern to the battle swirling at the gate except that of ironhelmed
Dragons fighting desperately to form back into ranks.

She heard, distantly, the creak of the whedlsthat moved the gates. Then screams. She smelled
smoke.

In astaccato pattern arrows thunked into the wood just behind her, like a sudden spatter of drum



beats, sharp and final. Sanglant grunted and swore and stopped. She turned her head. An arrow stuck
out from hisleft leg, just above the knee. As she watchedasiif time obeyed different laws herea drop of
blood welled up through lesther and leaked out, following by a second and then athird, sending atrail of
red down the curve of the knee. Red blood, just like her own, like any human's blood She could not get
any breath in to her lungs. She was going to choke.

"Break it off." Sanglant et go of her. Obedient, she gripped the arrow, one hand braced against
hisleg, the other clamping down over the fletching. Blue, she noted idly; the feathers were stiff asmetd,
digging into her skin. The shaft was strong. Somehow, she snapped it in two and tossed the end away.
He grabbed her and tugged her on. "My lord princel™ A militiaman called to them from the safety of a
lookout post built into thewal. Sanglant pulled her insde, where the whitebearded militia man threw
back a hatch to show atrapdoor benesth.

"Thisway, my lord," he said. Liath was unable to catch her breath. She stared at the man's
brown cloak, strangely fascinated with its plain weave and ordinary texture. It had been patched on one
shoulder with a piece of materid that did not match in color, asif taken from adifferent batch of dye.

Sanglant leaned againgt the closed door, panting, for this moment safe from arrow fire. Liath
heard the sounds of the battle, swords chopping at mail, at ironrimmed shields; the dlarm, athin horn
risng like aclarion again and again, aerted the people of Gent.

Sanglant pushed away from the door and crossed to an embrasure. He had not let go of Liath, so
she perforce had to follow. The archer standing there moved aside instantly. Together, she and Sanglant
gtared out the thin dit of awindow toward the eastern shore of theriver.

The angle of the lookout post was such that the embrasure'sline of sight took in the river's bank
where the bridge touched the eastern shoreline. Eika poured onto the bridge, but even as they watched
the tide dowed, semmed by the halfclosed gates, by the resistance from within the city, by the narrow
path itself, the roadway and bridge, that forced the Eikawarriors close together. But athough they
dowed down, they still moved inexorably forward, howling and keening like wild beasts. On the eastern
shore, swathes of fog concedled patches of field. A shadow lay over the land, wreathed with mig, there
on thefar shore.

Neither fog nor mist. Something about it: a pattern, a shifting, the way her eye wanted to dide
away from it. It was an enchantment. She forced hersdlf to look hard at it, to not believe it was shadow
and fog but rather conceal ment.

It dissolved, or not dissolved as much as faded from her sight and resolved into four figures. Two
of them were Eikawarriors painted and outfitted like therest of their kind, red serpent round shields
resting casudly againg their legs, twobladed axes cradled like infantsin the crooks of their arms.
Between the two warriors stood an Eikaremarkable for his scrawny stature and his apparent nakedness:
Hewore only aragged loincloth and agold belt. In his hands, he held a smal wooden chest. A leather
pouch hung from the belt.

But beside these three stood one other, one unlike the rest by stature done, by some indefinable
qudity Liath could not name, yet recognized. She could not tear her gaze away; he was ahuge Eika
whose face and arms and chest had the scaly sheen of a creature clothed in living bronze. He had no
tunic, nothing covering his chestnot even the garish painted patterns sported by hiswarriorsonly layers of
necklaces, beads, shells, and bones strung together and mixed in with chains of gold and what looked
like gold and silver coins, holes king'sdragon drilled in their centers and strung on thin ropes of meta. His
giff trousers were sawn of cloth dyed abrilliant blue, belted by amesh of gleaming gold that draped in
delicate foldsto hisknees. He wore gold armbands, like twining serpents, around each thick arm. His
hair glinted bone white in the sunlight, braided into asingle braid that hung to hisknees.

Beside her, Sanglant sucked his bregth in between histeeth.



"There" sad Liah. "Do you see him?'

"I see him." He shook his head asiif to shake away anannoying insect. "Heisthe onewhom | felt
al dong.

Hisisthe power."

"Heisthe enchanter." Shefelt the power, just as Sanglant did.

Sanglant leaned forward into the embrasure, suddenly intent, staring hard toward the distant Eika.
Hislips parted. "Tdl me your name," he whispered.

The Eika enchanter shifted, head turning so abruptly that Liath shuddered. It was asif he had
heard. He looked around and focused that fast, looking toward them athough certainly he could not see
them, concealed as they were by the timbered walls and the narrow confines of the lookout post.
Certainly he could not know the prince watched him from there.

And yet, why nat, if hewastruly so powerful an enchanter?

She thought, then, that he spoke aword in reply, but she could not see him clearly to guess at the
gyllables he spoke, and she certainly could not hear above the clash of battle raging in the city beyond.

"Bloodheart,” said Sanglant in alow voice, saring out asif the two of them watched each other,
tested each other. "We will meet, youand 1."

Beyond, on the shore of theriver, the Eikatide swelled. The knot shoving forward on the bridge
broke loose and Liath tore her gaze away from the Eika enchanter to see the gates shoved open and
more Eikaflood into Gent.

Jerking back from the embrasure, Sanglant turned to Liath. "Go to the cathedral. Save those you
can." The militiaman waited, nervous, taut, at the trapdoor.

"Where are you going?'
But it was astupid question. She knew the answer before Sanglant said the words, although he
sad them anyway.

"My Dragons need me. We will hold them aslong aswe are able." Helifted ahand and touched
her cheek with his mailed handas she had touched his, in the sillence of the crypt.

Then he hefted his shidld, raised his sword, and was out the door before she could say anything
more. She started after him, back to the walwalk, only to see him descending an outside ladder. Then he
was gone, running into the chaos that raged around the gates as the battle moved steadily outward,
farther into the streets of | Gent. A cry went up, apiercing shout, hisname called j over and over. Before
the militiaman grabbed her she saw the overwhelmed Dragons ralying, fighting on horse or by foot
toward the lonefigure of their prince who seemed to be intent on running alonefull into thej force of the
Eika assault.

A hand clapped onto her shoulder and dragged her back away from the door just as an arrow
thunked into it. A burning arrow. Smoke made her eyes sting. It guttered against the wood; the bearded
man dammed the door shut, but she heard more arrows thud into it, an echo of the drumsthat pounded
relentlesdy in the Eika.camp.

"Thisway!" he said urgently. "Down two levelsto atunnd benegth. It runsal theway fromthis
lookout post to the mayor's palace. Y ou will meet up with alarger | tunnel, which runs straight. Teke no
sdetunnds, they only lead to other posts. | pray that the Eika have not yet taken the other posts and
gotten into the tunnels.”

She descended the ladder, not looking back. The man | did not follow. Thefirst ladder gave out
on dirt, atiny space within thewall, banks of sod and timber, so tight



king's dragon she could hardly breathe. She found the other ladder and climbed till farther
down, twelve rungs, to atunnel lined with fired bricks. The space was barely wider than her shoulders.
She hesitated, touched her bow, then drew her short sword instead. Her fingers brushed the words
graveninthehilt: "Thisgood sword isthe friend of Lucian.”

"| pray you," she whispered, "be my good friend aswell.”

Shewalked cautioudly, for it was dark and she could hear the distorted echoing noises of battle
not far above her, crossing and crossing back like a complicated tapestry being woven. Pray God that
this tapestry was not to be the fall of the city of Gent.

The narrow side tunnel debouched into alarger passageway, one that might support two men
walking abreast but not more. Behind, where she judged the wall stood, she caught the flickering glare of
fire and smelled the stinging scent of smoke. Her eyes had dready adjusted to the dark. Ahead, it was
darker and more silent. Behind, she heard agrunt and the hard thunk of a person landing on dirt. She
whirled. Saw the betraying gleam of white hair. What elseto do?

She had the advantage. She ran forward, and just as the Eika whipped round, she stabbed it in
the gut. Felt the resistance of itsskin, asif it was alloyed with meta. But L ucian's was agood sword
indeed. Perhaps the Dariyans had known secrets of metalurgy lost to the blacksmiths of today. Perhaps
Eika skin was not astough as it looked. The blade sank in and pierced the creature through.

It howled and diced at her. She yanked backward and cut at its face; it went down. The stink
was horrible. Above, fireflared and she heard aman screaming over and over and over again, Ai! Ai!
Ai! and more distantly, heard through smoke and pounding feet and shouting and the whole chaotic
cacophony of abattle being dowly and brutally lost, asharper cdl: "To the prince! To the princel”

She jumped back from the Eika's body. It twitched and she fled away down the tunnd. If any
followed, she did not notice them. She was too busy running. Too busy remembering.

He had touched her cheek. Did he carefor her? Surely hewould be killed. And what did it
meatter, now? There were not enough defendersin Gent now that the Eika had breached the gate. Not
enough in any casg, if the Eikahad, asther leader, an enchantereven if hisonly giftswerefor illusion.
[llusion was a powerful weapon in the hands of onewho dared useit any way he wished.

"Save those you can." So Sanglant had said. Surely that was why the saint had appeared to them.
Saints, like angels, like the daimones of the upper air, were not bound to the world of time: They could
seethefuture.

She passed side tunnels and al she heard was fighting and screaming, al she smelled was blood
and smoke.

Thetunnd led to the barracks. She climbed up anarrow ladder into the tackroom, head butting
into atrapdoor which, with main force, she shoved open from underneath, scraping knuckles on theiron
bands that bound the trapdoor together.

The barracks were entirely empty now; there was only the distant sound of drums and the clarion
cdl of thehorn. And, drifting ever closer, the aromaand music of bettle. All the Dragons were gone.
Gone. Dead, soon enough. She had no energy to cry. She had to warn Wolfhere. She had to lead as
many people out through the catacomb as possible before the city fell. She no longer doubted Gent was
doomed.

But at the door of the barracks, she stopped dead. Hesitated and turned back, staring at the
empty ranks of gdls, smeling the straw, some of it dry, some of it damp with urine or manure. The
barracks would burn very well.

She ran back to the stdl where she and Manfred and Wolfhere had dept. Manfred's saddle sat
againgt apogt, king's dragon



just whereit had always sat this past month. Its presence was like an accusation. What had
happened to him? Was he il dive? Had she though of him once since the breaching of the gate? But she
did not have time; she should not even be here. Every moment meant another life saved, or lost.

But she had to get the book. She heaved her saddle up and over, grabbed the saddle bags and
dung them over her shoulder. Then she sprinted back, outside, crossing the deserted courtyard. It was
far too quiet, herein the mayor's paace. "Liath!"

Wolfhere stood on the palisade. He practicaly jumped down the ladder, he was in such haste to
get to her.

"No hope!" she cried. "The Eika have breached the gate. Everyone must arm and fight, or go to
the cathedrd." "How?"

"An enchanter." She remembered, suddenly, that strange exchange. Someday it might be
important that more peopl e than she and Sanglant knew that name. "He calls himsdlf Bloodheart.”

Wolfhere nodded once, sharply. "Then go, Liath. Go. If you win free, you must get word to the
king."
She did not wait to ask him what he meant to do. She did not have time. Already smokerosein

thick clouds, heavy, black, and forbidding, from the eastern part of the city, and flames|licked the roofs
of houses near enough to see. Perhaps the mayor's guard had aready run to the eastern gate.

But when she crossed out through the arch and started down the main thoroughfare of Gent, she
found utter confusion. The Street was packed, every soul there wild with fear. Half of them seemed to be
headed to the western gate. Some few, armed with butcher knives and staves and shovels and hatchets
and any object that might be used as a wegpon, shoved their way toward the

eadt. But not as many ran east. Mostly, the people of Gent had forgotten everything and
completely panicked.

Liath pushed and elbowed her way through the crowd. At first shetried to yell, every third step,
"To the cathedra!" but there was no point to it. Her voice smply could not be heard above the roar of
shouting, donkeys braying, chickens squawking, children wailing, fire snapping, and untold feet dapping
down on plank and stone roadwayall headed every direction and none.

But she needn't have worried. Pushing her way aong the length of the palace palisade, crossing
the square, and reaching the broad steps and inviting facade of Gent Cathedral proved the easiest part of
her journey.

The cathedral was packed.

People were shoved together on the steps, crowding in, crying and pleading, lifting their children
high over their heads so the infants might be granted sanctuary insdeif not their own selves.

"Makeway!" Liath cried, dthough their noise drowned out her words. She drew her sword and
used its hilt to knock hard into the people. When they turned, angry or sobbing, they gave way before
her Eagl€'s badge.

In this fashion, though dowly, she got up the steps. If possible, it was more crowded inside. All
of them had shoved inside until she could not understand how anyone could breathe pressed up toward
the Hearth, the haven, the holy space. Surdly not even savages like the Eikawould profane the holy
gpace of the God of Unities.

They stank of fear and swest. It wasimpossible, absolutely impossible, to imagine getting through
this crowd to the Hearth where she might hope to find the biscop. She sheathed her sword.

And then, amazingly, she heard ashift in the tone of the crowd. Like amuting blanket drawn bit



by bit across the congregation, the wordless mutter and yelling and king's dragon weeping took on form
and flow. Creegping back from the front, ahymn dowly took hold.

"Lift meup!" Liath commanded.

Half to her surprise, two men did so, grabbing her by thelegs and hoisting her up. There, at the
Hearth, the biscop presided, armslifted toward the heavens as she led the congregation in apsam.

"'Youthat livein the shelter of Light, you who say, The Lord ismy safe retreet, the Lady the
fastnessinwhich | trugt.’

Hewill cover you with Hispinions.

Shewill grant you safety beneath Her wings.

Y ou shall not fear the arrow that flies at night or the spear that stalks by day.

A thousand may fdl at your sde, ten thousand close at hand, but you it shall not touch."'

Liath sang with them. When the psalm finished in a somber Kyria, the biscop turned her hands,
palms outward, and the mass of people quieted so al were listening. Only the hiccuping sobs of terrified
children broke the silence.

"Pray, let ushave silence,” cried the biscop.

In that moment, while silence trembled and the roar of fire and battle and distant drumslesked in
through the walls and the open doors, before the panic of the people outside could overset this tenuous
peace found here, Liath raised her voice. She cdled attention to hersdf in the very way Dahad warned
her againg.

"Never be noticed. Never stand out. Never raise your voice."
"Biscop, | pray you, listen to my words. | am aKing's Eagle!”

The men holding her shifted, and she had to steady herself, one hand on each of their shoulders.
Every head in the cathedra skewed round, faces bleached white with fear. The biscop lowered her
hands and signed to her to continue.

"Your Grace, please believe my words. | have seen asign. St. Kristine appeared to me” Liath
fatered. She could see she waslosing their attention, their belief. "St. Kristine of the Knives appeared to
Prince Sanglant! It was atrue vison. Thereis acatacomb benesth the cathedra, atunnd, leading west.
By thisway That was dl she had timefor. A shout rose from the gathered crowd outside. " The Dragon!
The Dragons have broken!" Liath clapped her hands over her earsjust asthe two men lost their grip on
her. Shefell but could not land hard because the people were packed so tightly in the cathedral. Even
shoving, panicking, trying to move oneway or the other, no one could shift more than haf astep to right
or left.

The next ingant a horn cal blasted through the space, echoing off stone, deafening her and every
other soul insde. But it silenced the crowd long enough, just long enough, that the biscop could be heard.

"This| say!" she cried in her powerful voice. "This| say to you, my people, that | will not stir
from this Hearth until al have reached safety or the Eika have been repulsed. So must dl who arefit take
up any wegpon you can find and fight to save this, our city. In the name of Our Lady and Lord, inthe
name of St. Kristine who, though she suffered and died in this holy place, did not forsake us.”

She drew breath, but such was the power of her voice and the tense expectation that none spoke
or filled the void with clamor.

"So has St. Kristine appeared to the prince, he who even now fights with his own body to spare
ours pain and desecration. Thisismy word, and you my people shall obey it. Let those who are children
or who are nursing children follow this Eagleinto the crypt, in an orderly fashion. Gather the children, for



they and the holy rdlics of this Hearth are the treasures of our city.

king's dragon We must save them, if it isso willed by Our Lady and Lord and the saint who
watched over us. Let the elder children shepherd the younger, and let the infirm wait with me at the
Hearth. Let us put our trust in God. Lord, have mercy. Lady, have mercy upon us."

Her deacons brought torches. With the crowd parting before her, Liath took atorch and led the
way down into the crypt. As she descended the steps, al the din and tumult waslost to the muffling
encasement of stone and earth, to the cloak of death and the pale tombs of the holy dead. Thetorch
burned steediily, heat blowing in her face, stinging her eyes.

She stood while deacons carrying the holy relics of St. Kristine crowded behind her and the
gairsfilled with softly weeping children, pressng, waiting. She felt them at her back like aweight: on her
all depended.

"Savedl you can," Sanglant had said. And others, crying out: " The Dragons have broken."

She had no idea where the saint's tomb was. Everything looked changed. The crypt opened out
before her in glent mystery, taciturn, unwilling to give up its secrets.

Then, on awhim, she knelt where her footsteps and Sanglant's, so short atime before, had
scuffed the earth. She cast about, andthere!

On thedirt perhaps two strides away she saw the flecking of dried blood.

Shefollowed thistrail left by the bleeding saint. It led her to the sinkhole and the stairs that
yawned into the black earth benegth. The crypt quickly filled behind her. Deacons whispered, frightened.
Aninfant sobbed and was muffled.

Of the battle in Gent, she could hear nothing. She did not know whether Sanglant yet lived; she
had no ideawhat had happened to Wolfhere and Manfred.

She could at least hope that Hanna had made it away from Gent aive. It seemed ironic now that
Hanna, forced to flee, had been granted the safer path, though it had not seemed so at the time.

She could not delay. What lay there in the dark earth could not be worse than the fate awaiting
those who faced the Eika ondaught. She took in a deep breath and started down the steps.

She counted as she went, aware always of the press of refugees at her back though she never
turned to see them, to help them, to make sure they did not stumble. She had to walk the unknown path.
She counted elghtyseven steps, because counting gave her the courage to go on, speaking the numbers
aoud so she couldn't hear, so the blackness didn't seem so utterly enveloping. The air was close, smelling
of mildew and earth. Once, or twice, hand brushing thewall, she thought her fingers touched worms or
other moist cregturesthat live only in the night. But she did not have timeto flinch. She had to press
forward.

The steps ended and the floor leveled out and turned sharply. It widened to the width of her
outstretched arms. She paused then, but only that one time. Thetorch illuminated rough ssonewallsand a
low ceiling hewnout of rock. The floor here was also rock, strewn with small stones and pebbles that
rustled under her boots.

But it wasfairly smooth, asif water had once streamed through here or many feet marched back
and forth, grinding it down under the weight of years and passage.

She could not see far ahead of her, but she felt the air had aflavor untouched by burning and war
and deeth.

She smdlted oats, atouch caught on abare wisp of a breeze borne down from distant hills. That
gave her heart. The deacons pressed up behind her, the woodenchest which contained the saint'srelics



jutting into her back. A child said, in ahigh, wavering voice: "But it's so dark. Whereis my momma?"

She waked on into the darkness. She led them, counting until it became ridiculous to count, past
one thousand and two thousand and beyond that. The tunnel ran straight, like an arrow toward its
intended victim.

She wept as she walked, plain good tears, quiet ones. She could not afford to sob. She could not
afford to be blinded by grief. Behind, she heard those who followed, the thin wails of infants and the

helpless weeping of children who could not understand what was happening to them. The deacons
murmured in soft voices to the rhythm of their step, the words of the psam they had sung in the cathedrd:

" 'For She has charged Her angels to guard you wherever you go, to lift you on their hands."*
On she waked, leading them. On and on, away from thefall of Gent. So few would be saved.
"Wewill hold them aslong aswe are able.” Hislast words.

He was not meant for her, of course. It was foolish, an infatuation, not love, surely, for loveis
built onties of blood or of shared work and companionship, not on aglance or the stray wanderings of
stubborn and ingstent desire. Never meant for her, even if he had lived. It was not only the differencein
their births, for she believed what Da had told her, that she need only bend her knee before the king.
They werefreeborn, of an old lineage, so Dadways said, though he had never given her more
information than that. Of alineage that had gained landsin return for lordship over themsalves, beholden
to no count or duke but only to the king. As Hathui's people had, in these times, in the eastern marches.

No, it was more than that, and utterly different.

"Bebound, as| am, by the fate others have determined for you." So Sanglant had said. Wasit
not the duty of the captain of the King's Dragonsto diein the service of hisking? And hersto live, if she
was able?

Was she not bound by that other mystery, of Da's death, of her mother's death eight years
before, of the treasurehouse, the secret, that she both carried in her saddlebags and even perhapsin her
own person? Of her own person? She had been made a dave because of another man'sdesireto
possess what was hidden within her. She was now adways and ever marked by that davery, just as she
was marked by Da's murder and by the mystery of the white feather she had found next to his dead
body. Deaf to magicor guarded against it. But bound to it, whichever wastrue.

Some destinies cannot be escaped.

So shewalked and left Gent behind. Shefet nothing in her body, not truly. She could not afford
to be crippled with grief, and during those long months with Hugh she had learned how to put strong
emotion away from her, locking it away behind asturdy door.

But she dlowed hersdlf tears. She wept for Sanglant and for what could never be. She wept for
Da, for her mother, for Wolfhere and Manfred, for the dead Eagle whose badge she had inherited. For
all the souls, the brave biscop and her people, who would die. Liath had seen the Eika enchanter who
named himsdf Bloodheart. She did not believe he would show mercy or respect the sanctity of the
Hearth. Why should he? He had not been brought within the Circle of Unity. He had daughtered Count
Hildegard and then used her banner as part of an unscrupulous trick. He wanted Sanglant for reasons she
could not fathom. But he and Sanglant were engaged in aduedl set in motion before they had ever set eyes
on one another.

Her torch burned steadily and did not go out or expend its substance. She held it in front of her
asabeacon; it wasthe only light left to her.

Not the only light. She had to believe Hannawas aive. Shewould find Hanna again.
She reached up without thinking and touched her badge, felt the eagle embossed on brass.



Hannawas al, except for the Eagles. She truly was one of them now. And that, perhaps, gave her a
place where she might find safety.

So shewaked. The tunnd ran on and on and on. If those behind her fatered, she did not know.
Sheled them and did not look back.

JLIJb Eika had breached the eastern gatesjust after dawn. It was midday by thetime Liath
emerged, blinking, halfblinded, and exhausted, from anarrow cave mouth into the glaring light of afine

spring day.
Behind her, the refugees from Gent staggered out, sumbling after asteep climb up severd
hundred steps. The tunnel itself had been long and made arduous because of fear. But Liath feared the

fina climb, up steps carved into rock, would prove too much for the smallest and weakest of the
refugees, thus holding up those who tried to escape behind them.

They came so dowly. First the anxious deacons emerged, carrying the holy relics from the
cathedrd. Then came along line of children, younger carried by der, infantsin the arms of their
mothers. There werewomen in al stages of pregnancy, including one who had goneinto labor. Here and
there, other folk appeareda blacksmith with his hammer and tongs, his skillstoo preciousto wastein a
hopeless fight, the two lanky girlswho had performed as acrobatsin Mayor Werner's palace, the elderly
bard who had mangled the Heleniad and produced his own atrocious imitations of old Dariyan verse at
the many feastsin the great hall.

Too dowly. A clump of adozen would stream out, and then there would be a pause, so long
Liath would catch her bresth and pray this was not the end of the line. Then more would emerge,
stumbling, halt and lame, or a child collgpsed and no longer able to walk on its own. Thetrickle would as
suddenly turn again into asteady stream as those held back behind the knot hurried out and dispersed
onto the hillside.

Liath could not bear their grief. Hers was heavy enough. She walked out away from the cave,
whichlay

half hidden by shrubs and treesin agreet jutting ridge of hill.
It wasjust as Sanglant had said. Therewas afield of oats here, straggling dong the hillside.

Stumps of trees edged the ripening oats, and beyond them the forest climbed back into wilder
lands. Two huts sat in the shadow of the trees. As she watched, a man came out from behind the closer
of the hutsto stare. Then, waving hisarms, he ran over to the deacons. They began to talk al at once.
Liath edged closer, then recalled that as King's Eagle she had every right to listen to their conversation.

but...butitisamiracle!" the man was crying, hands clapped over his cheeks. "The cave
narrows and endsin arock wall one hundred paces back. We have hidden in there, now and again,
when Eika scouts rode too close by. A company of Dragons sheltered there five nights ago. But never
have | seen steps or atunnel leading east!”

Though the sky was clear, they heard alow rumbling like distant thunder. Liath hurried back and
scrambled up the ridge that sheltered the cave. From its height the hill dropped away precipitoudy to the
river plain below, stretching eastward, green and gold patched with earth, to astark horizon. From here
she could see theriver winding like adark thread through the plain. The sky was so clear the sun'slight
had leached away the most intense blue at the zenith, washing the land in brightness. Distant Gent looked
likeachild'stoy, tiny carved blocks fashioned in the modd of acity.

Arnulfscity, some cdled it, where King Arnulf the Elder had joined his childrenin marriage to the
last heirsof Varre.

The city wasonfire. Liath stared for along time. Smoke stained the horizon, reaching in streaks
toward the heavens. There was 0 little wind this day that the smoke rose straight up in thick columns,



obscuring her view. The city lay too far away for her to identify buildings, but she could not even pick out
the cathedra tower.

On the plain, ants crawled. The Eika had come to feast on the leavings. She shook her head. She
felt by turns numb and then suddenly engulfed with acrushing grief. No matter how she tried she could
not push it away any longer.

She abandoned her position to three boys who came scrambling up behind her. They stared and
pointed at the view, and one gaped at her. Histhin face appeared familiar, but she could not place him.
Perhaps he had been a servant at the mayor's palace.

Hesaid, "l lost the horse," and then burst into tears.

Shefled. She had nothing to say to him, or to any of them. As she climbed back down, careful to
find good footing among the loose scree and wiry roots, she watched the refugees emerge from the cave
mouth. Children and yet more children, adarkhaired plump child of indeterminate sex carried inthearms
of athin paehaired girl who did not look strong enough for such aburden, afew older people now, some
of them carrying bundles on their backs, afew precious possessions, or else nothing at dl, only
themselves. Some fdll to their kneesto praise God for this deliverance. Others merely sank onto the
ground and had to be hel ped away, to clear the path that led out from the cave's mouth.

But they were coming out too dowly. So few would escape. Surely by now the Dragons had
been utterly overwhemed. At any moment she expected the stream of refugeesto end, or Eikato spring
forth, hacking right and left with their axes and deedly spears.

"Ai! Wagons!" cried one of the boys at the ridgetop.
And another: "They bear the mayor's colorgl"

Liath ran with the farmer to where aroadsuch asit wascut up near hisfarmstead. A few brave
deacons followed, but the rest remained by thefield asif the cave and the reminder of the saint's mercy
would grant them safety. Liath took out her bow and gave herself cover behind atree. The farmer hefted
apitchfork.

But they needed no weapons, not thistime. The wagons did indeed belong to Mayor Werner.
They lurched and

careened over the two rutsthat served as road. The mayor himsdlf, redfaced and flushed with
weeping, sat in the front of awagon driven by

"Wolfherel" Liath legped out and ran forward, joggingalmost dancingbeside the wagon asiit
pitched and jolted the rest of the way up the hill, coming to rest at last beside the two poor huts of the oat
farmer.

Wolfhere swung down, looked her over carefully, then beckoned to the farmer. " Show these
sarvantswhere they can build afire. Somewhere out of the way."

"And dert the Eika?" the man protested.

Wolfhere made an impatient gesture with ahand. "They have found better prey today than the
poor pickingsthey could scavenge here." The farmer retreated obediently.

"l saw Gent," said Liath. She could not take her eyes off Wolfhere. She could not believe he was
dive. "Itsburning."

"So it waswhen weleft.”
"How did you get out?' She stared back, hoping to see

But there were no Dragonsin attendance, only servants from the pa ace, about thirty of them
walking alongside the ten wagons. A pale, pretty woman drove in the last of the wagons and, dryeyed



and grim, began to rub down the horses. Liath recognized her: She was the servingwoman who had,
everyone knew, been carrying on an affair with the prince. Would she weep for her lover? Or was she
only glad to be dive?

A man came up beside her to aid her; in the wagon's bed a girlchild raised her head weakly to
look around. It was the pair she had saved from the streets, father and daughter.

Refugees from the tunnel swarmed forward, surrounding Mayor Werner, drowning himin
guestions and pleas and demands. "Where is my husband? Do you know what happened to my mother?
Has my brother been seen? What of the mint? My father guarded there. Does the biscop yet live?'

]

And on, and on. Like acoward, she thought bitterly, the mayor had saved himself rather than die
inthe defense of hiscity. That duty he had l€ft to Prince Sanglant and the Dragons.

"My good people,”" he cried, wiping tears from his cheeks. How she had cometo hate hisvoice,
filled with selfimportance and atrace of the whiny, indulged son he had been. "Pray, grant me silence.
Thereisno timeto waste. We must begin to march. It will take many daysto reach Steleshame, and
most among us are weak or young. We have emptied the stores from the palace. This must serve uson
our journey. Listen to my wordsl" Now, finally, the ragged band of refugees had quieted and drawn
closer while yet others fill emerged, in ones and twos, from the cave mouth.

"L et the elder children shepherd the younger, and et the children be divided into groups so there
will be no confusion and none left behind. Let those who are strong enough carry food on their backs, so
there may be room in the wagons for those whose legs grow weak. We will pass out bread now. In one
hour we begin our journey. We dare not wait longer than that."

With that he turned and began directing his servants. The pretty servingwoman pulled back the
heavy cloth that had been draped over the foodstuffs in her wagon, and she began distributing bread with
the efficiency of long practice, aided again by the father. Deacons began to organize the children into
groups of ten, each under the command of an adolescent. A woman, sobbing quietly, nursed her infant
while another child clung to her skirts. One of the dender acrobats came up cautioudy to the woman and
offered her and the child bread. At the cave's mouth, more refugees sstumbled out into the noontide glare.
Now, however, there were servants to guide them to food and a place to rest until the next stage of the
journey began. Now, onein five of the refugees were adults with wounds or singed clothing; there were,
perhaps, eight hundred peoplein the oat field. She judged, by measuring the height of the sun with her
fingers, that she had emerged an hour or so ago. Would the Dragons never come?

But of course they would not. Prince Sanglant would not leave the city until every last soul was
safe or dead.

"Liath." Wolfhere beckoned. She followed him back behind the hut where the farmer had built a
firein an outdoor hearth. It blazed merrily, alattice of sticksthat collapsed asthose at the lowest rung
burned to ash. The farmer set morelogs on thefire and, a asign from Wolfhere, retreated, leaving them
done.

"Wemust look," said Wolfhere,
"How did you get free?' she asked. "Did any others? Whereis Manfred?"

He shook his head. For the first time she saw his mouth tighten, concealing heart'spain. "We
loaded the stores into the wagons and made our way to the western gate. Othersfled the city by that gate
aswell, though many died at the hands of Eika. Some may have escaped. But we came later. By that
time the battle that started at the eastern gate had grown until it engulfed haf the city. So wewere ableto
get away with lesstrouble. Welost only one wagon, and that because its axle broke. And we met
Dragons



"Dragond”

Helifted ahand sharply, slencing her. ™Y ou will remember them. They were the oneswho saved
uswhen wefirst rode into Gent amonth ago.”

"Sturm,”" she murmured. Her cousin, if report wastrue.
"They cut through acompany of Eika, freeing us."
"And then?' she demanded.

Hefrowned, dmost wincing, asif the memory did not bear recalling. "Then they rode into the city
by the west gate, to join with their fellows."

Liath shut her eyes.

"Attend," said Woalfhere. "We have no luxury for grief, Liath. We must see with Eaglés sght.
That isour duty.”

"Through fire and stone?" she whispered.

"Not every Eagle has such Kills, it istrue. Now. Attend.” He shut his eyes and raised his hands,
shoulder width apart, pdmsfacing in toward thefire.

"Butit'strue" she sad, interrupting him. He had to understand. "I can't seethat way. In the crypt
| saw nothing, not because there was a shadow, but because | saw only the stone. And the EikaThereis
an enchanter, and heis Eika, not any other kind of creature.” Thismemory hurt, it was still so raw.
Remembering how Sanglant had seen and named the Eika chieftain. "That is how the gates were
breached. Hewove anillusion. It wasn't Count Hildegard'sforcesat all.”

Wolfhere opened his eyes and stared at her. "Go on.”

"It was an illusion. Everyone saw the banner and the count and her people. Everyone. Except
me. / could see through theillusion.”

"What areyou saying?'

T am saying that | am deef toit, asDasaid. Or else guarded againgt it. | don't know which."
Immediately she cursed hersdlf inwardly for confessing to him. But she had been so happy to see him.
Surdly that joy meant he could be trusted, or trusted in part. He had saved her from Hugh. He had
treated her with unrelenting kindness and good will. And she had, sheredlized, cometo carefor him.
Reflexively she rested ahand on the warm leather of her saddlebags, feding the book hidden with . in.
Shewaited.

Wolfhere looked truly startled. "Bloodheart,” he said. "Illusion. | understand now. | did not
before. | wondered why | had seen nothing of Count Hildegard's soldiers within the city, even thelast
survivors of that force. | wondered how the gate had been breached. For | saw it, too, Liath. | saw her
banner, and her retainers, pursued by Eika. From the palisade at the mayor's paace | saw them reach the
bridge, and then | saw no more. And yet you say you saw through theillusion.” "I did." "I cannot explain
it, either to you or to mysdlf. Attend me, Liath. Tell mewhat you see.” Helifted hands again and shut his
gyes, then, after amoment, opened them, staring into thefire.

Y dloworange flamelicked the air. Liath stared hard &t it. She envisoned in her minds eyea
circle branded into the airthe Ring of fire, fourth step on the ladder of the mages. Through this she viewed
theflame.

She saw nothing but the lick and spit of fire. And yet, had she not once seen sdlamanders, their
blue eyeswinking in the coas of the hearth? Had she not once seen butterflies caled up by her father in
the summer garden? Once, years ago, before her mother died, she had seen magic. Before her mother
died. Then everything had changed.



Dawas protecting me.
He had given hislifeto protect her. To hide her.

Thereare siritsburning in the air with wings of flame and eyes as brilliant asknives. At their
backsawall of fire roars up into black night, but there is nothing to fear. Pass through, and anew world
liesbeyond. In the distance a drum sounds like a heartbeat and the whistle of aflute, borne up on the
wind like abird, takeswing.

Wings, settling on the eaves. A sudden gust of snow through the smokehole. Bells, heard asif on
thewind.

"Whereis she?' said the voice of bells.
"Nowhere you can find her," said Da

Thefire blazed higher, growing, engulfing thelogs until it burned like astorm. And in the flames
she saw battle, the steps of the cathedral, the Dragonsin alast ragged line, so few of them now, thelast,
their horses and their comrades strewn like so much refuse along the course of their retreat. Dogsthose
who were not raging in the thick of battlefed voracioudy. She shuddered, convulsed by nausea

A lagt knot of city militiafought desperately by the mint and then findly were overwhe med.
Behind them, the palisade of the mayor's pal ace and the timber roof of the grest hall burned in sheets of
flame, aterrible bright backdrop to the last killing field.

The Eika pounded at the Dragons, axes chopped down again and again on the teardrop shields,
red serpents pressed against dragons, shoving them by sheer weight of numbers back and back up the
stepsto the doors.

There! Sanglant, limping and bloody, striking at either hand as he retreated step by step, the last
man in the wedge, taking the brunt of the ondaught. At hisright hand, the scarredface woman, ragged
Dragon's banner draped around her shoulders, her spear working, jabbing, wrenching free; at hisleft,
Sturm, blue eyes grim as he cut down first one Eika then, when that one fdll, the next. Manfred stood half
insdethe cathedra doors, staring; seeing, aswas hisduty.

But one by one, Dragonsfell, Gent burned, and the streets were deserted except for Eika,
prowling and sniffing in doorways and looting. Except for the dead. Except for the feeding dogs.

A wagon had been brought into the square fronting the cathedral and from atop this, surrounded
by his howling troops and by a pack of davering dogs, Bloodheart surveyed the ruins and the last stand
of the Dragons. He legped down and hefted a spear in his huge hands, ran with it to the steps and took
them two at atime. Behind him came his soldiers, their mouths open in shrieks and howls Liath could
only see, not hear. Only the naked old Eikamale remained behind in the wagon, but even he grinned,
jewed studded teeth winking in the reflected glare of flame.

Bloodheart's charge hit the last Dragons like ahammer. So few, and aready wounded and
exhausted, half of them went down, crushed benegth the assault. Sturm vanished in ahail of ax blows.
The scarredface woman was torn away, the weight of huge dogs bearing her down. Dragons shouted
their prince's name, but they were al separated now, afew at the door, afew swarmed and surrounded
and harried down to the base of the steps, and Sanglant in the centerthe eye of the stormsiriking on either
sde like amadman as he hacked hisway toward Bloodheart.

The blow that took him came from behind.

Surrounded, flanked, engulfed. A screaming Eika had leaped into the gap that opened behind the
prince. The creature swung. Sanglant jerked and then collapsed, that fast, like arock let drop. His body
landed hard, sprawling, a the feet of Bloodheart.

The Dragons were gone, vanished, asif they had never existed. Bloodheart stared down at the



prince. He bent and wrenched the helmet from Sanglant's head to reved the lax face. He twisted ahand
under the gold torque and yanked it off, hiswhite claws cutting the prince's face and neck. Blood seeped,
dowed, stopped.

Bloodheart raised the gold torque up like atrophy, threw back his head, and howled with
triumph.

Liath shuddered. She could not hear it, yet she couldasif borne miles on thewind, asif carried
through the ranks of the refugees who fled through the tunnd, asif cutting Straight to her heart.

But she could not look away.

Bloodheart lowered the torque but only because he had to beat back the dogs. He hit hard
around himself, using both haft and head of his spear, and he growled and cursed at the dogs, driving
them back from his prize: Sanglant. The dogs cowered finally and sat back on their haunches, eyes
burning ydlow with rage, tongues hanging out, muzzles rimed with salivaand blood. The biggest of them
snarled, baring itsfangs at the Eika chieftain, and he struck it hard on the head with his bare hand; his
own clawsabristling growth at hisknucklessliced its cheek open. It whined and groveled before him. The
others dewed their ugly heads round and stared hungrily at the prince's body, but they didn't movein.
Ye.

Soon. Soon hewould betheirs.

Liath leaned in toward thefire asif she could reach and drag the corpse to safety, spareit this
desecration.

The heat burned away her tears, but it could not burn away her pain. It could not change what
she saw and so witnessed.

Bloodheart shook himsdlf and whirled once, spinning asif he felt the breath of an enemy on his
spine. His gaze lifted to the middle distance. Everything shifted; thefire flared before her. She blinked,
and hewaslooking &t her.

"Who areyou?' Bloodheart demanded, gaze impossibly fixed on her through thefire. "Y ou
trouble me with your spying. Be gone!™

He spit. Sheflinched back and was staring at fire, roaring and crackling and consuming, burning,
buildings of stone consumed by the dull red of heat and the whiteblue searing of flame, smoke thick and
oily in her nogtrils. She heard the pound of horses galloping past, ahaze of distant shouting, afaint horn
caught on the wind. But these were no buildings she had ever seen before. These were not the buildings
of Gent.

A figureturned, staring, amaefigure, armed with a bronze breastplate and silvertipped lance.
"Liathano," hesaid.

But through him agateway, his shade itsdf isthe gateway, like stars seen through a gauze of fine
linen. A drum sounds like aheartbest, and aflute draw itsmusic over the air like the risng and faling of
waves. She seesthrough flames, staring out through afire but a different fire, not her own.

There on aflat one sitsamannot aman, perhaps, for hisfeatures are exotic and unlike those of
any man Liath has seen except there is a passing resemblance to Sanglant, that bronzetinged skin, the
high, broad cheekbones, the beardless face. He is dressed strangely in along, beaded loincloth so
cunningly worked that the pattern of beads describes birds and |eaves woven into atight embrace.

L esther sheaths encase hisforearms and his calves, covered with gold and green feaethers and tiny shells
and gold beads and polished stones strung together. A cloak trimmed with white shells and clasped with
ajade brooch at hisright shoulder drapesto hiswaist. He twists lengths of fiberflax, perhapsalong his
bare thigh, binding them into rope.



Helooks up, sartled, and stares at her but without truly marking her. Behind him, afigure moves,
too far away to be plainly seen.

"Liah."

She jumped back and found herself, face singed from heat, staring a the hearth fireand at
Wolfhere, across from her. Tears stood on his cheeks, but only afew. He stared into the flames and
findly drew his gaze avay asif from down along distance and murmured, so soft she barely heard him:

"Aal."

She blinked, bewildered. Who had spoken her name, there at the end, wrenching her out of that
find vigon?

"Those were the Lost Ones, Liath."

"Who were?' But she could not make sense of the world, of her fingers on her hands, of the snap
of fire or the brush of wind on her face.

Ai, Lady. Sanglant was dead.

Wolfhere shook himsdlf al over, like adogor awolfand stood abruptly. "This mystery must be
solved later," he said. "Come, Liath. Our first duty isto the king, and he must have word of this."

"Word of what?' To form the question was difficult enough. She could not move. She could not
even remember what it wasto move.

"Of thefdl of Gent. Of the death of hisson.”
The death of hisson.

"Fed to the dogs," murmured Wolfhere. He grimaced like a man enduring an arrow's barbed
head being dug out of histhigh.

Liath fell forward onto her knees and clasped her hands before her. "Ai, Lady," she whispered.
"Hear my pledge. | will never love any man but him."

"Recklesswords," said Wolfhere, histone sharp. "Come, Liath."
"Safewords," shereplied bitterly, "since heisnow king's dragon
dead. And | will follow the fate others have determined for me."

"Sodoweadl," hesaid quietly. They left thefire still burning and returned back around the hutsto
find thefied crowded with refugees forming into staggered lines, making ready to leave.

"Has s0 long atime passed?' Liath asked, amazed. She judged that another hundred or so
refugeesfilled the oat field, and afew more trickled from the tunne, scarred, shaking, and weeping. But
these had left Gent hours ago. They could not know what had just transpired, what she and Wolfhere
had seen. "How long did we look into the fire?"

Wolfhere did not answer. He had gone to confront Mayor Werner, to demand that the Eagles be
given two horses. Liath did not listen to the argument; she stared at the cave's mouth, where people still
emerged into daylight, blinking, weeping, frightened, relieved. How many more would arrive? Was
Manfred among them, or had he been killed? Did the biscop survive?

"Liath!" Wolfhere caled to her, impatient, tense, and angry. "Come!™

Horses were brought. Werner sputtered and looked furious, but could not refuse. Liath took the
reins of agelding and mounted.

"What about Manfred?' Liath asked, looking back over her shoulder past the line of wagonsand
thetidy groups of refugees asthey got into place, ready to begin their long march. She stared hopefully,



hopelesdy, toward the cave's mouith.
"We can't wait," said Wolfhere. He urged his horse forward, angling up to the old road.

Thefirst of the wagonsjerked forward, heading west for Steleshame and safe haven. The
refugees, with murmurings and sighs and one voice that could not stop sobbing out its grief, began to
walk. But Liath hestated, staring back.

Perhapsit was atrick of the eye. She thought she saw

afaint figure standing on the rocky ridge above the mouth of the cave: the form of awoman
draped in agown of ancient design, hersalf wounded yet standing, unbroken by those wounds. The
patron saint of Gent still watched over her flock.

Perhapsit was atrick of the breeze. She thought she heard a shout from the last figure to clamber
out of the cave's mouth. "Thetunndl isclosed! It's seeled shut asif it never existed!”

"Liath!" Wolfhere was dready into the trees. Wagons trundled up the road behind him.

Liath followed Wolfhere onto the old path that led into the forest and away from Gent. They
soon |eft the ragged column of refugeesfar behind.

THE SHADOW OF THE GUIVRE | SABELLA'Sarmy pitched camp in the EImark Valey, a
the eastern edge of the lands inherited by her husband. Here, fifty years ago, the kingdom of Varre had
given way to the lands ruled by the kings and queens of Wendar. In the highlands beyond the valey lay
the outermogt villages sworn to the duke of Fesse, whose loyalty to the Wendish royd house was
absolute.

News came at dusk that an army commanded by Henry himself had arrived at the town of
Kassd, within aday's march of the border and their position. That evening Biscop Antonias clerics
moved through camp, passing out amuletsone to each soldier. Alain walked with the clerics, by now
accustomed to their presence; he dept, ate, waked, and prayed within sight of either Willibrod or
Heribert.

Agius, too, of course. But Agius company was rather like the hairshirt the frater wore: Alain
supposed that its congtant rasping harsh presence was good for the soul and thusits €levation toward a
more holy cast of thought, but tor himsalf he preferred not to be aways rubbed raw.

No doubt thisfailing on his part revealed how lacking he wasin true holiness. But then, he had
only to watch Agius each day to observe a man who wished for nothing except union with God. Alain
admired the ferocity of Agius devotion. For himself, and despite his circumstances, Alain was amazed
and heartened to be seeing something of the world at long last. He supposed, and prayed, that Our Lord
and Lady would forgive him for wishing to experience the world before trothing himsdf entirdly to Their
service.

"What isthis?' Agius asked when Alain and the clericsreturned, late, to Biscop Antonias tent.
Agius preferred to pray under guard rather than roam through camp in the company of Antoniasclerics,
whom he despised. Also, perhaps, he wanted to remain obvioudy caged, a hostage, rather than let
anyone believein thefiction of hiswilling complicity to Sabellas cause. "Isthisan amulet?!

Cleric Willibrod ssammered something incomprehensible and scraiched at hislesions.

Heribert, who never appeared cowed by Agius high gtation, held out the amulet impatiently. "It is
for protection. Takeit."

Agiusraised ahaughty eyebrow. "Magic? Does Biscop Antonia dabble in magic now aswell as
treason?’

Willibrod giggled nervoudly.



Heribert dropped the amulet into Agius hand and turned away. "It islate, brother,” he said to
Willibrod. "We must pray and then go to our deep.”

Biscop Antonias camp bed remained empty: Shewas still in conference with Sabellaand the
other lords. Outside, aguard yawned. Rage and Sorrow found their favorite corner and turned severa
times, in theway of dogs chasing their own tails, then settled down. Agiusking's dragon stared at the
amulet, fingering it, turning it thisway and that.

Alain sat on hishaunches beside the frater. "Do you think it ismagic?' he whispered.
Agius shrugged. " know nothing of magic, or nothing more than you might, | suppose.”

Alainwore one of the amulets around his own neck, tied there with abit of string. He held it out,
comparing it to the one Agius had. It wasasmadll circle of wood, innocent enough, for it appearedto bea
Circle of Unity, the very ornament any person would wish to wesr at his breast. But carved on the back
weretiny letters Alain did not recognize, and bound in with the String were astrand of hair, athin delicate
quill that appeared to be from afeather, and asingle withered elder leaf.

"Thereisan old woman in our village who can understand the language of the birds,” said Alain.
"Once aman traveled through Osnavillage claming he could read our fortunes by reading the map of the
heavens on the saint's day on which we were born. But he charged coin for this prophesying, so Deacon
Miriasaid hewas afraud and drove him out of the village.”

Agiusfrowned at the letters burned into the back of the wooden circle. "I do not know this script
or these words," he said. "Nor do | intend to ask our brother clerics what the words mean, if they even
know." Helooked up, meeting Alain's gaze. His expression was forbidding. Alain knew a once what he
was recaling: the night when Antonia sacrificed Lackling, when the spirits came, drawn by the scent of
blood. After that night, Count Lavastine had changed from adecisive, clever man to a puppet dancing to
strings controlled by someone el se€'s hands.

"Biscop Antoniamust mean to use magic,” Alain whispered, glancing back at the clerics. They
were praying and did not seem to be attending to their captives conversation. " She has used it before.”

"But for what purpose?’ Agius murmured. "And how? There were afew among thosein the
schola, when | attended the king's progress as a boy, who might know or guess. Margrave Judith's
bastard son, for one. He was dways interested in what the clerics never wanted to teach him. But the
forbidden arts never interested me. | had aready discovered the lost words of the blessed Daisan and the
suppressed testimony of hisholy disciple &. Thecla"

He broke off and stood. Sorrow raised his head and growled, low in histhroat. Alain sprang up
just as the biscop swept in with her retainers. Her robes bore a sheen of raindrops, glittering in the
torchlight. The air that swelled into the tent on her heelswas laden with moisture. Digtantly, Alain heard
drunken singing, something bawdy. Sabella had recently dismissed her latest concubinein favor of a
younger, handsomer man, afreeborn soldier in Duke Rodulf's guard. There had been abitter if brief
confrontation between the two men five nights ago, in which the abandoned man had come off poorly.
The castoff lover was now the object of ridicule and of agreat dedl of bad verse.

"Cleric Heribert," said the biscop. The young cleric came at once and knelt before her. " See that
abed is st here, in the corner with our other guests.” By this euphemism she dwaysreferred to Alain
and Agius. "Then go and bring her here. We must make room. More have cometo join Sabellas army.
'So shdll dl the people gather in the house of righteousness.

"'Do not inviteal comersinto your home,' " retorted Agius. " 'Dishonesty has many disguises."’

Antonia spared the frater a pitying glance, as one might to a boy who, old enough to herd the
goats, sill wetshimsdlf. Then sheturned her kindly gaze on Alain. Sorrow growled. Alain set ahand on
the hound's muzzle, slencing him. "Come, child," said the biscop, ignoring the hound's hotility. "We will



speak while | am readied for bed."

Willibrod brought astool for Alain and hovered anxioudy behind him while the biscop's other
servants king's dragon helped her with her mitre and vestments, lifting them off and folding them carefully
into the elaborately carved and painted chest that sat at the foot of her camp bed. The biscop wore a
robe of finewhite slk beneath. She sat and one of her servingwomen unbraided and rebraided her hair
while Antoniatoyed with agold Circle of Unity sudded with gems. Alain watched, by turns, his hands
and then hers.

"Y ou are continuing your lessonsin the evenings?’ she asked.
"l am, Your Grace."

"Read to me." Shetook from the bed abook so beautifully bound in a carved ivory case that
when she opened it and handed it to him, hewas &t first afraid to touch it. She nodded that he wasto
takeit from her.

Gingerly, he took the book out of her hands. At first he just gaped at the pages. The facing page
was beautifully illuminated with an image of the seven disciplesraising their hands toward the heavens,
celebrating the miracle of the Pentekoste. The scrollwork was traced in gold ink, and the largeinitid letter
that initiated the text held within its heavy black outline countlesstiny owls perched on anarrow Tree of
Wisdom, each clutching in one claw atinier scroll or pen, al of which had been executed in cunning and
meticulous detail. He had never touched anything thisrich before. "Read, child,” she repested.

Haltingly, he began to read. " 'So it happened that when seven times seven days had passed after
the Trandatus, Thecla heard the voice of the blessed Daisan and her vision was restored. He showed
himsalf to her and her companions and gave proof that he was dive. He spoke to them for seven hours,
teaching them about the God of Unities and the Chamber of Light."'

Heart pounding, he stopped and took afew gasping breaths. It was bad enough to read when
Agius stood over him, but Antonia's watchful gaze made him terribly nervous. Agius had kndlt, ashe
aways did when anyone read from the book of Holy Verses.

"You haveimproved,” sad Antonia. "But you are fill far from fluent. Go on.”

He sent aslent prayer of thanksto the Lady and Lord above. He could puzzle out the language
of the church, Dariyan, but the truth was that any book but this would have been impossible. He had
heard this story so many timesin Osna church, when Deacon Miriaread aloud from the Holy Versesor
told the story in loving detail from memory, thet if he did not recognize aword, he till knew what ought
to come next.

" 'And the blessed Daisan told them, "Y ou will receive power when an angd bearing the Divine
Logos, the Holy Word of God, comes upon you. Y ou will bear witnessfor mein Sd's, and al over
Dariyaand eveninto Arbahia, and away to the ends of the earth.”

" 'When he had said this, asthey watched, he was lifted up and a cloud removed him from their
Sght.
" "Then they returned to Sai'sfrom the hill called Olivassia, whichisnear Sai's, no farther than a

Hefensday journey. Entering the city they went to the house where they were lodging: Thecla, Peter and
Matthias and Thomas, Luciaand Marian and Jahanna. All these were congtantly in prayer together.

" "Thiswas then the day called Pentekoste, thefiftieth day after the Ekstasis and the blessed
Daisan's Trandatusinto the heavens. On this day while they were dl together, there came suddenly from
the sky anoise like that of astrong driving wind, which filled the house where they were Stting. And there
appeared to them tongues like flames of fire."’

Antonia sighed and nodded her head, asif the tale affected her deeply. "So did the disciples



speak in every tongue of every nation,” she said, "even in those languages which they did not know. So
did the Blessed Daisan reved that the Holy Word and message of Light was meant for al peoples, of
every kind."

"Eventhe Eika?' Alain asked. "Or the Lost Ones? Or the goblinswho live in the Harenz
Mountains?'

king'sdragon "Eventhey," shereplied solemnly. "For it isnot our part to judge which kind may
enter the Chamber of Light and which may not.”

Alain thought of Fifth Brother. He thought of how he had told the Eika prince the story of the
Ekstasis and Daisan's Trandatus up into the heavens. But the prince i could not understand Wendish.
Andyet ... that story had caused the prince to speak hisfirst word to Alain, to betray both that he could
speak and that he had an intelligence that understood and sought speech. It had caused the prince,
savage that he was, to attempt friendship, of akind.

A sarvant brought apitcher filled with sleaming water. Pouring it into the fine ceramic basin, the
servingwoman wet a cloth and carefully bathed the biscop's face, then patted her skin with oils perfumed
with the scent of lavendar.

"Goon," said Antonia, her eyes shut as the servingwoman drew the cloth away from her face.
"Read on, child."

He swalowed and glanced a Agius, but the frater had placed his forehead on his clasped hands
and was saring at the carpet. Licking hislips nervoudy, Alain went on. " 'Now therewerelivingin Sai's
peoples of every nation under heaven, and because of this miracle a crowd gathered, and they were dl
amazed and perplexed.

" Thecla stood up with the Six and addressed them: "Thisiswhat the prophet spoke of. So say
the God of Unities: Thiswill happen in thelast days: we will pour out upon everyone a portion of our
Holy Word. Y our women shdl see visons and your men shal dream dreams. Y es, even the daves shall
be given a portion of Our word, and they shall prophesy. And We will show portentsin the sky above
and signs on the earth below blood and fire and storm. The sun shdl be turned to darkness, and the
moon to blood. Call upon the Lady by Her name, the Mother of Life, and call upon the Lord by His
name, the Father of Life, and ye shall be saved and lifted in glory to the Chamber of Light.' " And the
other disciples clasped their hands and raised their voicesin loving prayer, as affirmation to her words."

A cleric entered and leaned to whisper in Antonias ear. She smiled kindly and made agesture,
then rose hersdf. "We have anew guest in our tent tonight,” she said. As she turned, the entrance was
pushed aside and Cleric Heribert, accompanied by two guards, led Constance into the tent. Behind him
came servants carrying awooden pallet and feather bed.

In the intervening days Constance had lost her biscop's vestments. Alain did not know if she had
given them up or if they had been taken away from her. Her face, at least, was unmarked by signs of
physical coercion.

"My blessed sgter,” said Antonia, coming forward. Constance extended ahand, asif she meant
Antoniato kissit, but Antoniamerdly clagped it fondly, as she might the hand of akinswoman. If this
impertinence irritated Congtance, she did not let it show. After al, Sabellahad taken her biscophric away
from her and by that standard Biscop Antonia now stood above her in the church's hierarchy, if notin
that of the world. Even in her biscop's vestments Constance had worn the gold torque that marked her as
born of royd kin; in smple deacon's robes sheworeiit ill.

"l am so sorry,” Antonia continued, "at thisloss of comforts. But you were aone with your
servantsin the other tent, and now it appears that Duke Conrad's cousin, the son of hisfather's sgter, has
joined us with twenty mounted men and fifty infantry.’



"And what of Conrad?" asked Constance coolly. "He has not come to join Sabella? Perhaps he
has thought better of lending hisaid to an unlawful rebelion." One of her servants brought forward a
stool, and she sat. She had not acknowledged Agius presence, not even with aglance, nor had he
looked up from his prayer. But there was atautness in the frater's shoulders, asif his body betrayed what
hiseyes and lips ressted: any comment on the presence of the woman he had betrayed.

king'sdragon
"Duke Conrad has not arrived. It is said hiswife Eadgifu iswithin asevenday of her time."

"Thelr fourth child, thiswill be," said Congtance. If she was nervous or angry, she only betrayed it
by the dow movement of her right hand, stroking the fingers of her left. "But that isonly an excuse, Y our
Grace. Eadgifu has kinswomen with her; there would be no need for her husband to stay with her at such
atime. Do not deceive yoursdlf. If Duke Conrad has not come to Sabella's side yet, then he does not
mean to do 0." "Nor has he goneto Henry's side.” Constance smiled faintly. "Conrad is not without
ambition on hisown behdf. Besdesmy family, heisthe only other surviving descendant of thefirst
Henry. Should the children of Arnulf the Y ounger waste themselves on awar over their right to the
throne, hiswill becomethe surviving dlaim.”

"Do you forget the claim that might be put forward by Duchess Liutgard?'

"Itistrue sheisof royd kin, being the greatgrandniece of Queen Conradina. But when her
grandfather gave up his claim to the throne and supported Henry instead, he gave up hisclamin
perpetuity. No. Liutgard'sloyalty isassured.” Here, asif despite hersdf, she glanced at Agius, and he,
looking up briefly, met her gaze and winced away fromit.

"Then what isit you counse?' Antoniaasked. She did not use the honorific granted to a
biscop'your grace'and the omission was clearly ddiberate; Constance was no longer Biscop of Autun as
long as Sabella controlled the city.

"I counsel peace," said Congtance. "As ought we al who have given our serviceto Our Lady and
Lord."

Antoniasigned to her servants, and they brought pillows and afeather quilt to the palet. "It is
late," said the biscop. "We march in the morning.”

"Onceyou crossinto Wendar you will have signded outright your defiance of my brother's
regn,” sad
Congtance, "beyond al el se that has occurred in these last months.”

"Sowill it be" replied Antoniawith one of her kindly amiles, asif patient with astudent who is
dow to learn. "Henry waits at Kassdl, so our scoutsinform us. That iswhere we will meet. Now, let us
pray, and then rest.”

She knelt, and her servants and cleric knelt with her. Constance hesitated, but then, proudly and
with the noble air of awoman who will not let adversity beat her down, she knelt aswell and joined in the

prayer.
That night, Alain dreamed.

The pitch of the boat rocks him, but he does not deep. There are twenty prisoners, taken to be
daves, huddled in the belly of the boat. They weep or moan or deep the deep of those who have given
up hope. His cousinstook only the strong ones, the young ones, who will give service for ahand of years
or longer before they succumb to the winter ice or the predations of the dogs. Some might even breed,
but the soft ones infants are weak and fragile, not suited to survive. How they have grown to spread
themselves across the southern lands is a mystery he cannot answer, nor dare he ask the WiseMothers,
for they do not care to hear of thefate of infidels. But did Halane Henrisson not speak of agod and of



faith? He touches the Circle that hangs at his chest. Itiscold.

Waves dap againgt the hull and oars creak with asteady best in the oarlocks as the longship
pierces forward through the seas. Thismusic he has heard for dl of hislife and its cadences arelike
breath to him. It isagood night for travel on the northern sea.

He stands at the prow, watching mist stream off the waters. He studies the sars, the eyes of the
most ancient Mothers, those whose bodies were at last worn away by wind and borne up into the vale of
black ice, thefjdl of the heavens. The moon, the heart of OldMan, spreads light over the waters.

Once he, 100, took his place at the oars. But that was before his father stole the secret of the
enchanter's power and, binding that power into his own body, lifted histribe and hislitter of pups out of
the endless pack struggles and made them supreme.

Once hetoiled with the others, but that was before hisfather drilled holesin histeeth and studded
them with jewelsto mark his primacy. Now, together with his nestbrothers, he leads.

This ship does not belong to his home tribe, but he is marked by the wisdom of the
WiseMothers, and hisfather isagreat enchanter and chief of the tribes of the western shore. So these
cousins have accepted him astheir leader. Of course, he had to kill their First Brother and the dogs pack
leader, but that isthe way of each litter and each tribe: Only one male can lead. The others must bare
their throats or die.

Do the soft ones pick their leadersin thisfashion? Are they weak because they do not? He does
not understand them, nor does he understand why Halane set him free. Compassion is not part of the
cruel north. As OldM other once said, the RockChildren would have died out long ago had they
succumbed to compassion.

The wind brings the scent of shore to his nostrils. One of the daves sobs on and on, awhining cry
that grates on his nerves. Before, he would have set the dogs on her or cut her throat with his own claws.
Now, the memory of Halane stays his hand. He will abide. He will suffer the complaints of the wesk.

For now.

The smell of freshwater touches hislips. Helicksthem, suddenly thirsty, but he will not giveinto
thisneed yet. To givein quickly isto build weakness. Behind him, asif catching histhought, the dogs
growl. Heturns his head and growls back at them. They subside, accepting his primacy.

For now.

He smdlsagrove of ash and the still, wise scent of oak. They passforest here asthey voyage
east. Eadt, to where hisfather hunts.

The oars best the sea, sunk steady and deep. The wind whips at hisface, and salt spray rimes
hislips. From the shore, he smellsahint of charcoa, and he casts back his head and scents, touching his
tonguetotheair.

Alain woke. He was completely awake, uncannily so, eyes open and aready adjusted to the
blackness. Rage dept. Sorrow whined softly but did not stir. Beyond Sorrow, the blankets where Agius
dept lay empty.

By thelight of the coalsin the brazier, Alain saw adark shape kneeling by the pallet on which
Congtance dept. His heart pounded. Was someone about to murder her?

Almogt, he sprang up. But his hearing was keen, this night. He heard their bresthing, heard the
dry dide of skin against skin asthey touched hand to hand, heard them whisper in voices aslow asthe
murmur of daimoneson thenight air.

"Frederic was involved with Sabellasfirg revolt. Why should | trust you now, after what you



have done, knowing what | do about your brother?* But her words were entirely at odds with her tone
and with the sense Alain had that she held tightly to Agius hands, more like alover than a stern biscop.

"He was discontent. He was very young. He came of age, and my father gave him aretinue but
no other duties. Hiswas arash soul, and it wanted action. Y ou know that istrue. So when the rebellion
faled, he was disciplined and married off to Liutgard.”

"Do you consder that punishment? Marriageto Liutgard?' Almogt, she laughed.

"Ai, Lady. It would have been for me." Here he choked on the words, they came forth laden with
much emation.

"Hush, Agius." She gtirred on her pdlet, and Alain thought she lifted afinger to the frater'slips,
touching him mogt intimately there.

Alain flushed and looked away. For some reason he thought of Withi, of her shoulders and the
white expanse of bosom she had let him glimpse, that day before he followed her up to the ruins at
Midsummer's Eve. He had never touched awoman so.

"You must love God, Agius," murmured Congtance. "Not theworld and thosewho liveinit.
Biscop Antoniatells me you areinvolved in heresy. | have no reason to trust her, so | will let you defend
yourself to me againgt such abase accusation.”

"I cannot. | will not. After you were promised to the church instead of to" he fatered. "instead of
to marriage, | swore | would not rest

"Y ou swore you would avenge yourself on your father and my brother. But you must not, Agius.
Y ou mugt let this anger go. There was nothing you could do. There was nothing | could do.”

"My father swore before the Hearth. Asdid your brother. But Lord and Lady did not strike them
down when they went back on their vow. So | knew by this sign that their pledge was empty, for it was
sworn to the shadow of the truth. They had listened to the false words of those who presided at the
Council of Addai, those who suppressed the truth. So did St. Thecla speak the truth of the end that came
to the blessed Daisan. | have seen the scroll that records her words.” "Where have you seen such a
scroll?' "1t ishidden, lest the church burn it and destroy her true speaking, which is shamefully forgotten.
Then came the blessed Dai san before the judgment of the Empress Thaisannia, she of the mask. And
when he would not bow before her but spoke the truth of the Mother of Life and the Divine Logos, the
Holy Word, then she pronounced the sentence of death. This he met joyfully, for he embraced the
promise of the Chamber of Light. But his disciples with him wept bitterly. So was he taken away and put
to the flaying knife and his heart was cut out of hisbreast.' " The hush was so deep, and Agius voice so
low, that kate elliott Alain thought he could hear the Sifting of the codls, red ash burning and cooling to
oray.

"'A darknessfell over the whole land, and then the blessed Daisan gave aloud cry and died. His
heart's blood fell to the earth and it bloomed as roses. There came alight onto the land and to the ends of

the Earth, and it was as bright as the garments of angels. By thislight Theclaand the other disciples were
blinded. And they lived seven times seven daysin darkness, for they were afraid.’

"But | am not afraid, Constance. | am not afraid to proclaim the truth. Did the blessed Daisan not
say: ‘Beassured | am with you aways, to the end of time? Did the Mother of Life not give her only Son
for the forgiveness of our Sns?'

Congtance sighed. "Ai, Agius, thisis heresy indeed. How can you speak thesewords? Itisa
serious charge, to be brought before the presbyter who watches over the order of fraters. Isthis what
you want? To be condemned as a heretic?'

"It is better to speak the truth and die than to keep sllence and live."



"You are bitter, Agius. Y ou were not like this before.”

With an abrupt movement, he buried his head against her chest. He spoke, his voice muffled
further by the cloth of her robes. "Forgive me, Congtance. | did it to save the life of my niece, for the love
that lived between her father and mysdlf.”

"Y ou have always|oved too deeply, Agius." She Sghed, her breath catching in her throat. Y ou
know | forgive you. How can | not? Y ou arefirst in my heart, after my pledge to Our Lady and Lord."

"Y et you did not protest. Y ou did not rebel, when your brother gave you to the church.”
"I know my duty," she said softly, stroking his hair.

Agiuswas, Alain realized, weeping quietly. Constance wept aswell, and Alain felt that by licking
histongue into the air he could taste the amalgamation of | their tears, each into the other. Perhagps Agius
did love too deeply. But wasit not written that the blessed Daisan loved the world and al the people on
it? Waslove not the chief blessing granted to human beings by the mercy and grace of Our Lady and
Lord?

Alain could fed their closeness, could taste the heat of their bodies, pressed against each
otherand hefdt envy. What would it be like to love awoman that much? So much that, if those hints
Agius gave were true, he had turned away from the world when it came about that he could not marry
her and instead devoted himself to the church asahumblefrater, far below hisrightful sationin life?
Would any woman ever weep for Alain? Press hersdlf close againgt him?

Al, it wastrue, that old saying. Envy isthe shadow of the guivre, the wings of death. Alain knew
shame, for he desired what was not histo have. He had been marked twice, once by the church and
once by the Lady of Battles, whose rose he bore.

But he could not help but think of nightsin the longhouse when as achild he lay awake, listening,
hearing the soft sounds from other beds, Stancy and her husband, Aunt Bel and Uncle Ado, before Ado
died. Of al the adults Alain knew, only hisfather Henri and those pledged to the church did not engagein
such congress. Agius and Constance engaged in nothing now more intimate than an embrace, and yet
there was so much more between them that it flared like abright light, like the heet of codsin the brazier.

There was another brazier in the tent, this one placed beside the bed where Antoniadept. Alain
glanced that way reflexively, trying not to move or betray that he was awake. But he gasped, more of a
grunt, then bit hislip. He did not bresthe for the space of five heartbests.

Antonids eyeswere open. He caught the glint of dim light againgt them, eyes glittering in night.
Constance and Agius were too caught up in themselvesto notice. But he did.

She watched, slent. She appeared to him like a huge yawning maw, sucking in lifeand ar. She
watched, hefdlt, not because she had her own yearnings or because she wanted to spy and thusgain
information, but because she was greedy, because like a cat 1aps up cream or a griffin suckles the blood
of its mother, she wanted as rnuch as she could take from them. Asif sheintended to gather to herself
and hoard dl that intensity of emation.

It made him sick, thefeding of her watchfulness.

He shut his eyes and turned hisface againgt the safe, warm flank of Sorrow.
L ater, when there was no more whispering, he dept.

JL XT.CJL held council at dawn outside Antonias tent.

" till say the battle comestoo soon,” protested Duke Rodulf. Obvioudy this argument had been
raging tor many days, and he was not quite yet resgned to losing it. "Werisk everything by meeting
Henry now."



"Mesting Henry now isexactly what | planned for and wish for,” said Sabella. The odd thing
about her voice, as monotone asit was, was the way itslack of emation lent her an air of stubborn
decisiveness. Shewas not abright light or aleader of greet radiance; she did not even have that brusque
impatient authority by which Lavastine had (once) ruled hislands. Like aboulder rolling down adope,
she made no great claims, sparked no greet fire, but smply crushed any obstaclein her path. "He has
rushed to meet me. He has no great force with him today.”

"Y et according to our scouts he has a greater army than what we have gathered here." Rodulf
frowned and shook his head.

"Not as great aforce asthe one he will gather, given timeto raiselevies. Giventimefor his
supportersto raise levies from their lands and march them across

Wendar to Henry'ssde. No, thisisas smdl aforce as Henry will ever wield in defense of his
crown. And thistimeit will not be enough.”

"You aresure of this" said Rodulf. Of dl the various nobles and petty lordsin atendance on
Sabdlla, he was by now the only one who till questioned her. She endured his questioning, as she must:
Hewasaduke, her equa inrank in al things except for the gold torque. But Rodulf's mother's mother
had been aprincess of Sdlia, so inthisway he, too, came of noble lineage.

Alain stood behind Biscop Antonia, hiding among her clerics, and watched the council. By now
Cleric Willibrod was not alone among the clericsin having arash and unsightly sores on hands and lips,
though he remained the only who picked nervoudy at them. Only Heribert, asfagtidious as any man Alain
had ever met, maintained his clean, ungtained skin. But as chief among Antonias clerics, he kept himsdlf
above the actua work; he only supervised the care of the vestments, the making of amulets, the carefor
the sick in Antoniastrain, and the rest of the multitude of small tasks that accompanied attendance on a
biscop.

"l an sure of this," said Sabella. "Now isthetimeto act. Now isthetimeto fight." Shelooked at
Biscop Antonia; the biscop hodded, answering an unspoken question. Sometimes Alain wondered if
Antoniacontrolled Sabella the way she controlled Lavastine, but even now he saw no sign of such a
thing. Sabellaand Antoniaworked in concert. What grievances, in their inner hearts, drove them to these
deeds he could not tell, though he wondered mightily. Sabellals complaint was the more obvious. She
believed she had been deprived of athrone which wasrightfully hers. But had not God spoken, by
default, when Sabellahad ridden out on her heir's progress and returned without having concelved a
child? Henry, on his heir's progress, had conceived achild, even if it was with as strange amate as an
Aoi woman. Why could Sabellanot accept what fateand Godhad decreed for her?

No more than could I, he thought ruefully. Fate and the God of Unitieshad decreed he must enter
the church asanovice, and yet here he was, marching to j war, seeing more of the world than he had
ever expected \ to, though this was exactly what he had dreamed about.

So did they dl ready themselves. Duke Rodulf took j himself off to his own troops, and Sabella
waited for her horse to be brought to. her. The army formed a great cavacade asit rode east, crossing
the El River at ashdlow ford and marching up into the highlands. They now moved through the lands that
owed allegiance to the duke of Fesse. They were in Wendar.

By bringing troops into lands outside Arconia, Sabellaj had now crossed the line past which
there was no going back. Alain could not help but fed athrill of excitement, j The men he marched
beside, the guards and clericswho ' protected Biscop Antoniaand her "guests,” Constance j and Agiusfelt
it, too. They laughed and sang boister i oudy and made jokes among themsdlves, boasting about what
they would do with the riches they intended to loot from the bodies of Henry's soldiers: a spearhead, a
good dagger, any kind of armor, shield or metal helmet or j leather surcoat or, for atruly lucky man, a



mail shirt or a| sword.
No matter who won this battle, Alain redized, agreat deal of wealth was about to change hands.

At midday thetwo armiesmet asif by design. They | arrayed themsalves on abroad field.
Henry's force took the better position. The field doped gently upward toward steeper heights beyond,
and Henry had ordered hisforces so Sabellawould have to attack up the hill at him.

But she seemed unperturbed.

"Hai!" she said fiercdly and triumphantly to Duke Rodulf, who had dropped back from his
mounted soldiersto consult with her. "Look you, at the banners of Henry's forces, and tell me what you
%ll

From this place in Antonias retinue, which marched aways a the side of Sabella, Alain surveyed
Henry'sarmy. It seemed vast, unnumberable; he had never seen so many people gathered into one place
at onetime. He could not even count that high, though he heard Cleric Heribert whisper to Antonia

"Something less than eight hundred men, and perhaps athird of them mounted.”

Alain recognized the dragon of Saony, but the men assembled under the banner of Saony's duke
were no more in number than those who rode in Count Lavasting's retinue. The eagle of Fesseflew over
amore formidable band of soldiers, many of these mounted. One group of these mounted soldierswas
massed tightly around afigure wearing asurcoat of white and gold, royal colors; this person must be
DuchessLiutgard. A banner dso flew for Avaria, and though Alain glanced to where Agius stood meekly
bes de Constance, he did not think Agiuswas paying any particular atention to the banner of hisfather's
dukedom or to that of the woman his brother had married in his stead. Agius was praying. Constance
stood camly, hand raised dmost to her throat but resting lightly on her chest, and her lips moved as she
gpokeseemingly to hersdalfthe names of the lords and counts and dukes who rode in Henry's host.

In the center ahuge bold banner of red silk fluttered in the Stiff soring breeze. Three animals,
gtitched in gold thread, were displayed in a column on the banner: an eagle, adragon, and alion, the signs
of Henry's authority. Even from this distance Alain thought he recognized the king himsalf, surrounded by
arichly arrayed group of retainers.

The king wore a crested iron helm and mail deeves, and his chest was protected by ameta
breastplate over amail shirt. Hewore aso, on hislegs, mail to protect histhighs and iron greaves on his
caves, indeed, many of the mounted soldiersin his retinue wore such greaves, asign of their wedlth and
gation. In hisleft hand the king held alance, in hisright hand nothing, so that he might better grasp his
sword when it was needed. The shield ivAlt ELLIOTT hanging from his saddle was of iron, without
deviceor color.

Like the other common soldiers, Alain did not even have ametal helmet much lessarmor this
elaborate. He could only imagine how many scesattas such equipment would cost. Not even Duke Rodulf
wore such impressive armor, though certainly he was heavily protected.

It was aformidable army. Only two duca bannerswaved in Sabdllas forces. the guivre of
Arconiaand the sdlion of Varingia, but both she and Rodulf had fielded many men, though not as many
were mounted or armed as well as Henry's men. It seemed a desperate gamble.

"Conrad the Black has not chosen to gppear on the field," said Rodulf to Sabella, squinting at the
line of banners and soldiers on the dope above them.

"Conrad plays hisown game," said Sabella. "If hewill not support me, then | am just as happy
that he chooses not to support Henry either. But don't you see, Rodulf? Don't you see what is lacking,
there?' She gestured broadly, her arm taking in the entire line of Henry's army and the banners displayed.
"Thereis no Dragon banner. The red dragon of Saony | see, but thereis no black dragon. Henry's best
fightersare not with him on thefield!"



Rodulf whistled breath out between hislips. "So arethey not. | no longer despair, Sabella”
"Nor should you ever have despaired. Do you wear your amulet, Rodulf?' "I do, but"

"That isdl that matters. Return to your men." "Where are the Dragons, then? Surely Prince
Sangiant has not turned agamst Y us Miner ? never heard before that the boy had the least drop of
rebeliousblood in him." He laughed, alittle nervous still but obvioudy resolved to see thisfight through to
theend. " often wish my own children were so obedient.”

"Surely you heard me mention that my informants said the Dragons had ridden north, well out of
theway, to fight Eikaraiders?'

"Ah, of course. Strike at the sheep while the watchdog is out hunting the wolf, eh?" He grimaced,
more by way of agrin than afrown. "If the Dragons stood beside Henry on thisday, | would judge it
wiser to ask forgivenessthanto light. But"

"But they do not. And now you do not need to make that choice. Go, then." She madeasignto
one of her menatarms. He had been expecting the signal, because he turned and rode back toward the
tran.

Rodulf reined his horse away and with his attendants rode back to his soldiers, who held the right
flank opposite the banner of Fesse. Lavastine and amotley assortment of lordlings aswell asleviestaken
from monastery lands made up the left flank, facing thelion of Avariaand the small contingent that hed
marched long days from Saonyor perhaps, Alain supposed, there had not been time for a contingent to
come all the way from Saony. Perhaps the banner of Saony rode over those folk who had beenin
attendance on Henry aready. Perhaps they flew the banner more to show Saony's loyalty than to boast
of their force of numbers,

"They mean to parley,” said Constance suddenly and clearly as severd figures carrying ablue
banner marked with asilver tree detached themselves from Henry's retinue and rode into the open space
that separated thetwo armies. "That is Villam's device."

"Of course" said Sabella

Abruptly, the figure in white and gold rode out under the banner of Fesseto join Villam.
Sabellanodded toward Biscop Antonia. ™Y ou know whét to say."

The biscop was aready mounted on her white mule.

She signed to her clericsand all but Heribert dropped back away from her.

"Tdlia" said Sabdlacurtly. Her daughter came forward reluctantly. "Attend Biscop Antonia. It is
time for you to be seen.” The girl nodded obediently, but she did | not look happy; shelooked, in truth,
more like amouse caught in the clutches of an owl.

Antoniameasured the number in Villam's party: Villam, Duchess Liutgard, and two others. She
congdered the company around Sabella, but her gaze fell findly on Alain. "Come, child," shesaid. "You
will leed my mule”

Sabdlaraised an eyebrow. "A kennel boy?

"Something more than that, | think. These two hounds that accompany the boy are Lavasting's
hounds. Villam will recognize them and by that know Lavagtine willingly marcheswith us.”

Sabdlasnorted. "So we will send Lavastine's hounds as proxy? | am amused, although my
brother will not be. That serves my purpose also. Go, then.”

Given no choice, Alain took the mulesreins and led the anima forward, up the dope. Sorrow
and Rage padded at his hedls. Cleric Heribert followed suit, taking the reins of Tdlias horse and waking
alongside Alain, so the biscop and the girl rode side by side, granting them equal status.



Ashewalked, he studied the four figures they had been sent to meet. Two were Eagles; he
recognized them by their cloaks trimmed with scarlet. Both were women, one of them surely no older
than he was himsdlf. It wasthis younger one who held Villam's banner in her left hand.

The hale older man had to be Villam. Hewas armed in afine mail shirt; over it, heworea
handsome tabard marked with the device of the silver tree.

But Alain's gaze kept snapping to the fourth member of their party> Dwcfiess Liwtgord. Ttvvs,
than, was, tive, woman Agius had refused to marry. She wastdl and rather younger than he expected.
She had a cleanly arrogant face and a steady gaze, and a hint of temper in her eyes.

She held her own banner, an odd affectation, and rode a beautiful white gelding outfitted with
harness worked with gold ornamentation. Her armor was richer thanVillam's, more elaborate even than
theking's. Indeed, it surprised Alain to see awoman of thisrank, in the prime of her childbearing years,
riding to war and thus putting hersdf at risk. But her expression, the very set of her jaw, suggested that
DuchessLiutgard had a strong will that was not easily overridden.

Shenoticed hisgaze and, curiousin her turn, looked him over; much could be said at aparly
smply by the choice of people sent forward to conduct it. He could hear Aunt Bel's voice: "Keep your
hair tidy and your hands washed, lad. And meet new folk with aface that is neither too sullen nor too
amiling, for they will trust neither one." Hetried to school hisface to an expression of indifferent humility.

Now hisgaze did to Tdlia He had never been quite this close to the young princess before. She
had fine clean skin, brushed with freckles, and in the sun her wheatblonde hair had atouch of firésgold
init. Her lower lip trembled. He risked a glance back at Antonia, but the biscop wore her usua
expression of kindly solicitude.

Villam, with some show of reluctance, dismounted and kissed the biscop's ringed hand asamark
of respect for her office. After adeliberate pause, and after handing her banner over to the other Eagle,
Duchess Liutgard followed suit. The two Eagles were not important enough to be allowed this honor; like
Alain and Heribert, they hung back and observed.

"Lady Tdlia" sad Villain, nodding toward the girl, "it isa pleasure to see you again.”
She nodded in return but did not speak. At this moment, she looked incapable of speech.

"Isthere no one who comes forward with you to parley?' Villam continued. "Duke Rodulf does
not graceus with his presence.”

" think you know hisopinionswell enough.”

"Itistrue" said Villam, not quite hiding asmile, "that Rodulf isrefreshingly frank. But | see other
banners here which surprise me. Count Lavastine is known to me, and to the king, and yet he does not
come forward with you to speak hismind.”

Barely, Antonias lips quirked. She gestured toward the hounds. Villam looked that way. His
reaction was twofold, and rather strange. At first he looked annoyed. Antoniawas suggesting, of course,
that Lavastine was either adog running at Sabellas hedls or e se that the count himself meant to insult the
king by sending the two hounds as his representatives. But then Villam registered Alain. Helooked at the
boy, studied him for one awkward moment; something in hisface betrayed him, and he had to ook away
to hideitagrief he could not share. Oddly, Duchess Liutgard touched him on the elbow, the way one
Steadies aman who has stumbled.

"I would have speech,”" continued Villam after amoment, "with Sabella.”

"Of course," said Antonia smoothly, "any words which you speak here will reach her. | am
merely the vessdl through which they travel. Indeed, Sabellahaswordsfor her brother aswell.”

"No doubt,” said Villam dryly. "But | fear we speak of deeds, not words, now. Why has Sabella



marched with thisarmy out of Arconia, the territory she administersfor her husband Berengar?*

The mule shifted, and Alain tightened his grip on the reinsto il it. Antonia opened one hand and
gestured eloquently toward Henry'sred silk banner. " Sheis grieved by her brother's usurpation of her
rightful place as queen of Wendar."

Villam shook his head. His eyeswere dark and heavy, asif he had recently endured many
deeplessnights. "That dispute was settled eight years ago. Sabellavowed on your ring, Biscop Antonia,
to hold no more grievance againgt King Henry and to retire to her own holdings and be afaithful
supporter of hisrule. Has she broken that vow?"

" She swore that vow under duress, as you yourself witnessed. Only those who have sworn
themsalvesto wear martyr's garments are expected to choose death king's dragon’ over life, no matter
what the charge. So does Our Lady forgive usfor our attachment to life, aslong as our heartsremain
pure and our bearing dignified. Aslong as we do not forsake our duty to God."

"Isthat how you interpret the scripture?’ asked Liut. gard sharply, suddenly coming to life.

"I do not intend,” replied Antoniawith apatient smile, "to debate scripture here, my lady.” She
turned back to Vilfam. Hewasatal, broad man, and though she still sat on her mule, she did not loom
over him as she would have a smaler man or woman.

"Sabellais areasonable woman. Henry may keep histitle as duke of Saony, giving the county of
Attomar to hissster Rotrudis. Sabellawill take the crown and throne of Wendar, and Varrewill goto
Tdlia Shewill show her favor toward Henry by alowing hisyoung son Ekkehard to marry Tdliaand
becomeking of Varre as Tdliads consort.”

Villam wastoo old and wilyand too burdened by that other, name ess griefto get angry. "'l would
laugh if only the suggestion were not so offensive. Aswell asridiculous. To Sabella, King Henry sends
these words. She may keep her dukedom if she turns and quitsthe field now."

"Itisnot her dukedom to quit, Villam. Berengar is Duke of Arconia.”

Villam grunted, finally sounding irritated. ™Y our Grace, please do not treet me asif | wereafool.
Berengar isafine and noble man, | am sure, but he does notshal we saycarry afull kettle of witswith
him. Sabellarulesthat dukedom as both man and woman." Then he quickly nodded toward Tdlia, who
had flushed a bright pink and was staring so hard at her hands that first Alain, and then Heribert, and then
the two sllent Eagles, and findly the other threewho knew betteralso looked at the girl's hands to seeif
something was growing there. "Begging your pardon, Lady Tdlia"

She murmured something indistinguishable, but its tone sounded like gpology.
Antoniaspoke. "If we cannot agree, Lord Villam, thereis no point in discussion, isthere?’

"Youwishtofight?' Helooked genuindy puzzled. Aswell he might: Henry'sforce was clearly
larger and, more importantly, had more mounted soldiers. Their weight and overbearing force done
assured Henry victory.

"Of course we do not wish to fight,” said Antoniawith aheartfelt sgh. "Of course we wish for
peece, Lord Villam. Duchess Liutgard. All soulswish for peace, for isthat not the devout wish of Our
Lord and Lady?But isit right for Sabellato alow Henry to continue on athrone thet is rightfully hers?"

"Shedid not"

"Shehasachild. Hereis Tdlia, before you. Henry has only the word of aheathen woman, if you
can even trust theword of an Aoi. Isit not said that elves are children gotten by fallen angels on human
woman?'

"Infact," began Liutgard, bresking in as Antoniatook breath, "if one sudiesthe Dialogue on



Fate, one reads that the blessed Diasan said that elves were

"I do not mean to discuss church matters here." Antoniamade a sharp sign with her right hand, as
if shewas|opping off her left hand at thewrist. Silence.

Duchess Liutgard whitened; she looked mightily annoyed, and her mouth tightened. Villam made
asoft noise, and with an obvious effort the duchess kept silent.

"How can we know Henry earned his heir'sright?" Antonia continued. "How can we know
Sanglant ishisson at dl? Sabellawas Arnulf'sfirgt choice asheir. Not Henry. Men may swear dl they
wish that any child isof their begetting and their blood, but only awoman giving birth before witnesses
can prove achild ishers. No man can do that, for even if he locks awoman up, there are creatures not
of human blood and earthly make known to have other methods of entry."

"You aresaying,” said Villam quietly but with real growing anger, "that Henry lied about Sanglant
and hisheir's progress.”

"| say nothing about Henry. | say Henry can never know, and thus we can never know. Why do
you think the church encourages inheritance to pass through the mother'sline, Lord Villam? Duchess
Liutgard? The old Dariyans practiced adoption, bringing any kind of person into their houses, but the
church outlawed that practice for inheritance purposes over three hundred years ago at the Council of
Nisibia. So do some of uswork today to ban inheritance through the maeline.” Antoniahad by now
worked up redl fervor. Always, she presented a benign facade. Alain had never before seen her so
impassioned. "If Henry continues hisreign, who will become sovereign after him? The children of Sophia
and Arethousa? Will the taint of the East infiltrate our kingdom? Doesthis new heresy that has spread its
tendrilsinto our fine pure faith not come from the lands ruled by the Arethousan emperors? Will our
rulers be Arethousan, and not of Wendish blood?"

"They will be Henry's children,” said Villam firmly. "And strong rulers, despite what you say,
Biscop Antonia”

"Beware Arethousans bearing gifts" shereplied, darkly. "Had Henry married agood Wendish
woman of noble birth, I would not be so adamant in my cause. But he did not. Two women heisknown
to have consorted with, both of them foreigners and one not even of human blood." She had findly and
entirely logt that placid grandmother's face. Beneath it, she was hard and cold. "I cannot trust such aman.
Nor will | trust his offspring. Sanglant! His pet! A bastard child who isn't even human and probably isn't
even his, snce we have only the mother's worthlessword that she did not act the whore. And Henry
makes afool of himsdfeveryone knows; it is common knowledge throughout Wendish lands because he
favorssuch achild! | do not call thisakingly virtue. | do not think this shows strong judgment. Sabella
married, as was her duty, aman of her own people.

But Henry cannot be content with that, can he? He has his eye on greater things, does he not?
He has his eye on the chair of the emperor, in Darre. He wantsto follow in the wake of Taillefer. Well!
Let Henry nurse his own lands before he sets off to hedl others. Let him mate with awoman of hisown
people before he breeds with the whores of strangers.” Antoniawas by now quite red and quite furious.
Alain was both impressed and horrified.

Liutgard made asif to stride forward and confront the biscop physicdly, but Villam stayed her
with agesture. "'l have heard enough insults," he said. "Thereisno moreto be said. Let thisbattle be on
your head, then, Biscop Antonia. Let it be said, from this hour forward in dl the chroniclesthat record
thisday, that Sabellargected King Henry'sleniency when it was offered and chose to face hisrage.” He
mounted, reined his horse around, and set off up the hill.

Liutgard tossed her head, like a spirited horse, and met Antonias gaze with one no less hard.
"You are like a sweet water well that has been poisoned by the venom of aguivre." Sheturned and
followed Villam, the Eagle bearing her banner trailing in her wake.



One of the Eagles hung back. Alain stared at the younger one. She had the palest haira coarse
whiteblondehe had ever seen, except for the hair of the Eika prince. Her gaze caught his, and, for a
moment, they smply looked at each other; she gppeared more curious than hogtile. And she had
agonishingly paeblueeyes.

"Hannal" said her companion sharply, caling back over her shoulder. The young Eagle wrenched
her gaze away from Alain, glanced quickly at the hounds, then followed her companion up the hill after
the two nobles.

"Isittrue, Your Grace?' aked Tdlia

"Iswhat true?' Antoniahad recovered her outer cam. "Come, child, we must ride back behind
thelines. The battle will soon begin.”

"Tthose things you said. About Henry."

"Of courseitistrue. Why would | say such thingsif they were not true?'
"Oh," said Tdlia, and that wasdl.

Meekly, shelet Cleric Heribert lead her back to her mother. When they arrived at Sabdllas
banner, Willibrod took the mules reins away from Alain. Talliawas taken back behind thelinesto the
safety of the supply train, where the noncombatants awaited the outcome of the battle. One wagon had
been brought forward from the train. Thiswas unusua enough but made more so because Alain
recognized it as the shrouded cage that concedled the guivre.

"Y ou saw no sign of the Dragons?' Sabellaasked.

"None. And | have never heard it said the Dragons hide themsdlves. Alwaysthey ridein the
vanguard.”

"Bagtard and whore's child he may be," said Sabellagrudgingly, "but Sanglant is known for being
brave. What of the others?’

"l saw none."
"None of Henry's children?”
"None."

Sabdllafrowned. "That is unfortunate. | was hoping | might catch one or al of them for hostages.
It would serve mewell to have them in my hands.”

Antonias reply was so soft only Alainand perhaps Heribertheard it. "It would serve you better if
they were dead."

Sabellas captain rode up with the message that Rodulf's people were ready. ™Y ou must go back
behind thelines, Y our Grace," said Sabellato Antonia. She settled her helmet over her mail coif and
tightened the strap. The banner of Arconiaflapped beside her, held by one of her menatarms. agreen
guivre with wings unfolded and ared tower gripped initsleft talon, set against agold silk background.
"You | cannot afford to lose."

"What of our guests?' The biscop looked, and smiled, a Constance and Agius.

"Take them with you. They aretoo vauableto risk here where the battle will be fought.”

Antoniasigned, and Constance and Agius were led away under guard. "Come," she said to her
attendants. They began to move back. Alain hesitated. "Come, child,” said Antonia, beckoning to him.



"You will attend measwdl."

Sabdlanaoticed his hestation. "Thisis one of Lavastines menatarms, isit not? Itistimehe
returned to the count'slevy.”

"Bljt
"Doas| say," snapped Sabellawith the expression of awoman who has no timeto argue.

Antonia paused. Her face became amask of stillness. Then, as the sun comes out from behind
clouds, she smiled in her usud benevolent fashion. "Asyou wish, my lady." Shedid not bow, but she
gavein. So. Sabella danced to no puppet strings. Antoniamight control Lavastine, but she did not control
the daughter of Arnulf.

Once Antoniawas gone, no one paid the least attention to Alain though severa rough menatarms
pushed him back and told him sharply to find his place, only to gpol ogize when the hounds growled at
them. But they made the sign of the Circle a their breasts, asif he was some evil thing.

He retreated to the back of the line. Sabellahad in her own company over one hundred
wellarmed mounted soldiers and perhaps twice as many skirmishers and infantry; al together (according
to Heribert's count) she had six hundred or so soldiers. But Henry's army was bigger, and Henry
commanded more of the heavily armored cavary that was the backbone of any lord'sarmy. Of the
infantry Lions, there was one century, but by al reports most of the Lions manned the eastern frontier
againg the raids of the Quman horsemen and other barbarians.

Alaintrotted along the back of theline. He heard lesther creaking as men shifted, waiting,
anticipating the first step. On the hill above, none of Henry's soldiers moved. Alain could seethered silk
banner flapping againgt blue sky and trailing white clouds, but the headssome helmeted, some with hard
leather caps, some with no covering at alof Sabellas soldiers blocked most of hisview.

Was this how a battle was fought? Was there a strategy involved, or did the two sides merdly
wait until one commander lost patience or nerve and sent his side forwardor into retreat?

A gap opened between Sabdlas|eftmost company of infantry and the rightmost company of
those men under Lavastine's command. The men stood with thelr armstight againgt their sdes so they
could rest the weight of their shields on their hips. Most of these men carried spears, few common men
had the wherewitha to purchase a sword.

AsAlain sprinted past the open ground, dashing for safety among Lavastineg's men, helooked up
toward Henry'sarmy. Movement coursed along the ranks. Then, suddenly, the sky darkened with
arrows. Mog of them fell harmlesdy in front of the line of Sabellas army; some overshot. A few found
their mark. But even as men cursed and one shrieked in pain, the archers among Sabella's army took aim
and shot.

They had to arc their arrows higher, to gain the height, but, if anything, thisvolley had more
effect. A ripple passed down theline of Henry'sarmy asif many arrows had hit their mark. And theline
moved.

Horses started forward at intervas. Henry had sent out his skirmishers, mounted men armed with
spear and shield or even spear alone. They raced forward, flung their spears, and turned back to gallop
out of range, only to turn again

Alain dashed adong the rear of theline and saw Lavastine's back and the black coats of his
hounds just as agresat cry went up from the crowd of soldiers around Sabellas banner. A rank of infantry
trotted forward into the empty field that lay between the two armies. They pulled the shrouded cage
aong with them.

"Hai! For Henry!" the host above them shouted.



Alain shoved hisway through to Lavastine's side. The count did not even notice the boy, hewas
so intent on the battle. At hisleftmost flank, about twenty of his own skirmishers had raced out to meet
the skirmishers opposite them. One group of horsemen broke away from the banner of Saony and began
to sweep wide, disappearing into the forest.

Lavastine sought and found his captain. " Send a company after them,” he said.

Another cry rent the air from Henry'sarmy. The king rode afew pacesforward and lifted his
lance,

"TheHoly Lance of St. Perpetua,” murmured Lavastine, but to whom, Alain could not tell.
St. Perpetua. Lady of Battles.

Alain groped at his neck, found the rose. King Henry carried the Lance of St. Perpetua, arelic of
the greatest antiquity and holiness. Wasit not the Lady of Battles herself who had cometo him, asmple
merchant's son, on that stormy day above Osna Sound? Wasit not the Lady of Battles who had changed
hisdestiny?

He could not imagine for what purpose he had been led here, to this day and this hour and this
moment.

Henry's army began to move down the hill, picking up speed so their weight could smash through
Sabdlasline. And firgt, in their way, wasthat knot of infantrymen, dragging the shrouded cage up the
dope.

The cage jutted and bounced and lurched. Stuck. One of the wheels had gotten stuck. Henry's

soldiers picked up speed and force. Sabella's captain shouted a shrill command and lifted awhite banner,
waving it. Theline of her army lurched forward initsturn.

Lavadtinelifted an arm. And Alain found himsdlf as the two armies|umbered forward to their
inevitable meeting. Rage and Sorrow whined. He fatered, unsure where to march, how to fal into place,
or what to do. H was not even armed, except with his eating knife. What was he meant to do?

Hefdl behind and from this vantage point could see nothing except banners and pennants and the
chaotic blur of movement on the hill above.

But he knew instantly when the first ranks met. It was aclamor unlike anything he had ever
heard, made the more terrible because of the unforgiving clash of sword and spear set against the sudden
harrowing screams of morta men.

Hethought of Rodulfs warnings and Sabellas answer: "Thistimeit will not be enough." How
could she hope to win againgt a better armed and larger force? He could not know whether the cage was
opened deliberately or knocked over accidentally in the charge. He only knew it had happened because
at that moment there came from the center of the milling battle a shriek from ahundred throats as from
onethroat that froze his heart in his chest. He could not breathe for so long a span of timethat he
coughed and gulped air when Rage butted him from behind, jarring him out of his stupor.

On the dope above, haf seen through the chaos of soldiers scattering, through horses rearing and
screaming, through the press of bodies and of many men intent on moving forward or on running away,
he saw it rise into the spring day as abird flies toward the heavens and freedom.

Only to be yanked hard, dmost to plunge to earth again, because of the great iron collar that
bound itsleg to aheavy iron chain, the shackle that tied it to the earth and captivity. It screamed itsrage
and righted itsdlf, dill inthe air, the downdraft of its great wings toppling men from their horses.

Stll shrieking that harsh eagldike cry, the guivre swept its gaze across the battlefield. And
everywhere that men by design or accident met its eye, those men froze, unable to move. Everywhere,
except among the soldiers of Sabellas army, who wore the amulets so painstakingly wrought by



Antonias clerics. The daughter began.
Henry wasthe kind of man who left nothing to chance.

In astrange way, he reminded Hanna of her mother, i Mistress Birta. He had ahard, pragmeatic
sdeand yet j was aslikely as any other person to give full expression | to hisfedings. But to Hannathe
most important thing ! about Henry was what Hathui had said of him that same evening after they had
reached Henry's court at the monastery of Hersford and been taken in as members of the king's personal
household: "He'safinelord, isour king, and | am proud to serve him."

Hathui, with her fierce marchlander' sindependence, was|oath to serve anyone. That Henry had
captured Hathui'sloyalty so quickly wasto Hannasway of thinking amark of hiskingliness. Hewasthe
true heart of the kingdom, not any city, not any holy site, not any paace or stronghold.

Now, stting astride her horse as Villam conferred with Henry after the disastrous parley, Hanna
worried. She was not, by nature, aworrier, but she had come to be one these past weeks ever since she
and Hathui had been forced to leave Liath behind. It was dl very well for Hathui to proclaim that she
would know if something had happened to Wolfhere and Manfred. A constant nagging anxiety ate avay
at Hanna. What if something terrible happened to Liath? Hanna had sworn in her heart to protect Liath,
and now she had broken that promise.

Through no fault of your own. Isn't that what Birtawould say? sn't that what Liath herself would
say?

But Hanna could only think of broken promises as she stared down the dope toward Sabellas
army, drawn up in astrong line below them. She had sworn to protect Liath, and now she rode far from

her sde. Sabella had, by dl reports, sworn an oath to Henry and now she had broken it. By my deeds,
Hannathought, / belong on Sabellas side.

Then, angry at hersdlf for thisridiculous musing, she let out an exasperated Sgh. Therewasno
use blaming herself. She was not the Eika chieftain who had besieged Gent. She had not asked those
Eikato attack the five Eagles. She had falen off her horse and sprained her ankle, but the truth was, she
was gill not that experienced arider. She and Hathui had brought the message of the Segeto Henry as
quickly asthey could. She had done her best and now must live with what came after. It was not her fault
but rather Sabellasthat Henry could not rideimmediately to Gent.

Liath was the one who worried incessantly and to no purpose, wondering what she had done
wrong rather than accepting that sometimes one did nothing and still had ill luck. That wasthe way of the
world, though perhaps Deacon Fortensiamight say it was a heathen way of looking at things.

But Hannaand the rest of her family till laid flowers at the foot of certain treesin theforest and
offered garlands where the spring rose from rock aong the south ridge. Of course she believed in Our
Lord and Lady and in the Circle of Unity. But that did not mean the old spirits had ceased to livein the
world. They had only goneinto hiding.

The old spiritdike that boy who had held the reins of the biscop's white mule and stared at her so
srangely. He had an odd, fey look about him. And those hounds! They weren't ugly, like the Eikadogs
she had seen, but they looked as deadly; yet they sat next to the boy like sweet puppies. Ai, well, there
were agreat many strange things that walked abroad in the world, if only one had the eyesto see them.

"theyoung Eagle

She shook her head and attended to what Henry was saying.

will atend Sapientia. She knows what to do. | will have Constance back before Sabellacan
retrest and take her away asaprisoner.”

Henry was surrounded by his century of Lions. Hanna searched and found Karl's broad back



among theranks; if she craned her neck just right, she could see his profile. He did not notice her. With
hisfellows, he stared intently down the dope toward the restless mass of Sabellasarmy. The Lionswere
ready for battle.

Henry and Villam finished their consultation. Hathui rode away with a message intended for
Theophanu, who had been |eft in charge of their supply train. Henry, ever cautious, had left thetrain and
his noncombatants behind in the fortified town of Kassd.

Hanna was sent back behind the lines to the wood beyond. Henry had chosen thisfield to stand
and fight because of the lay of the land. Guessing that Sabellawould bring her supply train with her rather
than leave it behind in Arconia, he had hidden some eighty mounted soldiersin the woods and put
Sapientiawith aveteran captain at her sde for good measureset their head. Conceded by the trees and by
the skirmishing that prefaced any baitle, they would sweep wide round Sabellasright flank and hit dl the
way back to the supply train, thus freeing Constance.

Or cauding her to get killed, thought Hanna, but she supposed Henry would rather see hissister
die than remain ahostage. After dl, aslong as Congtance remained divein Sabella's hands, shewasa
weapon to be used againgt the king.

That was how Hathui had explained it, a any rate. But Hathui had been raised in the harsh
cauldron of the borderlands, which were in astate of constant war. There, as the hawknosed Eagle had
said more than once, one killed one's children rather than let them fall into the hands of Quman raiders.

Sapientialooked like agreyhound being held on atight leash: eager to run. Shewas small
enough that Hanna was surprised Henry let her fight.

Of course every adult fought in the right circumstances, under conditions of Sege or araider's
attack on avillage; it would be foolish to waste any strong arm. But womenblessed by the Lady with the
gift of bearing lifedid not often join the ranks of armed soldiers. Some, who dedicated their livesto S
Perpetuaor St. Andrea both soldiersfor Godturned their hearts avay from marriage and childbearing, as
Hathui had done. Others by reason of unusua size or strength served ayear or two in alord's levy before
returning to their holding and taking up their old lives.

But it was no shame for anoble lady to excuse hersdlf from battle: that was what she had a
husband and brothersfor. Her first dutieswere to administer her lands and bear children to carry on her
lineage. And Sapientiawas particularly small, so that Hannarunning messages to her retinue from
Henryhad been aware of the trouble the king and his smiths had gone to, to ouitfit her in decent armor.

But Sapientiawanted to fight, to lead her own unit. And Henry alowed her to, becauseHanna
suspected he had something to prove thereby. Something for her to proveto him, most likely. No person
could become sovereign if he, or she, could not lead the great princes and their leviesinto battle.

"When will we go?' demanded Sapientia, and the old captain spoke to her soothingly, caming
her down.

From the direction of the field, Hannaheard the soldiersraise their voicesin agreat shout: "Hai!
For Henry!" That wasthesignd.

Sapientialifted ahand and at the head of her troop of soldiers began to ride, circling through the
trees. Hanna kept tight hold on her spear. She rode toward the back of the ranks, protected by them; no
one expected an Eagle to fight unless they were overwhelmed. But shewas sill nervous. She stared
through the trees, haf starting every time new trees sprang into view. Luckily the soldiers next to her
were too intent on what lay ahead to notice how jumpy she was. Possibly they were jumpy themsalves,
but she doubted it. For her first command Henry had given Sapientia experienced soldiers who had, most
of them, spent time fighting in the east. After all, if thisraid went well, they could fold up Sabdlasright
flank or even overtake and engulf her rear, thus preventing her from retreating.



Digtantly, through the trees, Hanna heard a change in the echoing noise from the field. One of the
soldiers beside her grunted: "They've engaged,” he said to the man beside him.

They rode on, curving back to theright. A horrible shriek rose above the distant thunder of
battle.

"What wasthat?' muttered one of the soldiers.

But then, at the fore of the company, the riders broke into agallop. They had sighted their
quarry. Their pennants whipped behind, streamers of red and gold.

Hanna saw the line of wagons ahead, drawn up in twos to make awall and a gap between where
the noncombatants could take shelter. Amazingly, Sabella had Ieft only atoken force to guard her supply
train. A few arrows cut through the sky, their whirring like awarning cometoo late.

line of wagons and broke into adozen small swirls of fighting, soon tilled.

Hanna hung back, watching. Hathui had drilled thisinto her over the last ten days asthey had
ridden west to meet Sabella

"You arethe king's eyes and ears. Y ou watch and mark all that occurs. Y ou are not meant for
heroics. Y ou are meant to live and bear witness."

But there were no heroics here. Sapientias troops took over the supply train easily and began to
herd their new prisoners together, searching for Biscop Constance.

A cry came from the woods on the opposite side of the line of wagons. Hannarode closer, to
invesigate.

Therel Among the trees she saw riders, but she could not identify them. Sapientias captain took
twenty soldiers and rode into the wood to head them off.

And at that moment, someone grabbed her reins and jerked down hard on them. She started and
swung her spear around to point at

A frater.
She stared. He had aharsh face. One of hislipswas bleeding.

"Give meyour horse!" he demanded. Thiswas no humble churchman. After dmost twenty days
inthe king's progress, Hanna recognized a great lord's arrogance when she saw it.

But she hesitated. He was dressed asasimple frater, after all.
"Al, Lady, grant me patience!" he said doud. "Eagle! Dismount and give methishorse!”

"For what purpose?’ she demanded in her turn. "You arein Sabdlastrain "l am Sabellas
prisoner, not her dly." "How can | know?"

Digantly, that awful shriek rose again on the wind, followed by a strange muttering, like cdls of
triumph and moans of defeat melded together, like a battle gone to rout.

The frater grunted in anger, grabbed her arm, and yanked her bodily off the horse. She hit the
ground hard enough to jolt her and scatter her wits. The anima shied, but he jerked down on the reins
and, while Hannawas trying to pick hersdf up, threw himself over the saddle and swung hisleg over.
Kicked the horse, hard, and with robes flapping up around his thighs, he rode at a gallop off toward the
battle. Lady! He was barefoot!

Panting, Hanna heaved hersdlf to her feet. In the woods, two forces had met and blended



together: she caught sight of the red dragon of Saony. Friends, then, but as soon as she thought it, she
heard shouting.

"Lavagtingsridersare coming! Turn round! Turn round and face them!™

Ai, Lady! What had Hathui said? An unhorsed Eagleis adead Eagle. The frater, and her horse,
were long gone. Still clutching her spear, Hannaran for the shelter of the wagons.

iswhat it had all meant, of course. Alain saw that now with aclarity obscured only by the
screaming of men and the milling of soldierslogt, frightened, and running, or caught up in the bruta and
numbing work of daughter.

Henry's soldiersthose caught by the guivre's glare were like so many trussed pigs, throats d ashed
while they squedled. Thiswas not battle of the kind sanctified by the Lord of Hosts, who did not fater
when He was cdlled upon to wield the Sword of Judgment. This was amassacre.

Alain knew it waswrong, knew it in his heart. The guivre screamed in rage, trying to bresk free,
beating itswings frantically. Sabellasfirst rank of horsemen moved steadily up the hill, their progress
dowed because it was so easy to kill Henry's soldiers, because they had to scramble over the dead and
dying and over horses collgpsed onto the grass. On the far right flank, a melee swirled, back and forth,
but the standard of Fesse wavered and began to move backward.

Above, about half of the century of Lions had begun to march forward to meet Sabella's army.
Therest either could not or would not march. And behind them Henry sat on his horse, unmoving. Was
he waiting and watching? Or was he dready caught in the guivre's eye?

The mounted soldiers opposite Lavastine's forces were trying to turn Lavastine's soldiers back so
they could punch into aid Henry's center. Alain ran, fought hisway through the back ranks of archers
and spearmen who had falen back after thefirst skirmishing. He shoved, and Rage and Sorrow nipped
and bit to make a passage for him, toward their ssters and brothers, the black hounds who attended
Count Lavastine.

Alain reached the count, who was sitting back from the front lines, waiting and watching the
progress of the battle, Alain grabbed his stirrup and pulled hard. Lavastine stared down a him. There
wasno sign in hiseyesthat he recognized Alain.

Desperate measures for desperate times. He prayed for strength to the Blessed Lady. Then he
grabbed Lavastines mail coat and tugged as hard as he could.

Because the count was not expecting it, helost his seat. Alain shifted hisgrip to the count'sarm
and pulled him right out of the saddle. Lavadtinefdl hard and lay ill.

And aspear pinched Alain between the shoulder blades. He dropped to his knees and fumbled
at hisneck as heturned his head to look up and behind.

It was Sergeant Fdll. ™Y ou know me, Sergeant!" Alain cried. ™Y ou know the count is acting
grangely. Thisiswrong! We shouldn't be here!™

Fdl hedtated. Lavastines captain fell back from the front lines, seeing the count unhorsed. All a
once the hounds surrounded Alain, growling and driving everyone back. No one dared strike them. Alain
found the rose and drew it out.

"| pray you, Lady of Battles, cometo my aid," he breathed. And he brushed the petds of the
roseover Lavastines palelips, just below the nasdl of his helmet. Beyond, he heard the clash of battle.
Here he was protected, caught in an eddy, surrounded by ablack wall of hounds. Sorrow licked
Lavastine'sface, and the count opened his eyes. He blinked and passed a hand over hishelmet asif
feding it therefor thefirst time. Then he sat up. Alain grabbed him under the arms and the hounds parted
to let Sergeant Fell through. Together, Alain and the sergeant pulled Lavastine to hisfeet.



"What isthis?' demanded Lavagtine, staring at the chaos around them, hisfront rank of fighters
pressing againgt the fighters from Saony. Fesse's banner was retreating. In the center, Sabellal's banner
moved up and farther up and came against the banner of the Lions. The guivre shrieked. The Lion banner
toppled and disappeared from view. Henry, surrounded now only by his persond guard, did not move.

The captain pressed his horse through the knot of hounds and men, who parted to let him
through. Sergeant Fell let go of the count and grabbed his horse's reins before it could bolt. The guivre
made al the horses nervous, and they shied at every harsh call and scream.

"We are marching with Sabella, againgt Henry," said the captain.
"Wearenot!" cried Lavadtine. "All of my men, withdraw from the battle.”

This command raced through the ranks like wildfire. Lavastine mounted his horse and pulled
back, and step by embattled step his soldiers withdrew from the battle until the captains of Seony'sline
realized what was occurring and, at lagt, let them go.

But Henry's center was broken. Sabellawas hafway through the Lions and still Henry had not
moved. As Lavastine's soldiers cleared the field, Alain stood his ground and their retreat eddied around
him and ebbed until he stood among the dead and watched Saony's cavalry whed and turn to aid their
king. He watched the guivre twist and turn, still battering against thewind and againgt its shackles,
watched its baleful glare sweep across the ranks of Saony's soldiers. Watched as haf of Sabellas
company split off to strike at this new threst.

A few arrows and spears cut through the air from <ivt taate, Of fe& fe S\roopsto dide
harmlesdy off the guivres scaly hide and fal to the ground. The grass was empty around the guivre;
Sabellas soldiers, though protected againgt its gaze, gave it awide berth. Not one soul had king's dragon
come within reach of its claws, circumscribed by the length of the chain that fettered it to theiron cage.

Sowly, Henry's soldiers were cut down or retreated up the hill toward the kingfor their fina
gand.

Therosefdl from Alain's suddenly nerveless fingers. He could not stand by and watch any more.
He could not judge the Tightness of Sabella's grievance against Henry. But he knew it was not right that
shewin by these means, as horrible asthey were. Lackling had been murdered to gain Lavastine's
support. Henry's soldiers could not fight, so asto pit honest strength againgt honest strength, but were
scythed down like whest.

Heran acrossthe field, stumbling on corpses, jumping over men who writhed or struggled to
drag themsdlves to safety. He ran toward the guivre, and paused only once, long enough to take asword
from anoblelord's dack and bloody body. He did not even register the man'sface.

But another figure reached the guivre before he could. Someone e s, riding a duncolored horse.
The man flung himself off the horse and dapped it on the flank. The horse bolted away.

And the fraterfor it was Frater Agius, Alain saw that now as he ran, knowing suddenly that he
would cometoo latewaked without fear into the circle of the guivrestaons.

Its cry was as much ddirium asfury, but it stcooped and plunged. Hafstarved and long since
driven wild by captivity and the torment of its wasted and suffering body, it took the food offered it.

Agius vanished under aflurry of metahard wings and sharp talons. The guivre lowered its head to
feed.

Henry'sarmywhat was left of itand Henry himsdlt casoato \\fe,. *NViVi criesoi tage, driven
amost to afrenzy by what they had witnessed and been helplessto prevent, they charged and hit
Sabdllasline, which had falen out of formation asthey took the hill and killed their easy prey. The
soldiers from Fesse and Avaria regrouped and dammed into Duke Rodulf's Stretchedthin line. Seony's



troopsfell back, reformed, and drove for Sabellas faltering center.

Alainran for the guivre. Already thefirst of Sabellas men, shocked and not yet recovered from
thisreversal, sumbled backward past him. He ignored them, though Sorrow and Rage nipped and
barked, protecting him so no man tried to stop him.

Why would any man try to stop him? The guivre loomed huge, this close, a stooped shape that
was yet as high as two men, one standing on the other's shoulders. Sun glinted off itsscales, and it fed
with the rapacity of a creature who has been denied pleasure for too long. Alain came up behind i,
thought of striking but did not. It remained oblivious to him. He heard the crunch of bone andAi, Lady'a
horrible moan that pitched up into astrangled wail and was abruptly cut off.

He circled the great beast. Worms fdll from its diseased eye to dither away on the ground. From
thissdeit could not see his approach. And anyway, it was too busy fessting.

He raised the sword just as he heard awarning cry behind him and then a cry from farther away:
"Hailililili!" and the thunder of hooves and shouts of dismay, carrying Rodulf's name on the wind, and
again and again the cry of "Henry! For King Henry!"

He brought it down with al his strength on the creature's neck. It screamed aoud, deafening him,
and lifted its great and ugly head from what remained of Agius. Lifting, casting first to its Sghted sdeand
then dewing round the other way, it beat itswings, sending him tumbling forward undernesth it. It was an
ungainly thing, not meant for the ground; it had only the one set of talons and wings.

It clawed for him, missed, because it could not see him, tottered, because it was 0 ill and could
barely find its baance. Alain stumbled back and righted the sword, turning it so the blade pointed up. His
hed met resistance and he fdl to one knee. Glanced behind himsdlf.

The guivre had opened Agius at the belly, to feed on the soft entrails. Horribly, the frater's eyes
caught on and tracked Alain; he was till dive.

The guivre screamed its fury and found its footing. Its shadow covered them, Alain and the dying
Agius

But, of course, asthe old taestold, every great beast hasits weak spot. Alain did not hesitate
but plunged the sword deep into its unprotected breast.

Blood fountained, pouring over him like the wash of fire. Helet go of the sword's hilt and jumped
back, grabbing Agius and tugging him asthe guivre writhed in its death throes. Spitting and coughing,
blinded by the stinging, hot blood, he stumbled backward, dragging Agius. The guivrefdl and the impact
jarred Alain off hisfeet. He collapsed on top of the frater. The guivre shuddered, agreat convulsion, and
wasill.

Agius breathed something, arattling word and then another. Alain bent, eyes streaming, his hands
smarting. A body dammed up againgt him, and then Rage was licking hisface and hands. Hetried to
chase her away. He could not chase her away and concentrate on Agius. "Free the white deer,”
whispered Agius. "Al, Lady, let this sacrifice make meworthy of Y our Son'sexample." Hiseyes glazed
over and he shuddered once, like the guivre, and died.

Sorrow nudged up againgt Alain. The hound had something in hismouth. Rage licked Alain's
eyes clean of the guivre's blood and Alain blinked into sudden brightness and made sensefirst of al of the
field lying washed by the sun'slight and the chaos ranging there: Sabella's banner fell back and farther
back yet. All theweight of victory had shifted. With the death of the guivre, their sandard, Sabella's
soldiers had lost heart and now they turned and fled.

A thorn cut Alain's cheek, athin prick. He started back to see Sorrow carrying therosein his
mouith.



brought from the other side of the battlefield. Its petals had darkened to a deep bloodred, asred
asAgius blood that yet leaked onto the ground. Alain dropped hisface to his hands and wegpt.

THE PROMISE OF POWER ROSVITA could not concentrate when she was waiting. She
paced up and down in the feasting hall that adorned the palace built by the first duke of Fesse some
eighty years ago. Now and again she waked over to the great doors that opened onto a beautiful vista of
the town of Kassd, lying at the foot of the hill on which the palace had been erected. A huge grayblue
stone capped the lintel of this monumental doorway. When Rosvita stared up, she saw tiny figuresand
patterns carved into the stone, their outlines blurred by age.

In the town below, afew bedraggled streamers still decorated the streets. When Henry and his
army had marched in, the town of Kassal had been recovering from the raucous Feast of St. Mikhd,
celebrated four nights before. Though the biscop dutifully spoke out against severa of theloca customs,
even she could not prevent the usud festiva which involved ayoung woman riding through the streets of
Kassd clothed only

in her hairor in this case, in agauzy linen undershift, some attention being shown to modestywhile
the townsfolk closed their shutters and pretended not to watch her go by. After this procession everyone
trooped out of doors and drank themselves sick. Rosvitawas not sure exactly what had happened in the
origina story to force the poor woman to ride out in such ahumiliating way, only that &. Mikhel was by
amiracle supposed to have clothed the haplessvirginin alight so blinding it protected her from the stares
of the hesthen and the ungodly.

"Itissad," said Princess Theophanu, coming up beside Rosvitato stand in a splash of sunlight,
"that this stronghold was built on the ruins of a Dariyan fortresswhich wasitsdlf built on the ruins of an
older palace whose great stones were st in place by the daimones of the upper air.” Sheindicated the
hugelintd.

"Likethe stonecircles" said Rosvita, thinking of young Berthold. "Though some say they were
st there by giants.” That waswhat Helmut Villam had said, that day when they had explored the old
fdlen sone circle and Berthold had sill waked diveinthelight of day. Ai, Lady, this sorrow she must
bear with her. But she could not alow it to drag her down. "Come," she said, turning to Theophanu. "We
will read from the book | was given by the hermit, Brother Fiddlis. In thisway we may reflect upon the
life of aholy woman while wewait to hear from King Henry."

Sheturned back into the hall, where light and shadow played among the thick wood pillarsand in
the eavesfar above. No fire burned in the hearth this day; it was warm enough that only cooking firesin
the kitchen house needed to be lit. Servants dressed in tabards sewn with the gold lion of Fesse lingered
nervoudy beside the side doors. One brought wine forward, but she gestured for him to take it away.
Shewas not thirsty.

Y oung Ekkehard had fallen aseep on abench. His gentle face and sweet profile reminded her
bitterly of Berthold Villam, who waslost to them now. Ekkehard

wasagood boy, if alittle too fond of carousing late into the night and singing with the bardswho
traveled from one great court to the next.

"Itisjust aswdl," said Theophanu, coming up beside Rosvita.
"Whet isjust aswdl?"

Theophanu nodded toward her younger brother. Of al Henry's children, Ekkehard looked the
mogt like hisfather: goldenbrown hair, round face, and adightly arched, strong nose. At thirteen, hewas
lanky and tall and abit clumsy except when he was playing the lute, but soit was saidhad Henry been a
that age before he grew into the broad and powerful stature of his adult years. "It isjust aswell," said
Theophanu, "that Ekkehard loves music and the pleasures of the feast more than he does the promise of

power."



Rosvitadid not quite know what to make of thisbad statement.

Theophanu turned her dark eyes on Rosvita. "Isthat not the source of Sabellas rebdlion? That
sheis not content administering her husband's dukedom? That she wants more?’

"Is greed not the source of many sins?' asked Rosvita.
Theophanu smiled innocently. " So does the church teach, good sgter.”

Theophanu was old enough to have her own retinue, and yet her father kept her close by hisside,
just as he kept Sapientiabeside him rather than giving her atitle and lands to administer. Did Theophanu
chafe at thistreatment? Rosvita could not tell. Was she angry that her sster had been dlowed to
accompany Henry to meet Sabellaon thefiedd and been given her own command? That she had been | ft
behind when truly she waslarger and stronger and more fit physicdly for the exertions of battle?
Theophanu's expression and her inner thoughts on these matters remained unreadable.

Rosvita unwrapped the old parchment codex from the linen cover in which she had swaddled it
and turned carefully to thefirst page. Brother Fiddlis cdligraphy was ddlicate yet firm, betraying the lines
of an older agein theloops and swirls of the occasiond fillips of ornamentation he had alowed himsdlf as
hewrote. A Salkian hand, Rosvita thought; she had examined many manuscripts and books over the
years and come to recognize various quirks and telltale signs of specific scribes or of habitslearned in
certain monastic schools. She touched the yellowing page with reverence, fedling the lines of ink beneath
her fingerslike thewhisper of Fiddis voice, coming to her asfrom down along tunnd, through the vell of
years.

Theophanu sat beside her and waited, hands clasped patiently in her 1ap. Rosvitaread aoud.

' The Lord and Lady confer glory and greatness on women through strength of mind. Faith
makes them strong, and in these earthly vessals, heavenly treasureis hid. One of this company is
Radegundis, she whose earthly life |, Fiddis, humblest and least worthy, now attempt to cel ebrate so that
al may hear of her deedsand sing praisein her glorious memory. The world divides those whom no
space parted once. So ends the Prologue.”’

Rosvitasighed, hearing Fidelisin these words asif hisvoice echoed through the ink to touch her
ears. Shewent on. " 'So beginsthe Life. The most blessed Radegundis was of the highest earthly rank

Ekkehard snorted and woke up suddenly, tumbling off the bench onto carpets carefully laid there
by his servants. At that same moment, one of Theophanu's servingwomen gppeared in the doorway. "An
Eagle!" shecried. "An Eagle comes.” Rosvita closed the book with trembling hands and wrapped it in
linen. Then she clutched it to her breast and rose, hands gtill shaking, and hurried over to the great doors.
Theophanu came with her, but the king's daughter was completely calm. Ekkehard wastalking excitedly
behind them, and his servants swarmed around him, helping him up. The chatelaine and other servants of
king's dragon the duchess of Fesse crowded behind Rosvita and the princess.

The Eagle was Hathui, the young woman Henry had honored by taking her into his persona
retinue. She handed off her horse to a groom and walked forward to kneel before Theophanu.

"Y our Highness, Princess Theophanu,” she said, lifting her eyesto look upon Theophanu'sface.
She had the rare ahility to be proud without being impudent. "King Henry sendsword that his sster
Sabdlarefuses any terms of parley, and that battle will be joined." "What of the course of that battle?"
asked Theophanu. "1 do not know. | rode quickly, and without looking back, asis my duty.”

"Bring her mead," said Theophanu. She stared off acrossthe town. Kassd waslaid out asa
sguare with two broad avenues set perpendicular to each other, dividing it into four even quarters. An old
wall surrounded it, the last obvious remains besides the baths that this had once been a Dariyan townin
the days of the old empire. The town had probably been larger then, and certainly more densely
populated. There was room now within the old wallsfor afew fieldsmostly vegetables and one



impressive stand of fruit trees aswell as some common pasture for cowsbetween the last line of houses
and thetown gates. Outsde the wall lay fields, rye and barley because of the soil of this country, the red
clay of the highlands.

Where had all those people gone, and what had become of their descendants? Had they fled
back to Aosta, to the city of Darre out of which the empire had grown? Had they died in thewars and
plagues and faminesthat had devastated and ultimately destroyed the old empire? Had they smply
vanished and never returned, like poor Berthold?

Rosvita could not help but wonder. "Knowledge tempted me too much,” Brother Fiddis had
sad. At timeslikethis, she knew she aso was too curious. Henry kate eiliott might be dead and al he
had worked for overthrown. Or he might have committed the terrible crime of daying hisown kin, the
very crime thatsome chroniclers wrotehad brought about the fall of the Dariyan Empire. And here she
stood, wondering about the history of the town of Kassel when the peace and stability of the kingdom
was at stake!

"Come," she said to Theophanu, "let us St down again and wait."

Theophanu, barely, shook her head. "It istime to saddle our horses,” she said quietly. "And to
gather together hedlers. Either we will ride to the battle to give aid to the wounded, or we will ride away."

IIAWMI
Theophanu turned now, her dark lashes framing eyes as sartlingly large as those of queensin

ancient mosaics. She looked entirely too composed. "If Sabellawins, then Ekkehard and | must remain
out of her hands at any cost. We must be prepared to ride to my Aunt Scholagtica at Quedlinhame.”

Rosvita placed ahand on her chest and bowed dightly, showing her respect for the young
princess. Of course Theophanu was right. She had learned politics at her mother's knee, and her mother
Sophia had learned politicsin the court of Arethousa, where intrigue ran in webs as convoluted and
dangerous asthose in any court in the world of humankind.

This, then, was the choice Henry had to make, because it was long past time for him to send one
of hisdaughters on her heir's progress. He had to choose between Sapientia, the daughter who was bold
and openand yet too often did not show good judgment, and the coal, inscrutable Theophanu, who had
fine palitica ingtincts but none of that vital charismatic charm that marked a sovereign as the chosen of
God. One wastoo trugting; the other, no one trusted. No wonder Henry dreamed of placing his bastard
son Sanglant on the throne.

. frater to deacon. "Get me ahorsel"

The woman who made this demand of Hanna had the imperious tone of a noblewoman though
shewore smple deacon's robes and her braided hair had not even a shawl to cover it. But there was
nothing Hanna could do. She had no horse, having logt it to the desperate frater.

"Begging your pardon, Deacon,” she said, hefting her spear just in case the woman meant to
attempt an escape while Princess Sapientias soldiers fought off the new attack, "but al who arein this
train are now in the custody of King Henry."

To her surprise, the deacon laughed. " Of course, child. Do you not know me?’

Hanna could only shake her head while she stared into the woods, hoping to catch sight of the
princess troops. A few soldierslingered. Most of the people in the supply train were down, wounded or
dead, or esethey milled around amlesdy with that lost ook on their faces of men and women totaly out
of their element. Some ten paces behind the deacon lay two guards in Sabella's colors; both were dead.
About five wagons beyond their bodies, Hanna suddenly saw awoman in biscop's vestments being
helped onto awagon. "Ai, Lady!" she breathed. "That is Biscop Antonia.” " She must not escape,” said
the deacon in ahard voice. "Find me ahorse, or find my niece and bring her back from the woods."



My niece. Hanna had a horrible thought. She risked a close look at the woman's face and
decided it could be true, that the resemblance could be marked in the cast of the woman's features, in her
nose and jawline and piercing gaze.

She bent to one knee, swiftly, and bowed her head. "Begging your pardon, Y our Grace," she
sad quickly.

"Never mind that!" snapped the woman. "'l do not want Antoniato get away. And | have no
weapon that can stop her.”

Hanna obeyed her. She ran toward the woods, sure that she would get run through at any
moment. But Sapientias troops came riding back, flanked by the red dragon soldiers of Saony. The
other troop of soldiers, Lavasting's skirmishers, had evidently retreated. Hanna hailed her, and the
princess pulled up at once.

"Y our aunt, Biscop Congtance, waits for your protection,” Hanna cried, grabbing hold of the
reins as Sapientias horse shied away. Hanna knew horseswell enough to see that thisone had, besdes a
nervous disposition, a heavyhanded rider, and far too much excitement to cope with. " She begs of you to
stop Biscop Antoniafrom making her escape.”

Sapientias expressivefacelit up. "Captain!" she cried, "you must find and protect Constance.
Follow, you who are with me!" She urged her mount forward so quickly she tore the reins out of Hannas
hands. Perhapsthirty of her troops went with her; the rest hung back, confused or waiting for
confirmation of thisorder from the old captain. He muttered something under his bresth, then raised his
voice s0 dl the soldiers could hear him.

"Y ou ten, you return to the wagons and protect Biscop Constance. We have more than enough
soldiers here. Therest, and you soldiers from Saony, will return with meto the field where Henry fights.”
They began to form up. He looked down a Hanna. "Eagle! Y ou remain with Biscop Congtance.”

She nodded, happy at this moment to be subject to an authority that knew what it was doing.
They rode back toward the battle, whose outcome none of them knew.

So it wasthat, despite everything and despite severa flurries of disorder caused by Sapientias
enthusiasm, king's dragon Biscop Antoniawas taken prisoner together with her host of clerics. Duke
Berengar was found, huddling underneath awagon with only oneloyd servingman at hisside; hewas so
frightened he had pissed in hisleggings. Hanna actudly felt sorry for him when he was brought before a
gtern Biscop Constance, who, having taken command of Sapientiasforty soldiers, now controlled the
supply train. But Constance showed him not pity, but indifference. Hanna quickly understood why: she
had seen that dackjawed gaping and sudden bursts of inappropriate laughter before. Berengar was a
smpleton, and therefore asimple pawnamere Lion in the game of chess. He did not matter.

The person who mattered here was Biscop Antonia, who |ooked to Hanna's eyes rather cheered
at the thought of being in Constance's power. Antoniawas a kindlooking woman who did not bear
hersdf with the haughtiness of most of the noblyborn but rather with asmiling modesty. And yet in the
parley, faced with Helmut Villam, she had raged with apassion that did not appear to be part of her now.

And there was one other prize, hidden among the clerics.
"Ah," said Congtance. "Comeforward, Tdlia. | will not hurt you, child."

The girl wasled forward. She was crying, and it made her nose red. She had nothing to say for
hersalf except to throw hersdf on Constance's mercy. But Hanna kept looking past her toward Antonia's
clerics. They were the most ungghtly mass of churchmen Hannahad ever seen; they al looked asif they
had some form of pox, with red sores on their faces and hands and rashes along their chins. Severd of
them were coughing feebly, and one the most sickly of the lothad athin stain of blood on his hand when
he lowered it from his mouth.



Ai, Lady! thought Hanna. What if they have the plague?

" Separate them from the others,”" said Constance to Sgpientia, asif she had the same thought.
"But | will keep Tdliaand Berengar beside me."

"Arethey sck?' demanded Sapientia, who had finaly dismounted after riding around in the trees
for awhile, looking for someone eseto fight. She had returned from the woods to declare she would
ride back to the battle, but Constance had forestalled that with adirect order, aunt to niece, and even the
brash Sapientia dared not go; against a biscop's command. Constance could not be more than four or
five years older than Sapientia, but her authority far outweighed that of her brother's daughter. "I do not
know if they are ick," she said now, "bull we must be cautious. | have heard many tales of the; plaguein
Autun, which was hard hit by a sckness some twenty years ago. Take them aside and guard them, but let
none touch them." i Biscop Antoniashowed no sign of the disease, nor did! the one young cleric who
stood closest to her. But Constance did not look likely to let the biscop out of her sight, sickness or no. |
"Y ou will answer for what you did, Antonia," said Constance.

"Weall answer to God," said Antoniareasonably.

A thunder of hooves aerted them. Sapientias captain had returned with the rest of her troops but
without the skirmishers from Saony. Hisexpresson was chilling.

"What iswrong?' cried Sapientia.
Antoniasmiled knowingly.
"Good captain,” said Constance in afirm but cam voice. "What news do you bring?

He appeared stricken. "The Lord has blessed uswith victory, Y our Grace, but aterrible prizeit
isthisday."

For oneingant, Antonias triumphant expression was wiped clean to show something nastier,
cunning and brittle, beneath. Hanna glanced toward Constance, who looked graveas well she might.
When she looked back at Antonia, the old biscop had regained her usual expresson, asplacid asa
saint's, as smooth as cream, and Hanna had to shake her head, wondering if she had imagined that other
face.

"Give usyour report,” said Constance. Sapientialooked likely to grab her horse and gallop
away, but after one sharp look from Constanceshe stayed where she was.

The captain dismounted and knelt before her. "Victory belongsto King Henry, but at high cost.
Many lie dead on the field, for Sabellaused” Here he faltered. "she brought a creature on thefield, a
terrible thing that truly must have sprung from an evil Sire, and by its magic her army dew fully half or
more of Henry'sarmyaye, indeed, dmost dl of his Lionswhile they siood frozen on thefield, held inthe
grip of some misbegotten enchantment.”

Sapientiagasped aoud. Soldiers muttered in disbdief and horror. Almost dl of hisLions. Hanna
gulped back a sob of foreboding.

Constance raised ahand for silence, and it was granted her.
"How then did Henry win the day? If dl transpired as you report?'

"l do not know. Only that a manafraterthrew himself on the beast and somehow it was distracted
fromits sorcery and killed."

Antonia said something under her breath, but Hanna could not hear. Her face remained pleasant,
but her eyes had grown hard.

Congtance paed. "A frater?' she asked. "What do you know of this?'
"Some say it isthe son of Burchard, Duke of Avaria, but | can scarcely believe that" Constance



lifted ahand sharply and hefdl slent.

Onetear rolled down Constance's cheek, and then the wind blew it away and it vanished asif it
had never existed. "Take her away, out of my sght,” she said, pointing a Biscop Antonia, "but guard her
closdy.” The captain, startled, jumped to hisfeet and did as he wastold.

"What about Sabdlla?' Sepientia caled after the captain. " Did she escape?”

"No," said the captain as his men surrounded Biscop Antoniaand led her away to one of the
wagons. "Villam captured her himsdlf, though he was sorely wounded. Some fear he will not live. Sheis
in Henry's custody now."

Constance shut her eyes and remained that way for along while as Antonia was taken away and
lodged in awagon under heavy guard, as Sgpientiafindly lost patience and called for her horse.

"Come, Eagle" cdled the princess. "Y ou will ride with me."

"No," said Constance suddenly, opening her eyes. "Go if you wish, Sapientia, but | will have an
Eagleby me, asismy right." She touched the gold torque at her neck.

"Itistrue," sad Sapientiathoughtfully, tossng her head, "that your loya Eagle reached usfrom
Autun, and that was how Father knew to ride here." Then, strangely, she smiled. "But without an army,
how can Father ride to Gent?'

"Rideto Gent?" asked Congtance. "Why would Henry wish to ride to Gent?"

Sapien reined her horse aside and rode away without answering the question, back to the
battlefield to meet her victoriousfather.

"Al, Lady,” murmured Hanna. For it wastrue. Henry had marched with alargearmy, fully eight
hundred or more soldiers. He could raise more, it wastrue, but it would take monthsto raise leviesfrom
the farflung lands of Wendar and VVarre and the marchlands and more time after that to march them al the
way to Gent. Sabellahad lost many soldiers aswell, this day; how was Henry in any caseto trust the
lords of Varre, who had risen againgt him? They might well refuse to give him an army, to savethe son
none of them had any lovefor.

They would not think about the people of Gent and

what they might be suffering. They would not think about Liath and the danger she faced. What
did kings and princes care for the lives of Eagles? Like swords, they were only atool to be used for the
nobles own gain.

KING Henry wasin afoul mood. He was, indeed, in asrare afury as Rosvitahad ever seen
him.

At Kassdl they had received news of the victory and ridden out at once, only to arriveto find
Henry pacing back and forth, back and forth, outside the hastily erected tent in which Hemut Villam lay.
It was rumored Villam was dying. All of Henry's servants and the various lords and ladies in attendance
on his progresslooked terrified, cowering at least twenty steps from him. Henry was perfectly capable of
delivering astinging and unprovoked rebuke to any persons who placed themsalvesin hisline of sght.

Theophanu, szing up the matter in one glance, drew Ekkehard aside and led him away to where
shelters had been set up for the wounded, to give succor there. The Eagle Hathui, adept at being
anonymous, walked over and took up her post beside the tent's entrance, close to the king and yet so
gill, so effaced againgt the plain cloth sding, that he seemed not to notice her.

Rosvitafound hersdf besieged by courtiers begging her to bring the king to his senses. She
camly digtracted them and sent them off on various useful errands and findly found a person who might
give her information: Margrave Judith.



The margrave sat in acamp chair and surveyed the scene from a safe distance. Her servants kept
importunate courtiers away from her, and so she sipped wine in a semblance of solitude and watched
Henry pace. Servants fluttered close to the king and were chased off.

Beyond, Rosvita saw carnage. Thefield waslittered with corpses. Most of the wounded had
been moved, but there were far far too many to bury so quickly. Possibly the field would smply haveto
be abandoned; it had happened before. Men and womencommon soldiers and people from neighboring
farmswalked among the dead, |ooting the corpses for valuables. Rosvita supposed the best booty had
already been taken by the king's servants or by the noble lords.

Strangest of dl, and worst to behold, a creature lay in the center of thefield of daughter, agreat
beast s0 ugly in desth that she shuddered to ook on it, even at this distance. Its head was as big around
asacart'swhed, resembling more than anything a grotesque rooster's head, but it had the sinuous body
and tal of areptile and thetalons of agiant eagle.

"That isthe guivre,” said Judith with the detached interest of one who has taken no harmin the
midst of disaster.

"A guivrd" Rosvitastared. "I have read of such monsters but never hoped to see one.”

The creature lay with one huge eye open to the sky, staring blankly at the blue heavens above. Its
wings wore asheen like metal, feathered with copper, and most gruesomelythe shape of aman's body
was half covered by its carcass. Some rash looter had stolen the dead man's shoesor else he had been
barefoot. Smal white things, like maggots, crawled over the guivre's body. Rosvitalooked away quickly.

"What has happened?' she asked Judith.

"A great beast has met its desth, as you can see" said the margrave. She had blood on her
tabard, arent torn in her mail shirt, and apurpling bruise on her right cheek. Her helmet, somewhat
dented, sat at her feet. "Al, Lord. I'm too old for this. No more children, no morefighting, or so the
heders say. A man can fight long after hishair has gone silver, if helivessolong. | hurt to the very bones.
After this, my daughter'shus

bandsride out, asis proper, or if awoman must attend the battle, then one of them can go!”

Rosvitadid not know quite what to say. She had seen death many times, of course, but never on
such ascdeasthis. Up among the Lions, an Eagle knelt weeping over the body of an infantryman.

"It was ahardfought battle," Rosvitasaid findly.

"Which? The one on thefidld, or the one we witnessed just before your party rodein?"
"Which onewasthat?'

"Henry's argument with Duchess Liutgard.”

Rosvitadid not know Duchess Liutgard wellthe young duchess came to court rarelybut she did
know that Liutgard possessed the fabled temper that had, so the chroniclerswrote, marred the reign of
her greatgreataunt, Queen Conradina, awoman fabled for having as many arguments as lovers and both
in abundance. "Why should the king argue with Liutgard?'

Judith found astain of blood under one fingernail and beckoned to a servant. The serving woman
hastened over and washed the margrave's hands while she talked. "Liutgard rode beside Villam when
Sabdllds guard was overtaken. They fought loyaly

“Liutgard and Villam?'

Judith smiled, but there was a hint of derision in her expression. "That isnot what | meant.
Sabdllas retinue fought loyally and many were dain before the fight was given up. Rodulf died there.”



"Duke Rodulf? That is grievous news."

"Hefought for Varre, as he has dways done. Morefor Varre | would suppose than for Sabella.
Alas, he could not bring himsdlf to accept aWendish king."

"Perhaps his heirswill be more reasonable.”
"Perhaps," echoed Judith with aquirk of the lips that expressed doubt more than hope.

"Villam was wounded?" Rosvitaasked. She was beginning to wonder if Judith was toying with
her for her own amusement.

"Badly, yes." If thisdistressed the margrave, she did not show it. Rosvita had never much liked
Judith, but the margrave had been loyd to Arnulf and then to Henry, never wavering in her support. She
was not an easy woman to like, yet neither could she be dismissed. She was far too powerful for theat.
"Because Villam was wounded, Liutgard was able to take Sabellainto her custody.”

"Ah." Thisexplained much. "I supposethat did not st well with Henry."

"It did not. That was what they argued about. Henry demanded that Liutgard surrender Sabella
into his custody. Liutgard told him shewould not until Henry was camer and more ableto think clearly.”

"Al, Lady,” murmured Rosvita. "That was rashly spoken of her. She might have found more
diplomatic words."

"Diplomacy isfor courtiers and counsalors, my dear cleric, not for princes. | have never found
Liutgard possessed of subtlety in any case. Y ou know Burchard's son is dead?”

"Burchard's son?' What had the Duke of Avariaand his children to do with this? The subject
changed so quickly, and before Rosvitawas done understanding the last one, that she did not follow the
leap. Liutgard had married the duke of Avarias second son, Frederic, but he had died severa years ago.

Judith sghed ostentatioudy, examined her fingernailsfor traces of blood or other detritus of
armed struggle, and alowed the servant to dry her hands on a clean linen cloth. Then with agesture she
dismissed the servant. " Sabella seems determined to take the men of that line with her in her defests,

though she cares not one whit for them. | speak of Burchard's elder son, Agius, the one who went into
the church.”

Judith related arather confused tale of the guivre, the frater, and a boy who had led Count
Lavastine's houndsto the kill.

"Y ou are going too quickly for me," said Rosvita. "1 do not know what part Count Lavastine has
inthisbattle. Thelast | heard of him, he had refused Henry's command to attend him on his progress.
That was amost ayear ago."

"Heturned up at the battle on Sabellas sde." Judith paused and brushed afinger along her upper
lip where afine down of hair grew, the mark of her impending passage from fertility to wisdom. "Buit that
isthe strange thing: he withdrew hisforces from the battle hafway through.”

"After the guivre was killed, when he saw which way the wind was blowing?'

"No. Before that, when it appeared adl waslost for Henry and that Sabellawould win. No one
can explainit, ance Lavagtine and his men havefled.”

At long last, Rosvitawas beginning to seewhere dl thisled. "What of Henry and Sabella?"

"Weare at a stalemate there, it appears. Liutgard refuses to turn Sabella over to Henry, and
Henry rages, asyou can see.”

"Have you attempted to intervene, my lady?" "I?" Judith smiled.

That smile. It wasthat particular smile, one Judith was famousfor, that made Rosvitanot like her,



athough she had no other good reason. The margrave of Olsatiaand Austrawasloya to the house of
Saony, had pledged her loydty first to the younger Arnulf and then after his death to Henry. But Rosvita
did not believe any affection or degp bond held her to them. Rosvita believed Judith remained loyd to
Henry because she needed him and what he could bring her: his military support. The position of princein
the marchlands, the unstable border country, was a precarious one, and Judith had called onand
receivedaid from Henry more than once.

Like many other noblewomen of the highest rank, Judith had given birth before her first marriage
to achild gotten on her by aconcubine or a any rate some handsome young man not of noble birth
whose looks had caught her youthful fancy. That first marriage, as such marriages were, had been
arranged for her by her kin to the mutua advantage of both houses. The concubine had long since
disappeared. But the child had lived and thrived.

Lady bless, but Judith had petted and cosseted that boy; perhaps he would not have turned out
so0 insufferable had he not been so handsomethose who had been at court longer than Rosvita said the
boy resembled hisfather, inlooks, at least; some said in charm aswell. He had been abrilliant student,
one of the most brilliant to pass through the king's scholain Rosvitas time there, but she had not been
unhappy to see him leave. How unlike Berthold he had been in &l ways except the one for which she of
al people could not condemn him: curiosity.

But Hugh was gone now, into the church, and no doubt caught up in church concerns and his
new position as abbot of Firsebarg. Without question his mother hoped to elevate him to the rank of
presbyter, and with that honor he would leave Wendar to live in the skopos paacein Darre. He would
have no reason to trouble the king's progress with his presence. Thank the Lady.

"l have sent my persona physician to attend Villam," said Judith. She shrugged her shoulders,
settling the mail shirt down more comfortably over her torso. "But no, | have not attempted to intervene.
That duty isfor his counsglors.”

Rosvita smiled wryly and humbly. By such means did God remind her not to pass judgment on
others. She nodded to the margrave and excused hersdlf. It wastimeto take the bull by the horns.

"What have you to say for yourself," demanded Henry as soon as he caught sight of her. "Why
have you not brought Sabellato me? Ai, Lady! That idiot daughter of mine has made afool of hersdlf,
according to report, right in front of everyone and not even knowing she was doing so. Ai, Lord, what
did | do to deserve such children?"

"I am here now, Y our Mgesty," she said, trying to remain cam. Henry was so red in the face
that hisveins stood out and he looked likely to burst. "And though my lineageis a proud one, you must
know | cannot give ordersto such as Duchess Liutgard.”

He considered thisfor at least two breaths, which gave her timeto put her hand on his elbow.
The touch startled him. It was not her place, of course, to touch the king without his permission, but the
gesture served to make him think of something other than his grievances.

"You areangry, Your Mgesty," she added while he was gathering hiswits.

"Of course | am angry! Liutgard denies methe very person whose treason may yet cost me the
only child

"King Henry!" Shesaid it loudly and sharply. She knew with bitter instinct that he had been about
to say something hewould later regret. Something about Sanglant. "Let usgo insde and seeto Villam.”

Had no one thought to cam him by gppeding to his genuine affection for hisold friend and
companion? Rosvita could not believe they were so nervous of him asthat. She gestured toward the tent.
Hefrowned at her, but he hesitated. Then, abruptly, he went inside, leaving her to follow. The
EagleHathuinodded as Rosvita ducked insde. Approvingly? Rosvita shook her head. Surely no



commonborn Eagle, not even one as proud as that one was, would think of approving or disapproving
the actions of the nobly born.

Villam had lost hisleft arm just above the elbow. Rosvita dared not ask how he had taken the
wound. The old man seemed haf adeep, and she feared even whispers would wake him.

But Henry pushed the physician aside and laid a handgently, despite the fury that till radiated
from himon Villam'sforeheed.

"Heisstrong," he murmured, asif to makeit true. The physician nodded, concurring.
"Thereisnoinfection?' asked Rosvitasoftly.

"Itistoo early totell,” sad the physician. He had alight, rather high voice, marred by astrong
accent. "Heis, as His Mgesty say, astrong man. If no infection set in, then herecover. If one do, then he
die"

Henry knelt beside the pallet. The physician dropped to hisknees at once, asif he dared not
remain standing while the king knelt. Henry looked up and gestured to Rosvita. She knelt beside the king
and murmured a prayer, which Henry mouthed in time to her words, right hand clutching the gold Circle
of Unity hanging at his breest.

When she had finished, the king looked over at the physician. "What do you recommend?’

Rosvita studied the man. She did not trust physicians. They seemed to her like those astrol ogi
who wandered from town to town promising to tell peopl€'s fates by reading the positions of the starsfor
asubstantia fee, of course: They catered to the credul ous and the frightened. But this man was beardless,
s0 he was either a churchman or, just possibly, a eunuch from the East. She wondered where Judith had
found him and what trade the margrave might be carrying on with Arethousa

His voice, when he spoke again, confirmed his status. It wastoo high for atrue man. "I learn by
the writings of the Dariyan physician Gaene, she of old days but greet learning. This| follow. A man with
such awound must rest many weeksin adry, warm place. The wound must keep clean. The man must”
He broke off and made eating gestures with a hand. "ahtake broth and other food good in the ssomach.
His body will hed, or it will not hed. We aid. God choose." He drew the Circle a his chest and bowed
his head to show his submission to God'swill.

Villam'sright arm lay folded across his chest. Henry took it now, and the old man's eyes fluttered
open and focused, but he did not speak. Henry brushed away tears.

"Y ou must go to Kassd, Hemut, and there recover your hedth,” said Henry softly. "1 march on
Autun to restore my sigter to her biscophric.” He leaned forward and kissed the old man gently on either
cheek, the kiss of peace, and rose.

Thisinterlude had camed him outwardly. The king nodded to the physician, who in the Eastern
way touched his forehead to the ground.

Outside, Henry turned to Rosvita. "Let Sabellawait,” he said in alow, intense voice that betrayed
the rage il boiling within him. "Let her wonder, while we rideto Autun and | refuseto see her.”

Rosvitasmiled dightly. Henry had indeed returned to his senses. How quickly he turned the
tables. Now, rather than Liutgard keeping Sabellafrom him, everyone would speak of Henry's anger
being so great that he could not bring himself to look his sigter in the face. That was, of course, much
more effective.

But there was one question she had to ask, though she dreaded it. Y ou will not ride to Gent?"

Hisjaw tightened. He clasped his hands behind his back, asif holding them there was the only
way to control himsdlf. "Twothirds of thisarmy isdead or wounded. | will restore Constance, and more



besides, and then we will have the summer to raise an army. Gent must hold firm until autumn.” Hiseyes
flashed with anger. "And Sabdlawill learn what it meansto raise her hand against me asecond time."

HENRY and his retinue camped outside Autun for three days before Biscop Helvissaworked up
enough courage to open the gates and et them in.

Alain watched from avantage point above Autun as the great gates swung open and the people
of Autun swept out with wild regjoicing to welcome Constance back to the city.

"Henry will not leave Helvissa as biscop for long,” said Lavastine. He stood beside Alain, a
strange enough occurrence in itself, and together they stared down at what remained of Henry'sarmy and
of Sabellasrebellion. For the last many days, asthey had marched west to Autun and then camped here,
out of sght, Alain had seen groups of men fleeing westward, the remains of the menatarmslevied from
the lands controlled by Sabella, Duke Rodulf, and the other lords who had come under their sway.
Fleeing westward; fleeing back to their homes. They had work to do, after al, in thefields. Thetimefor
Spring sowing was long past. Now they must hope that summer would be long and the harvest delayed
and that their families had been able to plant something against winter's hunger. Now they must hope for
agood crop of winter wheat and rye for next year.

Besdes Henry'sarmy, and the retinues of the grest lords who remained in Henry's custody, only
Lavastine's company remained intact. He had sent Sergeant Fell on ahead with the infantry, for the count
and his people aso had fields to tend and next winter to survive. Miraculoudy, nonein his company had
taken any seriouswounds. All would return to their families.

But Lavastine had remained behind with his twenty mounted soldiers, and he had shadowed
Henry's progress to Autun and now waited here. Alain did not know why Lavastine waited or what he
meant to do. All Alain knew was that something had changed radically. Now he dept in Lavastines tent,
on adecent pallet, and he was fed the same food that the count ate; he had been given afinelinen tunic
to wear instead of his old ragged wool tunic, now much worn and patched.

"Come," said Lavastine, turning away as Henry's banner vanished into the city. "Wewill return to
my tent."

They went, the hounds leaping around them, in fine good spirits this beautiful day. Alain was
troubled. He king's dragon

gtill had nightmares about Agius. If only he had saved the frater. But he had not. Agius had
sacrificed himsdfand for what? Agius did not love King Henry. He had acted against Sabellaand
Antonia, not for Henry, though his action had saved the king.

Ai, Lady. If only he had the courage, but he did not. He had stood by while Lackling was
murdered, because he had feared Antonias power. He had said nothing after he had witnessed the
feeding of some poor innocent to the guivre. He had accused no onethough surely the word of a
freeholder's boy would never be listened to by the nobly born. He had not even thought to throw himsalf
infront of the guivre at the battle; that he had managed to kill it was only because of Agius willingnessto
sacrifice himsdf for the good of others. Or for his own revenge on Sabdlla. Alain sighed. It wasdl too
deep and convoluted for him to make sense of.

"Comeindde," said Lavastine, as much order asrequest, and yet Lavadtine's attention toward
him was perhaps the grestest mystery of al. Alain followed the count insde. He was haf ahead taller
than Lavastine but never felt he towered above him, so intense was Lavastine's presence. Truly, the
sorcery Antonia had laid upon Lavastine had been powerful in order to overcome that commanding
disposition.

Lavadtine sat in acamp chair that one of his servants brought to him. " Sit," he commanded Alain,
sounding irritated that Alain had not sat down immediately.



"But, my lord" began Alain, while around them the count's captain and servants stared. They
werejust as amazed as he was that the count wished acommon boy to be seated beside him as though
they werekin. "St!" Alain sat.

Lavastine called for wine, two cups, and then dismissed everyone but Alain. When the flap
closed behind the |ast retresting servant, a gloom pervaded the tent chamber. Thin shafts of light lanced
through ggpsin the

tent walls. llluminating aline of carpet, the hilt of a sword, the ear of ahound. The hounds
panted merrily. Sorrow rolled onto his back and scratched himsalf dong the spine of the carpet. Rage
growled and snapped at Fear, who had crept too closeto Alain.

"Alain Henrisson," said the count. "That iswhat you cal yoursdf?

"Yes my lord."
"Y ou saved my life and my honor on thefield of battle."
Alain did not know what to say, so he merely bowed his head.

"I did not intend to support Sabella. Nor, for that matter, did | intend to support King Henry. My
lands are my concern, as are the safety and wellbeing of the people who live there. That isdll. | never
wanted to be dragged into these conspiracies. But you could not have known this. Why did you act as
you did?'

"Bbecause...l..."

"Go on! You must have had areason.”

Seeing that even in thisfriendly mood Lavastine wasirritated by delay, Alain spoke as quickly as
he could, hoping it made sense. "1l saw that Biscop Antoniawasn'tshe had Lacklng murdered. She was
going to murder the Eika prince you took prisoner, but hehe got avay. Then shekilled Lacklingand |
couldn't trust her"

"Hold, hold, boy. Who isthis Lackling?'
"One of the stableboys, my lord.”

Lavagtine shook his head dightly. The name meant nothing to him. " She had him murdered? Why
was this not brought to my attention”?”

" She brought strange creatures, my lord, to the ruins, and then you changed. Y ou wer€e

"Under acompulsion, yes." He made what was dmost a pitting motion, asif theword, passing
hislips, was distasteful to him. "1 suppose Biscop Antoniawould have denied everything and set her
word againg yours. Go on."

"Well, then, my lord, it just seemed wrong. The battle seemed wrong, that Sabella should win by
treachery and sorcery and that poor imprisoned creature”

"The Eikaprince? But he escaped.”
"No. | meant thegiiivre”

"The guivrd" Lavastine barked alaugh. "I have no compassion for such abeast asthat.” He set a
hand on the head of the hound that sat at hisfeet; actudly, the hound sat half on hisboots. This one had
whiteinitsmuzzle, asign of age, and Alain recognized it as Terror. The hound lifted itshead to get a
scratch from Lavagtingsfingers.

"No, my lord," replied Alain, because it seemed expected of him. But he had compassion for the
beast, horrible though it was; it had suffered, too, and he had killed it asmuch to put it out of its misery as
to save Agius. "And Prater Agius'



"Yes," sad Lavadtine curtly. "Prater Agius saved the king at the cost of hisown life. And you,
what reward would you have for saving my life?"

III?I

"Sincethereisno one else here, | would suppose | mean you! When | ask aquestion, | wish for
ananswer."

"Bbut | wish for no reward, my lord. | did what wasright. That is reward enough in the eyes of
Our Lord and Lady, isit not? But something for my family, perhaps

"Ah, yes. Y our family. ThisHenri, heis?'
"A merchant, my lord. Hissster Bdl isafreeholder of somedigtinctionin Osnavillage.”

"Y es. Near where the monastery was burned last year. What does Henry the merchant say about
your parentage, Alain?'

Alain squirmed in the chair and took asip of wineto cover his discomfiture. The winewasfine
and smooth; he had never tasted anything as good before. Wine such asthis did not come to the lips of
common folk, not even the freeborn.

"He says' He says. Alain thought, briefly, about lying. But Henry and Aunt Bel had not taught him
tolie

They had treated him askin, and it would dishonor them to twist their words now, evenif the
truth disgraced him before Count Lavastine. "My mother was a servant woman at your holding, my lord.
My father Henri ... had an affection for her. She was known to" He bit at hislip. Ai, Lady, he could not
samply cal hismother awhore. “to have consorted with men. She died three days after giving birth to me.
The deacon gave meinto Henri's care in return for his promise to offer me to the church when | turned
gxteen.” "You are older than sixteen, are you not?" " Seventeen now, my lord. | would have entered the
church last year, but the monastery a Dragon's Tail wasburned. Y es. That isthe whole of the story?"

"Yes my lord."

Lavadtine sat in the gloom and toyed with his cup, turning it around and around until Alain feared
he would spill it. From outside, Alain heard Lavastine's captain speaking, something about Henry and
Autun and the king's mercy, but even with his sharpened hearing, he could not string the phrases together
into intelligible sentences. Sorrow yawned adog's yawn, full of teeth, and threw himsdf againg Alain's
legs, leaning there until Alain was practicaly tipped over. He adjusted the chair, and this movement
gtirred the count to adecision.

"Attend, child," hesaidin hisbrisk, impatient way. "I must now tell you atae and you must listen
carefully, for thisstory | have never before confessed thewhole of, and | will not spesk it aloud again
whilel live"

Alain nodded and then, redlizing the light was dim, managed to whisper, "Yes." The hounds
snuffled and whined and grunted, eight fine black hounds, beautiful creatures, if vicious.

"I married once," said Lavadtine softly. "But asdl know, my wife and daughter were killed by my
hounds.”

"But how could that be?" asked Alain, curiosity overcoming good sense. "Or the child, at least”

"Listen!" snapped Lavagtine. "Do not interrupt.” Fear, thwarted of aplace at Alain'sside, had
goneto the entrance and nosed aside the canvas flap. By this new stream of light, Alain saw Lavastine
smilegrimly. "How can that be? Even | don't know the true story of how my grandfather got the hounds,
whether he received them in exchange for some kind of pactwith whom, | don't knowor whether they
cameto him as part of hishbirthright. But my fatherthe only surviving childinherited them in histurn, and
lalso the only child who survived to adulthoodin mine. So my father arranged amarriage for me at the



appropriate time so | could beget childrenmore than one, it was hopedto carry on the line.”

He drained the cup of wine suddenly and set the empty cup down on the carpet. "1 was young,
then, and | had taken alover, apretty girl from among the servingwomen. We often met up among the
ruins, because | wanted to keep our meetings secret. But in time, as happens, she became pregnant and
begged me to acknowledge the child so that she would not be branded as a common whore. But my
bride was proud and covetous, and when she came to L avas she told me she wanted no bastard child
running about the hal. So | put aside the other woman and denied any knowledge of the child, and
confessed my sin to the deacon, may her memory be blessed. The deacon promised to take care of the
child and assured me | need trouble myself no longer. She was not even afreeborn girl." He picked up
the winecup, tested it asif he had forgotten he had drunk it dl, and set it down again with some
annoyance. "'l was not, perhaps, without fault in this matter.”

Alain gulped air. He had forgotten to breathe. "Did she die? Giving birth, | mean.”

Lavastine jumped up and strode to the entrance. He dapped Fear lightly on the flank and the
hound retrested; theflap fell shut. ™Y ou will remain slent whilel speek, Alain.”

Alain nodded but Lavasting's back wasto him. *No morewine," muttered Lavastine. "Yes, she
died in childbed." He turned and spoke crigply and rapidly, as. if to hurry the story to its ghastly
conclusion. "My bride was young, strongwilled, impatient, and argumentative. Since | was of the same
disposition, we did not suit. Sherardly dlowed meinto her bed. | refrained from taking a concubine, but
| soon suspected that she had taken alover. | could prove nothing because her servingwomen wereloya
and helped her hide thisfact. When our first child wasborn, | did not trust her. | did not believe the infant
was my child, and yet" He made a sharp gesture and strode back to the chair, but did not Sit. "Yet it
might have been. Sheraised the child to distrust me, though | tried to befriend it. The child was often a
swest girl, or so | could see from adistance. And with a daughter to assure the succession, my wife gave
up the pretense. She forbade me her bed completely and began to flaunt alover openly, acommon man.
She might aswell have dapped me publicly in the face. But she said, ‘what you had, acommoner in your
bed, | may have aswell.' She became ptegnatvt again and knew that this child was notcould not have
beenmine. | demanded she put our daughter to the test, to face the hounds.”

Alain gasped, then clapped a hand over his mouth. Of course, he could now see what was
coming.
"Shetried to run away with the child. The hounds broke loose that night.”

Even the hounds were slent, asif listening. Sorrow and Rage were young, not more than three
yearsold. Ardent and Terror were the el dest of the hounds. Had they been there that night? Had they
pursued the fleeing pregnant woman and her bastard child? Had one of them been thefirst to catch up to
thefugitives?

Lavadtine spoke s0 softly Alain had to strain to hear him. "On her dying breath she cursed me.
"Y ou will have no heir of your own body. Any woman you marry will dieahorrible death. | swear thisby
the old gods who till walk abroad and whose spawn these hounds are.’ The next year | did my duty and
became betrothed to a young woman of good family. One week before the wedding she was drowned
when her horse inexplicably king's dragon collapsed while she was fording ariver, on her way to our
wedding feast. The year after, | married ayoung widow. She sickened at the feast itself and died of the
flux two days|ater.

"I have not tried to marry again. | want no more deaths on my conscience. But now . . ."
Now? Alain said nothing, but he waited.

Lavastine crossed the carpet to stand in front of Alain's chair. The dim light made him loom
above, more shadow than living man. "l began to wonder last autumn, after | returned from the campaign
againg the Eikaraiders, but | forgot everything under the compulsion. Now, isn't it as obviousto you asit



isto me?"

At firg Alain did not understand what the count wastrying to say. But then he redlized the
hounds were lying every which way about the tent, some by Alain, some by LavastingS chair, some
shifting as Lavastine moved. Alain touched the hem of his new, fine tunic, sewn with embroidered ribbon
S0 rich even as prosperous a householder as Aunt Bel would have to trade achild in exchange for an
arm'slength of such an exquisite piece of fabric.

Lavastinetook one of Alain'shandsin hisand lifted him to hisfeet. His mouth was set in athin,
determined line, and when he spoke, histone alowed for no argument.

"Youaremy son."

JLILA. JL JH. had nightmares. Every night, the dogs came and tore at her flesh, ripping her,
tearing her limb from limb. Every night she would wake, sweeting, heart pounding, and bolt upright in her
blanket until the cool night air washed the stain of fear from her. But it could not wash away her grief.

Then she would weep.

Always Wolfhere dept through these episodes, or pretended to be adeep. She could not tell
which. She did not want to know which it was. He was deeply preoccupied, spoke only when spoken to
or when it was absolutely necessary to get supplies or new mounts. Only once, in an unguarded moment,
did she hear him whisper aname. "Manfred.”

They rode many days. Liath did not keep track of them. Though the skies were clear and perfect
for viewing, she did not follow the course of the moon through the Houses of the Night, the world dragon
that bound the heavens. She did not trace the courses of the planets through those same congtellations.
She did not repeat the lessons Da had taught her over and over again. She did not walk in the city of
memory, so laborioudy built, so carefully maintained for so many years. She mourned and she dreamed.
Sometimes, if she chanced to Sareinto a hearth fire or campfire, she would get a sudden feding shewas
peering through a keyhole, watching a scene that unfolded on the other side of alocked door.

There are spirits burning in the air with wings of flame and eyes asbrilliant as knives. They move
on thewinds of aether that blow above the sphere of the Moon, and now and again their gazefdlslikea
blazing arrow, like the strike of lightning, to the Earth below, and there it sears anything it touches, for
they cannot comprehend the frailty of Earthly life. They are of an elder race and are not so fragile. Their
voices have the snap of fire and their bodies are not bodies as we know them, but the conjoining of fire
and wind, the breath of the fiery Sun coaesced into mind and will.

"But are we not their cousins, then? Were we not born of fire and light? Is our place not here out
beyond the sphere of the Moon, astheir is?"

Thefirst speaker shifts, studying the flames, for he too staresinto the fire and across some
doorway impossible to touch he watches Liath. He ssemsto know sheislistening, that she can see him.
But he speaks to the woman who stands out of sight in the shadows behind him.

"We are not as old asthat, my child. We were not bom of the very elements themselves, though
they wove themsdlvesinto our shaping. We are the children of angels, but we can no longer live cast out
from the Earth which gave us birth.”

Heliftsahand. Liath recognizes him; he has cometo be familiar to her, but he frightens her, not
because he looks threatening but because heis so utterly inhuman, so unlike Da or any of the other
people she knows, those few she has come to care for, even unlike Hugh, who is an abomination but a
fully human one. Heis Aoi, one of the Lost Ones, old, surdysuch isthe authority of his bearingdthough
he looks neither young nor old by any sign she knows how to read. He has the look of Sanglant about
him. That frightens her, too, that seeing this strangely clad mae reminds her bitterly of Sanglant, whom
shewishes only to forget. Never to forget.



"Who areyou?' he askswith smple curiosity, neither angry nor frightened, not like her. "Who are
you who watches through the fire? Where have you found this gateway? How have you brought it to
life?" Across his bare thighsrest the strands of flax heistwining into rope, alonger length each time she
sees him through thefire. But the rope grows dowly, afinger 'sbreadth, a handsbreadth, while days pass
for her as she and Wolfhere ride south and west, seeking King Henry.

She cannot answer him. She cannot spesk through flame. She fears her voice will echo down
unknown passageway's and through vast hidden hdls, that wind and fire will carry it to the ears of those
who are listening for her, seeking her.

The sorcererfor he must be such, to have knowledge and vision togetherplucks a gold feather
from the sheath that encases hisright forearm and tossesit into the flames.

Liath started up, scrambling back asthefire flared up and then, abruptly, died down. She blinked
back tears, streaming from smoke, and wiped her nose. Her face was hot. Behind her, the door dammed
open and Wolfhere walked in from dark night outside.

She sat in the middle of asmall guest housesuch as the abbot granted to Eagles, not the best of
his accommodations but not the worst eitherat the Monastery of Hersford. The fire snapped and burned
merrily, innocent of any sorcery. She might have dreamed . . . but it was no dream. When she dreamed,
she dreamed of the Eika dogs. "What did you find out?" she asked. Wolfhere coughed and wiped his
hands together, dusting something off them. "Henry and the court celebrated the Feast of St. Susannah
here, but they were called away west. According to Father Bardo, Sabellaraised an army and Henry
had to ride west to meet her, before she entered Wendar. She removed Biscop Constance from the
biscop's chair at Autun and set another woman there as biscop in her place. And took Constance
prisoner, aswell."

Liath set her elbow on her knee and her head on ahand. She was very tired, now, and did not
much care for the troubles and intrigues of the noble lords. " Sabellawould have done better to send her
army againg Bloodheart,” she muttered.

"Wdl," said Wolfhere, "the great princes most often think of their own advantage, not that of
others. Father Bardo does not know what happened to the king, or if it came to battle. Come now, well
deep and ride out a dawn."

She dreaded deeping, but in the end her exhaustion drew her down, and down, and down .. . . ..
. into the crypt at Gent, where corpses lay strewn

among the pale tombs of the holy dead and the dogs fed so voracioudy she could hear the
cracking of bones. ..

She started awake in acold swest, heart racing. Ai, Lady! How much more of thismust she
suffer? Wolfhere dept on the other sde of the fire, which lay in cold ashes, as cold as her heart. Only one
wink of heat remained, aflash of gold anong the gray.

Without thinking, she reachedand plucked from the dead ashes of the fire agold feather.

HjbINJKY held court in the great hall of the biscop's paace in Autun, histhree children Stting on
hisright Sde, hissster Constance and other trusted counselors on hisleft. Earlier, in the cathedrd,
Biscop Congtancerestored to her positionhad celebrated L uciasmass, one of the fourquarters masses of
the year. Rosvitaknew that the mathematici gave these other names, the spring and fal equinoxes and the
summer and winter solstices, but she preferred to think of them as the masses celebrating the blessed
Daisan's four missionary disciples, those who carried the Holy Word to the four quarters of the Earth:
Marian, Lucia, Matthias, and Candlemass, known to the old pagans as Dhearc, the dark night of the sun.
Thislast wasthe feast of St. Peter the Disciple, burned dive as a sacrifice to the fire god of the Jinna
when hewould not recant hisfaith in the God of Unities.



After mass, Henry and his court had returned to the great hall where feasting would continue late
into the night, for thiswas midsummer and the sun stayed long in the sky, celebrating the triumph of the
Divine Logos, the Holy Word, and the promiseit offered of the Chamber of Light.

But Henry had business to conduct. He sat beside his sister and gathered hisfolk together. They
waited in orderly lines, crowding in from outside, more even than the people who had marched with him,
for many of the more progperous natives of Autun had also cometo see the king and pledge their loyalty.

On this occasion, Henry wore his clothofgold robes of sate, and in hisleft hand he held his
scepter, symbol of the king's justice, and on hisright hand he wore the gold ring of sovereignty. On his
slvering hair rested the heavy crown, studded with jewd s. Biscop Constance blessed him and anointed
him with oil blessed by the skopos hersdalf and scented with attar of roses.

Thuswas he confirmed in the eyes of his court and of the people of Autun astheir king, chosen
and gpproved by the divine wisdom of Our Lord and Lady.

"Let justice be served,” said Henry to the multitudes. He called before him the heirs of Duke
Rodulf.

Rosvitafelt some sympathy for the young man who came forward, hisretainers cowering like
frightened dogs at his hedls. He had none of Rodulf's bluff authority and wasin any case barely past his
magjority. The duke had probably brought the boy along to get hisfirst taste of war, only to have the poor
child beforced to witness hisfather's death.

"Who areyou?' Henry demanded, athough he knew perfectly well who the young man was.

"I am Rodulf, son of Rodulf and Ida." The boy's color was high, and his hands trembled, but he
did not disgrace himsdif.

"Do you speek for the heir of Varingia?'
"I speak for my elder sgter, Y olande, who was named heir by my father five yearsago.”
"And whereisshe now?"

"Aat ArlandaHolding, the fortress built by my father." Y oung Rodulf bit hislip and waited. The
penalty for treason was, of course, degth.

"Let her present herself to me before Matthiasmass,” said Henry. He extended ahand, asif
beckoning, and the young man practicdly flung himsdlf forward onto hiskneesbefore the king. "'If she
does 5o, | will demand these things from her in return for clemency. Fifty of Varingiasfinest horses, for
my stables. Gold vessals and vestments to adorn the cathedral in Autun, as recompense for the insult
given Biscop Congtance. A convent founded in the name of my mother, Queen Mathilda. And you,
young Rodulf, with ten young noblemen of good character, to join my Dragons and protect my kingdom."

The boy began to weep. The crowd murmured, impressed by the king's justiceand his mercy.
Rodulf'sfamily wasno kin of his, so he could easly have taken their livesin payment for their treachery.
Rosvitanodded. Thiswasthe wiser course.

"I shdl carry the message, Y our Mgesty,” said the boy. "We shall abideloydly by your sde
from now on. | swear it." Constance brought forward ardiquary which contained the thighbone and a
scrap of the robe once worn by St. Thomas the Apostle, and young Rodulf kissed the jeweled box and
then theking'sring, to sed hisoath.

"L et Biscop Antonia be brought before me," said the king.

Under heavy guard, Biscop Antoniawas brought before Henry. She had her hands clasped in
front of her, and she beamed as fondly on him as she might on afavored nephew.



Henry sighed. "Y ou are under the protection of the church, Y our Grace, so dthough you have
conspired against me, | am forced to send you to Darre and let you plead your cause to the skopos
hersalf. Let her judge your treachery.”

"I have not forsworn my oath to the church, Y our Mgesty,” said Antoniasweetly. "1 doubt not
the skopos will pass judgment in my favor." She was attended by only one cleric, the one known as
Heribert.

Constance moved forward, looking grim. "What of your other attendants, Biscop Antonia? Half
of them are dead and the rest soon to die of a disease which strikes none but them, not even the holy
nuns who have ministered to them asthey lay dying.”

"I grieve," said Antonia, "but even | cannot interfere with the hand of Our Lord, when with His
sword He cuts the thread that binds usto life.”

"There are some who have accused you of sorcery,” continued Constance, determined to have
thisout now. Shedid not look at Henry for permission, nor did he attempt to stop her. She wasthe only
other person here whose spiritua rank was equa to Antonias, and no secular power could intervene.
"There are some who speak of amulets fashioned by your clerics at your order, and that their suffering is
the mark of this cruel sorcery, the same sorcery that brought a guivre to the battleground and let Sabella's
soldierswalk free of harm from its gaze while Henry's sol diers were stricken to stone.™

Antoniaunclasped her hands and raised them, pams up, in agesture of innocence. "If thelr
suffering isamark of sorcery, and | the sorcerer who devised such amulets, then how isit | stand
untouched by disease? How isit that Heribert" Here she signed toward the young cleric who stood, as
aways, one step behind her. "remains unstained as well? Many things cause disease, including evil spirits.
| am sorry they are suffering, and | do what | am allowed to ease their pain, for it grieves me sordly, but
what has stricken them comes from other hands than mine.”

"Enough,” said Henry suddenly, interrupting just as Constance took a bregth to speek again. "We
have gone over thisahundred times, and | no longer wish to speak of it. Biscop Antoniawill be taken
under guard to the skoposin Darre, there to stand trial accused of certain sorceries condemned by the
church at the Council of Narvone.”

Antoniawas led away with her retinue of one. But even from her vantage point to the left of the
king'sthrone, Rosvita could see no sign of fear or regret or repentance in the old biscop's expression.
Shelooked, indeed, as angdlic as an ancient faultless grandmother who has seen al her children and
grandchildren grow to adulthood.

Henry sat for along whilein silence. The crowd did « not grow restless; indeed, they scarely
dtirred. They knew that next, surely, hewould cal his Sster Sabellabefore him.

Findly, he made asign, and young Duchess Liutgard came forward. "I will now agree to speak
to thewoman you hold in your custody,” he said.

Liutgard gave a curt assent and glanced once up a Rosvita, asif to thank her for her part in
saving Henry from rash action.

When Sabellawas brought into the hall the hush was so profound that Rosvita thought she heard
the barking of houndsin the distance. Perhaps she was hearing things, or perhaps some lord kept kennels
nearby.

Sabellarefused to knedl before her brother. Henry did not rise and go forward to greet her, nor
did he extend his hand for her to kiss. Rosvitadid not think Sabellawould have granted him that honor,
that homage, in any case.

"What do you haveto say?" he asked instead, gaze jumping past her for amoment to linger on
her entourage, whose expressions were certainly more contrite and fearful than herswas. A servant



wiped spittle off Duke Berengar'slips. Y oung Tdliastood pdlid in agreen silk gown, looking morelikea
captured fawn than the princess she was.

Rosvitaglanced toward the other princesses, Henry's daughters. Sapientiawas, of amercy,
behaving circumspectly today, holding her temper, her tongue, and her enthusiasm in check. She sat as
gtill as she was able and watched the proceedings with adark and avid gaze, asif soakingitin, asif
playing hersdf in therole of queen. The poal of stillnessthat surrounded Theophanu was of a colder kind;
she had no expression on her face, nor did she react when each judgment was passed. Even young
Ekkehard, who hdf the time looked asif he was about to fall adeep, had jumped and murmured in
surprise a the clemency Henry had shown to Duke Rodulfs heirs. Next to these three handsome and
robust children, Tdliawasacolorlessbloom, lost in the glare of her mother's ambitions.

"I have nothing to say," said Sabella. Henry'swrath was evident though he did not lose himself
now to hisanger. ™Y ou have conspired againg the rightful king of Wendar and Varre, anointed by the
hand of the skopos, named by our father, Arnulf, as hisher, confirmed as such by the great princes of
the realm. Thisistreason, and the punishment for treason isdeath.” A gasp from the multitudes, quickly
dtifled. Every soul crowded into the hall strained forward. The air itself seemed not to breathe or to alow
for any bresth, for even therise and fal of asingle chest might stain the clarity of sght and hearing that
reigned withinthe hall.

"But we are kin, and you wear the gold torque of the royal house." Henry did not touch the one
hewore at hisneck, but Sabellaasif involuntarilyreached up to touch hers. "I will not stain my hands, nor
the hands of my children, with the blood of my kin. But this| will do. Thisjudgment | will pass." Herose.

"Your child, Tdlia, | take asmy ward and remove to my custody. Y our husband, Berengar, duke
of Arconia, | judge unfit to rule, and | strip from him hisrank as duke. He will retire to Hersford
Monastery, where the holy brotherswill care for him asisfitting. And you, Sabella’

No one moved. No one spoke.

"Fromyou dso | strip thetitle of duchess, and from your heir | takethistitle, for al time. The
duchy of Arconiaiswithout aduke, and so it comesto meto dispose of thistitle and the authority it
grants. | giveit now into the hands of my sister, Constance, Biscop of Autun, and you | giveinto her
custody, as you once held her unwillingly inyours™

The crowd could no longer restrain its astonishment. They burst into a haze of noise so loud
Rosvita could scarely hear hersdlf think. Sapientia, echoing the crowd, leaped to her feet and a moment
later, sheepishly, with her brother tugging on her deeve, seated herself. Theophanu had not stirred, but
she had athin smile on her face.

Sabdla said nothing, showed nothing except a deadly and bitter anger, but there was nothing she
could do. She had gambled and she had lost. Dukeno longer duke! Berengar was blowing his nose onto
hisdeeve, and at once his servingmen led him away. Poor man. He would be better taken care of inthe
monastery, Rosvita supposed. Taliawas crying. Tears made her fair skin blotchy and her nose red.
Sabdlaturned and snapped angry words at her daughter, but it was too noisy for Rosvita to make them
out.

What agreat roar of sound therewas in the hall, shouts of "Henry! King Henry!" and others,
acclaiming Constance as duke and biscopan unprecedented act, to combine the two titlesin one person.
But Constance was being rewarded, of course, for her constancy. And the people of Autun were clearly
happy about it; they loved their biscop.

Except Rosvita could not understand why she heard the sound of hounds barking so loudly and a
sudden edge to the ovation of the crowd. " Clear the way!" someone cried. "Out of theway!" shrieked a
woman. "Lord protect us Devil's spawn!™ Quickly, guards hustled Sabella and her retinue aside. Into the
hall came amost astounding procession, the last fugitive, the only one unaccounted for after the battle:



Count Lavastine and hisfamous black hounds. With him walked his captain and afindydressed youth
caught in that twilight between boy and man.

King Henry blinked severd times, but that was the only sign he gave of his astonishment. The
count walked boldly forward and stopped below the king's dais. He did not knedl.

"Last year," said Lavagtine, "you sent an Eagle to request my presence on your progress. | have
come."

Thiswas so brash that Henry almost laughed. But the Situation was too grave for laughter.

"Itislate, and the summonswaslong ago,” said Henry, "and you rode dl thisway in strange
company, Count Lavadtine.”

"So | did, Your Mgesty, but not of my ownwill. | have witnessesto prove that another's hand
controlled me and that | did not march with Lady Sabellabecause | wished to, but because | was
compelled to.”

"It isagood excuse, Count Lavastine. Indeed, an elaborate and cunning one, now that Biscop
Antonia has aready been accused of other condemned acts of sorcery.”

These words were spoken so harshly that Rosvita expected Lavastine to respond in kind, but for
once heredrained hisfamousirritability. "I will give sworn testimony before your clerics” said the count.
"I have otherswho will bear witnessin my favor including, | hope, my kinsman Lord Geoffrey, whom |
treated very badly while under this compulson.”

"Y our testimony will be sent south with, the party who accompanies Biscop Antoniato the
skopos," said Henry. "But | will tell you truly, Count Lavastine, that | know you withdrew your forces
from thefield of battle whilethetide till flowed in Sabellasfavor. Thiswill tdl in your favor, when |
come to passjudgment on you. But tell me, we al thought you had escaped. Why do you come before
usnow? | know you have no love for me."

"l am not aconspirator, Your Mgesty, and | intend to clear mysdlf of these charges. | have
nothing to hide. But | do have aboon to ask of you."

"Ah," said Henry.

parting "Ah," whispered Theophanu, her mouth dightly as she leaned forward, intent now.

"He wants something,” murmured Sapientiawisely to Ekkehard. "That iswhy he has come here
now when he could have escaped back to his own lands."

"Hush," said Congtance.

The crowd quieted. Therewas agreat rustling of cloth as people shifted position. The hounds
that sat in attendance on Lavastinethe only retinue he needed growled. One rose up and bared itsteeth at
an importunate lord who inched too close.

That was when the strange thing happened. Count Lavastine did not move. His captain, of
course, got a brief sck look on hisface. It waswell known that Lavastine must be a fine and generous
lord to command the loyalty of so many good servants and soldiers, since they were any of them a any
timelikely to rended limb from body by the black hounds.

But the youth spoke a quiet word, and the hounds subsided.

"Kned beforethe king,” said Lavagtine, and the boy came forward obediently and knelt. He was
tal, lanky, with black hair and amazingly clear eyes, he was not precisely handsome or e egant, but
Rosvitafound that it cheered her heart in some inexplicable way to look upon him.

"You know | am twwx NKviwitd easvd * «vttvoiav & « Yveli," sad Lavasting, "and unlikely to
get one now, for reasons | have long since confessed and done penance for. So | come before you, Y our



Magesty, to ask this of you. That thisyouth, my bastard child Alain, be recognized as my heir so he may
inherit my title and my landswhen | am dead.”

Lady above! Rosvitas kneesamost gave out from under her. She turned her gaze to sudy
Henry's expression. Indeed, by the crawling fegling she had on her shoulders and her back, everyone
looked at Henry. His childrenhisthree legitimate childrenstared fiercely at him. Constance had laid the
back of ahand against her cheek, and her eyeswere closed.

Inthe slent hall, alaugh rang ouit.

"What will do you?' cried Sabellamockingly. "What will you do, brother? Make one bastard a
count, and the other one aking?"

Henry made asharp and angry sign with hisright hand. The guards escorted Sabella out of the
hall and back to the tower where she was being held prisoner.

Henry took one step down from the dais and laid his ringed hand on the boy's head. He met
Lavastine's gaze, and the two men remained locked that way for some moments.

"Many alord might claim abastard so as not to lose their [ands to an unloved kinsman. How can
you provethis?'

"My deacons keep careful records of al the births and desths at Lavas Holding, but | believe you
need no better proof than this" Lavastine whistled.

The hounds swarmed forward, and even Henry stepped quickly back up onto the dais. The
youth started up, eyeswide, and called the hounds to order. Like so many meek retainers, they obeyed
him ingtantly and threw themselves at his feet. When Henry took a step forward, they growled.

The boy snapped hisfingers and chased them back to a safe distance away from the king.
"What of you, child?" theking said, looking findly a the youth. "What isyour name?"

"l am caled Alain, Your Mgesty." He had aclear voice, and he did not fater in hiswords, nor
did he speak coarsaly, as alowborn boy would have.

"Isit true?'
He bowed his head modestly. "' Count Lavastine has acknowledged me as his son."”
"What do you know of your birth?"

"I was born in Lavas Holding to an unmarried woman who died three days after | was born. |
wasraised by

freeholdersin Osnavillage and promised to the church. But" he related quickly astory of Eika
and aburned monastery. "So | cameto Lavas Holding to servefor ayear.”

"And saved my life," interrupted Lavastine, who had been tapping his feet impatiently throughout
thisrecital, "and freed me from the compulsion laid on me by sorcery. | was not thefirst to suggest the
connection, indeed, Y our Mgesty. Prater Agius, who served at my holding, mentioned the matter to me
some months ago, but | was hesitant to believe him." Constance lowered her hand from her face. Henry
blinked severa moretimes and raised ahand to hislips. "Thisisthe youth who killed the guivre, then!" he
exclaimed. "Many storieswere told of what happened that day, but we searched and none could find the
man who saved my kingdom. Come, child, kissmy hand."

Alain glanced back at Lavadtineat hisfatherand then knelt before the king and was granted the
sgnd honor of being allowed to kiss his hand.

"This cannot go unrewarded,” said Henry. He had gained in spirits since the bitter confrontation
with his sster. Indeed, he appeared almost eated.



Rosvita had asudden fegling that Henry was about to commit an act whose repercussions would
haunt him for along, long time. She stepped forward, raised arand to gain the king's attentionbut it was
too late.

"By my power as king of Wendar and Varre and by theright of law recorded in acapitulary from
the time of Emperor Taillefer, | grant you, Lavastine, Count of Lavas, the right to name this youth asthe
heir of your blood, though he is not born of alegitimate union. He may succeed to your title and to the
authority vested in thet title over your lands. Let my words become law. Let them be recorded in
writing."

Ai, Lady. Everyone knew what this meant, why Henry's expression was so triumphant. He had
made his choice. Now it remained only to see it through. Sapientia kate eluott started to her feet so
suddenly her chair tipped over; she began to speak, stopped hersdlf, and bolted from the hal instead.
Ekkehard gaped. Theophanu raised one expressive eyebrow but made no other sign.

"Henry," muttered Constance softly enough that no one but Rosvita and the handful of others
crowded onto the dais could hear her, "do you know what you are doing?'

"I know what | am doing,” said Henry. "And it ispast time| did it. Long past time. Heisthe only
onel cantrust to take my place as sovereign king when | take my leave of this Earth and pass up through
the spheres to the Chamber of Light."

Congtance drew the Circle at her breast to avert ill omen.

"No one," proclaimed Henry, louder now, "and no argument, can sway me from this course.”
From the doors came a shout.

"Eaglesl Makeway for Eagles!”

They camein haste, two of them, travelworn and weary. One was young and startlingly dark, as
if asummer's sun had burned her so brown her skin had stayed that way. She bore atouch of summer's
brightnesswith her till, o much that the eye lingered on her.

The other was Wolfhere, who had been banned from Henry's presence and Henry's court many
years ago. But he strode forward with no sign that he rememberedor chose to obeythat ban. The young
woman looked riven by sorrow, the strong lines of her face set in amask of wretchedness and hopeless
longing. Wolfherelooked grim. Behind her, Rosvita heard the two Eagles, Hathui and her young
companion, gasp out loud.

"No," murmured Hathui to the younger one, "Do not go forward. We must wait our turn.”

"She's wearing an Eagle's badge,” whispered the younger one. She sounded ready to burst into
tears.

"Al, Lady," swore Hathui. "Look at their faces.” And was silent.
Thetwo new Eagles paused before the dais.

"Why have you come before me," demanded the king, "when you know you are forbidden my
presence?!

"We come from Gent," said Wolfhere, "and we bear grievous news. Gent hasfdlen to an Eika
assault, and the Dragons have been wiped out, every one. Prince Sanglant is dead.”

"Lady," breathed Henry, clapping a hand to his chest. He spoke no other word. He could not
Speak.
Rosvitasaw at once he was paralyzed by thisterrible, terrible news. And because someone must

act, she did s0, though she fdlt asif someone else was acting, not her. She went to him and took hisarm.
Almost collapsed herself, because hiswhole weight fell on her and he appeared so close to fainting that it



was only with the aid of the Eagle, Hathui, that she got him out of the hall and into the private chapel that
opened onto agarden behind it.

There, he threw himsdf onto the stone floor in front of the Hearth, in his gold robes, heedless of
the crown tumbling to the floor, heedless of his scepter, which dipped from nervelessfingers. He groped
at his chest and drew from next to his skin an old scrap of cloth stained arusty red.

He could not weepnot as the king must weep, easily and to show his sympathy for those of his
people who suffer. This pain was far too deep for tears.

"My heart,” he murmured into the unyielding stone, "my heart istorn from me." He pressed the
clothto hislips.

Hathui wept to see him.

Rosvitadrew the Circle at her breast and then she knelt before the Hearth, beside the prostrate
king, and began to chant the prayer for dead souls.

After the hal was cleared and she and Wolfhere given bread and mead, after some hushed
consultation between various noble lords and ladies whose names she did not know and whose faces dll
blurred into asingle unrecognizable one, Liath was escorted to asmall chapdl.

Wolfhere did not come with her. Indeed, she saw they prevented him and led him away by
another hdl. A fine proud woman in biscop's vestments brought her before the king, who sat on abench,
no longer in hisfinerobes and regdia. He was held upright by acleric and severd other atendants, one
of whom wiped hisface repestedly with adamp cloth. Liath kndlt before him. Hisright hand clutched an
old bloodstained rag.

"Tdl me" hesad hoarsdly.

Shewant to beg him not to make her tell, not to relive the fall of Gent. Not again, Lady, please.
But she could not. She was an Eagle, the king's eyes, and it was her duty to tell him everything.

Not everything. Some things she could notand would nottell anyone: Sanglant's face closeto
hers, thelight in hiseyes, the grim set of hismouth, the bitter irony in his voice when hetold her, "Make
no marriage. " Thefed of his skin when she had touched him, unbidden, on the cheek. No, not that.
Those were her memories and not to be shared with anyone else. No one need know she loved him. No
onewould ever know, not even Sanglant. Especialy not Sanglant.

Tdling the story would belike living through it again. But she had no choice. They dl watched
her, waiting. Among the crowd stood Hathui, and the Eagle nodded, once, briskly, at her. That gesture
gave her courage. She cleared her throat and began.

Bardly, barely she managed to get the words out. Terribleit wasto be the bringer of this baeful
news, and worse till to relate the story with the king staring at her asif he hated her, for whom else could
he hate?

Shedid not blame him. She would have hated hersdlf too, did hate hersdlf in away for living
when so many had died. At last she sumbled to a hdt, having spoken the last and most damning part of
the tde, the vison seen through fire. She expected them to question her closdly, perhapsto lead her awvay
in chainsasasorcerer. Theking lifted ahand weskly, haf agesture. It was al he could manage.

"Come," said the biscop. Sheled Liath awvay. Outside, she stopped with her under the arched
loggiathat opened out into a pretty garden, lilies and roses and brash marigolds. ™Y ou are Wolfhere's
discipla?’ she asked, using the Dariyan word.

"I?No. | don't know. | am newly cometo the Eagles, just after Mariansmass.”
"Y et you dready wear the Eagl€'s badge.”



Liath covered her eyeswith ahand, briefly, stifling tears.

"What you saw in thefire" said the biscop, going on in what she perhagps meant to be agentler
voice, "isknown to us as one of the arts by which certain Eagles can see. Do not fear, child. Not all
sorcery iscondemned by the church. Only that which isharmful.”

Liath risked raiang her head. The biscop was quite ayoung woman, redly, pae and eegant in
her fine vestments and tasseled biscop's mitre.

"Y ou are Congtance!" exclaimed Liath, remembering the lineages Da had taught her, "Biscop of
Autun."

"So | am,” said Biscop Congtance. "And | am evidently now Duchess of Arconia, too." She said
thiswith ahint of irony, or perhaps sadness. "Where were you educated, child?'

"My Dataught me" said Liath, now cursing the fate that had separated her from Wolfhere. She
did not have the strength to fend off pointed questioning of her past kate e uott and her gifts, and certainly
not from a noblewoman of Congtance's education and high rank. "Begging your pardon, Y our Grace. |
am very tired. We have ridden so far, and so quickly, and" Almost the sob got out, but she choked it
back.

"And you have lost someone who is dear to you," said the biscop, and in her own face Liath saw
asudden and surprising compassion. "One of my clericswill show you to the barracks, where the Eagles
takethar rest.”

A dericled her to the stables. There she found hersdf onein aloft above the sdls. Shutters
had been thrown open, admitting the last of the daylight. She flung hersalf down on the hay, then rose
again, wiping her nose, and paced. It was asif, reciting the awful tale, she had passed some of her
numbing grief off onto King Henry. Now she was too restless to rest. Grooms murmured below. She
was utterly alone.

For thefirst timein months, for the first time since Hugh had taught her the rudiments of
Arethousand | those damned impaossible verbsi she was done.

Carefully, shelifted The Book of Secrets out of her saddlebags and unwrapped it. She opened it
to the centrd text, that ancient, fragile papyrus, dry under her skin as sheran afinger aong the line of
text, written in alanguage she did not recognize but glossed here and there in Arethousan. The
Arethousan letters were till strange to her, but as she concentrated, opening doorsin her city of memory,
finding the hall where she had stored her memory of the Arethousan aphabet, she could transpose them
in her mind into the more familiar Dariyan letters and thus form words, some of which she had learned
from Hugh, most of which were meaninglessto her.

At the very top of the page, above the actud text, was written asingle word in Arethousan:
krypte.

"Hidethis," she whispered and felt asudden, sharp painin her chest. Hidethis.

She put a hand over her mouth, breathed in, calming herself, and then studied the text benesth.
The letters that made up the text were totaly foreign to her, unlike Arethousan letters, unlike the more
common Dariyan |etters, perhaps, faintly, they resembled the curling grace of Jinnaletters although these
had a squarer profile. She could not read them nor even imagine what language thiswas.

But adifferent hand had glossed the first long sentence with Arethusan words benesth, trandating
it; only that first sentence had been glossed completely. On the other pages brief glosses appeared here
and there, acommentary on the text. But this sentence, a least, she could read part of. Perhapsit gavea
clue asto the subject of the text. Perhaps that had been the scribesintent in trandating that entire first
sentence.



Paingtakingly, pausing now and again to listen for the movements of the grooms below, she
sounded out the first sentence.

Polloi epekheiresan anataxafthal diegesink peri ton peplerophoremenon en hemin teraton, edoxe
kamoi parekol outhekoti anothen pasin akribds kathexes, soi grapsai, kratista Theophile, hinaepignois
peri hon katekhethls logon ten asphdean.

Thelight was getting dim, too dim for anyone to readexcept someone who had salamander eyes.

"Many people..." she whispered, knowing the first word, and then skipped words until shefound
another word she knew and here she stopped short, heart pounding, bresth tight in her throat. ... about
magical omens..." She skipped back to the pluperfect verb, such an odd form that Hugh had taken pains
to point out theformto her, "... magica omenswhich have been fulfilled among us. It seemed good to me
..." Here again followed words she did not know, and then, again and suddenly, one shedid. "... dl the
things from the heavens ... to you to write about..." She shut her eyes, so filled with commingled horror
and stark excitement that for amoment she thought her emotions would rend her in two like the Eika
dogs. "Theophilus." That wasaman's name. "... o that you may know about these these words? These
spelIsT Could it be spdlls?™... in which you have been ingtructed by word of mouth ..." The last word she
did not know.

Her hands shook. Her breath camein gasps. All the things from the heavens.

She heard voices below. Hastily she bundled up the book and stuck it away into her saddlebags
just as people came up the ladder. 1t was Wolfhere and Hathui. Hanna was with them. All the
excitement, dl the grief, dl the days of longing and hope and sorrow, overwhelmed Liath. She threw
hersdlf into Hanna's arms and both of them burst into wrenching sobs, the release of so many weeks of
tenson and fear.

"We mugt pray for Manfred's soul,” Wolfhere said. He wiped atear from his seamed face. They
knelt together and prayed.

Afterward Wolfhere rose and paced. "I would give you Manfred's badge, if | could, Hanna," he
sad. "Though you did not see him die, you rode with him, and that counts for the same. Y ou havein any
caseearned it twice over." Hesighed. "But it is now beyond recovery. Will you wait? 1 will commisson a
new oneto be made."

Hannahdld tightly to Liath and Hathui, till holding their hands, and she nodded gravely. " So will
it bedone" said Wolfhere. "I must return to the king,” said Hathui. Sheleft. "It islate, and we have
ridden far and al suffered much,” said Wolfhereto the other two. "Let usrest.”

Liath found hersdlf a palet on which to deep, aricher bed than any she had lain in since Hugh.

No. Shewas Safe now. She need fear him no longer. She set her sword, her good friend, beside
her. Reached into the bowcase to touch the wood and horn of her bow, Seeker of Hearts. Last, she
settled her saddlebags next to her body. She felt the book like balm against her soul and, nestled against
it, hidden as well, the gold feather; she had hope now that she might in time puzzle out the secret of the
inner text.

For thefirgt ingtant she feared deeping, but she was so very very tired she could no longer fight it
off.

Hannalay down beside her and put her arms around her. "I thought you were dead,” she
whispered. "Oh, Liath, | an so glad you are dive.”

Liath kissed her on the cheek and wiped the last tear from her face. There was nothing more she
could do, not now, except to rest and pray that her path would seem clearer in the morning. There was
so much she had to learn and so much she must discover about hersdlf, about the book, al the things Da
had hidden from her for dl these years.



krypte. "Hidethis"

"Trust no one." Dahad not meant to leave her done. He had meant to protect her, for aslong as
he could.

"l loveyou, Da," she whispered.
Seegping in her friend's embrace, she did not dream.

would not leave the chapd, or perhaps he smply could not. At last, with the efforts of severa
servants, he was taken to the bedchamber set aside for hisuse. There helay silent and unmoving on the
bed, not because he dept but because he did not have the strength to stand or to kneel orevento mourn.
His children camein, Theophanu shepherding atrembling Ekkehard. No tears stained Theophanu's face,
but she was pale. Sapientiawas sobbing noisly. Asagirl, Rosvitarecalled, Sapientiahad idolized
Sanglant, had followed him like a puppy even to the point of being annoying, but Sanglant had never lost
his temper with hernot that he had had much of atemper, being in al things atractable child. It might be
that Sapientiatruly mourned him, despite her jealousy at her father's preference for the bastard over the
eldest legitimate child.

Rosvita had never observed that Sapientiawas capable of duplicity.

Margrave Judith appeared in the doorway, spoke to a servant, and was ushered insde. She
walked over to Rosvita. "News from Kassd," Judith murmured, eyeing the king with interest
andperhapspity. "Helmut Villam has taken aturn for the better. It appearshe will live."

Roused by thiswhispering, Henry pushed himsdlf up, though it was clearly exhausting for him to
move at dl. His face was graven with sorrow; he had aged ten yearsin one hour.

"Isit Villam you spesk of 7' he sad. "What news?'

"Hewill live" said Rosvitain acam voice, which was surely what the king needed at this
deperate time rather than more hysteria.

Sapientiacaught in asob and let it out, bursting into anew stream of tears.

Henry shut hiseyes. Slowly, helifted ahand, the cloth, to hisface. He murmured something, a
word. No, it wasaname: "Alia"

Thetouch of the old rag gppeared to give him strength. "'l want him gonel” he said. "Gone! Out
of my sight. Send him south to Darre with the escort for Biscop Antonia™

"Whom, Y our Mgesty?'

"Wolfhere! But keep the other one here, the one who also witnessed. Whereis Hathui?"
She stepped out from the shadow by the doorway. "I am here, Y our Mgjesty.”
"Youwill stay by my side" he ordered.

"Yes, Your Mgesty."

"Itistime," he continued. His voice broke on the words, and yet none there would have mistaken
him for anyone but the king. "Sapientia”" Startled, the young woman flung herself to her kneesand
clutched at the bedcovers, bowing her head. Henry reached out but did not quite touch her hair. This
mark of affection he could not quitenot now, not ever, perhapsbring

himsdlf to show for her. ™Y ou will ride out in the morning on your heir's progress.”
Her sobs ceased. She began to speak.

Heturned his back on her. "Go," he said, the word muffled by the cloth in which he buried his
face.



Rosvita began to move forward, to lead Sapientiaaway before she did something foolish, but
Judith forestdled her. "Let me" said the margrave. "'l will see sheis outfitted and sent properly on her

way."
"Thank you,"” murmured Rosvita.

The margrave led Sapientiafrom the room. The servants hovered nervoudy, but Henry did not
move. He had done what was necessary. He had done what should have been done months ago, but she
was not about to tell him that now. Sanglant was a brave man and agood soulhaf human though it
washut he was not meant to be king. She sighed, heartfelt. The servants brought water and cloth to bathe
theking'sface.

Theophanu glanced toward Rosvita and asked a question with her expression. Rosvita shook her
head. Better to take the living children away so as not to remind him of the dead one. With adight nod,
Theophanu led Ekkehard out of the chamber.

Henry did not respond, not when his servants offered him wine, not when they bathed hisface.
He was as stone, lost to the world. Together with the Eagle, Rosvitastood vigil beside him long into the
dark night.

ALAIN could not deep. The bed he had been given was too soft and too warm and too
comfortable. He just could not deep. The hounds snored softly. Count Lavastine snored, too, in ahushed
counterpoint to the hounds. Unlike maost noblemen, Lavastine did not deep

in aroom with his servants; no one dared deep within range of the unchained hounds. Perhapsit
wasthe very lack of bodiesthat made Alain keep starting awake. He had never dept so privately before.
In Aunt Bel'slonghouse here were full thirty people deeping a night, and in the stables

Not my Aunt Bel any longer.
He sat bolt upright for perhaps the tenth time, and Sorrow woke and whined softly, seeking his
hand and licking it.

Lavagtings heir. Thisin hiswildest dreams he had never imagined. He knew at that moment he
would degp no more this night, so he rose and dressed quietly and dipped outside, Sorrow at his hedls.
Rage dept peacefully and did not stir.

Outside, aservant wokeingtantly. "My lord, may | escort you?"'

How quickly they changed their treatment of him. But he was Lavastine's heir now, sedled by the
king's own words. He would control their fates and their familiesin ten or twenty years. He knew better,
from serving in alord's household, than to try to go anywhere done. It would never be alowed.

"Isthere achapd nearby?' he asked. "1 wishto pray.”

One of the biscop's clerics was found and Alain was escorted to atiny chapd whose Hearth
bore afine jeweed rdiquary box sitting in muted splendor on the polished wood of the dtar. The chapdl
was not empty. A servant girl knelt on the stone before the Hearth, polishing the pavement with her own
skirts.

In the next ingtant, just before she looked up, like amouse caught in the act of nibbling at the
cheese, he recognized her.

"My lady!" he said, aghast to find Taliaon her knees on the stone wiping the flagstone with her
fine silk skirts. Her hands were red, rubbed amost raw by the unaccustomed work.

She stared at him, eyeswide and frightened. "I pray you," she said in awhisper, "do not send me
away. Let me unburden mysdlf before Our Lady in thisfashion, by thework of my hands, thoughitis



unworthy of Her regard.”

"But surely you do not wish to ruin that fine cloth?' Alain could just imagine what Aunt Bel would
say if shesaw gk of that quaity being used to sweep floors, however holy.

"Theriches of Earth are as dust to the glory of the heavens and the Chamber of Light. So did
Prater Agius preach.”

"Y ou heard Agius preach?'

"Did you not hear him aswell?" she asked timidly. She came forward, till on her knees, and
clasped Alain's handsin hers, dmost in supplication. Y ou were his companion. He saw that you were of
noble birth before any other did, isthat not true? Was his vision not agift to him from the Lady Hersdlf?
Did he not preach the true Word of the blessed Daisan's sacrifice and redemption?”

"That isheresy," Alain whispered, glancing around, but they remained donein the chapd.
Sorrow sat panting by the door, and no man dared enter because of him.

"Itisnot heresy,” shefinished, her pale face taking color as shetook heart from whatever
memory she had of Agius preaching. ™Y ou must acknowledgeit. Y ou heard him. Y ou must know it isthe
truth.”

"I" 1t made him deeply uncomfortable to have a princess who wore the gold torque marking her
royd kinship knedling in front of himand speaking of heresy, in abiscop's palace. "Y oumust rise,
Princess." Hetried to tug her to her feet, but she was either stronger than she looked or holding fast to
her purpose. Her hands were warm on his, warming his, and he looked into her face and did not
understand what he saw there.

"l pray King Henry will put mein the church,” shesaid, saringup a Alain.

Or marry her to me. The thought popped unbidden into Alain's mind. He was so stricken by it
that helet go of her hands and sat down on the nearest bench. Ai, blessed Lord and Lady. Hewasa
lord, now, heir to the count of Lavas. He could think about marriage.

"Then, when | am made deacon, | will preach,” she said in afierce whisper. "'l will preach the
Holy Word Agius taught me, though the skopos cdllsit heresy. If they condemn mefor it, then | will bea
martyr, as he was, and ascend to the Chamber of Light where the saints and the martyrslivein the
blazing light of Our Lady's gaze and Her Son's swest glory.”

Alain amost laughed, not a her but at the strange path that had brought him here to this chapel
onthisnight.

Serve me, the Lady of Battles had said, and she had given to him a bloodred rose as her token,
asthe sign of her favor. He had served, aswell as he was able. He had ridden to war. He had broken the
compulsion laid by sorcery on Lavastine, and he had killed the guivre, though only because of Agius
sacrifice. He had tried aways to do what was right, though sometimes he had failed. He had not saved
Lackling, but he had saved the Eika prince, although perhapsthe life of the savage had not been worth
thelife of the poor smple boy. But it was not his place to judge the worth of their souls.

And Alain knew that athough he had been raised from freeholder's son to count's heir, ahuge
legp in the world of men, such fortune could only have come about because of the presence of divine
favor.

"Come, Tdlia" he said, bold enough to use her name and hoping he would not be judged proud
and insolent for doing 0. "It is not fitting that you knedl. Sit besde me, | pray you." He gave her hishand
and helped her up and, after a hesitation, she deigned to Sit beside him on the bench.

She glanced past him toward the door and shuddered.



"What iswrong?'
"The hound. It scaresme."

"I won't let it hurt you." He snapped hisfingers. " Sorrow, come, boy." Sorrow padded dutifully
over to him, and asif pulled dong behind it on agtring, his distraught servant crept into the chape where
he could observe safdly, from adistance. Taliashrank back from the hound's massive presence, but he
bade the hound sit . and then he took her hand in his and, whispering softly, let her touch the hound's
head. "Y ou see" he said, "they arelike any soul that wishes only to be touched with compassion and not
with hatred or fear."

"You arevery wise" said Tdlia, but after amoment she withdrew her hand from Sorrow, though
the hound made no move to snap or growl at her, obedient to Alain's command.

Alain smiled wryly. "I'm not wise. I'm only repeating what my fa' But Henri was not hisfather.
Lavastinewas hisfather. Y et at thismoment it did not truly matter. Henri had raised him aswell ashe
was able. "I'm only repeating what others have taught me."

There was a sudden flurry of movement by the door. Rage bounded in, followed by Lavastine.
Tdliashrank away, but Rage sat down firmly on Alain's dippered feet, asif to make sure he did not run,
andignored thegirl.

Lavastine ran ahand through rumpled hair and glared at Alain. "What do you mean by this?' he
demanded. "Imy lordl "Wel! Out withit!"

"l couldn't deep. | just came here’ He gestured, hdlf terrified that he had offended Lavastine, half
confused by the expression on Lavastine's face, which he could not interpret.

Lavagtine caught himsdf and made asmple bow. "Princess Tdlia. | beg your pardon.” He cdled
to aservant. "Escort the princess back to her chamber.”

Given no choice, Tdlialeft, but she cast onelook pleading or grateful, Alain could not tellback at
Alain before shewasled away.

"She'sin disgrace now," said Lavadtine, sitting down on the bench beside Alain and absently
letting Sorrow chew on hishand. "And her mother certainly is" He rubbed his beard, then fingered the
dlver Circlethat hung at his chest on agold chain. "Henry might be willing to marry her off, if theright
bargain was offered. Any lineage is strengthened by roya blood.” He stared at the Hearth for some
moments longer, though he was obvioudy not viewing the fine reliquary or meditating on its holy contents.
Then he shook himsdlf, this stillness as much as he could muster in the course of one day. "Come, lad. It
isamost dawn, did you not know?"

Alain had not noticed, but now through the glass he saw the faint glamour of light. He shook his
head.

"I had aterrible fright when | woke and you weren't in the room. | thought I'd dreamed it all, the
Eikaprince, Sabella, the campaign, and you, my son." Lavastine stood and beckoned to the servants.
"Go on, then! | see no reason to wait. Henry has pardoned usand | for one do not intend to wait in this
dark paace and intrude on his grief. Nor remind him of what | have gained that he haslost.” He took
hold of Alain, hishand closing over Alain'swrig asif he meant never to let go of him.

"Come, son," he said, relishing the sound of the word on histongue.

"Where are we going?' asked Alain. Beyond, through the glass windows of the chapel, he saw
now the enclosed garden, its flowers and hedges rising from the gloom into the light of anew and fine
day. Digtantly, he heard awoman's voice intoning the massfor the dead.

Lavadtine smiled. "Wereriding home."



At firgt hedid not redlize he was dlill dive. Caught in the middle of awaking deep, hismind
awake but hislimbs asleaden as acorpse's, he became aware he rested haf on cold flagstone and half
on another body. His spine was aflame with agonizing pain, but even asit flared through him it began to
dull down into athrobbing ache.

He could not quite manage to open his eyes. But he knew he was surrounded by bodies, strewn
about him like so much refuse. Some few were till dive. He heard the muffled thunder of their
heartbeats, felt their shalow breathing on the air, though he did not touch them. The body helay on was,
certainly, deed, but only recently so. Warmth pooled out from it, turning cold as he fought into full
wakefulness.

It was so hard to wake up. And perhaps better not to.
No. Never let it be said that he did not fight until hislast breath.

He heard the snuffling of the dogs. He began, then, to be consumed by dread: that the dogs
would reach him before he could move and defend himself against them. There were few worse fates
than being torn to pieces by dogs, like some dumb passive beast caught outside the stable.

He heard their growls and the way they shoved their muzzles against cloth and skin and metd,
smelling for the oneswho il lived. He heard the low rumble of voices, farther away, speaking words he
did not know but in aguttura language he recognizedthat of the Eika savages. Now and again these
unseen speakers laughed. Now and again the dogs barked in triumph, and then he would hear aman's
grunt or ascream, cut off, and then he would hearand now he cursed his keen hearingthe flow of blood
and the rending of flesh from bone. Once he recognized, however briefly, the voice of one of hisown
men.

Sill he could not move.

A nose nudged his dack left hand and a hard fang traced up the deeve of his mail shirt. The dog
growled. Its hot breath, rank with fresh blood, touched his cheek.

He struck.

Miraculoudy, hetwitched. Hisright hand moved. And then, throwing himsalf on hisside, he
dammed hismailed glove into the dog's muzzle. It staggered back, and he shoved himself up. He had
gotten to his knees when two more dogs hit him, snarling and bitting, from behind. He threw one of them
bodily over hishead and jabbed his elbow into the ribs of the other, groped a hisbelt for his knife but
found no weapon.

Hisleft hand had logt its glove. One of the dogs caught it and sank teeth into flesh. He hammered
the creature's jaw down onto the stone floor. Stabs of pain lanced up hisleft arm, but he pried the beast's
mouth off his hand, heaved up its stunned body, and threw it at the other two.

Now more came and more yet. They closed in, circling. He waited, panting, and licked the blood
from hismangled hand.

One jumped in and snapped at hismail shirt. He swung and struck it, and it leaped back, but
now behind him another broke in and nipped at hished. He kicked. It yelped and bolted back.

He spun, staring them down. But they were only waiting, only testing him, to see how quick, how
strong, how determined he was.

Beyond the dogs he caught sight of other shapes, but this fightwith the dogswas to the desth, and
he did not have time to look. He had no helmet, no tabard, no protection on his bleeding and torn | eft
hand, but he ill had amail glove on hisright hand and the good mail shirt covering historso and upper
arms. He dill had the dogs themselves, and though they were terrible to look uponeyes sparking fireand
tongues hanging out, sdivadripping from their fangsthey were yet mindless ragefilled beasts and he was



smarter than they were.

He backed up, stepping and ssumbling over the dead, found awal at last, and with thisat his
back he stared them down. A few sat down on their haunches and growled, unsure now. He singled out
the biggest and ugliest one and darted out before any of the dogs could leap in upon him, grabbed the
beast with ahand on each side of itsthick neck, and with every ounce of strength he possessed swung it
round and smashed it againgt thewall. It fell, limp, to the ground.

They erupted into a deafening chorus of howls and swarmed him, al legping in a once. Their
weight carried him down until he was trapped under their bodies, hisarms and legs pinned. He was
helpless. He was, at last, going to die.

Onethe biggest yetfought through the pack to stand over his chest. Its head loomed over hisface,
itsgreat muzzle yawning wide asit howled its triumph before the death strike.

And he saw his chance.

It bit downhe dammed his head up under itsjaw and lunged for the creature's throat. Clamped
down.

Ai, Lady. He could not rip its throat out, but, by the Lord, he could crush its windpipe until it
suffocated. The big dog thrashed above him as he bit down. Itsirongray hide tasted like metal. Blood
leaked down his own throat. Its paws scrabbled at him, dowed, and then went lax. He felt the windpipe
crack and, findly, jaw aching, he dared let go.

The beast collapsed on top of him.

The other dogs, worrying at hisarms and legs, backed away. They snarled at him as he struggled
to hisfeet. He spit out hair from his mouth and wiped histeeth. He ached everywhere. But he had killed
it.

Movement coursed through the lofty space, and just before the Eika came, hefindly redized that
he stood in the great cathedral of Gent. Had they dragged every one of his Dragonsin here? He did not
even know how much time had passed since thefall of Gent. It could have been an hour or aday, or

perhaps the enchanter had other spells surpassing even hisillusions by which he could change the course
of thedars.

"What have we here?' A huge Eikamoved into hisline of sght, shoving dogs aside, striking them
back with clawed hands.

"Bloodheart,” he whispered, because he had long since learned to mark his enemy by name.

The Eikaenchanter laughed, arasping sound like afile sharpening iron. A prince among the
dogs! Thisisafine prizeto havein my pack. Better even than this And Bloodheart tapped hisleft arm.
There, wrapped around his upper arm like an armlet, Bloodheart had fixed the gold torque that signified
royd kinship.

Sanglant could not help himsdlf. He growled, low in histhroat, to see hisfather's gift to him made
mock of in thisway. He sprang forward and flung himself on the Eika chieftain.

Bloodheart was strong, but Sanglant was faster, and he had aready marked with his gaze the
sheeth that held Bloodheart's dagger. He found the hilt, wrenched it free, and with Bloodheart redling
backward, plunged the dagger into that hard skin, through it, up to the gold and jewe ed hilt, right into the
Eikas heart.

Bloodheart threw back his head and howled in pain. Then he grabbed Sanglant by the neck and
shook him free and threw him hard to the floor. The dogs swarmed forward, but Sanglant struck wildly
around with hisfists and his hopelessfury drove them back. That fury was acompanion when dl his
other companions were dead or dying. The dogs sat againexcept for two more who lay



dilland with sdivarolling down their tongues they stared a him, ringing him so he could not move
without coming within range of thelr teeth.

With agrunt, Bloodheart yanked the dagger out of his chest. He cursed and spit toward
Sanglant, then laughed, that awful rasping sound. He handed the dagger to asmall Eikawho was naked
except for adirty cloth tied over hisloins, awizened creature made grotesque by the strange patterns
painted on his body, by the sight of hisbody, so like aman's body except for the sheen of scalesthat was
his skin. The small Eika spit on the blade and licked it clean. The blood hissed and bubbled, and then the
small Eika pressed the blade against the wound on Bloodheart's chest and with some unseen sorcery
burned the gash closed.

Sanglant winced at the acrid scent, but that wince sent a dog nipping forward toward hislegs. He
cuffed it hard, dmost absently, and it whined and dunk back. He stared as the knife was lifted to reved a
thin white scar on the bronze sheen of the enchanter's hide,

"You'll haveto do better than that,” Bloodheart said, taking in a deep breath and puffing his chest
up. Thegirdleof tiny gold links, interlaced into askirt of surpassing beauty and delicacy, shifted around
his hips and thighs as he moved, adainty sound quite a odds with his bonewhite hair and the blood that
gpattered his arms and knees and the one last streak of blood that trailed down his bare chest.

He grunted, grabbed the biggest of the dead dogs, and dragged it backward. Then, looking again
a Sanglant, he bared his teeth; jeweswinked there, tiny emeralds and rubies and sapphires. ™Y ou'll not
kill methat way, prince of dogs. | do not keep my heart in my body."

Sanglant felt awarm trickle running past hisright eye. Only now did hefed the gash, whether
opened by Bloodheart's claws or one of the dogs he could not know; he did not remember getting it. He
only hoped it would not bleed too profusdaly and obscure hisvision.

Severd of the Eikawarriors came forward now, grunting and pointing, rasping out wordsin their
harsh language. He could guess what they said: "'Shall we kill him now? May | have the honor?"

He braced himself. He would go down hard and take at least one with him, in payment for what
the Eika had done to his beloved Dragons. There was nothing € se he could do for them now. Under the
voices of the muttering Eika he heard no faint breathing, no catch of air in athroat, no gasp of aloved
one's name. Herisked one look, then, swept his eyes across the vast nave of the cathedrd. Light shone
in through the huge glass windows, cutting light into a hundred shafts that splintered out acrossthe
carnage within.

There was Sturm, his company hegped around him in death asthey had beenin life. Therewas
Adela, awoman asfiercein her own way asthe Eikawerein theirs, but she was dead andhe had to look
away ravaged by the dogs. There, where he had come to his senses, lay the Eagle, poor brave soul, who
had stood with them to the bitter end. Dead now, every single one of them. Why did he il live?

With his other senses he remained painfully aware of each least shifting of the pack of dogsas
they twitched their shoulders or shifted their flanks or closed their mouths and then opened them again to
bare teeth, athreatening smile much like Bloodheart's. Better to go down fighting against men, even if
they were Eika, than to be thrown to the dogs. There was no honor among the dogs.

"Shall wekill him?' the Eika warriors demanded, or so he supposed by the way they pointed at
him and hefted their axes and spears, eager to swarm him and bring him down, the last, the prize of the
battle.

"Nay, nay," said Bloodheart in the tongue of Wendish men. "It isour ownway, isit not? See how
the dogs obey him. See how they wait, knowing he is stronger and smarter than they are. HeisFirst
Brother among the pack, now, our prince. He has earned that right." He leaned down and unfastened
from around the neck of the dead dog itsiron collar. Rising, he barked out wordsin his own language.



The Eikasoldierslaughed uproarioudy, their harsh voices echoing in the nave as hymns once
had. Then they threw down their weagpons and swarmed Sanglant. Because they were smarter than the
dogs and stronger then he was, they pinned him finaly, though he did some damage to them before he
went down.

They fixed theiron collar around his neck, dragged him dong the nave, and fettered him by a
long chain to the Hearth, so massive and heavy an dtar that though he strained he could not moveit. The
dogsloped over to him. A few worried at hisfeet but in a curious way, not precisely hostile. One bit at
him, and he dapped it hard across the muzzle. It whined and backed away, and it was a once jumped by
another; they fought for amoment until one turned itsthroat up to the victor.

"Stop!" snapped Sanglant, and there was, thistime, no killing.

The strange old Eika man was chanting in a soft voice, hunkered down and rocking back and
forth on his heels. He had alittle leather cup and he shook it and rolled white objects out: dice or bones.
Then he passed a hand over these objects, studied them, chanted again, and scooped them up. The cup
he tucked away into the pouch hewore at hisbelt. A small wooden chest sat beside hisfest.

More Eika swarmed into the cathedra, and they began dragging corpses down into the crypt.
Others carried a gresat throne carved out of asingle piece of wood. The huge chair was painted gold and
red and black and ornamented with cunning interlock, dogs and dragons biting each other, mouthsto
tails, in endless circles. They set this chair beside the Hearth, in mockery of the biscop's seet.

On thisthrone Bloodheart sat and he surveyed his new domain with satisfaction. Possessively, he
rubbed the gold torque on hisarm. Sanglant could not help himself:

he reached up and touched the iron collar that now circled his neck where once he had worn
gold.

The movement drew Bloodheart's eye. He leaned toward Sanglantbut not too close. No closer,
redly, than he would have gotten to his own dogs.

"Why areyou ill dive," Bloodheart asked, "when al the others are dead?!

"Let mefight," said Sanglant, and suddenly feared he sounded like he was pleading. Ai, Lady, he
did not want to die such a dishonorable desth. He would not have wished this on hisworst enemy, to die
like adog, among the dogs. "' Give me an honorable death, Bloodheart. Let your boldest warrior choose
wegpons and we will haveit out, heand 1."

"Nay, nay." Bloodheart bared histeeth in agrin. Jawels glinted, arich treasure studding his teeth.
"Am | not king among the Eika of the western shore? Have | not fought down al the other tribes until
they all bared their throats before me? Do | not boast aking's son in my pack of dogs?' He laughed,
pleased with histriumph. "1 think not, my prince. Y ou arethe prize in my pack, afinelord with his
handsome retinue. For my dogs are like to the kingdom of Wendar, are they not? Led by you." Hisgrin
turned into asnarl. "Lead them for aslong as you can. For you will weaken, and when you do, they will
kill you."

Beyond, the Eikamethodically looted the corpses before they dragged them into the crypt. One,
rifling the Eagl€'s body, ripped his Eagle's badge from his cloak and tossed it. It landed at the feet of
Bloodheart, who picked it up, bit it, and spat.

"Brass! Pahl" Hetossed it down and Sanglant swatted dogs aside and grabbed it up from the
floor. But that turmoil set the dogs to snapping and snarling again. He made good use of the badge; it had
aclean, rounded edge and was good for jabbing. The dogs backed off and settled down again. One of
the big ones growled a him, but he made asharp gesture, and it lifted its head to expose itsthroat to him
in submisson.

Hewiped hair from hislips, trying to clean the horrible taste out of his mouth. Hisleft hand



throbbed. Blood leaked, dowed, stoppedas had the gash on his head, which had aready stopped
bleeding. That was the secret of his mother's geas, of course, the one she had set on him when hewas an
infant, the day she vanished from human lands. That waswhat her blood had given him: keen hearing and
unnatura powers of heding.

An Eika grabbed the dead Eagle by the heels and dragged the body away toward the crypt.
Sanglant pressed the Eagle's badge againgt his cheek.

Hewas hit so hard by the memory of the young Eagleliathtouching him on his cheek in the
slence and intimacy of the crypt that he was dizzy for amoment. The dogs, dert to any least weakness,
stirred and growled. He tensed; they quieted.

By the Lady, hewould not, he must not, let Bloodheart win. Thisat least he could believe, that
Liath was gtill dive, for the last report he had been given before he and his Dragons were utterly
overwhelmed was that the children of Gent had been led to safety.

"Y ou are peechless, Prince," said Bloodheart. "Are you haf dog aready? Have you lost the
power to talk?"

"I am like you, Bloodheart," he said, hisvoice hoarse; but his voice always was hoarse now, for
he had survived worse injuries than these. Theiron collar, and his chains, weighed heavily on his neck.
"My heart rests not within me but with another, and sheisfar away from here. That iswhy you will never
defest me."

But the dogs, ever watchful, growled softly. They werewilling to wait.



