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CHAPTER ONE

The rush of wings startled Pol. It was not the sound of dragon wi ngs, strong and sure in the dusk
but the swift feathery strokes of a dozen hawks. |ndependent |ike all predators, the hawks clung
together now like timd waterfow fleeing winter. Tiny golden bells on their jesses flashed with
the I ast sunlight as they sought to clinb higher and higher into the sky.

Escaped, was Pol's first thought. H s second: Rel eased—and pani cked. They don't know where to fly
when they're not flown at prey.

Maar ken wat ched, too, absently picking at the crusted blood on his tunic. A nere pinprick in his
shoul der, it might have taken him he had been Sunrunning when the arrow struck his flesh. Only
its quick renoval had saved his life. "They'Il find it hungry living in the Desert. | wonder how
they got out of the mews."

Pol steadied his horse as the tired animal stunbled. "Their hoods are gone. Soneone freed them"
Turning in his saddle, he watched the remants of an armny trudge past. "Maarken. . . ."

" yYes?"
"I't hurts."

Faradh'imusual |y possessed an excellent sense of direction. The scent of Water, the sighing of
Air, the sun's Fire, the feel of Earth—all these things conbined to tell a Sunrunner precisely
where was where without having to think about it, even in unfamliar territory.

No one had ever taught Hollis how to discern direction underground.

El emental presences there were, but she could nake little of them Mbisture oozed at intervals
fromcool, snoothly hewn walls, and a breeze from sonmewhere bent the candle flanes and torches.
But it was the profound silence of rock that seened to change her perceptions of all else, a quiet
extending for nmeasures all around her. In the world above, sky nmade of wind and |ight arched

over head, and the ground was divided by rivers. Here, Earth had conpl ete domi nion. Water slid
stealthily fromstone, and Air crept past, and even Fire seemed to hunker warily. Hollis did not
know where she was, with the famliar bal ance of forces gone and only one El enent surroundi ng her
broodi ng, silent, massive Earth.

She had called a halt to their journey through the passage, knowi ng that while there nust be
others as unnerved by this place as she, they nust also all catch up with each other. They had
been wal ki ng—soneti nes up gentle sl opes and occasionally a series of four or five steps, but
nmostly down—for what seened |like years. Hollis' only indication of the tine was the fat candle
Bet heyn had taken froma storeroom one of those marked with dark |lines and nmade to burn in
precise tinme to the levels of a water clock. It had descended five lines of the night—er at |east
what was ni ght up above. Here there was al ways darkness.

The i dea nade her shiver slightly. She refused to think about it, just as she refused to think
about Rohan and Sioned and Chay and Pol and nost especially Maarken. And about the weight of the
Earth pressing all around her, stifling Air and Fire and Water.

"Hol Iis?" Beth's soft voice was wel cone distraction. "Take this, please?"

She was given the wide, round candle. It was down to nearly the sixth line; past mdnight, she
t hought, al though she couldn't be sure.

"You should try to sleep, Beth. | can help, if you—=

"No, but thank you. I'mgoing to go back and make sure all the straggl ers have caught up."
Bet heyn' s t hick

pl aits had cone undone, and she scraped the dark hair fromher face with a bruised hand. "Maybe
you' d better use some of your Sunrunner magi ¢ on Chayla, though. She's up front making her third
round of the wounded. She | ooks ready to drop."

Hol I i s nodded, and the younger wonman threaded her way am d the people crowdi ng the passage—sl unped
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with their backs to the stone, curled up in sleep, holding injured Iinbs at awkward angles, |ying
flat on stretchers with spouses or children or friends watching over them Hollis went farther up
the narrow tunnel, searching in the gloony golden glow of torchlight for her daughter's fair head.

Chayl a was bent over a litter, applying a fresh dressing to a sword-slashed |l eg. A fingerflane of
Sunrunner's Fire hovered at her shoul der. Hollis wondered when she had | earned to do that. Then
she realized that it wasn't Chay-la's Fire at all; it belonged to Canmi gwen, who knelt beside
Chayla with the coffer of nedicine.

"Jeni, if you can spare a nonment?" Hollis said quietly, and Al asen's daughter |ooked up. As
another little flame appeared, Jeni relaxed and allowed her owmn to fade. Rising as if she were
seventy instead of seventeen, she shook |ong brown hair fromher face and waited for orders like a
good sol dier.

Chayl a hadn't even glanced up from her work

Hollis drew Jeni aside. "I'd like you to watch Jihan and Rislyn so their nother can get sone
sl eep. "

"OfF course. | think I saw them somewhere up front."
"How did they get there? They were al nost the last through.”

Jeni's smle, for all its weariness, held her father Gstvel's quick hunor. "Wth Jihan wanting to
|l ead the way into the magi cal naze, can you wonder?"

Hol lis shook her head, nonentarily anused. "That child! | didn't even notice them get past ne.
Doubt | ess she's giving her nother no peace at all, for wanting to continue on. See what you can
do—and try to get sone rest yourself, nmy dear."

The girl nodded, turned, then turned back. "Hollis

"... | knowit's not the right tine to ask, but when we're safe somewhere, will you tell ne what
happened to nme in the courtyard?”

She ki cked herself nmentally. Jeni—-along with Jihan, Rislyn, and Tobren—had been caught in Sioned's
weavi ng. For children conpletely untrained as Sunrunners, the shock nmust have been terrible. "I
ought to have asked before how you were feeling."

"Tired, and |I've got a bit of a headache—but I'mall right. Mainly it's. ..." She trailed off and
shrugged. "l just don't understand, that's all."

"Sioned will be better able to explain it than I."

"Hol I i s— Her voice was hushed now. "They died, didn't they? Mrwenna and Lord Walvis' Sunrunner.”

"Yes." Hollis pushed away the menory of Meath's knife, ending heartbeats in bodi es whose ninds had
al ready fled.

"And we could have, too. If not for Sioned."
"Yes."

"No wonder Lord Andry doesn't |ike her much." Then, abruptly recalling that she spoke to the wife

of Lord Andry's brother, her eyes went wide. "lI'msorry, ny |lady, |—

"I't's not inportant, Jeni. But as it happens, you're right. Go find Princess Meiglan and the
girls."

When Chayl a had finished her work, Hollis placed a hand on her shoul der. The girl glanced up
startled, squinting by the Iight of the fingerflane.

"I don't have time to lie down and sl eep, Mther," she said before Hollis could draw breath.
"There's a head wound | should check again."
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Hollis drew her to her feet, alarnmed when Chayla swayed a little to catch her bal ance. "Later
Come with ne."

"I can't. |'m needed."

"You' re needed strong and well yourself, so that you can help others becone so." Hollis readied
herself to weave sleep. A useful trick, and one she would use on others once Chayla was resting. A
line of the candle and they could start out again, to Skybow or Feruche or

wherever they could find safety. Part of her worried about feeding and housing so nmany in either
keep; nost of her was so weary that she w shed she could performthe gentle witchery on herself.
She found a clear spot against one wall and coaxed Chayla to sit down, prepared to drape soft
threads of sleep around her daughter's thoughts.

"Don' t—pl ease! | can feel what you're trying to do— "Chayla! Don't fight me, heartling," she
added nmore softly. "You' re exhausted. You've done enough for—= "It's never enough." AH at once she
was not the acconplished physician but a frightened fifteen-year-old girl. Hollis gathered her

cl ose and rocked her, nmurnuring wordl essly, strangely glad that the gri mmsk of adul thood had
fallen away and she could be a nother to her child again.

"Hol I'i s?" The whi sper behind her turned her head. Betheyn stood there, reluctant to interrupt but
urgent nonethel ess. "Myrdal's asking for you both."

"I's she hurt?" Chayla drew away and raked her hair back from her face.

When there was no answer, Hollis abandoned hope of getting Chayla to rest. "Were is she? Take us
to her, Beth."

Myrdal sat with her back against a ragged boul der. There was a tiny Fire before her, called by
Tobren to warm anci ent bones. Its glow put false color into a withered face that proudly refused
to show any pain. But Hollis knew suddenly that sonething had broken inside the old wonan.
Somet hi ng that had al ways | ooked out from her eyes was gone.

Tobren knelt at her side, eyes huge and frightened. Hollis touched her hair in a reassuring caress
as Chayl a crouched by Myrdal

"Don't bother yourself, ny dear,"” the old worman said, her voice a whisper of Desert breeze across
sand. "Although if you can strengthen nme so there's tine to tell you what you rmust know, |'d be
obliged." Chayla delved into the coffer that had not left her side

since that dawn. "I can help a little. But you nust tell ne where the pain is."

"Everywhere and nowhere. Gve me what you judge best, child. And then let me speak." When Betheyn
started to |l eave; Myrdal lifted her cane to block her path. "Stay."

Hol I is nodded at Beth and the two wonen knelt opposite Chayla as she sifted herbs into a cup
filled fromthe waterskin at her belt. They waited while Myrdal drank, coughed harshly, and
eventual | y nodded.

"Thank you, child. That's nuch better. Now listen, all of you. These secrets cane to nme through ny
not her, whose nother bore her to Zehava's grandsire. My own daughter should have kept the

know edge after ne—but Maeta is long dead." Black eyes still sharp as obsidian chi ps regarded each
of themin turn—€hayla and To-bren, Hollis, Betheyn. "I give it now to descendants of Zehava, and
one who bore children to his Iine, and one who woul d have done so."

Hol i s suddenly knew what Myrdal was going to tell them the secrets of every castle in the
Desert, and sone outside the Desert. Traps for enenmies, |like those at Re-mage v; passages, |ike
the ones at Stronghol d; perhaps other things no one had ever guessed at. Hollis disciplined her
m nd to techniques learned in her youth at Goddess Keep. Wat she heard, she woul d renenber
exactly, and for the rest of her days.

Her Sunrunner nenory was the reason she had been summoned to hear this. As for Betheyn, who would
have been Sorin's wife-she was the daughter of an architect. She would understand the intricate
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machi nery of such secrets. Chayla was of Zehava's bl ood; thus the know edge would stay in the
fam ly. The inclusion of Tobren gave Hollis a qualmthat instantly shaned her. But this was
Andry's daughter who huddl ed besi de her. Tobren would tell her father whatever he w shed to know,
whenever he asked it. Perhaps sharing the secrets was Myr-dal's way of trying to bring Andry back
to them Hollis hoped the old wonman wasn't making a m st ake.

Myrdal coughed again, one hand touching briefly at her chest, then began. "Pay attention. At
Skybow . . . ."

Chay squinted into the distance, trying to see the spires marking the entrance to the Court of the
Storm God, where they should have hidden this night. But the Vel-lant'imhad not foll owed—had, in
fact, stood in stunned anmazenent as Stronghold went up in flanes |ike a grease-soaked torch. Chay
had deci ded that between his people, WAlvis', and the ones led by Sethic of Gib, there were
enough to stand guard while the rest of themstole a little sleep fromthis long w nter night.

For hinself, he was too tired to sleep, too tired to think or feel. He rose fromthe folds of a
cloak laid out on the sand and |l eft the encanpnent, not knowi ng where he wal ked and not caring.

Sentries nodded to him he knew it rather than actually seeing it. He clinbed a short hill,
forcing hinself to suppleness despite the rasp of air in his lungs and the ache in his thighs. Od
fool, fighting half the day as if you were twenty agai n—

Fromthe rise he could |l ook down on the tiny fires that dotted the canp, bright islands in a black
sea. But so few He shivered at that thought. Sparse, scarce fires in the darkness—+t was the way
Rohan woul d have seen them he told hinself dully. Rohan's influence that nade himsee the sane
way.

But Rohan woul d have seen hope in those flanmes. Chay coul d not.

I have seen the Fire take two of ny sons, one of thembefore his eighth winter and the other in
the prime of his manhood. Now the Fire has claimed nmy prince, ny brother, ny friend. No man shoul d
outlive his children. Neither should a man outlive his prince.

Kept tight in his breast until now by urgency and fear and exhaustion, the agony finally broke
through. He stunbl ed, unable to see, flung out a hand to brace hinself on a boul der the size of a
dragon. The cold stone

brui sed his knuckl es, clawed back at his fingers as he tried to support hinself. Sliding down, he
bent his head to his drawn-up knees and wept like a child.

Along tine later, when his eyes were enpty, he heard footsteps below. Walvis clinbed the hill and
wi thout a word sat beside himon the ground. Shoul der to shoul der they watched the stars, unti
the younger man finally spoke into the silence.

"Soneone will have to tell Pol, when we find himtonorrow "

Chay nodded, knowi ng who would have to do it. He took the topaz ring fromhis pocket, staring at
the bright stone surrounded by eneralds. Walvis nmade a snall sound and turned his head away.

A dragon's cry shook the Desert stars. Chay shuddered, fresh tears stinging his eyes. He'd thought
his heart dry as the sand, but the sound of a dragon—

"I've been waiting for it," Walvis nurnured, his voice thick

Dragoncry before dawn, death before dawn. Chay nodded blindly. "They nourn one of their own."
*

"Stay with her," Meath had been told. "Stay with her."

He kept watch that night as he had done nearly all their lives, one way or another. Since her

first day at Goddess Keep, on the journey to the Desert to becone a princess, at RraUim and from
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G aypearl, he'd watched over her. He knew everything about her. He knew all her secrets. And he
had hel ped her to keep them

He sat beside her where she Iay wapped in soneone's cloak, ready to warn off anyone who
approached. But no one did. Her sleep was respected even as her grief had been. They all knew-er
t hought they knewwhat she had | ost.

Suf fering aged nost people. Not Sioned. There was an aching purity to her, like a young girl, as
if Fire had burned away all evidence of her years. She murmured in her sleep, her hands tw sting
around the cl oak. He put

his fingers over hers and she quieted. Perhaps she thought he was Rohan

The huge eneral d was cool beneath his palm Meath had wat ched Rohan give her that ring.

kept safe the two young | ords who are our heirs—until we can get one of our own. It is our
desire that you wear this as a rem nder of the debt we owe you." And the enerald ring sparkled
fromher hand while he grinned into her furious green eyes, daring her to refuse the gift.

Meat h coughed discreetly behind his hand. Ch, the young prince was a match for her right enough
despite his bland bl ond | ooks. They'd | ead each other a nerry dance.

The enerald had left her finger only once, stolen fromher along with her Sunrunner rings. That
she had taken back the one but not the others never surprised him as it had everyone el se.

The wonan paced the battlenments, stroking her belly and gazing out at the Desert with gl ow ng
greedy eyes. She braced both hands on the stone wall and gl anced down, her attention caught by the
glint of green on her finger. Raising her fist to the noons, she |laughed softly, adniring the

shi ne.

Meat h fled down the nmoonlight, back from Feruche to Graypearl, and stunbled into the ancient
faradhi oratory he had hel ped unearth and rebuild. Wen his heartbeats settled again, he cursed
hi s weakness and vowed no one woul d ever know what he now knew—even as he wondered what kind of
child woul d conme of Rohan's mating with | anthe.

He had kept watch that |ong sumrer and autum, clainming the right fromall other Sunrunners. No
one had thought anything of it. Not even Andrade. He knew who had worn the enerald during that
time, and what had happened the night Sioned had recovered it, and how she had cone hone.

She trudged through sand piled high by a recent storm yielding as water beneath weary feet. The
three were a long way from Feruche—rom the snol dering ashes of Feruche—and | onger still from
Stronghol d, but it seemed

she would risk a stop at Skybow . Wat woul d she say to explain her presence there? Meath w nced
away fromthe hard glitter of her eyes that warned Tobin and Ostvel back wi thout words as she
gathered the infant closer. Wat in the Goddess' Name would she tell them at Skybow ?

Doubt | ess she woul d think of something. And be believed. Or at |east no one woul d question—and
even if they did, who anbng Rohan's people, her people, would not keep the secret? Like
Stronghol d, Skybowl was nearly enpty, all the abl e-bodied nmen and wormen gone north with Walvis or
south to their prince. Sioned was their sovereign |ady; her words woul d be accepted wi thout
comment .

He woul d return to Skybow tonorrow and receive news of the child' s birth, and her explanation of
it, and disseminate it on sunlight as if it were the truth before anyone had the chance to wonder.
It was all he could do for her, but perhaps it would be enough

He snoot hed back stray w sps of her shorn, ragged hair. Deprived of its I ength and wei ght, the
strands curled softly around her face. He had al ways wanted to touch her hair, feel its warmsilk
in his fingers. He rolled a | ock around one finger, fire-red and sun-gold, and by the gl ow of
distant stars saw starlight woven through it. The years showed silver in her hair.

Meat h opened the door silently when there was no answer to his second knock. The scene within nmade
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himsmnmile. They were already dressed in the finery each had ordered nade for the other
conmi ssi oned through Meath hinself in secrecy. She sat at her mirror, and he stood behi nd her
brushing out her long hair. She wore it | oose tonight, bound only by the circlet of her rank
across her brow.

He cleared his throat tactfully. "l've been sent by your sister to say, and | quote directly, 'If
you aren't down here in two swi pes of a dragon's claw, |I'Il skin you for saddle |leather.' "

"Late to our own celebration—terribly tasteless," Rohan drawl ed. "Doesn't anyone respect the
privileges of age?"

"Find a better excuse." Meath chuckled. "You've never not nade an entrance in your lifel"

"Don't encourage him" Sioned pl eaded. "Honestly, Rohan, none of us is getting any younger
wai ting for you to pick your nonent!"

"None of us except you." And he snoothed the thick hair cascadi ng down her shoul ders.

The wealth of it was gone now, an offering of living fire. He stroked the unruly curls and his
hand brushed her cheek, an unintentional caress. He allowed hinmsel f the gesture because it brought
atiny smle to her face. He had watched sonetinmes from Graypearl, just to make sure she was
happy. He need not have worried. Rohan had known what a treasure he'd won.

She stood on the steps, firegold hair piled in braids like a crowm. In her arns was the child.
Rohan caught sight of her and froze. In his slow novenents were reluctance, self-hatred
resentment that she should force the issue here in public, with the whole of Stronghold and the
Desert arm es wat ching.

Meath held his breath as he watched Rohan clinb the steps to where wife and son awaited him
Sioned's eyes burning with challenge. She held out the baby, and Rohan's fingers trenbled slightly
as they pushed aside a corner of the blue velvet blanket. He gave the boy a cursory gl ance—and

Si oned a bl eak one.

But when he faced his people, he drew her with him one arm around her waist so that she and the
infant shared the roars of the cromd with him Meath felt his heart begin to beat again.

Si oned turned her cheek into his caress, her lips curving. "Rohan?"
Meat h t ook both her hands in his. "Go back to sleep, Sioned.”

But the sound of a voice that was not his voice woke her. Not that she had ever been truly
sleeping; he saw it in the green eyes that were colorless in the starshine. She gazed up at him
for a long nonent with no expression on her face at all

Then: "Hold nme. Please, Meath."

He lay beside her in the chill sand, taking her into his arnms. There was no possibility she could
pretend he was Rohan; Meath was half again his size. But he felt a soft, guilty happi ness that she
turned to him to no one else. He would keep watch, and protect her, and stay with her. He had
prom sed Rohan, true, but |long ago he had prom sed hinself.

Tobin shifted irritably as Feylin sat down and spread half her cloak across her shoul ders. "Not
col d, "she rasped

"That's odd. | am and so is everyone else. Do you have liquid sunlight running in your veins
i nstead of bl ood?" Leaning her head back against the wall, Feylin closed her eyes and let all the
breath sigh out of her. "I wonder if we'll be going back, or going on."

Tobi n shrugged. \Wen she was tired like this, it was even nore difficult to get words around her
tongue. She cursed this underground tunnel where there was no |ight save that of torches. Still
even if there'd been sun, she couldn't have spoken to Feylin on it anyway.
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"The servants brought the oddest things out of Stronghold," Feylin nused. "Tibalia is staggering
under the weight of Sioned's jewel coffer, and sone of the rmaids are eye-deep in bl anket s—which at
least will be useful. Kierun, bless him has a sack of cheeses fromthe pantry that's twice as big
as he is."

"Mrm " Tobin responded drowsily. She had been cold, and now that she was warning up, tension was
drai ni ng out of her. She knew what Feylin was doing—the | ow, steady words were neant to soothe
her into sleep. She couldn't bring herself to struggle against it.

"A few of themare even trying to westle that dragon tapestry along. They ought to put it on a
litter—+t nust weigh at |east five silkwights. As | was passing, they dropped it again and
swear that dragon was staring at ne—

Tobi n heard herself say, "Dragons."

"Yes, it's a pity Azhdeen didn't see fit to cone visit Pol today fromthe Catha," Feylin went on

in the same soft tones. "It would' ve been nice to have the Vellant'imon their knees so their
heads coul d be conveniently | opped off. | wonder why they're so terrified of =
"Dragons," Tobin said again, not knowi ng why. Feylin watched her narrowy, her eyes dark gray in

the dimess, framed with lines acquired fromyears of squinting over charts and statistics and
manuscripts. Those |lines had been etched deeper since the death of Jahnavi, her only son

Dr agons.
Tobi n grasped her arm "Feylin—th-the book!" "Wat book?" "Your book!"

"Sweet Goddess! Stay here, don't nove.
back toward the entry into Stronghol d.

She scranmbled up and fled around a bend in the passage,

Tobin tried to gain her feet. Failed, of course. She glared down at her exhausted, usel ess body.
What good was a mind inside a body that woul d not do its bidding? Then she sobered. Better to |ive
like this than becone shadow | ost |ike Morwenna and Rel naya: whol e of body, m nd gone.

It seenmed forever before Feylin returned, Dannar with her. The boy carried sonet hi ng
| arge and heavy, wapped in a bedsheet. "He renenbered," Feylin said. Dannar knelt beside
Tobin to show her a corner of the book. "After what the H gh Princess and | did to the one at
Remagev, | couldn't forget this one."

Feylin nodded. "If they found it, they'd know what's true about dragons, instead of what we want
themto believe. You're Pol's squire, | know, but |I don't think he'd mnd ny stealing you for a
little while. Watever happens, Dannar, that book's safety is your only concern." "Yes, ny |lady."

Tobi n reached out her good hand to pat Dannar's knee. As trustworthy and solid as his father
Gstvel, and

as devoted. She nmde a nental note to tell Rohan that Dannar deserved special recognition for his
qui ck thi nki ng.

Feylin plucked a torch froma nearby guard and gave it to him "Go up to the front now, where
Princess Meig-lan and the girls are. And on your way, start everyone noving again."

"Are we going back to Stronghold, ny |ady?" Bel ow the shock of red hair, Kierstian green eyes
regarded them solemly anmid |layers of dirt and sweat.

"No." She nmanaged a tired snmile. "Not yet, anyway. It's just that 1'd |ike to keep noving. This
hole in the ground nmakes nme nervous."

But there was that in her voice that frightened Tobin. Wen the squire had left them Feylin knelt
and whi spered, "I mnissed Dannar at first—+ went all the way to the last person in the line. But
while | was back there | snelled snoke, Tobin. W' ve got to get out of here in case it gets

t hi cker."

Stronghold in flanmes? I npossible. But as Feylin helped her to her feet and gave her over to the
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guard's care, Tobin felt a stinging in her eyes.

*

I sriam had wept during the night, but was too proud to acknow edge it. Daniv, his compani on as
Rohan's squire, rode beside himin the dawn and nade no renmark on his friend s swllen eyes and
t hi ckened voice. He had cried hinself dry the day Sioned had told himhis father was dead and he
had becone Prince of Syr. He had no tears left, not even for the friends they had | ost yesterday
in battle. Isriamwould have to weep for them both.

"There's a sand cloud comng up fromthe south," Isriamsaid. "W'd better go have a | ook."

"Let's," Daniv agreed, reining his tired horse around. "CGoddess, what | wouldn't give for a tubful
of water right now+though | wouldn't know whether to bathe in it or drink it."

"You fly high," Isriam observed as they made their
way down the columms of soldiers to the rear guard. "1'd settle for half a flask."
"As long as you're dream ng, why not ny father's Syr-ene gol dwi ne?"

It was Daniv's wine now Both of themthought it, neither said it. They | ooked at each other
sharing the menory of an evening last winter. Rohan, catching themgetting mildly tipsy on a
stolen bottle, had added to their education by matching them cup for cup of Syrene gold until both
boys were cross-eyed. They renenbered nost of the evening, anyway—and certainly recalled with
agonizing clarity the norning after, and their lord' s anusenent as he | ectured them on know ng
one's limts when it came to wine as all else.

"When this is over,"” Daniv said abruptly, "cone to High Kirat with ne and we'll drink ourselves
stuporous." "Wen this is over, we'll deserve it." A neasure or so behind the |ast of Lord

Maar ken's army, the two young nen reined in and squinted at the little roil of sand on the

hori zon. "Storm or soldiers?" Daniv asked.

"Wi chever, we should warn them" Isriamchewed his lip. "But I'mbetting on Vellant'im

"l hope you're wong. Did you | ook at our people, Isrian? There's not enough fight left in themto
bring down a | ame plowelk."

They rode directly for the blue Desert banner—tattered now, but with the gol den dragon stil
gl eaming atop the staff in the dawnlight—+that signaled where Lord Maarken and Prince Pol were.

"The prevailing winds argue against a storm" the former nused after the squires had spoken. "But
the only thing certain in the Desert is that the Storm God al ways changes his m nd. Wat do you
think, Pol?" "I've lived too long in Princemarch. Kazander?" The korrus of the Isulk'imlifted his
head, licked his lips as if tasting the air, and nodded. "Enemy troops, my prince. One can snel
their filthy, infested hides, the oil slathered on their hair that my wi ves would scorn to grease
a rusted hinge with—

"Very well," Pol said, interrupting Kazander's el oquence. He regarded the two squires. "Find each
of the captains and tell themto make ready. There's a flat stretch just west of =

Maar ken cl eared his throat. "Pol. . . ."
He net the Battle Commander's gray eyes. "Ah," he said softly. "Your pardon, ny lord."

The ol der man inclined his head. "Daniv, Isriam please informthe captains that we'll be turning
due west for the Court of the Storm Cod."

The pair nodded and rode off. Kazander effaced hinself, effectively |eaving the cousins al one.
Maar ken said, "lI'msorry, but we're just not capable of a fight."

"You're right, of course. And you needn't be so careful, Maarken. Wen |'m being an idiot, just
tell me.” He smled a little. "Your father always gives mne a good swift kick when he needs it.
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Your job is to do the sanme for ne.

"My father outwei ghs yours by two sil kweights and can get away with kicking him" Maarken answered
wyly. "You and |, on the other hand, are the sanme size-and you're el even winters the younger."

"Strange you should say so," Pol nmurrmured. "I feel a hundred years old."

*

Meiglan held firmy to her daughters' hands. Rislyn's she held for confort; Jihan's she gripped
nmore firmy, to prevent the child fromracing forward into the thin winter dawn. Meiglan gulped in
fresh air, the first she had tasted since the previous dusk, but despite its wel come dryness she
was curiously reluctant to leave the tunnel. It had been safe in there, despite the danp and the
bl ackness between torches.

Jihan tried to free her fingers. Meiglan held on nore tightly. "No. Stay with me, both of you."

"You're hurting nmy ring, Mama," Ji han conplai ned, and Meiglan let go. The girl did not dart off
t hrough t he

crowd, but instead went to Rislyn's side and took her other hand. "It's all right, Lynnie, Papa
will come get us soon. You can ride on his horse if you ask."

Ri sl yn nodded, her eyes huge. She had been the defiant one |l ast evening, refusing to | eave
Stronghol d now that her grandsir had given the twins rings and made themhis athr'im Jihan of
Rosewal | and Rislyn of the WIllow Tree. But now Ri slyn was exhausted and frightened. Meiglan knew
just how she felt.

Ji han kept talking as they noved forward into the frail sunlight. "I hope we go to Skybow —tady
Bet heyn says the lake is nuch bigger than at Dragon's Rest, and on top of a nountain! Do you think
that's true, Mama? And there aren't any trees at all, not even fruit trees or Granda's wllow |ike
in the garden at Stronghol d." She gave her sister a quick smle. "Your willowtree! | want to see
Feruche, too, and Tiglath—Mm, will you ask Lady Ruala to let us visit her at El ktrap? | want—
"Ch, be still!" Meiglan snapped. Kierun wove his way through the people trudging fromthe
passage's mouth, his sack of cheese given over to soneone better able to carry it. "My lady, |'ve

found a place where you and the princesses can rest."

"Thank you, Kierun." She followed, grateful for his polite but adamant urgi ngs of "Mke way for
Princess Meiglan!" that freed her and the girls fromthe knotted crowd.

He had left a boy of about six to watch the area nade ready for them$flat rocks to sit on, a
wat erskin and a snall |oaf of bread and a round of cheese waiting for their breakfast. On seeing
them the child junmped up and said, "I didn't touch any!"

Mei gl an realized that he was as hungry as they, and smiled reassurance. "Thank you for keeping
this place for us. Wiy don't you stay and share our neal ? Kierun, you too. Sit down, girls."

They had barely finished when Stronghol d's head nai dservant approached to ask if anyone had seen
Lady Feylin. Tibalia cradled Sioned s jewel coffer to her breast, looking as if she had | ocked her
arns around it

so tightly for so long that her bones and flesh had nmelded to the silver

"No, | don't know where she is,"” Meiglan replied. "Way don't you sit down and rest for a little
while, Tib-alia? Have sonething to eat.”

She shook her head, |ocks of gray hair falling into her eyes. "I nust find her, ny lady. Lord
Walvis has ridden in fromthe Court of the Storm God."

"I's that where we're going?" Jihan asked eagerly.

Mei gl an barely heard her. He nust have news of Pol. She alnbst sprang to her feet, then thought
better of it. She was a princess; she could not very well go running to find Wal vis hersel f.
"Ki erun, bring himhere to nme, please."
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To keep herself occupi ed while she waited, she unbound Rislyn's hair and finger-conbed it before
plaiting it once nore. Getting Jihan to sit still for the sane was nore difficult. She had just
fini shed naki ng sections for braiding when Wal vis approached. Her fingers faltered slightly, then
again took up the soothing rhythmof tw sting her daughter's gol den hair.

The older man's eyes were red-rinmmed in his grief-haggard face. He bowed | ow, startling her. "I am
glad to see you safe, your grace."

Not ny |ady, as she had al ways been addressed by Pol's friends and famly. Your grace. How
strange.

"Thank' you. And-ny lord? He's well?" she asked, trying to keep her voice from shaki ng.
"Also safe, and uninjured as far as | know. |'ve cone to take you to the Court of the Storm Cod."

"Are we going to Skybow ?" Ji han denmanded. "Are

we?"
"No—to Feruche. W'll neet your father there." He glanced around him eyes narrowing. "Wth all
t he wounded and the children, it'll be slow going. |I've brought horses. And nore troops to guard

our backs. Are you ready, your grace?"

She nodded, and he bowed agai n. She wondered why.

Hesitating a nonment, he said, "Meath asks if you will

pernmit the Hi gh Pr—Princess Sioned to ride with you and your daughters today."

When had Si oned ever needed anyone's permnission to do anyth—then she belatedly heard the slip and
its correction, and her jaw fell open. No wonder he bowed. No wonder he called her "your grace."

Rohan was dead. Pol was High Prince. And that neant she was—

Walvis saw it in her face. He went white beneath his tan. "Forgive ne,
you knew—-

" he whispered. "I thought

She stared up at him her fingers clutching Jihan's hair. It was only when the little girl tugged
away and said, "That hurts, Mama!" that she realized there was anyone el se in the world.

"Forgive ne," he said again, awkwardly. "I'Il—4'll go get the horses."

"Yes," Meiglan replied mndlessly, and barely saw hi m bow again and nove off. A long tine later
she dragged herself up onto the horse Kierun held for her. Let soneone el se give the orders, nake
t he deci sions. She could not.

It wasn't until they were nearly at the ravine |leading to the Court of the Storm God that she
under st ood why Walvis had treated her with so much cerenony. It was a subtle rem nder, given with
great gentleness, of her new position. Her new responsibilities. She was Hi gh Princess now But
she al so knew what it nust have cost hi m—how cruel a rem nder it would be of the nan they had

| ost, each time they addressed soneone else as "Hi gh Prince."

Did Pol know yet that his father was dead? Sioned net them-straight-backed and conposed, as
al ways, but her eyes were lifeless. Meath, riding at her side, bowed wordlessly to Meiglan. She
wondered if she should speak to Sioned. She kept silent. Wat in the Goddess' Name could she say?

Hollis rode up to them | ooking too stunned even for grief. "Sioned,” she nurnured, and Mei gl an
| earned her own wisdomin staying silent. Green eyes stared straight

ahead, not even acknow edging Hollis' presence—er indeed that anyone el se existed at all

The Sunrunner cleared her throat and turned to Meath. "There is sonething you nust know. Mrda
died |l ast night."
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"But she was uninjured— Meiglan began

"I'n her body, perhaps," Meath said quietly. He closed his eyes for a nmoment, | ooking unbearably
weary. Sioned did not seemto have heard anything. "Were will she be burned, Hollis? W can't
take her all the way to Feruche.”

"Skybowl . Chay will meet Maarken and Pol there—Tobin hasn't the strength to ride nuch farther."
Mei gl an | eaned forward. "I'Il go with them | should be with ny lord."

Hollis glanced at Meath, who said, "I think that woul d be unwi se, your grace. You and the
princesses will be safer under Lord Walvis' protection.”

"But | nust go to Pol! He'll need ne!"

Hollis touched her wist. "It'll be only a few days—

"I"mgoing to Skybow ," she stated. She was Hi gh Princess. Nobody coul d stop her

"No," Sioned nurnured, and though her voice was soft they all flinched at the sound of it. "You
will not go to Skybowl. You will come with me to Feruche. Feruche," she repeated, with a strange,
frightening smle on her lips.

Meath | ooked at Sioned as if she might crunble to dust right before him

Mei gl an bent her head. "Yes, ny |ady.
her e.

There could be no doubt about who was still Hi gh Princess

Pride and anger had sustained Pol through half the night and uncounted neasures of open Desert.
But he no | onger knew what was keeping himin his saddle. Stubbornness, perhaps. Maybe pain.
Though physi cal ly unharned—a few scratches, plenty of bruises, but no wounds to signify—-he was
utterly exhausted. But the

pain was a thing of the heart and bowels. If, as Maarken had told him this was characteristic of
true princes, then he wasn't sure he wanted to be a prince anynore. It hurt too nuch.

During the night, he'd kept glancing back over his shoulder to the eerie glow that was Stronghol d.
He knew he shouldn't, but was unable to stop hinself. It was Sunrunner's Fire, unm stakably so.
But why? At dawn he could not look with his other sight, for an uncertain haze drifted over the
sun.

Part of the ache was seeing Maarken, riding beside him The straight spine was curved now, not as
a branch bends under a weight too heavy to bear, but in the manner of a bow drawn taut and ready
to rel ease deadly tension in arrow flight. But there was no eneny before himnow, only hundreds of
warriors to lead to safety, and without target for the strain Maarken would soon snap. Pol rode
closer to him not know ng what confort he night offer or receive, but needing the cl oseness.

Bot h nen suddenly sat straight, instinctively drawing rein. The arny around them was too nunbed
with defeat to notice—dntil the dragon's shriek snapped every head up and all eyes turned to the
nm | k- pal e sky.

Recogni zi ng the dragon's voice, Pol kicked his weary horse to a trot. A rush of w ngs nearly
envel oped him The horse was too faniliar with dragons to shy away, but when Azhdeen how ed once
nmore the animal quivered and dug his hooves deep into the sand.

The dragonsire | anded, folded his wi ngs, and paced forward. He squinted as he inspected Pol, as if
to make certain his human was unhurt. Pol slid fromthe saddl e and approached, hands held out.
Andr ade' s noonstone and the dark anmethyst of Princemarch winked dully as he touched Azhdeen. The
dragon's head craned around, supple neck half-encircling Pol

"I heard you last night, nmy friend," he nurnured.

"Why are you all the way up here in the north? Aren't
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your ladies lonely for you? O did you feel sonething,
and get worried about me?"
The dragon growl ed, the sound rippling fromhis chest

all the way up his throat to his jaws. Pol was held in a firmenbrace now. not captive, but
supported wi th amazi ng gentl eness. Above the sand nearby, like a shimrer-vision on a brutal sumer
day, an imge formed. Stronghold by night as seen fromthe air, dripping with flanes—aot brought
by flint on stone, but Sunrunner's Fire. The castle, the stables, the outbuildings, even the

sl opes of the rocky hollow where Pol's ancestors had found water and refuge—all of it was abl aze

It was Sunrunner's Fire—but not the sort that burned w thout burning. It nmight take days, but
Stronghol d woul d char down to ashes. Pol cried out. The dragon arched nore closely around him
humming low in his throat with synpathy. Wiat he had seen continued to play out before Pol's
angui shed eyes.

Two bodi es burned in the courtyard. Mrwenna and Rel naya, dead of sorcery—dead saving the lives of
ot her Sunrunners. He blinked away tears and vowed that when there was time to nourn, to stand in
silence with a candle flame in hand as a renminder that fire was everyone's destiny, he hinself
woul d speak the words to honor their I|ives.

Azhdeen showed hi mthe gardens. H's grandnother's fountain and the grotto cascade splashed Fire,
not Water. He shuddered, know ng which faradhi had gestured all this into being, powerful enough
tolet it continue on its own. He knew the touch of those el egant and ruthl ess fingers.

The i mages continued. Beside the streamhe saw a man lying on the dry grass: slimy nade, pale-
haired, eyes closed as if in sleep. Fromhis unnoving chest sprang flames that had not yet touched
him and woul d not—nor the masses of silken hair that spilled red-gold across his body. Only when
the other Fire reached hi mwoul d he be consuned.

A low runbl e vibrated through Azhdeen's body as he was caught in Pol's grief; he unfol ded one w ng
and cl oaked it protectively around his human. Pol huddl ed agai nst the dragon's shoul der, too
stricken even to weep.

CHAPTER TWO

The playful predawn breeze that had awakened Tal-lain by sifting sand onto his face now seened
determ ned to snatch the map from across his knees. He spared an inner sigh for his desk back at
Tiglath —and the clay inpressions of his children's handprints that he used as parchmentwei ghts —
and shifted around on his rock, back to the wind. Riyan stood at his shoulder, intent on the
drawi ng of the Northern Desert.

"They're taking their ease on the plain below Tuath," Tallain nmused. "If we cut around and
approach from Cunaxa, we can cut off any reinforcenents."

"Yes, but if we should happen upon those reinforcenents, we'll be trapped between. There's nothing
left of Tuath for themto live off or in, so they'll be l|ooking for those other troops with their
supplies. " Riyan studied the map. "Instead of drawing themnorth to fight us, why not coax them
south?" "To Tiglath?" Tallain growed. "OF course not! | should' ve said southwest. To Stony
Thorns. "

After a nonent's thought, Tallain smiled. "Riyan, | think we're going to have a quarrel. Yes, and

the | ouder the better. Then you're going to march off in a huff, and I'mgoing to cone after you —
because it's obvious that | don't have enough troops to face the conbi ned Merida and Cunaxan
hosts. You'll head for Stony Thorns, I'll follow —"

—and we'll stage a lovely brawl!" Riyan clapped himon the shoulder. "But what if they don't
conme to see what's going on?"
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Tallain | ooked up, his face all innocence. "It's only twenty neasures. And who could resi st
pouncing on an arny that's fighting itsel f?"

"Wth lots of noise and fuss," Riyan added, starting to grin
"While the rest of our people drive themright into the rocks."
"That's rather sneaky."

"I knew you'd like it. Now, as for the argunent that starts it alt—you'll disagree with nme about
tactics, and—

He stopped abruptly, with the distinct inpression that R yan was no longer listening. As indeed he
was not; the dark eyes had gl azed over, losing all their bronze and golden glintings. Even with
the clearing norning sun full on his dark Fironese skin, he had gone ash-pale. Tallain gestured
away an approachi ng sol dier who m ght have di sturbed the Sunrunning.

Al'l at once Riyan cried out. "No—oddess, no!"

Tallain sprang to his feet, the map forgotten on the sand, and grabbed his friend to keep him
upright. Riyan gasped for air, sense returning to his eyes.

"What is it? What's wong?"

He shook his head and clutched Tallain's forearns, unable to speak. Rage, fear, grief—Fallain
mar ked the passage of each across the stricken face.

"Rohan," he gasped, "it's Rohan. He's dead."

Tall ain wenched away and took two steps—all that his knees would permt—-across the bright sand.
The glare hurt his eyes. He fixed his gaze on the faraway russet stones and dull green trees that
mar ked t he Cu-naxan border. The inmage blurred, and he blinked, and it blurred again

Finally he swng around. "R yan, we have a great deal of work to do." He felt his lips curve in a
thin, cold snmile. "And we will do it very thoroughly."

"Tal | ai n—=
"Very thoroughly," he repeated, and R yan under st ood.

The ritual that observed the passing of a H gh Prince also served to commenorate all others who
had di ed since he was proclained. Tradition held that their spirits—peasant or mighty lord, eneny
or beloved friend—were privileged to gather at his pyre and greet himon the wind that scattered
hi s ashes across the sky.

This was the last vestige of a barbarian past when every princedom s ritual included the slaughter
of as many people as the High Prince had seen years of rule. It was not thought seemy that his
death should be a solitary one. It was yet another tradition that Lady Merisel was credited with
abol i shi ng.

Curiously enough, lore had always held that a Lord or Lady of Goddess Keep di ed al one.

Roel stra's death had come late in 704, thirty-nine winters after his accession. The wi nd that had
carried his ashes skyward was crowded i ndeed—and nuch of it had been his doing. Plague had cone
during his rule, and he had held back the dranath that cured it until certain of his enenies were
dead. The war that he started, and that ended with his death beneath a done of starfire, had

cl ai med hundreds upon hundreds nore lives.

Rohan, with seven fewer years as H gh Prince, would receive snaller but gentler welcome on the
wi nd. The spirits of those dead during his rule would not cone demandi ng to know why.

But this tine a High Prince's death did not nmark the end of a war. Rather, there was the know edge
that those recently dead in that war, and drawn to Stronghold as Rohan's body slowy burned, would
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not be the last to die this year, or the next. Theirs were the spirits who would wait for Pol

Wth the steadying of the light as it slid across the continent, Sunrunners staggered back from
the news that Stronghold was in flanmes and the High Prince was dead. And many wondered just how

| ong those ghosts would have to wait before gathering on the wi nd sunmoned to honor the next Hi gh
Prince.

At Fessada, where the Ussh River broke in twain, an angry young wonan stood in a chanber watching
her husband inspect the nourning gray laid out on their bed. Arnisaya had been born at Gl ad
Seahol d, and was a Princess of Fessenden through narriage to its ruler's younger son. Edirne was
occupi ed in choosing anong four tunics, all equally fine. She could al nbst hear the silent debate
as he deci ded which woul d best beconme himwhile indicating grief for the H gh Prince. Not too nuch
grief, of course, but what was proper for a prince. As he flicked invisible specks of dust from
the clothing, Arni-saya's fingers clenched around a | arge gl ass bow .

Edi rne gl anced at her disinterestedly. "It wouldn't kill me, only shatter.”

"Dragon's teeth would shatter against that stone skull of yours!" She seized the bow in both
hands and crashed it deliberately to the floor. Shards flewin all directions like spatters of
orange pai nt.

" Contr ol your t enmper, Ar ni saya, " her husband
advi sed.

"When will you start behaving |like a nan instead of a gel ding?" she hissed. "My brother Segelin
and his famly are dead at Seahol d—dnavenged! The eneny sails Broch-well Bay as if it were their
private lake. Half the Desert is lost, nost of Glad, nmuch of Syr—and all you can do is worry
which tunic to wear!"

He considered themagain. "lIs your own gown in order? Is it the correct shade of gray? W don't
wish it said we lack respect for the late H gh Prince."

Arni saya nearly shrieked in her frustration and fury. "What does it take to shame you into—=

"Into a fight that has nothing to do with nme?" He picked through the jewels in a small coffer
hol di ng various rings and earrings up to the sunlight. "You heard nmy father's judgnent. There is
nothing in any treaty that conpels us to defend anyone agai nst an invader unknown to us. |If one of
the other princedons had attacked Syr or Dorval or the Desert, then honor would have—=

"Honor! A squiggle of ink on parchnent to you, a sound you |earned to nake but not understand!"

"—dictated that we cone to the aid of the wonged princedom" he continued as if she hadn't
spoken. "We are under no obligation to anyone." "My brother is dead!"

"Yes. And it's a good thing he paid the final installnment on your dowy at the Rialla this year."

This time she aimed a silver wine cup right at his head. He brushed it away as if it were an
annoyi ng i nsect.

"Under st and sonet hing, Arnisaya," he said quietly and in his taut, |ong-nosed face was a cold
warning. "My father chose me to rule after him even though nmy brother Camanto is the elder. And
after me will come our son Lenig. This war is nothing we need concern ourselves with. Nothing is
going to interfere with the order of things in Fessenden—not war, not alliance, not anything." He
paused | ong enough to settle on an unusual dark noonstone earring to conplete his ensenble. "But |
woul d rem nd you, wife, that the succession is now assured."

She sucked in a breath and her high color paled. "You wouldn't dare."

"No? As you' ve pointed out, Segelin is dead. There is no one to side with you, should | decide on
di vorce—whi ch you nmake nore attractive with every one of your tantrums. |'m begi nning to wonder
why | Chose a hawk, when a sparrow woul d have suited ne just as well."

Arni saya fled the room before she grabbed sonmething really fatal and killed himwith it. In the
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chill marble hallways of Fessada she slanmed blindly into someone whose arms caught her fast.

"Let go of ne, dam you!"

"Peace, dear sister.” Camanto steadied her, in no hurry to | oosen his enbrace. "You're quite
astoni shing when you're furious, you know Pity ny brother doesn't have eyes to see it."

"Damm him" She raked her tunbled hair back fromher face. "He's a coward and a fool! No wonder
your father wants himto be the next Prince of Fessenden—they're exactly alike!"

"So you've discovered that, have you?" He grinned, looking like a |Iean, blond wolf.

"What can he hope to gain by staying neutral? Pol will chew himup and spit himout—and | don't
like to think what the Vellant'imw Il do."

"On the contrary,"” Cananto said, |eading her to an antechanber where they could be private. "My
esteened father has firmlegal basis for his actions—

"For the lack of them" she hissed.

"Granted. But Pol is as stupid about adhering to the | aw as Rohan ever was. As for the
Vel lant'im— He shrugged. "They want the Desert. Now they have nmost of it. My father will nake
sone sort of arrangenent.”

"You're as craven as he is! You're worse than Edirne!"

"Ch, no." Camanto |laughed and tilted her face up with one finger beneath her chin. H's brown eyes
were bright and bitter. "No, sweet sister. | have neither ny father's cowardi ce nor nmy brother's
icy blood. | have . . . intentions."

"What ki nd?" she asked warily.
"Certain things they wouldn't approve."”

Arnisaya's breath caught. "I'Il do everything | can to help."

"You are the nost inmpulsive woman | ever net," he said with a smle, and after a nonment added,
"Have you al so di scovered—inally—that you nmarried the wong brother?"

*

At Dragon's Rest, Prince Myon of Cunaxa was hard put to nmaster hinmself. Dead, finally dead! he
kept telling hinmself, barely restraining |aughter. Feeling his |ips begin to curve, he dug the
sharp prongs of a ring into his palm the disconfort reninding himof the sobriety denmanded by the
occasi on.

"What's to becone of us now?" he nurnured, shaking his head.
Edrel of River Ussh, whose grief marked himas if it

were years instead of only noments old, raised his eyes to the Sunrunner who had brought the news.
"It's certain? Absolutely certain?"

"Yes, ny lord." Hldreth twi sted her rings. "Poor Sioned.

M yon recalled that the two wonen had grown up together at Goddess Keep. Hildreth m splaced her
enotion, however; it was Pol who deserved pity.

Aware that they were | ooking to himfor instructions, he repressed another grin and said, "You
both know better than |I how such rituals are arranged here. Please see to it. | wish to spend sone
time al one.™

He escaped to the gardens, found a secl uded bench screened by shrubs and a willow tree, and rocked
back and forth with silent |aughter for sonme tine. But not even glee at Rohan's death coul d cance
his lingering fury at the trick his daughter had played on him Had Miglan still been here under
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his thunb, Iife would have been nuch sinpler. Now he woul d have to choose his neal instead of
ni bbling fromboth ends of the |oaf.

Coul d Pol withstand the invading Vellant'in® Indications were he could not. Radzyn, Renmgev,
Stronghol d—the three shining jewels of the Desert were lost. And at the snoking ruins of Tuath
Castle in the far north, Myon's own bastard son canped with his Merida brethren, soon to descend
on coveted Tiglath. Wth its capture—and Birioc had dammed wel| better not destroy it, or Myon
woul d have his head—€unaxan steel could be shipped safely and swiftly to the Vellant'im Mre
importantly, Desert troops would be kept out of reach of that sanme precious steel, unable to
rearm He thought of the swords, shields, spears, and arrowheads stockpiled in his arnories, and
smled. Birioc had bought hinself into partnership with the Vellant'imwth that treasure; Myon
i ntended to buy a princedom WMaybe two.

Not that he would forgive his future allies for gutting Stronghold. It was easier to believe Rohan
dead than that seenmingly eternal pile of stone gone. Now he woul d never ride through its gates and
t ake possession of what was rightfully his. Wll, he would think of that while the

ritual was going on—+t would put a properly sonmber | ook on his face.

And the nourning period would at |east give himthe chance to think. Wth Laric departed for Firon
to reclaimhis princedomfromhis wife's treacherous brother, there was only Edrel left to dea
with. And Evarin, the Master Physician from Goddess Keep. And Hildreth and her husband and sons.

There was nuch to be thought over, and several deaths to be pl anned.

*

At New Raetia, it was a bright, w ndswept norning, the sort of day that al nost made Rohannon w sh
he could tolerate being in a boat. How wonderful to skimacross water |ike a dragon on the wi nd.
The cl osest he could cone to it was Sunrunning, but his father had forbidden it until he truly
knew how.

At least he didn't have the faradhi seasickness as bad as his sister. Sonetines Chayla turned
green just |ooking at the ocean fromthe wi ndows of Radzyn. Rohannon smiled briefly at the nenory,
then turned away fromthe view of the restless water far below It would be a very long tine

bef ore he saw whitecaps off the shores of his hone, or teased Chayl a about her susceptibility, or
wal ked the battlements of his ancestral keep again.

"Rohannon? Ah, here you are." Prince Arlis grabbed for the folds of his cloak and w apped the
heavy wool nore tightly around him "Wat a wind! Not the contented sighs of a Storm God nade
happy | ast night in the Goddess' arns!"

"I hope he blows the Vellanti fleet to the Far Islands and smashes them on the rocks."

"Hm | wonder what —+f anythi ng—they believe in." Arlis |eaned his el bows on the stone and peered
down to the harbor. "Rohannon, why did no one know ny brother Sauner is faradhi!"

He'd been waiting for this question for quite some tine
now. "l have no idea, ny lord. Was he sick on the voyage to Syr?"

"Yes, but so was everyone el se who'd had dinner with himthe night before. W assumed it was bad
| obster.”™ Arlis shook his head. "Goddess, if we'd only knowmn— He broke off abruptly.

Rohannon understood. As Rohan's one-time squire, Arlis' loyalties did not lie at Goddess Keep. But
with Saumer turning out to have the gift ... it was the same decision his own parents had thus far
avoi ded: whether or not to send Rohannon and Chayla to Andry for training.

"Well, it's done," Arlis said. "Or perhaps | ought to say it wasn't done."
"If he wants, he can be taught the way Sioned taught ny grandnother Tobin."
"I can't see Saumer returning to the schoolroom” Arlis pointed out wyly. "Anybody's school room

not even Sioned' s. Have you thought what you'll do when it cones to it?"
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Rohannon shrugged. "lI'mnot sure. | can learn it all fromny parents—and Sioned, of course—but

there's a | ot about being a Sunrunner that they say can only be taught at Goddess Keep. |—=
Rohannon—

Fat her? He was wapped in light and gentleness and faniliar colors.
Goddess bl essing to you, ny dear son. I'mglad to find you safe.

Wiy woul dn't | be? Father, what's wong? There is no easy way to tell this. Rohannon, there's been
hard battle here. Stronghold is enpty and burning. Don't worry about your nother and
sister—they're on their way to Feruche with your grandnother. And you? You're not hurt? A few
scratches. But Rohan . . . Rohan is dead. "No!"

His scream shattered the weaving. Arlis threw an arm around his shoulders to hold himupright,
calling his

nane. It was so cold. The wind cut through himand iced his bones.
Rohannon! Maarken steadied him Don't ever do that again!
Fat her—o, it's not true—

I wish alnmost anything el se were true but this. | can't stay, ny son. Tell Arlis, and—and do honor
to your kinsman. You were Naned for him and he |oved you well. Renenber that.

*

At Summer River in Gib, Prince Velden said to his court Sunrunner, "W shall do all that is
proper, naturally. But w thout ostentation."

"Meani ng, ny |ord?"

"What do you think it nmeans?" he snapped. "The eneny is canped not ten nmeasures away. Thus far
they've let us alone. If they see a display of fuss and bother they'll wonder why—and undoubtedly
find out. What would it do to their spirits to learn that the H gh Prince is dead and they've won
a great victory in the Desert? How long would it be before they decide to match that victory

her e?"

"I hadn't thought of it that way, ny lord."

O course you hadn't. You don't think at all unless Andry tells you how | never |iked Andrade,
but at | east she sent ne Sunrunners who knew how to use their brains.

Al oud, he said, "W will observe the ritual with all respect and honor, but quietly."

The Sunrunner departed. Vel den frowned, rem nded that in Andrade's day faradh'im had bowed to
princes, a small point but a telling one. Things had changed since the days of his youth, and not
for the better.

He shrugged of f his annoyance and wi shed he could al so shrug off his only son and heir, who Iinped
into the oratory gripping his cane as if it were a sword. Elsen's right | eg had been shattered in
a chil dhood accident; he had never been sent away to be fostered as a squire or even been nore
than a few neasures from Sumer

Ri ver, for if walking was unconfortable, riding was an agony. Alifetine of intermttent pain
showed in Elsen's face, in the constant tension of his thin nmouth and the strain around his eyes.

Vel den was well aware that the last thing under the Goddess' sunshine El sen wanted to do was
beconme a ruling prince. He had hoped that his daughter Norian would marry a man worthy of being
naned heir, but she had thrown herself away on that nothing Edrel of River Ussh. So Elsen, not his
sister, would rule Grib one day. At |least he'd had sense enough to wed a worman who not only adored
himin spite of his handicap, but who knew what was what when it came to ruling. Selante was Cabar
of Glad s daughter and had nore between her ears than the scribblings fromnusty ol d books that
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filled Elsen's head.

Yet it seenmed that his placid son was now noved to sonething very like anger. Bel atedly, Vel den
recalled that it had been Rohan who had sent vol unes on every subject inaginable to a crippled
little boy he had never even net, and long letters had been exchanged for nobst of Elsen's life.

"Way haven't the orders been given?" El sen demanded. "By now everyone should be in nmourning, and
the fires lit, and—=

Vel den detailed his reasoning, as he had done with the Sunrunner. But though grudgi ng acceptance
gradual ly showed in Elsen's pale eyes, the long jaw set stubbornly hal fway through the
expl anat i on.

"This still doesn't make clear why you' ve held back our soldiers fromthe fighting. At |east send
themto Catha Heights, to join with the Syrene arny—

"Under the command of two squires? How effective do you think this "arny' will be now that Kostas
i s dead?"

"Ri hani and Sauner are his kinsmen. His people will followthem Qurs will follow you."

"I'f your cousin Sethric were here instead of in the Desert, perhaps | would order it. But |I'mtoo
old."

"And | amincapable," Elsen finished for himw thout

bitterness. "Sethric isn't here, so you're safe in suggesting it, aren't you?"

"Hol d your tongue," Vel den snapped, for his son had hit on the exact truth.

"I have, and for too long." He linped to a chair and sat down to ease the ache in his leg. "I said
not hi ng when you refused to send troops to Waes and kept our gates |ocked to those who fled that
city. | said nothing when Radzyn fell, and Riverport and G aypearl and the rest. Even when Prince
Tilal was nearby and coul d have been given our soldiers to | ead—

"Ossetia has always coveted Gib! Should I have made a gift of our arny, our only nmeans of
protecti on—

"Qur best protection would be to help defeat the enemy! But instead you do as Cabar does, and hide
behind Pirro of Fessenden's pretty little point of treaty |aw"

"That's enough!"

"Selante is ashamed of her father. Norian is undoubtedly ashaned of you—her husband was Pol's
squire, and his sister and her fanmly were killed at G lad Seahol d. Bl ood honor al one shoul d
conmpel you to—

"You' ve turned the el oquence of your books to serve reality at last, | see," Velden said in silken
tones that should have warned his son. "So work your clever, educated m nd around this. The

Vel lant'imchose to seize the waterways and nothing else in the south. Oh, they tried for Goddess
Keep, and we all know what Andry did to themthere. But five neasures fromthe Pyrme, the Catha,
and the Faolain, the land is untouched. They control our rivers because we can travel on them And
that is all they have done here.”

"Yes, but—

"Yes, but why?" Vel den | eaned agai nst the carved wooden colum in the center of the oratory—an
enmbel | i shment designed and installed by his father Vissarion shortly before he died of Plague in
701. Each of the thirty-six years since, Velden had ordered it freshly painted on the anniversary
of the death. He wondered

suddenly if Pol woul d undertake sone simlar renenbrance fromnow on—+f he lived to devi se one.

"Why?" he repeated. "They wanted the Desert. They destroyed keeps here, but Radzyn and Renmagev and

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...n%20Star%2002%20-%20The%20Dragon%20Token.txt (18 of 347) [2/4/2004 11:55:44 PM]



file:///D}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/M el ani €%620Rawn%620-%20Dragon%20Star%2002%620-%20T he%620Dragon%20T oken.txt
Whitecliff still stand."
"Stronghol d and Tuath do not," Elsen chall enged.

"Si oned burned Stronghold herself. The Merida were responsible for Tuath. Don't interrupt. Wy
shoul d they want the Desert? What is it about sand and heat and the places where dragons nate that
they feel they nust possess?"

El sen's frown was schol arly now, anger having small power over himconpared to an intellectua
puzzle. Velden noted it with a griminner smle

"There are tales, of course—stories for children
readi ng one only a few nights ago."

the young man said slowy. "Vellanur and | were

"He's al ready reading? At not yet five winters?" Problens were nonentarily forgotten in
grandfat herly pride.

"OfF course," Elsen said inpatiently. "Lady Feylin sent ne copies of sone of the old | egends about
dragons that she refutes in her book. As you say, Father, there's nothing in the Desert but sand
and heat and dragons. The first is worthless except for making glass. That they want to broi
thensel ves to death in the Desert sun is ludicrous. So it has to be the dragons.”

"Can you tell me why?"

"I"msure you've heard nost of the stories. Their blood has magi cal or poisonous properties, their
gaze turns nen to stone, they speak without words to their victinms—preferably virgin princesses.
Anyone who eats a dragon's heart will understand the | anguage of birds." He smiled faintly.
"Vel l anur is of two minds about that. He's not sure if the ness would be worth the result."

"I quite agree," Velden said, chuckling. "I doubt there's any sauce that would nmake it pal atable."
"He is currently contenplating onion gravy," Elsen reported with his slight smle, then sobered.
"But no one is fool enough to believe such things in this day and age. Even if the Vellant'imdid,
why go seek out dragons that

could paralyze with a glance? There's only one thing that could tenpt them And that's dragon
gold.™

"Anmyth, like all the rest of it."

"OF course—but let's pretend that it's true. Wuldn't the Desert cone under attack al nost
i medi ately? Prince Myon springs to mnd."

"And ne?" Vel den asked acidly. "Don't mistake me, ny son. Gib is nmne, and all its wealth—and
that's . enough for ne. I'mnot disposed to risking it all on a foolish | egend."

"But the Vellant'imm ght be doing just that."

"Perhaps. But there's another factor," Velden mused, running a thunb over the gold | eaf |avished
on a carved wheatfield. "Sunrunners. Wiy was Goddess Keep attacked? It's not on any river. It has
no tactical advantage."

El sen nodded. "These savages screamthe old word for sorcerers—t translates as 'Stone-burners.'
They use it as their battle cry, just as Lord Chaynal's troops bellow out his nanme and that of
Radzyn, and so on. But if they are sorcerers, as their attenpt on Goddess Keep and their use of
the termwoul d indicate, why has no sorcery been used?"

"Perhaps they're |ike Sunrunners, forbidden to use it to kill." Velden shrugged. "And the nost
power ful Sunrunner now |iving—al ways excepting Andry, who holds the title and honors—s in the
Desert."

El sen opened his nouth, shut it again, and finally nmanaged, "Sioned? The eneny want Sioned? But
why?"
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"I''mnot saying they do or don't. |'m saying that they obviously know enough about the princedons
to know where and when and how to attack. It would be insanity to think they didn't know about our
politics and who rul es what—and who is what."

"Dragon gold and Sunrunners. Suddenly Elsen's face clouded over. "This can't be news to
themin the Desert. Rohan woul d have thought of all this."

"Yes, he would. And | ook where it got him Do you understand now why | won't risk involvenent in
this war?" Frustrated as anger visibly grasped his son's fine-

drawn features again, Vel den exclainmed, "Goddess in glory, we don't even know who we're fighting!
W don't know where they cane from let alone what they want!" Rising stiffly fromhis chair,

El sen | eaned on his cane and asked, "And if you knew, Father, would you give it to then? Wuld you
demand t hat Pol hand over dragons, or dragon gol d—er Sioned?"

*

I n Meadow ord, Ostvel had decided that his and Tilal's conbined forces would nove slowy toward
Swal ekeep, giving Chiana every opportunity to invite themto establish a canp outside the walls.
This was preferable to marching in like the attacking arny they would have to becone if she failed
to respond as self-preservation nust dictate. There was no Vel lanti arny near enough to defend
Swal ekeep, but he had every faith that soon there would be. And he didn't want to waste his

peopl e's bl ood on Swal ekeep

"Do you think Chiana would actually put up a fight?" Lord Kerluthan of River Ussh asked, not
bothering to hide his eagerness for battle.

OGstvel shrugged. "1'd prefer to avoid the whole question. If we can get into Swal ekeep peaceably,

then we can draw Chiana's claws. Rohan can deal with her betrayal later." Seeing the honest regret
in Kerluthan's eyes, Ostvel snorted. "And no, you nmay not spare himthe trouble by doi ng whatever

it is you're thinking about doing."

"I wasn't thinking anything." But a sudden predatory grin lit the athri's face. "It'd be |ovely,
t hough, wouldn't it?"

"Behave yourself," the older nan chided. Still, he was unable to repress a rather wistful sigh
Lovely indeed to be rid of Chiana by one "accident" or another. . . . Then he shook hinsel f. War

was making himthink |ike a barbarian. Rohan woul d be ashamed of him

Besi des, he woul d have need of his baser inpulses for an eneny far nore form dable than Chiana. |If
she did

the smart thing and wel coned them he could | eave behind troops to secure Swal ekeep and take the
rest down the Pyrne. There he would neet up with the Syrene arnmy now comranded by Ri hani and
Sauner. And at |last they would start for the Desert, relieve the siege at Stronghold, and push the
Vellant'iminto the sea.

Tilal nerely nodded and shrugged when asked his opinion of this plan. He had said nothing nuch
since news of his brother Kostas' death nany days ago. Andrev saw to all his needs, a silent
little blond shadow at his side every instant—except when the boy was Sunrunning. GCstvel, |eft
with all the work on the journey to Swal e-keep, could have used the squire's help. But Andrev was
sworn to Tilal, not to him So he left themto thensel ves.

Canped for the night in a nmeadow hal fway to Swal e-keep, he was begi nning to think Chiana a stupid
wonman after all. There had been no nmessenger, no scouts sighted at a distance, nothing. Every
nor ni ng he received the same report from Kerluthan, and every norning he gave the sanme order
mount and ride for Swal ekeep. But not too quickly. It was getting a trifle nonotonous.

"What's her problen?" he nuttered when Kerluthan came with the same news yet again. "She nust know
that we at |east suspect what she's up to—though she can't know we had proof at Catha Heights."

"Maybe she thinks if she ignores us, we'll just go away." Kerluthan grinned all over his broad,
craggy face.
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"Hmph. Maybe she just thinks that we wouldn't dare attack."
"She'll have to think again."

"I like your spirit, Kerluthan, but if you nust have action, ride afield today and bring down sone
deer for the cookpots. Regular canp rations are unsettling ny stonach, and at ny age, digestion is
everything." He broke off as Andrev darted on foot around four soldiers |eading six horses and
skidded to a stop in the dewwet grass. "Here, what's all this?" GOstvel began

"My |l ords—Stronghold is ablaze and—=
"I npossi bl e!'" Kerl uthan grow ed.
"Hush and let himfinish." Sick dread ached in his throat. "You' ve spoken with your sister?"

"Yes, ny lord—eh, ny lord, they've all left Stronghold and burned it behind themw th Sunrunner's
Fire and—and— Andrev | ooked up at Ostvel in anguish. "Tobren says that the Hi gh Prince is dead!"

OGstvel's gaze wandered fromthe boy's face to the nmeadow before him tranpled to brown nud beneath
boots and hooves. He | ooked up at the sky, and the white clouds edged in silver-gilt that drifted
hi gh on the norning breeze. He | ooked at anything that did not |ook back with know edge in its
eyes that his prince and his friend was dead.

"My lord?" Kerluthan's voice, worried and subdued.

Ostvel nodded. "Andrev. Take ne to Prince Tilal. You can tell ne on the way what el se Tobren said.
Lord Kerluthan, nake ready to march on Swal ekeep."

The younger man knew the difference in the order: march on, not to. He nodded and strode away.
OGstvel put a hand on Andrev's thin shoul der

"Tell me the rest," he said quietly.

*

At Castle Crag, within the crystal oratory that clung to the cliff, Al asen sat alone. The ritua
woul d be held tonorrow night, but with the fall of dusk today she had lit candl es by the hundreds
in rows at the back of the oratory. Toni ght she kept her own vigil.

Her gaze sought the pane of glass broken by Rohan in 719, replaced by Ostvel with one etched with
the dragon ci pher. Fironese crafters had col ored the dragon gol den-yell ow and given it blue eyes.
A real enerald was set into the ring pinched between the beast's talons. It was the only stained
glass in the oratory. Wen the sun shone, the whole roomwas drenched in color and the enerald
refracted bl ue-green sparks in all directions.

Now, past midnight and with no noons, the gold and blue and green still caught the |ight. But
there was no

sparkle to the oratory, only the reflections of rows of candle flanes against black gl ass.

Al asen didn't think nuch about Rohan. She thought about her el dest daughter and her only son, who
wer e somewhere between Stronghold and Feruche this night. She thought about her husband, marching
on Swal ekeep. But nobstly she thought about herself.

How safe it was, perched here above the Faolain River. How safely she had lived her life here.
After those few terrible days of Andrade's death and Andry's |ove, Ostvel had given her peace. How
her father Vol og and her brother Latham were dead, and Rohan, and hundreds nore whose names she
did not know. Ostvel and Jeni and Dannar were in the mddle of war. Yet here, there was stil

saf ety and peace.

She had spent all the years since the discovery and the denial of what she was clutching at the
safety of this place. She had distanced herself from princes and Sunrunners. Perhaps now was the
time to acknow edge that she was both. Perhaps now she could no | onger isolate her mnd and heart,
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keepi ng each to the uses of her life here at Castle Crag.

Vol og and Lat ham and Rohan and hundreds of others had died. Mre deaths woul d fol |l ow—+hough not,
pl ease the CGoddess, anyone el se she held dear. She would rather lay her living body down on an
already lit pyre than | ose any of them

She wat ched the reflected candle flames against black glass, tiny fires that could not reach into
t he night beyond crystal w ndows. But there was another Fire that coul d. She possessed that Fire.
Perhaps it was tine she |learned how to use it.

Per haps then she woul d know an honest peace, one she herself nade.

*

During the long day after Stronghold was set abl aze, other people in other keeps | earned what had
happened.

But in many places there were no Sunrunners to listen on |ight.

At Tiglath, a thin fog rolled in off the Sunrise Water and kept the Sunrunner there isol ated.
Sionel | spent a heartbreaking nmorning trying wi thout success to coax Rabisa, her brother's w dow,
back to sone senblance of life. Then she spent the afternoon preparing to receive her husband's
victorious arny back froma battle not yet fought. That he would not be the victor never crossed
her m nd.

In the rugged hills of Dorval, where once the faradh'imhad lived, there was no Sunrunner to
receive and tell the news. Prince Ludhil and Princess Iliena inspected supplies seized from under
Vel l anti noses on the previous day's raid, then planned the next one. They avoided talking of
their children, safe with their grandparents in the Desert.

At Skybowl there was no Sunrunner and no need of one. Lady Ruala, Riyan's wife, was a sorcerer to
her last drop of blood. Untrained in nost of the arts, still she knew how to speak on sunli ght
with her husband. When he told her about Rohan, she allowed herself to weep for a little while,
then sought out Prince Chadric and Princess Audrite.

At Radzyn and Witecliff, and in the port town bel ow Graypearl, news of the H gh Warlord's triunph
cane in nmore conventional ways.

At G lad Seahold, Faolain Riverport, and Remagev, at Tuath Castle and Waes, there was no one at
all.

At River Run there was a Sunrunner who didn't know he was. Saumer of Kierst-lsel led his late
lord's tired arny into the keep where Kostas and Tilal and Sioned had been born, and where Kostas
woul d be burned that night. Every so often he glanced sideways at Ri hani, whose wound taken at
Cat ha Hei ghts had begun to fester

At Einar and Medawari; at Zaldivar and Athnyr; at Hi gh Kirat where Princess Danladi sat in the
same gentle, frightening silence as Rabisa did at Tiglath; at Kadar Water and Grand Veresch and
Ri ver Ussh and a score

of smaller keeps throughout the princedons, Sunrunners |istened to Maarken, who spoke from Pol's
side, or Hollis, who spoke from Sioned's. And not that night but the next, candles would burn in
silence, and all who had died between Roelstra's death and Rohan's woul d be renenber ed.

At Faol ain Low and, the Sunrunner Johlarian brought the news to Lord Mrsath and Lady Karanaya,
and then shut hinself in his chanber so the once-bel oved sunlight could bring himno nore horrors.

At Bal arat, the Sunrunner had been nurdered. But that place had no need of her to receive word
t hat Rohan was dead.

At Goddess Keep there were hundreds of Sunrunners—and one who stood al one on the battlenments in
the setting sun with tears streaking his face.
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It had just gone dusk. Andry rested his hands lightly on the stone bal ustrade and gazed down at
the assenbl ed Sunrunners and conmon fol k. H's athri, Jayachin, stood with her young son at the
head of the latter crowd, hiding resentnent that she would not stand with himin honoring Rohan
As if she had the right, he thought bitterly, as if she had even seen him nore than once or tw ce
in the distance at a Rialla.

Very few here, either Sunrunner or commoner, had known Rohan. Many faradh'imrenenbered Sioned
during her girlhood here, and wept for her |oss. None but Andry had known Rohan. In this, as in
ot her things, he

was al one.

Al'l the Sunrunners wore gray nourning. The refugees from Waes and el sewhere had |ittle enough
that they had nade an effort to conformto the ritual—a gray tunic here, a headscarf there,
everyone wearing at |east a token of the col or—+touched him They had so little, and yet they each
held an unlit candle, a precious thing in their poverty. Watever el se he had been, whatever he
had done or not done, however he had succeeded or

fail ed, Rohan had been their H gh Prince for nore than thirty years. Andry drew breath in the
stillness, and began to speak

Nearly the breadth of the continent away, those who had known Rohan best-sone of themall his
life—also assenbled. Amid the stone spires and towers and strange shadows of the Court of the
Storm God, they wore no gray and held no candles in the night. The nobons had not risen, nor would
they. Only cool starlight shone down on the warriors and servants, nobles and Isulk'im and a
tall, solitary figure whose blond hair faded to silver in the gl oom

He stood anpng them not apart, though the wi de place anmong the twi sting rocks had been chosen
partly for the flat stone just behind him upon which he was neant to stand while he spoke. But he
found hinmsel f unable to stand above them even though the position he now held was at the pinnacle
of his world.

They waited in patient silence for himto collect his thoughts. Wen at | ast he spoke, his words
rang |ike a steel sword off stone.

"My father . . . was a nman to whomlife had given the truth of hinmself. A rare and precious gift,
nmore inmportant than the power he was heir to in the Desert, and the power he was gi ven when he
becanme Hi gh Prince."

who understood power, both of his person and his position. My kinsman was a man in whose
presence all of us felt nore alive. H s was the silent challenge to know and to |learn, to do our
work and excel at it—and then to surpass ourselves. But this he did with kindness, and
understanding for our frailties and the difficulty of the task. He was called Azhrei not because
he was fearsone, but because he was strong enough to shelter us beneath his wings. . . ."

Andry paused, sudden menory interrupting his train of thought. He could see before himas clearly
as in a Fire-conjuring two little boys and a cl oak-draped "dragon." Wngs fluttered and nmerry bl ue
eyes peered out at the woul d-be heroes, daring themto attack the fearsonme dragon with their
wooden toy swords.

"My father was a man of great power. H s strength of mind and heart, his w sdom and his courage
these things all of you know But perhaps the greatest of his strengths was that he understood
power and was wary of it. As High Prince, with the wealth of the Desert behind him and with a
form dabl e Sunrunner as his Princess, he mght have taken any |and he fancied and ruled only to

pl ease hinsel f. But he did not. That was the true greatness of his power, as he sawit: that he so
rarely used
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it."

But everything he ever taught ne or told ne is useless to ne now What good is |law and gentle

per suasi on and waiting for the right monment to act when the world is collapsing around ne? | |ove
you, Father, | admire you, and everything I'msaying nowis true. But why didn't you ever teach ne
the things | really needed to know? How do | defeat these barbarians with laws witten on a

par chnent page?

and the world is a nore threatening place without him In his |ast season of |life he saw
| ands ravaged and castles razed. He saw battles that killed his people. And all that he kept safe
is safe no | onger.™

Once nore Andry paused, the two visions of Radzyn hovering in his mind. One in flanes, the scene
of years of nightmares; the other as it was now, intact and proud but echoing to Vellanti
footfalls. Andry had seen destruction that meant the eneny had no usable base in the Desert.
Reality was a keep still whole but given over to

their ease and confort. Wich was failure, and which was victory?
He didn't know anynore.

"Qur task nowis to restore the peace that he cherished nore than his own life. And those who

think that he failed will learn otherwise. He lived, and he kept us safe. That was his gift to us.
Wth his silent challenge before us—+to do our work as well as we know how, and then to do it even
better—e cannot fail. Wth his exanple living still, especially in the hearts of those who knew

hi m best, we will know that safety again."

Andry lifted both arns slowy, and slowy every candle lit as if a breath of Fire blew across the
wi cks one by one. The fields before himblazed to life with flames that burned to mark a death.

Torien, as Chief Steward of Goddess Keep, |ed the Sunrunners and castlefolk out to the walls,
where the candl es were placed in the soft ground. They filed back through the gates.

Jayachin cane forward to place her own candle and that of her little boy. After her shuffled
nearly three thousand others, and by the tine it was done the tiny Fires enbraced the foundation
stones |like a half-npat of white and gol d.

Andry wondered if anyone else saw it the way he did: inconplete, as if one saw the top half of a
ring and assuned that it indeed circled the whole finger, not knowing it was a shamand a
deception.

But it was Rohan the flames synbolized. It could not be a Sunrunner's ring. H s had been only a
halfling gift. So perhaps the half-circle of light was appropriate after all

*

There were no candles at the Court of the Storm God. Pol raised one hand and called Fire to unlit
torches. Bright as day they blazed, naking stone beacons of the pale yellow and orange and dark
russet of the spires.

He thought of the Fire that still burned, spilling down

fromthe Flanetower at Stronghold. And of another fire that should have replaced it, but would
remain unlit for what he suspected would be a long tine. Hs owm fire.

The great topaz gleamed in its circle of emeral ds where Chay had placed it on his finger only a
little while ago. He had never seen that ring on any hand but his father's. To find it now on his
own cut himto the heart.

He stood there in the blazing night, Fire lighting the tears that ran |ike scars down his cheeks.
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Chapter Three

The Vellanti courier strode across Princess Chiana's priceless carpets, leaving a trail of nulchy
| eaves, raindrops, and nud. He was |lacquered in it head to foot and as he yanked off his cap in
her presence, water flewin all directions.

Chiana hastily drew back in her chair. "How dare you conme in here covered in filth! Look what
you' ve done!" "Modther," Ri nhoel nurnured, pale green eyes intent on the single clean thing about
the courier, alittle gleamof gold stashed safely in the cap. He held out his hand and when the
dragon token was in his grasp he wasted precisely one instant admiring its solid gold w ngs and
ruby eyes. "You cone fromthe Hi gh Warlord, then."

"Yes, ny lord. Rohan is dead at Stronghold. It and he still burn with cursed Fire." "Dead?" Chiana
gasped. "Are you certain?" He | ooked at her as if she were insane. "Wuld it be said if it were
untrue?" "But how did he die? Not in battle, surely!™ "At his years?" the courier scoffed. "When

warriors beat through the flames, they came upon himlying on the ground as if sl eeping. None
dared touch him nor cone too close, but a physician | ooked and saw, and believes his heart
stopped in his chest."

Chi ana snorted. "A wonder Sioned's didn't stop, as well—ene heart in two bodies." She caught her
|l ower lip between her teeth, the corners of her mouth curving. "Poor Sioned. Ch, poor, poor
Si oned! "

She was still grinning—nsi de—ahen she sunmoned Rialt and Naydra and told themthe Hi gh Prince was

dead. She expl ai ned her know edge by saying that couriers had ridden night and day since the
terrible tragedy; true enough, and unnecessary to identify exactly whose couriers, for the instant
the news left her lips they were too stunned to think

Ri nhoel , standi ng nearby, wore a decently sorrowful expression. "Naturally, the ritual will be
hel d tonight. Qur steward will provide the proper gray clothes and all that nust be done will be
done. Lady Aurar notwithstanding," he added with a frown.

"Aurar?" Naydra echoed, bewi |l dered. Her eyes were liquid with grief; R alt |ooked sick, too
dunbstruck to conprehend anyt hi ng.

Chi ana, watching her half-sister's face, blessed her son's cleverness. "Aurar refuses to put on
nmour ni ng. She says it serves Rohan right for condoning her father's nurder and for sendi ng Kostas
to take Catha Heights." She gave a tiny shrug. "As if it was Rohan's fault that Patwi n turned
traitor, or that Mrsath killed himat Faolain Low and.

Ri nhoel nodded. "I'mafraid her sorrow for her father has unsettled her mnd. |I've told her not to
show her face at the ritual if she knows what's good for her."

That Aurar had other, better things to do with her time went unnentioned; the purpose of the
little exercise was to excuse her absence. Not that either Naydra or Rialt would notice, Chiana
thought. Still, best to be cautious.

"May | |eave, your grace?" Rialt asked suddenly.
Chi ana nodded her synpathy. "OF course. This is a terrible loss to us all, Master Rialt."

For once he did not arch a sardonic brow as she deprived himof his honorary title. He wal ked from
the roomas if in a dream Naydra went with him Rinhoel waited until the outer doors had cl osed
before turning a broad snmile on his nother.

"They'l| be paralyzed for days over this."

"They'd better be. | don't like to think what Rialt could get up to if he found out Tilal and
Ostvel are so close to Swal ekeep. ™
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"But they'll be paralyzed, too. This couldn't have cone at a better tine!" He threw the gol den
dragon into the air, catching it before tossing it into her lap. "Thus too Castle Crag, ny |ady,
after the Vellanti have beaten its lord outside our walls."

"WIl they cone in tine?" Despite the excellent turn of events, she was fretful. "There's been no
reply fromLord Varek."

"Hs arny marching up the Faolain will be answer enough. Don't worry, Mbther."

"Il try not to—but it's been ny whole life, Rinhoel, waiting, always waiting. ..." Another

t hought occurred to her. "W'd better send soneone with Aurar, to nake sure she hands over our
letter instead of tending to her own anbitions. Do you know she had the gall to order me to march
on Syr?"

He paused, watching her delicate, scarred fingers toy with the ruby-eyed token. "Actually, it's
not such a bad idea—ence Tilal and Ostvel are taken care of. Kostas is dead and his army is
comanded by Saurmer and Ri hani. There wouldn't be nuch credit in defeating two boys ny own age,

even if they are princes, but— Chiana stiffened. "I won't have you risk yourself!" "Mother—"

"No! Absolutely not! And if you nention it again, I'Il forbid you even to ride the outskirts of
the battle against Tilal and GOstvel!"

Ri nhoel | ooked rebellious, then shrugged. "As you wi sh. But once |I'mH gh Prince, not even you
will stop me fromdoing as | w sh."

"Once you're High Prince, there'll be no danger of your being killed in a war. That's the one good
thing Rohan did in his life. He gave the princes and athr'ima taste for peace. Once the
Vel l ant'im have what they want—and we have what we want—there will be peace again."

He | aughed down at her. "GCh, Mdther, how can you believe that?" "You just think about power for a
time, ny son!" she

snapped. "A High Prince who's constantly at war is a High Prince who's not being obeyed."

That Ri nhoel had never considered this before was clear in his eyes. At |ast he nodded. "As you
wi sh," he repeated.

"Good." Placing the dragon token on a table beside her, she shook out her skirts and rose. "W'l]I
have to talk to your father and work out what he'll say at the ritual tonight."

"Thank the Goddess neither of us has to speak. |'mgoing to have enough trouble not |aughing."

*

Pol finally | ocated Sioned, but only because he recognized the man riding protectively at her

si de. Though Meath had covered his graying head with the hood of his cloak, no one else had his
hei ght or breadth of shoulder. Pol ached a little at the Sunrunner's weary slunp, nenory supplying
himw th a picture of a vigorous man in the prine of his |ife who had taught himeverything from
basi ¢ swordsmanship to fine control of a Fire-conjuring. Now Meath seened ol d.

But Sioned was straight-spined and el egant as ever in the saddle. Pol had been prepared to find
her as hunched and weary as Meath. He had al so expected to see the fam liar shining cascade of her
hair. The short curls were a shock. H's gaze had passed right by her at first—ust as hers did
now, green eyes filmed with dullness that nade a lie of her outward composure. For all the

recogni tion she gave him he night have been one of the swirling w nd-carved stones that rose to
either side of the trail through the Court of the Storm God.

Meat h saw hi m and shook his head. Pol hesitated. He understood the warning, but he had not spoken
to his nmother since the remains of his arnmy had met up with those who had escaped Stronghold. He'd
only glinpsed her last night, and only after he'd called Fire to honor Rohan's menory, and even
then he'd been unsure of the

hooded worman's identity until the enerald ring flashed when she covered her face and turned away.
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Meat h's | ook agai n cauti oned hi m agai nst approachi ng Sioned. He rode forward anyway; he'd found no
confort in the ritual, still Iess in his own words, and only a little in his reunion with Miglan
and his daughters. He knew it would be even worse for Sioned. Perhaps they could find ease for
their grief together.

"Mot her?" No reply, no reaction, nothing. "Mama," he whi spered, and heard a plea in his voice that
bel onged to the child who had called her that.

It was only when Meath spoke her nanme that she gl anced around. Her gaze found Pol w thout
curiosity and al nost w thout know edge of who he was. She wore the polite social mask he'd seen a
t housand times, the face behind which she hid boredom or anger or inpatience. Her eyes were
lightless and her voice was inpersonal as she said, "Yes?"

"I thought—+ thought we might ride together for alittle ways."

Her answer was gently courteous. "There's hardly roomfor it through the Spindle Forest. Perhaps
later?" Her attention returned to the trail ahead.

" Mama—
Respectful but insistent, Meath said, "Please, Pol. Not now "

Pol nodded hel plessly. As he waited for Maarken and Kazander, who rode at the rear of the line, he
told hinmself that she was still in shock—well, wasn't he?

Vi si an, Kazander's brother-by-marriage, was speaking aninmatedly to the young korrus, whose bl ack
eyes were alight with feral glee. Miarken had devel oped an apprehensive expression; Pol rode up in
time to hear himsay, "I'mnot your conmmander, my lord, so you can do as you like. But | doubt
even your Isulk'imare ready for another fight."

Kazander snorted. "Against that pitiable handful of barbarians who sit horses like kittens
squatting to piss?" He caught sight of Pol and bowed, one hand over his heart. "M ghty prince, |
beg you. Allow your hunbl e

and unworthy servant to gift you with the heads of your enem es. Few as they are, it will nake a
start. Before the winter becones the spring, | swear to slice necks until my sword blunts on their
backbones, and—

Maar ken shrugged. "If you're determined to do it, then go enjoy yourself. As | say, ny authority
doesn't include the Isulk'im"

The korrus | ooked hurt. "Great and noble athri, ny heart and sword are yours—second only to the
conmands of the High Prince hinmself."

Never, Pol decided, woul d he get used to people saying that title while looking at him "No, ny
lord," he told Kazander. "Until noon, |I'myours to command. |'mgoing with you."

"Pol!"

"I''mgoing," he repeated, goaded by the nmenory of his nother's eyes. They would pay for what they
had done to her—and to his daughters as well, for their pain and shock and fear as they and the
ot her Sunrunners were assaulted by iron. He would kill and kill until the canyon flowed with

bl ood, and he woul d | augh and | augh—

"Don't be a fool!" Maarken rasped.
Pol ignored him To Kazander, he said, "Tell me what
you plan.”

He | ooked fromthe H gh Prince to the Battle Conmmander in nute distress. Then, with a small,
fatalistic sigh, he said, "W will wait for themat the Harps—a wind is rising, and the sound will
di sgui se any noi ses of our gathering. Visian, yours is the honor of riding with the Hi gh Prince."
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"Yes, ny lord!" The young nan-scarcely nore than a boy—east a quick glance at Maarken that said
Pol woul d be protected whether he liked it or not.

"l trust you won't mind if | don't nention this insanity to your wife," Maarken said in acid
t ones.

The unsubtle renminder irritated Pol. He needed vengeance right now nore than anybody el se needed
to know hi m saf e.

"The Hi gh Princess has nothing to fear," Kazander proclai med.

Pol froze. If it was inpossible to associate his own nane with "High Prince," still less could he
hear "Hi gh Princess" and think of Meiglan

Maar ken gave hima | ook that went right through him "Enjoy yourself,” he invited acidly. But Pol
saw the way he flexed his damaged wist, and knew that despite his protests, Maarken wanted to be
in on the action, too.

The Harps was a deep, ragged cave high up the sandstone wall where water trickled through from
some buried spring. At its narrow nouth, caught between the noisture and the sun, grew severa

vari eties of cactus and succul ents, many of themw th |Iong, sharp needles. Al nost any breeze was
drawn into the cave to swirl in the cool ness and energe through a shaft of coll apsed soft
stone—and on its way in, rustled the cactus spines until they vibrated |like harp strings. The
stronger the wind, the |ouder and wilder the nusic. And as Pol rode with the Isulk'imto the gully
bel ow t he Harps, he could hear swift and eerie harnmoni es punctuated by the slow droning of air
escapi ng the shaft.

Kazander drew rein half a neasure fromthe cavern. His black eyes swept over the thirty-two who
rode with him narrowing on this one or that as if selecting special skills. He made a series of
conpl ex gestures with his right hand that sent all but five of his nen off to hide where they
could anmi d toppl ed boulders and standing spires. Before Pol had drawn ten breaths, the tw sting
little canyon was enpty.

Hi s amazenment nust have shown on his face. Kazander glanced over and grinned, a flash of white
teeth bel ow his nmustache. "A sinple enough trick. | will teach it to you, if you like."

"I'd like," Pol replied. He | ooked around again, not even hearing the Isul ki horses. "Though why
you needed the cover of the Harps—=

"There is the occasional carelessness." Kazander shrugged. "Visian, find a place for the High
Prince and yourself."

"WAait," Pol said. "Tell me what you want nme to do."
"You'll know. "

Visian led himpast a bend in the gully to a balancing stone, a flat pale slab poised atop a broad-
based pillar tapering upward to a point scarcely as wide as a woman's wist. Fromthis angle, it

| ooked as if a breath would overset the huge rock. But as they clinbed up, Pol found that while
narrow fromback to front, the width of the pillar had been di sgui sed by shadow. There was plenty
of roomto conceal their horses and thensel ves behind the wall and beneath the overhang—though he
caught hinsel f glancing nervously up at the several hundred sil k-weights of rock above his head.

He knew very well that the formation was one giant piece of stone, its softer parts worn away

until the balancing illusion was perfect. Still

He touched Visian's sleeve. "I won't be left out of this," he warned, whispering even though the
Har ps had responded to a shift in the wind and sound wail ed through the canyon

The young nman | ooked shocked. "My lord korrus bade nme ride with the H gh Prince—not wet-nurse
him"

Pol chuckled lowin his throat. "Just so we understand each other."
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Visian shyly returned his snile. "Besides, great Azh-rei, you're bigger than | am How coul d
stop you?"

Pol turned to watch for Vellant'im The word caught at him Rohan had been the Azhrei, the dragon
prince. Pol had inherited everything, it seemed—fromthe Desert to the title of Hi gh Prince to the
nane bestowed on Rohan in affection and awe. And none of it fit, not the words or the concepts.
Maar ken had told himthat he'd never be the man or the prince his father was until he knew what it
was to hurt so nuch he thought he'd die of it. Maarken had been wong. He ached as if his heart
was being crushed within his chest, but he knewit to be a selfish pain. I want ny father back
somet hi ng young and frightened cried, and the hurt grew all the worse when only sil ence answered.

Visian's fingertips on his armalerted him Several no-

ments later he heard it, too: the dull clop of hoofbeats, discernible even through the groaning
sound of the Harps. No conversation, no jingle of bridles. The Vellant'imwere being cautious, or
perhaps they were intimdated by the bizarre nusic. Thinking that over, Pol decided not; the only
thing that seened to affect these savages was the sight of a dragon. He considered conjuring one
fromthe mouth of the cave on the opposite wall. No. This battle he would fight with the strength
of his hands, not the power of his nind. Not that he'd had nuch luck with the latter, he thought
bitterly.

He wondered all at once why he hadn't used that power to go Sunrunning, to give Kazander the exact

| ocation and number of the eneny. Surely he could have done that nuch. Wy hadn't he thought of
it?

Si npl e enough. He'd failed. Over and over again, the conbined strengths of faradhi and diarnadhi
bl ood had proved inpotent. At Radzyn, at Renmagev, at Stronghol d—+the nenory of Azhdeen show ng hi m
Fire bl eeding down the castle walls nmade himcringe.

Vi sian was | ooking at him dark eyes worried. Pol snoothed his expression. The youth gestured to
the gully below. The eneny was within reach, and in the next instant the nusic of w nd through
cactus spines was nearly drowned by the screans of dying nen.

Pol dug his heels into his stallion's ribs and ducked his head as he burst from beneath the

bal anci ng stone. H's sword—Rohan's sword—was in his hand without his having to think about it.
Wth the nenory of Stronghold and his father's lifeless body and his nother's |ightless eyes
before him he blanked all portions of his brain that thought beyond the next sword stroke and al
portions of his heart that felt anything but rage.

And as he began to kill, he did indeed begin to |augh

*

In Firon, the sun was no match for snow clouds that had blown in overnight. The only difference
bet ween dawn and noon was a shift in the gray pallor surrounding

the castle at Balarat, and it took a glance at the water clock to tell that it was nearing dusk.
Even the nmost powerful Sunrunner woul d have been hel pless in such gloom But Firon's court
Sunrunner was dead, and for all the contact with the world beyond its walls, Balarat night as well
have been built on one of the three noons.

Even had there been news, Prince Tirel would not have been privy to it. Since the Sunrunner
Arpali's death, he had been confined to his chanbers, ostensibly to keep himfromcontracting the
illness that had supposedly killed her. H's constant conpanion and only servant was his father's
squire, ldalian. For a willful seven-year-old, heir to the princedom and accustoned to bei ng
treated as such, being isolated and ignored was intol erable. But worse was happeni ng, and he knew
it.

His uncle, Lord Yarin, was availing hinself of opportunities opened by the absence of Tirel's
parents in Princemarch. That the nobles and mnisters had not rescued Tirel fromwhat anounted to
i mprisonnent scared him Though Idalian said that they nust think the threat of disease a rea
one, Tirel believed they were either aiding Yarin or too frightened of himto object.
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| dal i an—whose honme at Faol ain Riverport the Vellant-'imhad destroyed the first day of the war—did
not insult Tirel by patronizing him They spent their days in quiet study and games, alert to the
presence of Yarin's servants outside. But at night, when the squire judged it safe, he discussed
matters with the boy. Their tal ks produced no solutions but at |east hel ped themboth clarify what
was happeni ng, what m ght be happeni ng, and why.

That day, however, there was nothing ldalian could say to calmthe fretful child. Denied exercise
and fresh air, the natural energy of a healthy young boy had turned in on itself. A rough-and-
tunbl e gane of tag anmid the furniture hadn't tired him only nade himnore restless. He woul dn't
settle to his books, begging Idalian to talk to himinstead. So the squire decided to occupy
Tirel's mind with a history | esson

"You have to know what happened in the past,’
of his

he said, trying to natch his voice to his nenories

own tutor at her npbst pedantic. "The truth, that is, not what gets prettied up for the scrolls.
ad Prince Ajit had half a dozen w ves but no heirs—

"I know that," Tirel said inmpatiently. "The H gh Prince gave Firon to Papa because he was the
closest heir with Fironese royal blood. But what does that have to do with Uncle Yarin?"

"Il get to that."

"Do it faster," Tirel demanded. He fl opped down across his bed, unsettling the chessboard and
pi eces spread out for the benefit of anyone who mi ght open the door

"Ajit never left Balarat except to attend Riall'im Everybody did pretty much as they |iked for
all the years he ruled. He wasn't allied with anybody, the way Firon's a close ally of the High
Prince now. As for your uncle . . . back in Ajit's day, Yarin was a young nan and he always did as
he |iked. When Ajit got really old, Yarin of Snowcoves ruled in all but nane. Wen the old prince
died, he felt he should' ve had the nane as well."

"Ch." The child's voice was very snall. "He nust hate ny papa."

"Prince Laric has what Lord Yarin wants,"” ldalian replied with a shrug.

Tirel suddenly turned ashen. "ldalian, will he do to ne what he did to our Sunrunner? WII he
pretend | got sick and—

"Absolutely not," he answered firmy. "You took care of that yourself, by asking himif he was
going to isolate his own son for protection. And Natham s been in and out of here for days now-*
"I Iike himbetter when he's out." "So do I, ny prince." ldalian grinned. "But you see, if
sonet hi ng happened to us he'd have sone fast explaining to do about why it was just us and not
Nat ham too. So we're both safe.”

For now, he did not add aloud. Yarin had nade Tirel sign a docunent giving himconplete power to
rule until Prince Laric returned—a worthl ess piece of parchment, as it happened, for no one under
the age of ten could

lawfully sign anything. Not that it nmeant anything in imediate ternms for the prisoners.

Idalian thought it odd that Yarin had insisted on the signature. But there were reasons why it

m ght becone inportant fromhis point of view. The inmediate result was power he, the nobles, and
the ministers considered legal. Even if some or all of them knew that the signature of a seven-
year-old was invalid, they could always claiman honest nistake nade in ignorance.

But that was assuming Laric could retake his princedom and |Idalian knew that Yarin assuned
not hi ng of the kind. The docunent was sinply his way of adding legitinacy to his claimto Firon
And he would formalize that claimwhen he decided it was time to kill the young prince.

This thought chilled Idalian nmore than the snow outside. Unused to schem ng enem es, a near-
stranger to introspection, he nust try to think as Yarin would, for the sake of the boy whose only
protection he was.
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Idalian had no illusions that he could rally influential persons to the boy and foil the Lord of
Snowcoves before Laric's return fromPrincemarch. He kept up the fiction of believing that
everyone thought themtruly in danger of illness, but he knew as well as Tirel did that it truly

was fiction.
AH things cane down to one: for Yarin to succeed, Tirel nust die.

But surely, ldalian thought, surely Yarin knew that the H gh Prince would never accept him as
ruler of Firon. If Yarin defied him Rohan could decree the princedom outcast. Cessation of trade
woul d be a terrible hardship for Firon, which could not feed itself on its two nmjor
attributes—erystal and snow

But if Rohan lost this war—

He shook hinself nentally. He would not think about defeat. Tirel was alive. It had not occurred
to the boy yet—and ldalian didn't nention it—that Yarin would keep himthat way at least a little
while longer, until he'd worked out a plausible nethod for killing him

Idalian hinmself was another matter. But he didn't nmention that, either. "W're safe," he repeated.

Tirel nodded, content for now Waving a hand at the chessboard, he asked, "One nore gane?"

The squire gave a sigh. N neteen years old, proficient at arnms, with a war going on out in the
great world—and here he was, sitting across a chessboard froma seven-year-old. But Ildalian knew
bl eakly that there was no one else to care about the fate of a helpless little boy.

The chess set was a beautifully crafted one. Tirel's uncle Ludhil had sent it |ast New Year from
Dorval , and the boy nostly played the pieces in elaborate battles across bunched bedsheets. Though
chess was no gane for a fretful child, lIdalian had been teaching himfor sonething to do. A
reluctant pupil at first—t was nuch nore fun to fly the dragons at eneny kni ghts and i magi ne
Sunrunners weavi ng spells around opposing castles—Tirel had applied hinself after his cousin

Nat ham denonstrat ed consi derabl e proficiency for a ten-year-old.

Idalian snmoothed the quilt flat and arranged the enanel ed copper pieces: twenty-three for each
side in three rows on a ni ne-squares-by-nine board. Tirel dutifully recited the placenent.

"Back row i s dragon-kni ght-kni ght-Sunrunner each side, High Prince in the mddle. Second rowis
castles at each end and squires between, except the Sunrunners don't have anybody ahead of them so
they're free to work." Tirel fingered one of the dragons. It was a fierce little creature with
arching wings, talons dug into the riv-erstone that forned the piece's base. "ldalian, why do the
dragons stand behind the castles?"

"Because they need soneplace to perch. Front row?" "Al|l guards except for spaces in front of the
Sunrunners. But | think they need protection, too, these days. Arpali did. "

Idalian bit his lip at renewed nention of the dead faradhi. \Wen the door was flung open, even the
usual Iy unwel conme entrance of Yarin's son and heir was a relief. "Are you still playing that silly
ol d game?" Nat ham

scoffed, making hinmself confortable at the foot of the bed without a by-your-leave. "My papa s new
friend taught ne the real way to play chess."

"Perhaps you'd like to teach us,
di straction.

| dal i an suggested, gritting his teeth, but ready for any

"I don't think so." Nathamsniled. He had a round, pretty face rem niscent of his aunt Lisiel, and
his mother Vallaina' s thick-1ashed bl ack eyes. Another six or eight winters, and those eyes woul d
earn himgrand success with the |ladies—f Tirel let himlive that |ong. The cousins had cone to

| oat he each other during the |ong days of isolation

"Why not ?" the young prince chall enged now. "I can |earn anything you can!"

"Could not."
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"Coul d so! And beat you at it, too!"
"You could try!"

Idalian held his breath, ready to separate the boys if it canme to physical blows. But Tirel then
proved himself a nmaster strategist, even at his tender age, by shruggi ng carelessly.

"If you're scared that I'lIl learn better than you and win too fast, then—

"Scared of you?" Natham snorted and plucked all the faradhi pieces fromthe board."This is how you
pl ay real chess—wi thout these stupid Sunrunners messing things

up! "
Idalian didn't dare ask what replaced them

Nat ham grabbed up the central figure fromTirel's side of the board. "And you can't play with a
Hi gh Prince from now on because Rohan is dead!"

"No!" ldalian snarl ed.
Instantly the boy dropped all the pieces onto the quilt and junped to his feet. "Don't tell!" he
denmanded in a voice that tried to threaten even as it shook. "You can't tell | said that!"

Tearing his gaze fromthe gutted board, ldalian picked up two of the discarded pieces: Tirel's
H gh Prince and a Sunrunner wearing a green dress.

"Swear you won't say anything!" Natham ordered. "Or 'l —=

d ancing up, ldalian asked quietly, "And who is there for us to tell, who doesn't already know
it?"

Nat ham f | ushed crinson all over his plunp face. "Just—ust don't say you heard fromne, that's
all." He fled.

"l dalian.
"Hush up!" he hissed, and Tirel cringed.
"But what are we going to—

"l said to hush!™ Rising, he went into his own chanber next to the prince's, and stood at the
wi ndows staring blindly at the snow.

It wasn't until that sleepless midnight that he wondered how, |acking a Sunrunner, Yarin could
know t hat Rohan was dead.

It was mdnight, and the ritual was over. Rialt choked down sone wine, turning his face fromthe
plate of food his wife brought himin the banqueting hall. Mevita hesitated, as if about to coax
himto eat, but then thought better of it and set the plate aside.

"I know you want to |eave," she nurnmured, her eyes warning himof the watchers all around themin
the crowd. "But we can't. We nust stay and listen."

He nodded nunbly. Ever since Chiana had spoken words that neant Rohan was dead, he had been
struggling to conprehend them There was no Sunrunner to consult for confirmation or denial. He
wanted to believe it was all a trick, that Chiana had lied for reasons of her own. But he could
think of no advantage to be gained by it. Indeed, news that the H gh Prince was dead had created
unease in nost of those around hi mnow They spoke in |ow, nervous voices, all the nobles and

i mportant nerchants who had been invited to participate in the ritual. He sent Mevita to circul ate
anong them and hear what they were saying. Halian, as was his princely duty, had spoken before
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the lighting of the candles. He was honestly sorry that Rohan was dead. Voice breaking once or
twice, he told his personal nenories-hunting, hawking, riding the green richness of Meadow ord to
try out new horses. He said not a word about Rohan as a prince, only as a nan. Pol's nanme was nhot
mentioned once. It was Pol who occupied Rialt's thoughts as he exchanged his enpty wine cup for a
full one. Pol was his friend as well as his prince—and now the new Hi gh Prince, although fornal
acknow edgnent of that would have to wait until all the princes could be assenbled to confirmhim
And that would have to wait until after the war. Rialt suspected Chiana had ordered Halian not to
speak of Pol because any reference to himwas tacit adm ssion of his new status. To adnmit was to
acknow edge; to acknow edge was to acqui esce. And that would not suit her plans for Ri nhoel

This subject was exercising the tongues of Halian's three illegitimte daughters, who stood nearby
with pages to hold their plates for them R alt never could get their nanes strai ght—probably, as
Mevita had pointed out, because he didn't want to. They all |ooked alike anyway: being very close

in age and all dark-haired, brown-eyed, and snub-nosed |like their father. The only way to
di stingui sh themwas that the el dest and youngest chattered constantly and the niddl e one never
had a word to say for herself.

The tal kative pair were discussing quite openly their half-brother's nearness to the throne of
Pri ncemarch, now that Pol and the two little princesses mght be killed at any instant.

"Rinhoel's claimis stronger than Daniv's. Chiana was only six when Rohan forced her to sign the
parchnent that disinherited her."

"Daniv's nother was el even—of |egal age. So if Pol dies. ..." She pursed her lips. "How nuch of a
fight would Prince Myon put up? Against Rinhoel's marrying Jihan or Rislyn, | nean."

Rialt struggl ed agai nst nausea and turned his back

"Ch, not nmuch. Although he'll extract a stiff price for the marriage." She giggled. "Half the
Desert!"

"Not unl ess Maarken and his son and daughter and all of Andry's children die, too. They're the
next heirs to the Desert."

"Wl |, Rinhoel can bother about it once he's at Dragon's Rest."

"And Chiana is finally at Castle Crag! She'll never leave it until her last breath and we'll be
rid of her at last."

"l  wonder which of Pol's daughters Rinhoel wll Choose. They're both said to be pale, puny
little things." The third sister spoke up for the first time. "I can just inagine the ways he'l
use to deci de between them "

The trio laughed aloud at this, drawing a few startled gl ances.

"My dear!" her sister chided gaily. "Wen he's High Prince, he can do as he pl eases—so why not
take both?" Rialt swung around on his heel, unable to stand any nore. "The day he touches either
of them I'Il—=

"Here you are, ny lord!" exclaimed Mevita, grabbing his arm "Come and tell Princess Palila
about =

"Leave ne be!" He took her off, intent on the sisters, and took a nenacing step forward. Mevita's
hand shackl ed his wist.

"My lord!" she said sharply.

He ignored his wife. "You m serable, foul-mnded bitches—=

"Did you hear that?" "How dare you insult us!"

"And he threatened our brother Prince Rinhoel. W all heard him"

Mevita hung onto himwith all her strength. Rialt tore out of her grasp and advanced on Halian's
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daughters. People were staring now, sonme of them shocked and some of them delighted by the
excitement. He clanped his fingers around a skinny, silk-clad shoulder. "Papa!" she squealed in
honest alarm "Yes, sonmeone fetch Prince Halian,” Rialt snarled. "You can tell himyour treason
with your own |ips!"

"My lord—o!" Mevita pleaded. "Think!"
"Shut up!" he ordered, but he released the woman. "It sickens me even to touch you."
"You assaulted ne! Papa! Papa, help!"

Mevita had himby the armagain, trying to draw hi m away. "Excuse ny husband, ny lady, it's his
grief talking, and the w ne—=

It infuriated himto hear her grovel to them But she dug her nails into his hand and a neasure of
sanity returned.

"What's all this?" Halian asked.

H s daughters i medi ately accused Rialt of vile insults and preparations to do violence. Halian
for all his faults as a ruler, was a tender parent when his children were called to his notice. He
turned angry eyes on R alt.

"How dare you lay threatening hands on a Daughter of Meadow ord? You forget yourself! You should
be thrown into prison.”

Al'l three | adi es—ene of them rubbing her shoulder as if a hatchling dragon had cl awed her—ooked
gratified at the prospect.

Hal i an continued, "But as you are valued by ny niece Cluthine and ny wife's sister Naydra.
."He gestured, and a guard canme forward. "Escort himto his quarters.”

That was Halian right dowmn to the ground, R alt thought in digust: he couldn't stay a prince for
nore than two breaths together. In a sinilar situation, a single w thering phrase from Rohan woul d
make the transgressor slink away wi shing he'd never been born; Pol would sinply have flattened the
culprit with a fist to the jaw But then, no one would ever have dared put a finger on any |ady
associ ated with Rohan or Pol —and not just for fear of the princes, either.

As Rialt was summarily renoved fromthe hall, he caught sight of R nhoePs face: a marvel of
affronted dignity marred only by the glee grinning fromhis pale green eyes.

*

Mor ni ng again. Mdrning of the fourth day since Rohan's death.

I must stop thinking that, Chay told hinself, holding his wife nore tightly in his arns as they
rode. If | don't stop, I'll think of nothing el se. But oh, CGoddess, it hurts so much.

There was wisdomto the ritual of burning. The daylong fast cleansed body and mind; the gathering
of family and castlefolk conforted with a sense of shared grief, even as total silence secluded
them one fromthe other. The endless wait for dawn gave tine for thoughts and nmenories. And the
final wafting of ashes on a norning breeze called up by a Sunrunner freed the spirits of the
living as well as the dead.

But the ritual deep within the Court of the Storm God had not been that of burning. Chay had not
seen his prince consuned by Fire, nor felt the gentle release of the wind. There had been no

ni ghtl ong silence in which to remenber, to allow pain to claimhimand then quietly let himgo. He
had not worked his way fromgrief that Rohan was dead to gratitude that he had |ived. He had not
said farewel |

He rode with Tobin wapped in his arns, as he had during their escape from Radzyn. She was crying
again. Despite the hundreds of people around them as they rode through the Court of the Storm God,
she hid her face against Chay's shirt and cried.

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...n%20Star%2002%20-%20The%20Dragon%20Token.txt (34 of 347) [2/4/2004 11:55:44 PM]



file:///D}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/M el ani €%620Rawn%620-%20Dragon%20Star%2002%620-%20T he%620Dragon%20T oken.txt

He felt the raw wound of her grief as keenly as his own. For all the others they had |ost, they'd
cried in private. For her father, killed by a dragon; for her nother; for their sons—he had held
her and wept with her. But they did not have the luxury of solitude now. Chay held her close and
said nothing to soothe or silence her. What could he say?

So he stared stolidly at the trail ahead, cradling his wife in his arms. Around them the w nd-
carved sandstone rose in irregular |ayered towers, sone thick as castle turrets and ot hers sl ender
as ship masts, struggling to cast shadows in pallid dawnlight. The peopl e of Stronghold and
Remagev and Radzyn—i di ng, borne on litters,

or wal ki ng—traced the nmeandering path anong the rocks. It was mndless. One step after another. It
|l eft too much roomin the brain for thinking.

Tobin finally raised her head. "Were?" she asked, strain roughening her voice and sl ow ng her
speech.

"Just coming up on the Sentinel Stone."

"Too slow "

"Don't worry. They won't follow us in."

She twisted to look at his face and ask a silent question with her eyes.

"Pol," he said reluctantly. "Maarken says that he and Kazander rode back to the Harps. They pl an
sonme di scouragenent.”

"Idiot!" she hissed.
"Don't fret over it. There's nothing you can do."
"And you?"

"I'"'mold," he said tersely. Then he snmled, a nere shifting of the exhaustion beneath the dirt and
sweat on his face. "They'll be all right. W all will. The Vellant'imwon't dare chase us through
here. As your father told nme the first tine we ever rode through this maze, this is one hell of a
place to |l ose a cow. "

Tobi n gave a snort and subsided. But once her head had fallen back to his shoulder, Chay bit both
li ps between his teeth. The words had brought a nmenory of their youth: riding this very trail,
hopi ng for sone tine alone, unable to escape watchful attendants. Al at once a boy had gall oped
by, yelling like an Isulki warrior, and the servants had taken off in a panic to keep the precious
heir to the Desert fromkilling hinself on his new Radzyn stallion

Thus had Rohan gleefully aided his sister's aimof capturing the Lord of Radzyn for her own. Chay
could still see him all golden hair and blue eyes and reckl ess energy, |aughing as he hurtled
past, his grin as wide as his twelve-year-old face.

Chay knew enough about grief to know that such nenories would eventually make himsmle. |If he
Iived | ong enough.

"My lord? I'mto tell you that Prince—+ nean, that the H gh Prince has returned."”

d anci ng around, Chay saw Rohan' s—how Pol's—squire, Daniv of Syr. A ruling prince now hinself,
this war and his father Kostas' death in it had taken all his nother's gentleness fromhis face.
Chay wondered if Danladi woul d even recognize her son in this grimfaced, stubble-chinned young
warrior.

"Intact?" This from Tobin, who had tensed in Chay's enbrace.

"Very much so, ny lady. And victorious." "Fine,

grace, Daniv. Lend ne your horse."

Chay rasped. "I want a little chat with his

Carefully descending fromhis saddl e, he nade sure his wife was steady in it before handing the
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reins to the young man. He nounted the other horse and cursed his bones for creaking. "WII| you

need a torch, my lord?" "I was threading this naze with nmy eyes closed thirty years before you
were born. See to ny wife's confort, Daniv. I'll be back soon."

He found them easily. Running one scathing glance down Pol's bloody clothing, he muttered, "I see
you t ook Maarken's advice, and enjoyed yourself." "Yes."

The word was both cal mand fierce, reninding Chay of Rohan nore than he was willing to adnmt. The
jaw was |l onger and there was no cleft in the chin and the eyes were nore green than bl ue right
now, but Pol was his father's son

And his mother's. And it was not Sioned Chay thought of at that nonent.

Kazander filled up the silence in his own inimtable way. "Dread Lord of Radzyn, fifty of the

bar bari ans watered the canyon of the Harps with their blood. To ward off what horrors m ght spring
fromsuch foul ness, we piled themlike enpty sacks and burned them This is what kept us so |ong,
for which this wetched servant asks pardon."

Chay was in no nood for garlands of |sulki el oquence.

"I see," he said shortly. Then, relenting a little, he asked, "Did any of you take hurt?"

"Pinpricks," was the reply, with a shrug.
"Have them tended."”

Kazander | ooked fromhimto Pol as if wondering whether they should be |left alone in close
proximty. But then he bowed and rode off, his troops with him

"I owe Maarken a report,"” Pol said. "Were is he?"
"Wth his wife."

"As | ought to be with m ne?" A sun-bleached brow arched in the tanned face that was so cl ose an
echo of his father's.

But not quite. Not quite. He never will be Rohan. | have to stop |ooking for what |'ve |ost.

"You do as you |ike—High Prince.
title as an insult.

And for the first tine since Roelstra's death, Chay used the

Pol expl oded. "Damm you, what else can | do but fight when and how | can?"

"You can keep yoursel f alive—ehances of which aren't inproved by gall opi ng around wavi ng your
sword!"

"My father's sword," Pol hissed. "This one, the very one he killed Roelstra with—and then put away
because he believed in peace. The Vellant'imdon't share that belief, my lord! And | don't have
the luxury."

Setting heels to his weary horse, he rode away. And as he passed anmong the straggling |ines of
ref ugees, Chay heard them say the name of their new High Prince with adniration and with pride.

The sound weighted the old man's shoul ders with despair. Goddess forgive nme, but if not for Tobin
I woul d have done better to have died with nmy prince.

CHAPTER FOUR

The Court of the Storm God was behind them the trail to Skybow in front of them It was Pol's
intent to send the wounded there and continue on with the abl e-bodied to Feruche. Wen informed of
this during a rest stop, Feylin swung around fromsalving a blister on Meig-lan's pal mand gaped
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at him
"You nmust be joking! Look at these people—and if you've no mind for them |ook at their horses!"

"We shoul d have been nearly to Feruche by now," he argued. "Instead, we're barely in range of
Skybow . "

"And anyone with eyes to see can understand why!" She turned to glare up at Maarken where he sat
his weary stallion. "WII| you please explain to himthat the rest of us need foolish trifles |ike
sl eep and food every so often? And that we're not going to get themtraipsing all over the
Desert ?"

The Battl e Commander gave a shrug. "You seemto be expressing yourself well. Have at it."
"My lord. . . ?"
They turned at the sound of Meiglan's small, hesitant voice. Pol's eyes softened and he nodded

encour agenent. "Wat is it, Meggie?"

"I"'msorry, ny lord, but—but | think Lady Feylin is right." Her fingers clenched around cuts and
brui ses left by reins on her ungl oved pal ns, and her cheeks were pal e beneath her sunburn, but her
voi ce gained in confidence as she spoke. "For the children's sake, if no one else's, we ought to
rest at Skybowl . If you wish to ride on to Feruche, |I'm sure Kazander and his people are fit
enough to guard us along the way."

" Us?"
"Wy, yes, ny lord," she answered, sounding surprised.

Maar ken smled for the first time in days. "She rode all the way from Dragon's Rest to be at your
side. Do you think she'll let you go off without her now?"

Pol cleared his throat and cast a speculative look at his wife. "Unmm. . . that won't be
necessary, my lady. W'll do as you suggest, and stay a day or two at Skybow ."

To Rohan, Sioned woul d have nmade some sarcastic comrent about having to prop his eyelids open with
tent stakes before he saw what was in front of him Meiglan only nmurnmured her thanks to Pol and
opened her hands again so Feylin could finish her work.

Later, riding with Maarken at his side, Pol said, "Does Hollis still surprise you sonetines?" H's
cousin snorted by way of reply. Pol grunted irritably and nuttered, "Don't tell ne, | already
know. Stupid question."

They found Walvis and told himeveryone woul d be going to Skybow . He nodded as if this had been
obvious fromthe first.

"We'll | eave the wounded there, and a small force to guard the approach,"” Pol said, thinking
al oud. "Wul d you consi der staying?"

"What ever you like." He rubbed his thigh, just re-bandaged by Chayla. "I won't be much use for a
while yet."

"Don't be silly," she called fromnearby, where she was checking the splints around a warrior's
broken arm "If you'll stay off that leg for six or seven days, it'll be fine. Father, how s your
shoul der ?"

"Heal i ng nicely, and no, you nay not exanine it. Feylin does very good work." He sml|ed down at
her as she stood and hefted her coffer of nmedicines. "I'lIl see what | can do about finding you a
lighter box. | hate to think of you lugging that thing all the Way to Feruche."

"But I'Il be staying at Skybowl wth ny patients. Ch, don't frown at nme! They need ne."

Maar ken drew hinself up in his saddle. "I absolutely
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forbid it. You're coming with us to Feruche and that's final."

Chayl a set her jaw, visibly preparing to do battle. Pol opened his mouth to nake it an order of
the Hi gh Prince—but Walvis spoke first.

"You think you have no patients here who need you? Your grandnother |ooks so frail she night
break. And what about Sioned?"

The very nane sobered everyone. Swallow ng hard, Pol turned to Chayla. "How is she?"

Dusty gol den hair straggled around her face as she shook her head. "Meath stays with her. He tells
her when to nount her horse and when to eat and when to sl eep—but she doesn't, of that |I'msure.
Jihan and Rislyn ride with her every so often, and she seens pleased to have them near. But she
hasn't spoken a word."

"Perhaps if | spent sonme tinme with her. Told her what we're doing, that we're going to take back
what's ours—

"How?" Maarken asked. "Leave her alone, Pol. She needs tinme to grieve."
"What makes you think we have the tinme?"

"We have nothing but." Marken held up one gloved hand, fingers folding in as he made each point.
"Arlis and his fleet are trapped by winter stornms at New Raetia. Kostas is dead and two seventeen-
year-ol d boys command the arny of Syr. Chiana sits in Swal ekeep supplying the enenmy. Tilal and
Gstvel nay or may not have to fight her—and the Vellant'imat the sane tine. Riyan and Tallain
have to finish off the Merida before they can join us. Wat can we do but wait and |ick our
wounds?"

Pol gazed at Maarken's fist, closed as if around a sword. But not yet. Not for a |long while yet.

"I keep having to admit that you're right," he said ruefully. "And you're ordered to renind ne of

t hat whenever | start tal ki ng nonsense again. But | do know one thing, Marken. W have only a few
battles left in us. Start thinking about how we can bring all the Vellant'imto one place and
destroy them W don't have the resources left to wage a | ong war."

"I agree," Walvis replied. "A place and a tinme of our choosing."
"Wth all our powers secure and to hand,"” WMaarken added.
He couldn't help it. He said. "And how is Andry these days?"

Andry's brother | ooked himstraight in the eye."l haven't the vaguest idea. Wiy don't you go
Sunrunning and find out for yourself?"

Pol shrugged gracelessly. "No, thanks all the sane."
"You may have to," Walvis said. "W mght need his help."

"You mght," Pol snapped. "I don't." Turning to Maarken again, he said, "Wen you see Hollis, tel
her that | want her and Meath to figure out what happened at Stronghold during the working, and
why, and what we can do to nake sure it doesn't happen again."

"There's a lot we'll have to ask Sioned. She was in the primary position."
"There's a nane for it in the Star Scroll—didn't she tell you? Ruskuvel."

Tired gray eyes narrowed as he translated it silently: |eader, nmind, sword. Walvis and Chayl a
didn't ask.

"I don't think you ought to bother her with it," Muarken said at |ast.
"Let her be," Chayla added. "Don't trouble her with things that have no neaning for her."

"No meani ng?" Pol asked sharply.
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"None. She's in shock, you see—as if she'd lost a linb. Sonmething |'ve noticed since Renagev is
that sonetines the wounded believe that an armor leg is still there. Wen they look and find it
gone, the pain begins anew—in what is no longer there. | think that's howit is with Sioned. As
| ong as she doesn't | ook. " She finished with a hel pl ess shrug.

"Fifteen winters old," Marken murnured, shaking his head.
"Coming up on sixteen," she reminded himwith a little smle.
"Yes, and too fast to suit me. Very well, heartling,

we'll wait. But there are things about what happened that only Sioned can say for certain.”

*

Lady Ruala was the m stress of Skybowl and of Fer-uche, her husband Riyan's castles, and of

El ktrap Manor in her own right. None of her residences had a popul ation over two hundred. The

i nflux of refugees from Dor-val, sent across the Long Sand to Skybow after |anding near Tiglath,
had strained her resources to their limts. And now Pol had just told her on sunlight that he
woul d be arriving with the conbi ned survivors of Radzyn, Witecliff, Remagev, and Stronghol d.

Rual a didn't bother asking where she was going to put themall. She bade himbe wel cone and said
she woul d be ready for him But when he had |eft her and she opened her eyes again, she gripped
the bal ustrade stones and wondered what in the Goddess' Nane she was going to do.

"Rual a?" asked a soft voice. "Are you all right, ny dear?"

She barely heard Princess Audrite's question. She was too busy neasuring the distance fromthe
crater's lip to the water with her gaze, trying to cal cul ate whether or not adequate shelters
could be erected for—Goddess hel p her—ever a thousand nore people. "Rual a?"

She turned to Audrite, her rising panic soothed by the ol der wonan's cal m presence. "They're
com ng here. Al of them"

"Al?" Brown eyes, beautiful still for all her sixty-seven winters, blinked in startlenent.
Recovery was instantaneous. "Just so. See to your own people as you need to, and | eave the Dorval
to ne. W can neet with your steward at mi dday and begi n buil di ng sonething al ong the shore—
Suddenly she broke off and nade a little gesture of apology. "I'msorry, nmy dear. |'m behaving as
if this were ny castle." "Wthout your help thus far, | would have gone quite

mad, " Rual a assured her. Graypearl and its port town, ten tines the size of all of Ruala's
hol di ngs together, had taught Audrite how to manage vast nunbers of people. Besides, it was usefu
to have the authority of their princess ready when Ruala needed it to deal with the fractious
Dorval i nerchants

But near the end of that short and frantic winter day, Ruala found that not even Audrite could
nove Master Nenthe. Literally. The richest and nost influential of the silk merchants, he flatly
refused to see his famly turned out of the chanmber allotted them

"He says, ny lady," reported Ruala's steward in a voice shaking with anger, "that he sees no
reason why he ought to give way for soldiers who failed in their duty to protect Stronghold."

Audrite's fine eyes narrowed dangerously. "It was a mistake to give himso |arge a chanber, but I
thought it mght nake himless vocal in his conplaints. I'll talk to him Ruala."

"No, but thank you," Ruala said. She folded a parchnent diagramdetailing the placenent of
shelters around the | ake and handed it to the steward. "I've relied on you too nuch. And there's
nore than one way to hood a hawk."

She had a good i dea of where Nenthe would be: in his assigned chanber, once nore adding up and
noani ng over what he had | ost. Because Rual a and her husband were close to Pol, she had thus far
been treated to seven recitations of Nenthe's woes. Each estimate of [oss increased until she was
beginning to realize that his claimto reparations would eventually total the yearly incomes of
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the Desert and Princemarch conbi ned.

But Ruala did not immediately clinb the stairs to Nenthe's room She went instead to the inner
garden, where many Dorvali exiles could be found every afternoon sighing over their plight. Ruala
didn't blanme them they'd | ost everything but their lives, and she supposed they found sone
confort in communal msery. At |least the daily gathering had the advantage of keeping them

and their conplaints in one place and out of everyone el se's way.

She made her way through knots of children playing with toys her steward had found in an old
coffer upstairs. Eventually she spotted her quarry, who sat in the shade of an awning with his
fellow silk merchants. Master Tor-michin's pure white hair weathed a face of grandfatherly
benevol ence and a m nd of singular anmbition. No fool, Ruala intended to use the former to engage
the latter—for his anbition was to outwit his rival Nenthe at every possible turn.

Not all the men rose when she approached. Ruala wasn't of fended. Unlike nost highborns living in
renote castles, her experience of commoners was not limted to her servants. Al her |life she had
known the proud and i ndependent folk who lived in the Great Veresch and came sonetinmes to spend a
few days at El ktrap Manor with her grandfather, Lord Garic. The nerchants of Dor-val, though

i ndependent due to wealth and not isolation, were akin to the people of the Veresch in spirit if
not tradition

She distributed a polite smile anong them then rmade her green eyes their w dest and sweetest.

Trying this trick at the age of thirty-seven—+eally, you' re getting too old for it, she chided

herself. It doesn't work anynore on nmen under sixty. Thank the Goddess that Tormichin is nearly
ei ghty!

"Have you any idea where Master Nenthe is?" she asked the old nan. "I've been trying to find him
and | just can't. It's npbst vexing."

Mention of his rival took some of the charmfromhis face. "I don't keep track of him ny | ady.
Have you tried his chanber?"

"Ch, of course he'd be there! My thanks, Master Torm chin—+'mjust not thinking straight these
days. "

"And small wonder, dear Lady Ruala," he said kindly. "You' ve done the work of fifty ever since we
descended on you."

"It's the least | can do. |— She broke off and swayed
alittle on her feet as if exhaustion had finally overcone her.

"My lady!" Master Tormichin exclained, and rose to |l end her a |arge, square hand in support. She
righted herself, leaning on his arm "There, better now? You' ve been doing much too nmuch," he
scol ded. "Let soneone el se worry about that idiot Nenthe for you."

"I must speak to himright away." She drew away fromhim |eaving one hand delicately on his arm
"I haven't time for a silly faint—

"Then allow nme to acconpany you, ny lady," he offered.

"Woul d you?" Turning the full force of her eyes on him she made a nental note to tell Chay that
whenever he had dealings with this man in the future, he should send a pretty woman

Torm chin gallantly escorted her inside, past the ornately framed mrror that had bel onged to
Riyan's nother, and to the stairs. He chatted about this and that, working in a conplinent or two
for the color of her eyes—=Geen as the pearl coves at twlight, and concealing even sweeter
treasure.” Wien they reached Nenthe's chanber, Torm chin pounded a fist on the door

"Open up! The Lady Ruala is honoring you with a visit!"
Nent he appeared at once, scowing, ink stains on his fingers confirm ng her guess about his

obsession. Dark eyes glared suspiciously at Torm chin, though he bowed politely enough to Rual a.
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"My lady. To what do | owe the pleasure?"

She wal ked into the room+this was her castle, after all—-and turned to face him hands cl asped
before her. "I've come to ask you to reconsider, Master Nenthe. There are so many peopl e comni ng
from Stronghol d—=

"I mpossible, my lady. Look at this—this closet!" He waved an armto indicate the
acconmodat i ons—+two beds, four rolled-up pallets on the floor, a table, two chairs, and three
narrow wi ndows overl ooking the lake. "It's outrage enough that ny wi fe and daughters have no
privacy, but to have ny apprentices in here with us—

apprentices, mnd you, who used to sleep in the kitchen—= He snorted. "As if | was no better than
an apprentice nyself, cranmmed in here and conpelled to eat fromthe comopn stewpot!™

"I'msorry for that," Ruala nurnured, nmeaning it—though not in the way Nenthe interpreted.
Skybowl ' s cook was increasingly distraught as his stores dwindled with so many nouths to feed and
nmore com ng. She had sent to Elktrap, but it would be days before supplies arrived.

"Qur friends from Dorval are very inportant to us— she went on, then stopped as if fearing she'd
sai d sonet hing offensive. Nothing could have been further fromthe truth. These silk merchants

knew full well the value of their goods and their good will. Ruala bit back an untinmely giggle as
Nent he al nost preened, and added hastily, "For friendship's sake alone, ny lord husband and |I are
pl eased to offer our keep for your confort—even though it's so small. . . ." "Yes," Nethne said

frankly. "It is." Tormichin's jaw had dropped | ong since. Now he picked it up and drew breath to
do battle. Ruala gave a hel pless sigh and sank down in the nearest chair, preparing to watch the
old man do the rest of her work for her. "Do you mean to tell ne, you ungrateful sw ne, that you
refuse to nove your |azy carcass out of this roon? How dare you! After the graci ous kindness shown
you by this sweet |ady, the wel come she gave us—

"What could she do—turn us away?" Nenthe asked bluntly. "Here | amand here | remain! | won't give
over to a passel of common soldiers who |ost a fight they should have won! Do you expect ny wife
and daughters to sleep in the stables or the caves at Threadsilver? They' ve suffered enough!"”
Rual a made note of the cave idea. Tormichin was so angry his fringe of white hair seened to
bristle. "You selfish, thieving—what do you know about suffering? And how dare you try to cheat
those brave, wounded— "G ve up your own snug tower room then! And how

dare you accuse e of t heft! Feebl e- m nded ol d whoreson—

Rual a al nost shook her head in amazenent. How either of them could imagi ne the wounded clinbing up
all these stairs was beyond her.

Present aninosity had been forgotten in favor of old grievances. Torm chin snarled, "Thief! | know
dammed well you switched that figured blue silk of nine for your own inferior goods in 722, and
then passed off mine as your own!"

"Alie! And don't think I don't know who was responsible for that |eak in nmy warehouse roof in
728! A hundred bolts of ny finest, ruined beyond—=

"Ch, please!" Ruala exclained, junping to her feet. Belatedly recalling her chosen role, she
gripped the back of the chair as if to keep herself upright and said, "Master Nenthe, Master
Torm chin, they'll be here by tonorrow norning! Wat am| to do?"

"Wth this room nothing,
"—y lady."

Nemt he snapped, then remenbered to whom he spoke and tacked on a quick
Torm chi n advanced on him | ooking nothing |ike a grandfather now Ruala considered hima splendid
nmodel for a stained glass of the Storm God.

"You conniving filth, you'll leave this roomif |I have to carry you out of it nyself! And your
whining wife and three ugly daughters along with you!"

Nemt he sucked in a breath. Ruala said swiftly, "I'msure Lord Maarken will be nobst grateful if you
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woul d give up your roomto him Master Nemnthe."

It was a nane only slightly I ess nomentous than Chay's as far as these nmen were concerned. And it
had nothing to do with Maarken's position as Battle Comander; he was the heir to Radzyn, and
Radzyn controlled the silk trade

Nent he's throat worked convulsively, as if trying to swallow a large |unp of sonething exceedingly

vile. Through gritted teeth he nanaged, "I woul d be—happy—+to vacate this chanber for Lord
Maar ken, my lady." It was clear that no one el se woul d be acceptabl e.

"And | nmine, for Lord Chaynal," Torm chin added snoothly, and Nenthe's expression positively
curdl ed.

"Ch, thank you," Ruala said in a rush, and nade her exit. Quickly.

Rohan's | aw she told herself as she hurried to her own chanbers where she coul d | augh hersel f
silly. Never do yourself what you can get someone else to do for you!

By early evening the tale of Nenthe's recalcitrance had spread. Not w shing to be seen in the sane
shameful light, the others were falling all over thenselves vying for which highborn woul d get
their chanbers. Ruala's steward had prom sed Walvis and Feylin four times, and young Prince Daniv
at |east six.

"Lovely," Audrite sighed happily as they sat over taze that night. "I adnmt | wondered why you
bothered with that old fool Tormichin. You gained sonething else, too, | think. Nenthe only said
what they're all thinking about why Stronghold was | ost. But after the way he said it, none of the
others will nmention it for fear of sounding like him™

Rual a propped a foot on her chair, rubbing at a scuff on her boot. "That's just it. They are al
thinking it—and at sone point Pol's going to hear it. WIIl the Vellant-'immarch on Skybow next?
Can he keep us safe?" Hesitating a nonent, she darted a gl ance at the ol der woman and said, "I
hope Nent he does say sonething to Pol."

Chadric, who had been listening in silence, turned fromthe wi ndows. "You want us to |eave," he
said softly.

"No! Not you." Ruala shook her head firmy. "You' re not afraid. But they are—and there's no room
for their kind of fear in this war."

"I't's not their fault. They feel helpless." He shrugged tired shoul ders. "I understand that."

"So do I," she admitted. "They' ve lost what they had. I"mstill in possession of what's m ne—and
intend to keep it. But | can't concentrate on that if I"'mworried with feeding them and keepi ng
them from each other's throats. It sounds cold, but there it is."

"It's only practical, nmy dear," Chadric told her

"They' || be safer el sewhere, anyway. Let Nenthe offend with his accusations and demands. If | know
Pol, he'll nake it inpossible for Nenthe to do anything but |eave, and make himthink it was al
hi s own doi ng."

"I think you nisjudge Pol's subtlety,” Audrite cautioned. "Dearly as | love him he's not his
fat her."
"Then we'll have to do it for him" She stretched the knotted nuscles of her neck and sighed. "Oh,

by the way, | do owe Master Nenthe for what night be a good idea. What about using sone of the
caves at Thread-silver? They're not convenient to the keep, but they're snug and can hold quite a
few people.”

Chadric exchanged a smle with his wife. Wen Rual a | ooked puzzl ed, he said, "You' ve never read
Lady Meri-sel's histories? During their |ess successful years, the Sunrunners hid out with the
Isulk'imin dragon caves all through these hills."

"Put Lord Kazander and his people in Threadsilver," Audrite suggested. "They'll feel right at
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home! "

Ri hani knew he nust have fallen off his horse in the mddle of battle; he could think of no other
reason why he was flat on his back when there was work to be done. Killing to be done. Hi s cloak
wrapped himin soggy folds—damm the Vellant'imfor attacking in the rain—and he struggl ed agai nst
it, trying to rise. Hi s wounded thigh ached, but not too badly. Wat defeated himwas a terrible
weariness that nmade himfear he'd received sone other hurt. What was it he'd heard at Catha

Hei ght s about head injuries? They coul d make one sl eepy, and one nust not sleep or one mnight never
waken agai n—

He forced his eyes open. Light hurt, dimand faraway as it was. It nmust be nearing dusk. Wen had
he fallen? Turning his head, he froze at the sight of a dark face, brown of hair and eye, and with
a straggly beard. Wth

a cry of fear and hate he flailed out at the man, the eneny, the nurderer of his father's brother

The man saw the blow conming a nmeasure off and evaded it easily. "Ri hani! Cone on now, your fever's
gone. | thought you'd given up hitting anything you could reach."

"Sauner?" he breathed, then coll apsed back into the pillows. The face above himwas as famliar as
his own, but for the one alteration. "Wen did you grow that?"

"What ? Ch, this." Sauner grinned and stroked his upper lip. "There hasn't been tine to shave.
Besi des, you should see your own. Can you sit up? They tell me you ought to eat something."

The thought nmade hi m queasy. "No—not just yet." But he did push hinmself upright, and was exhausted
by the effort. When his vision cleared of tiny black dots, he | ooked around. He lay in an ironwork
bed set in the corner of a w de, tapestried chanmber. A candle branch burned on a far table where a
servant girl sat sewing. It was all very placid and pretty, but he had no i dea where he was.

Sauner saw his confusion in his face. "River Run. You don't renenber?"

Ri hani shook his head. Lank brown hair fell into his eyes and he pushed it away, suddenly aware of
how filthy and sweaty he was. "You said I'd had a fever. How | ong?"

"Since yesterday norning, when Prince Kostas' ashes blewinto the river. Don't you renenber that,
ei t her?"

"I think so." He frowned. "You wanted me to take fire to himnyself—=

"Ki nsman, and senior prince present," Saumer agreed. "But you dragged ne with you anyway. W stood
with himall night, the arnmy all around us, and his people here and fromthe keep at River View |
thought for a while that it was going to rain—+t wouldn't have mattered if we'd had Sunrunner's
Fire for the burning, but—anyway, in the nmorning the wind cane up and bl ew you over."

Ri hani remenbered sone of it now, nmostly the early

part of the night. Wen he'd |it the four corners of Kos-tas' shroud, it had been as if fire had
ignited in him too. He renenbered | ocking every joint in his body to keep standi ng—and how t he
fire had seeped through himall during the night until by dawn it burned his bones to ashes, too

"And here you've been ever since, flat on your back in bed," Sauner concluded. "Sure you don't
want something to eat? It's good soup.”

"Goddess, no!" Ri hani exclaimed, which nade his friend | augh.

"If you're strong enough to yell, you must be getting better. Wich is a good thing, because |'m
going to have to | eave soon."

"Where to? And why just you and not ne?"

"Because you're going to High Kirat and tell your aunt Danl adi exactly what happened. | sent
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anot her messenger to tell her about the burning, but | think you ought to go stay with her for a
little while. Let her ask the things she can't ask of a stranger." Saumer's broad-boned, pleasant
face had hardened past his seventeen winters; with the beard on his cheeks and the experience of
battle in his eyes, he |looked twice his true age. R hani suddenly knew what he was t hinki ng—hat
there had been no one to answer Sauner's own questions about his parents' nmurder on Kierst-|Isel

Still. . . . "I"'mnot going. If you can't wait until I'"'mwell enough to ride, then I'll catch up
with you later. My uncle left both of us in charge of his arnmies, and—

"And nothing. |I'mleaving, you' re staying—and then you're riding to High Kirat, not back into war.
Li ke as not, you'd open that wound again."

"You're not the senior prince here—as you pointed out! I am And—

"Don't wave your heir-to-QOssetia banner at ne!" Sauner warned. "I nmay be the Il owy younger brother
of the ruling Prince of Kierst-Isel, but I'ma dammed sight better at war than you are!"

There; it was out in the open at last. R hani had to steel hinself froma cringe of shanme. There
had been a

skirm sh on the way to River Run. Wen a Vellanti raiding party had appeared a neasure away,

Ri hani froze—but Saumer had instantly organized a force to nmeet them Although he'd participated
in the fight—-had been terrified not to—he' d hated every nmoment of it, every drop of eneny bl ood
that he later cleaned fromhis sword.

He had tried to comunicate sone of this to Sauner late that night. They had sat al one over a
small fire, sharing confidences as they'd done for years now as Kos-tas' squires, as friends.
Though Sauner had tried to understand, he was neither ashaned of his warrior's skills nor of
enjoying the use of themin battle.

"It's a good occupation for an extra prince,"” he' d explained with a shrug. "Leading his el der

brother's armes, if necessary—and if they trust each other! 1'd planned to ask Arlis if | could
go to Remmgev after ny knighting, to | earn about this Medr'imidea and adapt it to Kierst-Isel
Goddess knows we still have people along the old border who need watching."

"I wonder if my little brother Sorin will turn out |ike you," Rihani had nused, absently rubbing
hi s bandaged thigh. "It sounds |like a good partnership you' ve got with Arlis. | hope Sorin and
can work together the sane way."

"My brother and | wote back and forth about it quite a bit. |I wish | knew how he's doing. . . .
Sauner gave another shrug. "Don't worry too much about what happened today. It's not your future
role, leading arnies."

" Goddess, | hope not."

"You could do it if you had to. You' ve shown that. But it's not what you were nmeant for." Saumer
poked at the fire with a twig. "The guts of it is that | don't particularly want to risk nmy life
and ny troops, but | do it, and try not to think too nuch about it. Thinking is the duty of a
ruling prince, not his little brother."

Arlis' little brother was very good at war. They both knew it; now Sauner had just said so al oud
He | eaned over the bed and put a hand on R hani's shoulder. "I'msorry. | shouldn't have said
that."

"But it's true," he rasped. "I'mno good at this. | never will be."

"No good? You've killed at least as many Vellant'imas | have, and probably nore that you don't
even renenber with the heat of battle-blood in you."

"So what ?" Ri hani asked wearily. "I'mfrightened when it begins, I'mfrightened while it happens,
I"mfrightened when it's over. | know you're scared, too. Everybody is. But the fire doesn't
strengthen ne the way it does you, Sauner. It burns nme alive. | do what | have to, | kill very
nicely, thank you —but when it's all over, all | want to do is curl in a corner sonewhere and
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t hrow up.'

"l did," Saurmer admitted frankly. "The first battle after we left High Kirat. | thought ny stomach
woul d turn inside out."

"Has it happened since?" R hani shook his head. "You're used to it by now |'mnot." He hesitated,
and deci ded agai nst adding, And | don't ever want to be. Sliding down into sheets danp with fever-
sweat, he closed his eyes. "I'Il do as you say. I'lIl go to Aunt Danladi and gi ve what confort |

can. Lead Syr's arm es. Miuch better you than I."

*

Skybowl , though not exactly transformed overnight, was not the quiet and well-ordered keep Po
remenbered. A small village of makeshift tents and shelters had been erected along the |akeshore

"They | ook confortable enough,” he observed to Ka-zander as they paused on the crater's crest.

"More so if they'd built on the leeside, nmy prince," the young man repli ed.

"There isn't one. Wnd circles here like wine swirled in a cup, and in any direction it pleases."
He | ooked over his shoul der at the Desert spread out bel ow, then back down to the perfect
roundness of the |lake. Here, the night after his birth, he had been Named—the ni ght

Roel stra di ed beneath Sioned's woven done of starfire, Rohan's sword in his throat. The sword Pol
now carri ed.

Abruptly his head lifted, at the sane instant as Maarken's. A faniliar quiver stroked the edge of
his senses, skittered around his mnd

Dr agons.

They darkened the sky a nonent |ater, nine of them casting shadows with their w ngs. Azhdeen flew
poi nt, bell owi ng what anmounted to an announcenent of his royal presence and a summons into it. Pol
slid fromthe saddl e, knees nearly buckling with weariness, and scranbl ed across the rough stones.
Hi s dragon | anded neatly on an outcropping of rock and growl ed his usual pernission to cone

cl oser.

"Cone to nake sure I'mstill in one piece?" Pol asked, starting forward. "l see you' ve brought
conpany this tine."

In fact, six human-owni ng dragons had conme to Skybow this afternoon. Abisel poised nearby,
humm ng a wel cone at Hollis. She dismounted quickly and ran toward the dragon, her tawny gold hair
shining |like a beacon agai nst outspread wi ngs. Maarken had withdrawn a little way, waiting
politely for the gorgeous bl ack-and-silver Pavisel to refresh herself at the | ake. Pol recognized
Sadal i an, Riyan's dragon, by his black underwi ngs as he rose on an updraft; red-gold Azhly flew
over the castle, calling out to Ruala. Pol's heart ached a little as he saw Morwenna's Elidi turn
abruptly on a wingtip and start back along the line of people trudging up the road to the crater's
lip. The one she | ooked for, she would not find.

The three other dragons—a young bl ue-black fenmale and two reddi sh mal es—ircl ed overhead, bleating
for notice. Azhdeen lifted his head and roared. They beat nervous w ngs, then | anded on the shore
a respectful distance fromtheir elders to assuage the thirst of the long flight fromthe Catha
Hills.

"Who are your friends? Did you bring themfor a reason, or were they just curious?" Pol rubbed the
delicate hide around the dragon's nostrils, and was rewarded wth

a gusting sigh of pleasure. "Should | be flattered that you're so worried about nme, or is it just
that you' ve cone to guard your property?" He stroked the sinuous neck, smiling. "Ah, | know-you've
conme in the hope that |1'Il provide you with an arnmy of humans to bow down to you again."

A new voice called out from high overhead. Pol glanced up and saw a little russet dragon glide
over the crater to settle not fifty paces from Sioned. Elisel was twenty-one winters old, slow now
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on easily wearied wings. Her hide had | ost sone of its suppleness, and her gold underw ngs sone of
their luster, her eyes sone of their sharpness. Pol watched, hardly breathing, as Elisel stretched
out her long neck and crooned. Perhaps the dragon could do what humans coul d not. Perhaps Sioned
woul d respond to her.

Azhdeen runbled inpatiently, drawing Pol's full attention again. "What is it, ny friend? If
there's sonething you want to tell me, please do it gently. I'"'mnot as young as | was a few days
ago. "

He felt the gathering of colors that flickered just out of his reach. Dragons were usually very
careful after the first tine of contact that left their fragile humans stunned unconsci ous by
their power. Pol relaxed into the begi nnings of comruni on—enly to be thrust out of it by the cry
of anot her dragon

H s head spun and he | eaned heavily agai nst Azhdeen's neck. "Goddess," he choked, "what happened?"
The support was suddenly gone, and he stunbled into a thick shoul der, then down onto the ground.

El i di was back, wi ngs spread and tal ons extended as if she were another sire challenging Azhdeen
to conbat. Her tail |ashed and she reached out to cuff the larger dragon, snarling at him Azhdeen
bore it with amazing apl onb; he neither hit back nor snapped, nor so nmuch as grow ed. Elidi cried
out again, with a pleading note in her voice this tine. And all at once Pol understood. She had

| ooked for Morwenna and had not found her. Now she was denmandi ng that Azhdeen expl ain.

The inplications throttled thought. Al he could do

was push hinself to his feet and stand there gaping at the two dragons. \When Azhdeen surrounded
himin color and picture and enotion, he responded hel pl essly.

Mor wenna. St ronghol d. Fear . Sor r ow. Rage. Fire. Death-Each word called into his mnd
brought a flashing picture with it. Azhdeen rel eased himand again he lost his footing. Blind and
mute, he dug his fingers into gritty ash and cringed as Elidi screamed, nourning her dead. "M

|l ord? Can you hear?" "Pol! Look at ne!" "Pol —eh, ny lord, please—=

Sonebody hel ped hi m upri ght; somebody el se wrapped danp cold cloths around his
hands. His knees wilted for a nonment before he consciously | ocked them "Open your nouth and drink
this." He recognized Feylin's voi ce—+feylin, who was scared of dragons. He didn't know whether to
be amused that she'd conquered her fear to cone to himso close to a dragon—er al arned that she'd
felt it necessary.

Strong wine spilled down his throat, burning a path to his enpty belly. He coughed and shook his
head, staggering against the strong armgripping his shoul ders.

"There, that's better," Feylin said. Pol saw her then, a hazy outline that swiftly solidified in
the late afternoon sun. "Talk to nme," she ordered.

"You'd |i ke a speech?" he rasped. "Goddess! What in all Hells was that?"

"If you nmean the wine, it's a little sonething Kazand-er's people brew fromcactus juice. If you
mean about the dragons—

Turni ng his head, he saw that it was Kazander hol ding himsteady. "My thanks to you—+ think." He
ran his tongue around his teeth; his whole nouth felt burned.

A grin appeared bel ow the bl ack nustache. "Cures everything frombattle wounds to a broken heart.
Are you sound now, my |lord? Can you wal k?"

"Let's not be too hasty." He |ooked down at his hands. They had been bound in soft blue |lace, for
all the world like that of a lady's undertunic.

"You cut your hands up pretty badly,’
to Kazander.

Feylin remarked, stoppering the w neskin and handing it back

"Ah—yes, | renenber. Wat happened to the dragons?"
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"After Azhdeen backed up enough for us to get near and take care of you, he led themall off into
the hills. Gone hunting, | suspect. They didn't drink much, which nmeans they didn't want to get
too water-heavy to fly. It's a long way fromthe Catha Hlls and they | ooked hungry."”

"I meant what happened with Elidi.
"Morwenna's little blue-gray? She flew south."
"To Stronghol d," Pol murmured.

"Sioned's dragon is still here."

He foll owed her gesture to a nost incredible sight. Sioned and Meath were wal king sl owly around
the | ake toward the keep, alone but for the dragon that kept quiet pace with them

"Your Azhdeen called to her several tines, but she wouldn't |eave Sioned' s side." Feylin shrugged.
"I hope the others bring sonmething back for her. She | ooks exhausted, poor thing."

"My |ord? Pol?"

He gl anced around and for the first tine noticed his wife. If Feylin was afraid of dragons,
Meiglan was terrified of them Yet she too had come to him and near Azhdeen. H s heart turned
over and he felt his throat tighten. She was pal e and bi g-eyed and | ooked perhaps fifteen years
ol d, her clothes runpled where she had pulled the shirt fromher belt. Belatedly he recogni zed the
color and pattern of the |ace that bandaged his hands.

"I"'mperfectly all right, nmy darling,” he told her, and put his arms around her. "Don't worry."

"Azhdeen woul dn't let us near you until Miglan came with us," Feylin said.

"One mghty dragon recogni zed the mate of the other,"” Kazander added with a little bow "Of
course, her grace's beauty is famed throughout the princedons—why should not the dragons know of
it, too?"

Pol | aughed—and regretted it as the top of his head nearly cane off.

"And there's your dragon headache, right on schedule." Feylin grinned. "Can you nmake it to the
keep, or shall we carry you?"

"Il walk," he said firmy. Miglan got her shoul der under his armand they started for the keep
"Do you really think Azhdeen knows me?" she whi spered.

"I''"ve shown you to himoften enough as ny mate,
could probably pet him next time we see him"

he teased, brushing a kiss to her hair. "You

"I wouldn't dare," she confessed. "Besides, he's your dragon, Pol."

"Not at all. I"'mhis hunman. And | have a suspicion that he includes you and the girls anong his
possessions. You're ny mate and they're ny hatchlings.” He saw Ruala comng toward themand lifted
his free hand in greeting.

"Wel come, Princess Meiglan," she said with a smile. Then, to Pol: "You certainly do know how to
make an entrance, ny lord. The Azhrei, conplete with an escort of dragons."

H s vision began to blur again, and the pounding in his head took on a rhythmand intensity that
rem nded hi mof smashing glass ingots at Remagev. "Rual a,” he managed, "please—don't call ne that.

"Kazander!" Feylin's voice cane fromvery far away. "Catch him he's going to fall over!"
"No, I"'mnot," Pol said, and then did just that.

CHAPTER FI VE
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A warrior's discipline was a valuable thing. Not because it rmade his comuanders grovel before him
(though it did) and not because it kept the many diverse clan-kin factions of his armies from each
other's throats (though it nostly did).

Di sci pline's purest expression neant that he was obeyed wi thout question

Cccasionally he wished in a secret portion of his nmind for a dissenting voice, an intelligent

obj ecti on—a whet st one agai nst which he mght hone his ideas. It was a vain hope. No one ever
gainsaid him Practically speaking, he would be conpelled to slit the throat of any who did. In
the absence of intellectual equals, he had | earned to appreciate the subservience of smaller men
with smaller nminds. It was efficient. He was obeyed, even if at times he felt strangely lonely.

Hi s father had taught himearly to nake certain no one approached himon a level nore intinmate
than that of servant to master. There were distinctions of nmanner and bearing; he knew how to use
t he physical accoutrements of power and wealth. His clothing, though plainly cut, was of rich
material and fine stitchery. The earring that swung close to his jaw was an uncut di anond the size
of his thunbnail, bound in gold, with three faceted pendant rubies below. The wistlets reaching
hal fway to each el bow were no nore el aborate in design than those of his senior commanders, but
they were unnistakably nade of gold, not nmere brass kept well-polished.

Hi s one deviation fromhis father's teachings was in his sword. H's position should have been
i ndi cated by a

jewel -encrusted hilt and scabbard. But such a weapon woul d have been inpractical in battle, and he
was if nothing el se an acconplished warrior. His blade was a plain one, and fl aw ess.

He should al so have worn a distingui shing badge at his shoul der and decorations on his helmto

di stinguish his lineage. But the first of his wives—a fiercely beautiful worman who bore himfive
sons before dying in childbed of the sixth—had told himthat he nust wear no clan-kin sign at all
"I'f you claimnone, you may claimall," she said, and he agreed.

This notion had inpressed him After she died, scant days before he sailed to war, he had acted on
her wi sdom I|f he claimed none, he would claimall. And to claimeverythi ng—from | eadership of his
people to their very lives—was his right and intention

So he did a sinmple thing. For any warrior, it was desecration; for the H gh Warlord of Al
Vellant'im sacrilege. But the day before the priest begged for and received the Storm Father's
permi ssion to sail, he had stood before his assenbled armes and with his owmn sword in a steady
hand comitted the outrage.

Thus it was that alone of the entire Vellanti host, he wore no beard.

If he claimed no specific kills, he could claimthemall. Unfortunately, it worked the sanme way
with battles. Present at none, he was responsible for all. Fortunately, his warriors didn't see it
that way.

The failure to secure Kierst-lsel was the fault of the conmander there. The humiliations of
Remagev and Lower Pyrme—both keeps rife with | ethal deadfalls—were not laid to his account. The
rout at Goddess Keep was bl anmed, quite rightly, on the evil spells of the Sunrunners. And as for
Faol ain Low and, and the Fire-dragon that had scattered brave warriors like rice chaff before the
wi nd.

Ah, that one rankled. He nust do sonething about that, and quickly. Dragons who appeared and
vani shed at conmmand were nore dangerous to discipline than the conbined armes of all the
princedons.

H s mind worked at the problem during the days and nights spent waiting for the flanes at
Stronghold to burn out. MIdly irked at first that he would not be able to quarter his nen there
and nove his headquarters from Radzyn, he grew nore and nore angry after days of no perceptible
change in the intensity of the bl aze.

H s commanders were growi ng nervous. He marveled in contenpt that it had taken themthis long to
recogni ze that it was no ordinary fire, to consunme every wooden rafter and tapestry cloth and
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seem ngly even the nortar between the stones, and yet burn still.

Those ordered to brave the flames cane back singed and terrified. They told of vines like scorched
fingers scrabbling up walls, of gardens that grew food and gardens neant for pleasure that were
seas of waist-high flame. They told of w ndow glass that had shattered | ong since and nelted to
mol t en puddl es. The furniture was nothing but blackened sticks. The very tiles on the floor of the
G eat Hall were awash in fire.

Wth great fear in their eyes, they told of the body lying near the stream and howit, too, was
shrouded in flane long after skin and flesh and even the | arger bones had charred down to ash.
Stronghol d burned, though |logic asserted that there was nothing left to burn

He thought he detected a certain delicate hand—though his commanders woul d have gaped had he
mentioned his belief that the Fire was hers. For the length of his |life he had heard tal es brought
back by those who traveled to this wide |and of Sunrunners and princes. Her beauty was praised,

her intelligence respected—and her power feared. The sight of her castle burning day after day
didn't surprise him Indeed, he found it elegantly appropriate. There was a terrible beauty in the
flames; their creation was the act of a highly intelligent mnd; their power, even after five |ong
days, was unabat ed.

He stood just outside his tent at dusk, watching Fire that consunmed but did not die, and told
hinself it had to stop sonetinme. But when?

Summoning a guard with a flick of one finger, he ordered a nount saddl ed.
"I obey, ny lord." The man hesitated. "Does my lord wish a particul ar—
"Any horse, and be quick about it."

"l obey, ny lord."

He signed. Inmmediately as his comands were carried out, he did grow weary of having to do all the
t hi nki ng. Even when questions were ventured, they were always stupid ones. What did it matter
whi ch horse he rode?

Even so, he knew very well that had the guard asked an intelligent question—where he planned to
go, or why—the presunption woul d have cost himhis tongue. The guard knew it, too. They all did.

*

In a way, Ruala was glad that every chair in her solar was occupied. If for one instant she
al |l owed sonet hing other than her own | egs to support her, she wouldn't stand up again for three
days. Possibly four.

The hi ghborns of eight princedons had gat hered here. Miarken and Wal vis and Kazander of the
Desert; Cha-dric and Audrite of Dorval; Daniv, so recently becone ruling Prince of Syr; Sethric,
who was Vel den of Gib's nephew, Dannar and Jeni of Castle Crag, her husband Riyan's half-
siblings; Isriam heir to Fessenden's great port of Einar; Kierun of Lower Pyrme in Glad; and
Mei gl an, daughter of M yon of Cunaxa. Skybow had never seen so nuch distingui shed conpany.

Wat ching fromthe doorway as the squires served taze and the last of the fresh fruit, Ruala could
have sworn they were all sinply guesting here, not sheltering froman invading arnmny.

But as their conversations took on nmeaning in her tired mnd, she heard things that neant war and
danger and strategy, things alien to this quiet, pleasant room

and says Ludhil and the nountain folk are stinging themlike a swarm of insects—ay scholarly
son, |leading an arny! | never would have thought. "

"... what that fool Cabar is doing just sitting there at Medawari

heard yet from Tallain and Riyan up north, perhaps tonorrow.

t he sane about ny Rohannon, taking charge of New Raetia after Volog died and before Arlis
could get there. Fifteen winters old!"
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be getting ready to leave River Run. | wish they had a Sunrunner with themto scout the
area and give them accurate nunbers. "

and poor Father, knee-deep in the rain outside Swal ekeep

dragons seemto be settled in for the duration—last tinme | |ooked, all but Sioned s Elise
were fast asleep!”

crush the Merida and the Cunaxans with them while Myon sits at Dragon's Rest innocent as

a_
"Hush! Do you want Meiglan to hear you?"

". . . what you think, Lord Kazander. Lure themfromhere by taking all but what seens a token
force to Fer-uche—snake themthink Skybow isn't worth defending, so they' Il pass it by. The
problemis hiding the troops we do | eave here. | can't—

"Threadsil ver Canyon," Rual a heard herself say. Sethric | ooked around at the interruption, then
began to nod, hazel eyes shining bel ow a headful of thick, dark brown curls.

"The dragon caves?" Maarken asked.

Jeni el bowed her brother and he i medi ately vacated his own chair for their brother's wife. Ruala
smiled at himand shook her head. Dannar gave her a stern | ook so rem niscent of both Riyan and
Gstvel that she went alnost nmeekly to the offered seat. Her |inbs turned bonel ess and she knew
she' d been right; she would not be getting up again for quite a while.

"And stay there," Dannar added firmy

"Threadsil ver Canyon," Sethric murnured, then ran a hand fromhis forehead halfway to his nape—his
fingers tangling in the mass of hair—and junped to his feet. "Daniv, Isriam let's go take a
| ook. "

They joined himat the door, Daniv saying, "It's still twilight, we'll only need a torch on the
way back."

Jeni rose quickly. "Take ne and you won't need a torch at all."’
fin-gerflame rose fromher palm

She held out one hand, and a tiny

"Show of f," muttered her little brother. "Goddess be merciful," Miarken groaned. "If you're
determ ned to be so energeti c—and so damed young—then do it sonepl ace el se!l™

"And take a torch anyway!" Audrite called, and sighed as the door closed behind them "Should they
be out this late? It'lIl be dark soon."

"They' || be safe enough. And it gives themsonething to do," Walvis said with a shrug. "Better
their young bones than ny old ones. That's a good i dea about the caves, Ruala."

At Meiglan's silent pronpting, her squire Kierun approached Ruala with a steam ng cup of taze. She
thanked hi mand drank deeply. "Sethric says you'll |eave enough soldiers here to protect us if the
Vellant'imattack. | appreciate the thought, but you're going to need everyone if you plan to
fight themat Feruche. | assunme that's the idea."

Maar ken said slowy, "It would be nice if we could fool theminto thinking Skybow isn't worth
bothering to defend. But they've wanted every other castle in the Desert. Wiy should this be the
exception?" He stretched wearily, a bone in his shoul der cracking. "W'I| put enough people in
Threadsilver just in case. Don't worry about us up in Feruche. After Riyan and Tallain finish the
Merida, they'Il cone join us there."

"And then," Kazander added with a wolfish grin, "we obliterate them"™

"To such victories do we all aspire." Audrite raised her cup.
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Rual a gl anced across the roomto Meiglan. "Is Pol feeling any better?"
"He's sl eeping now He always does after Azhdeen talks with him"

Maar ken shook his head. "That great beast of his always | eaves hi m staggering. Pavisel is so
delicate with

me, you'd think | was made of Fironese crystal. How about you, Ruala? No headache?"
"Feylin gave nme sonething to take the edge off."

Meiglan was frowning. "Why is it that Pol =+ nean, the rest of you don't have the sane trouble, ny
lord."

"Soft skull,"” Walvis said with a snort, then chuckled. "No, it's nore |like the neeting of two
great princes—equally powerful and equally stubborn—who, though they're friends, tend to bruise
each other a bit."

"Pol's not the only one who gets bruised," Ruala observed. "I think it has to do with the sex of
our dragons. My Azhly is a sire, too. So is Abisel, and it takes Hollis a while to recover. And
Sadal i an was a perfect brute before Riyan finally got it across that drowning himin color wasn't
the best way to communicate.”

"I never thought of it that way," Miarken said nmusingly. "Elisel is very tender of Sioned, | know,
and Mor-wenna al ways says— He broke off.

"Do you think Elidi flew to Stronghol d?" Meiglan asked.
"I think it quite probable. She m ght even be there now "

"Not yet," Walvis corrected with a glance at the water clock in the corner. "She didn't stop to
drink or feed. She nust be exhausted.”

Ki erun spoke up for the first time. "Lady Ruala, who was that man who was shouting when the | anb
was killed for Princess Sioned s dragon?”

The breath hissed through Chadric's teeth. "Master Nenthe, |1'll take oath onit. And I'Il take his
tongue fromhis nmouth if he opens it just once nore."

The squire | ooked taken aback at such words fromthis kindly old man. "I'm sorry, your grace, |
know |I'mvery stupid, but |I don't understand why he was so angry."

Rual a stared at her shoes. Kierun lived at Dragon's Rest where a flock was kept specifically for
the dragons. O course he didn't understand.

"You're not stupid at all, Kierun," Audrite said. "He was angry because he thought we fed Elise
at the expense of tonmorrow s dinner.”

"But—+t was for a dragon!”

Nei t her did the boy understand food supplies. Even after the long siege at Stronghold, it was
i nconprehensible to himthat there m ght not be enough to eat. Ruala traded a glance with Audrite;
what had been brought today woul d provide one neal, perhaps two. No nore.

Maar ken saw the | ook and shifted unconfortably in his chair. But Kazander was the one who spoke.

"The hills are very fine hereabouts, ny lady. | have a whimto go hunting tonorrow," he said, as
casually as if it was to be a norning's pleasure instead of a dire necessity. "Wat do you fancy?
El k? Deer?"

"What ever you like, nmy lord." She sniled suddenly. "Only please do bring back a rabbit for Master
Nent he's very own."

"A skinny one," Chadric seconded.
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"Wth mange," Kierun added, startling hinself and them But he grinned as they | aughed.

Maar ken finished the last of his taze and pushed hinself to his feet. "Well, |'ve | azed about
enough. Meiglan, ny dear, may | borrow your squire to help ne nake the rounds of the wounded?"

"Chayl a has already done that," she replied. "But you're welcone to Kierun's assistance—as |ong as
it's to your bed. The orders of your lady wi fe," she explained, blushing a little as he gave her a
stare. "And your daughter, too."

"My woren believe they command ny every novenent," he grunbl ed
"Don't they?" Walvis asked innocently.

"Hrph. Kierun, as you're the heir to Lower Pyrme, one day you'll have to marry. But take ny advice
and do as your father did—put it off until you find a quiet, neek, gentle girl Iike your nother."

Kierun's big gray eyes popped at the description. Many of the deadfalls his parents had sprung on
the Vellant'imat Lower Pyrme had been of his mother's gleeful devising.

Maar ken went on, "Speaking of autocratic |adies, where are nine?"

"Hollis is weaving Tobin to sleep, and Chayla's trying the sane on Sioned," Ruala told him

"Trying?"

"She closes her eyes and lies there still as a stone, but she's awake and Chayla knows it."
"So does Elisel,"” Chadric said. "She's circling outside Sioned s w ndows."

"As if she knows sonething's wong?" Audrite tapped a fingernail against her cup. "I think I'd

like to read that dragon book."

Walvis smiled. "I think Feylin will have to revise it."

*

From his canp, the top two floors of the Flane tower had been visible. Here in the rocky defile
that led to a natural tunnel, only the uppernmost windows with their pointed arches were within his
view. He reined in his restive horse—a fine Radzyn stallion captured at Wiitecliff—and let his
gaze roam the canyon walls. Firelight picked out the niches where archers had been, and the
footpaths no wider than his spread fingers that gave access to them

It was just about here that the Azhrei had waited for the battle to come to him calling out
curses and fearsonme threats. O so the soldiers had said. He didn't believe it. A man like that
woul dn't waste his breath. No, he would sit his saddle in silent dignity |ike the prince he was,
secure in the protection of his Sunrunner witch of a princess—until iron defeated her

The stallion shifted between his thighs, nostrils flaring. There was no snoke; there was nothing
left to burn. Yet Fire lit the defile, and beckoned teasingly fromthe darkness of the tunnel
Def eat ed? Not she.

He was used to horses that required a hard hand and harder heels. He kept forgetting that the
mount he now rode was used to a far gentler touch—and was abruptly rem nded as the Radzyn stud
reared in protest, ears flattening and teeth bared. Easing the pressure, he guided the horse up
t he sl opi ng road.

The tunnel was hi gh enough to ride through w thout stooping. It bent slightly to the left,

soneti mes w der and sonetines narrower, but always adequate for at |east three riders abreast.
About fifty paces in, he saw the source of the light—a trickle of flanes like a tiny streamthat
ended quite suddenly, as if draining into a hole. The horse shied and snorted. This tinme when he
dug his heels in, he was nore careful. He wondered if this narked the boundary of her Fire. No—he
could snell a faint wisp of snoke here, oil snoke. Peering down, he nodded as he saw the shine
bel ow the flanes. These, at |east, burned honestly, and would burn themnsel ves out.
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The Fire in the outer courtyard, bright as sunlight, was another nmatter. No trickle this, but a
red-gold flood that flowed over the walls fromthe inner ward, cascaded down the stone keep from
the very top of the Flane-tower. And it would go on burning, called to a Sunrunner's work
answering to her will.

The stallion, oddly enough, had no fear of this Fire. Trained to recognize it by the faradhi |ord
who had owned hin®? Interesting thought, and one he would have to renenber. Should such flanmes be
used against themin battle, he would nake sure the only horses that encountered them were Radzyn-
and Witecliff-bred.

The middl e of the courtyard was the limt of the Fire, then. He skirted around it, past the

out bui I di ngs and stables that had burned to charcoal by other neans. The gatehouse behi nd hi m was

t he exception; cut out of the stone above the tunnel, no kind of fire had reached it. Stone access
stairs were littered with coll apsed and bl ackened wood railings, but the gatehouse itself had not

bur ned.

This pleased him that it had not been reported and the place investigated did not. H s comranders
woul d have nmuch to answer for when he returned. Fear was a useful thing, even healthy on occasion
but it nust be fear of him not of the eneny.

There had been a wooden gate in the wall near the stables. Al that was left of it was an
interlocking iron franework. He rode near to inspect it. The hinges were

particularly fine, cast in the shape of outspread dragon wi ngs. But they groaned |like dead spirits
denied fire and the sea as he haul ed the gate open, and the horse gathered his nuscles to rear
agai n.

In the inner ward, Fire poured fromthe open doors of the castle to cover the cobbles like a
shal l ow | ake. Still the horse showed no fear, but after a nonent's thought the nan di snmounted
anyway and tethered the reins to the iron hinges. He wanted to cross the courtyard, and there was
no sense risking the stallion's hooves. His own boots would withstand Fire—for a little while,
anyway. He smiled slightly, recalling that the faradh'imhad tried to burn his sails at Radzyn and
his long-arns at Renagev. They gave up so easily; the sign of a weak people who did not understand
war .

Even with the protection of treated | eather, he nade haste crossing to the garden gates. He
chucked softly at the thought of what his warriors would think if they saw him Not a dignified
picture of their H gh Warlord. He lost his snmle as he pushed open the gate where roses had lately
clinbed the walls, and saw the rest of Stronghol d.

Leaves brittle with autumm had crisped to ash around the trees. The branches still burned. So did
the charred grasses and the gravel pathways and even the water itself, though the footbridges had
col l apsed. Over to his right, what had been a willow tree dripped Fire into the blazing stream

An exclamation left his lips, the sound of his own voice startling him Even knowi ng what he' d see
here, it was a shock to see it with his own eyes.

Al'l at once the Fire flared, as if it knew sonehow that its eneny had cone. He could not keep

hi msel f from junpi ng back, but there was nowhere to go. New fl anes plunged down fromthe castle

wi ndows, a deluge of crinson and gold that rose to his boot tops, past his knees to the vul nerable
material of his clothes. Acry clotted in his throat as heat engulfed him He forced the sound
back until he could control it and his fear, then shaped all the air in his lungs into a curse
agai nst the one whose Fire this was.

"It's no use. Absolutely no use at all." Chayla sat and brought one fist lightly down on the table
before her, frustrated by Sioned' s resistance. She glanced up at Meath. Hs face was haggard and
old by the light of the candle branch. "I even drugged her taze earlier on. It's not working any
nmore than the sl eep-weave is."

"But why is she fighting so hard?" he nmurnured. "She pretends, she drifts off, she seens to be

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...n%20Star%2002%20-%20The%20Dragon%20Token.txt (53 of 347) [2/4/2004 11:55:44 PM]



file:///D}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/M el ani €%620Rawn%620-%20Dragon%20Star%2002%620-%20T he%620Dragon%20T oken.txt

asl eep.

"She's not. | don't know why. Perhaps |I'mjust no good at it.

"You know better—and so do your patients.” Meath was gazing at the | arge coffer of medicines on
the table. A gift from Chayla's grandparents, it was a lovely thing nade of fruitwood with brass
fittings. Enanel ed plaques on the sides and bottominsul ated the nedicines inside. Sone of the
decoration showed various plants fromwhich cures were nade; the one surroundi ng the hasp bore
Radzyn's ci pher and colors. "Wat's in that box of yours?" "The usual —specialized for war since
Remagev, of course. Why?" "Surgical instrumnments?"”

She flinched as Elisel whinpered fromoutside the open wi ndows. The dragon was still out there,
swoopi hg down again and again to cry out to Sioned—who didn't even hear her

"Knives and so forth?" Meath asked inpatiently. "Yes, of course, but— "Gve ne one." "Meath,
don't underst—

He rummaged inside the coffer hinself, careless of the neatly arranged pots and jars, and cane up
with a horn-handl ed bl ade, fine and delicate. Then he crossed the crinmson-patterned carpet to the
bed. Taki ng one of Sioned's el bows, he pushed up the sleeve and dragged the bl ade across her
forearm Slowy. Deliberately. Watching the blood well up. Hearing her screamin agony—echoed by
t he dragon outsi de.

"Stop it?" Meath yelled at Sioned. "Stop it nowr

"Meat h! No!" Chayla leapt for him knowing it was foolish to pit herself against his great size
and strength. He shoul dered her away and she fell onto the rug. Mre stunned than hurt, she
wat ched, horrified, as he held the stained blade up to Sioned's face, before her open eyes.

"Sioned! Do you hear nme? Stop it or I'Il cut you again!"

W ngs beat so near that the bed curtains and even the heavy wall tapestries fluttered. In the
mrror opposite the wi ndows, Chayla saw a brief glinpse of a dragon's face, jaws open in a npan
that trenbl ed through the room

She heard a nuffled exclamation and turned, sobbing with relief at seeing her father. "Papa! Mke
hi m stop! "

"No! Stay away!" Meath warned, still holding the bl ood-danp knife in front of Sioned. "I'lIl do
it!" he snarled. "Unless you stop right now, I'Il cut you again, | swear it!"

"Papa!" Clutching at her father's arm she begged, "Please, please—=
"No. Wait."

Sioned was glaring at Meath as he brought the knife down once nore, scraping another thin |ine
parallel to the first. The cry that tore fromher throat was of pain, but also of despair. She
buried her face in her hands and wept as if her heart had broken

Qutside in the night, a dragon cried out one |ast tine.

Meat h flung the knife down and cradled Sioned in his arns. Meeting Maarken's eyes, he said a
si ngl e word.

"Steel."

By the time he got through the gates to the inner ward, the Fire was dead.

The darkness was so abrupt and so total that his guts churned within him Shanme stiffened his
spine. He drew a deep breath and waited for his eyes to adjust. Humiliation stung hi m anew when he
renenbered the tinderbox in his pocket, and yet again when his hands shook so
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badly that he dropped it. At last a tiny flame lit the night, and he told hinself it was a very
good thing that he had conme here alone. No one seeing the High Warlord in this state could be
allowed to |ive.

But as he | ooked around, he discovered that not even the stallion had seen him Anusenent and
chagrin lifted a corner of his mouth as he inspected the knotted ends of the reins, still attached
to the iron hinge and neatly bitten through. Truly those Radzyn horses were the spawn of Wnd
Devi | s.

The hem of his tunic was snoldering. He took off the garnent and rolled it around his sword to
make a crude torch. It wouldn't last |ong, but perhaps he would find sonething within Stronghol d
to light his way. H's trousers were singed, too, and very nearly to the groin. He managed a weak
smle for his wives' relief at his escape, and started for the castle steps.

By the Father of Water, so nuch stone! He stood in the vast entry chanber, nouth agape in genuine
awe. He hadn't realized what it would feel like, to be in the mddle of it. H's owmn keep boasted

nore stone than any other in all the Islands, as was fitting, but every hand-span of it would not
have built even this staircase.

He wal ked to the huge open doors of the Great Hall and | ooked within. The wi ndows had bl own out
and the blue-and-green tiles had splintered in the heat. The hundreds of |anps set high on the
wal |l s had nelted to shapel ess |lunps of netal. The |ack of wood ash on the floor puzzled himfor a
monent until he realized that this room nust have been used as a sl eepi ng chanber; probably the
tabl es and benches had been stacked el sewhere.

What a magni ficent place this had been—+truly a place for princes. Not even Radzyn, mighty as it
was, had affected himthis way. But his nakeshift torch was burning too quickly, and he nust find
sonme ot her light soon. There were nmany things he wi shed to see.

The kitchens woul d be convenient to the Great Hall. Perhaps there was sone grease or oil to soak
the cloth. He started across the cracked tiles that crunched beneath his boots. Suddenly he
st opped, hearing a sound that

war ned himout. Made of solid stone Stronghold was, but nassive rafters held up the ceiling
here—and what was | eft of the wood groaned in an agony of effort beneath the weight of the floor
above.

He returned to the stairs, brushing his fingers agai nst sooty walls where tapestries had hung,
listening now for the keep's death rattles. But nost of it was stone on stone, though everything
wit hin had burned down to not hing.

Upstairs, roomafter room showed himonly what netal it had contai ned—a candl ebranch, chair
franes, table |l egs, rods for hanging curtains. He heard hinself nuttering under his breath in the
barbarian's tongue, and did not wonder why he used it in this, their npbst precious castle that she
had burned rather than see himtake. Hi s own | anguage shoul d not be spoken in this place that had
bel onged to her and woul d never belong to him

There was too nuch here that was strange to his people and their ways. Too nuch evi dence of

| uxury. Their language reflected it, full of unnecessary words. H's own tongue was sinple and
direct: subject, verb, object. The actor, the act—and the acted upon, he told hinmself with a grim
smle that died when he recogni zed that the roomhe was in had been the library.

This was the reason his sire had forced himto learn the eneny's | anguage. "To know an eneny's
words is to know how he speaks of hinself. H s words give you his mind, his thoughts, how he | ooks
upon the world." So he had learned to speak it, read it, even wite it. But all that hard
schooling would avail himnothing here. At Renagev, sonme books and scrolls renmi ned despite the
efforts to destroy them-especially that book on dragons that nade the priests trenble as they
translated it at Radzyn. Here, in the library that was the prize of all the princedons, there was
not hi ng.

He went back downstairs, down into the cellars to confirm another dismal suspicion. O course he'd
been right; the great wooden cisterns were only ash floating atop a fl ood—but of water here, not
Fire. The grotto spring would have to suffice, he told hinself.
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Skirting the danger of the Great Hall, he guessed his way to the kitchens. And there he was
rewar ded—ot with oil to nmake his torch last, but with a hal f-burned | og beneath the ash of the
huge open hearth. Ironic indeed, that the only thing other than steel pots and copper pans that
had not burned was sonething neant to burn

Anot her patient search yielded a stoppered glass jar of oil. He soaked the end of the log init,
set it afire with the last sparks of the tunic wapped around his sword, and took his search back
out si de.

The night was even darker now. He turned to |l ook up at the shadowy castle, the w ndows dri pping
bl ack where her Fire had scorched the stone. Ah, to have the taming of a woman |ike that! Even
advanced in years, it was said she was beautiful still.

And dangerous—for her dragonmate was gone.

That was what he had really come to see. He wanted to | ook at the face of his eneny—er at | east
upon hi s ashes.

He cane to the place his warriors had described. Nothing was left. Not even the ashes. He held the
torch hi gh, searching for anything that would confirmwho had | ain here, and caught sight of a
dull glitter in dark soil. Crouching, he picked it up and rubbed it clean. A man's earring, small
and plain, set with a topaz the color of Desert sands. It nust be his; the jewel was his synbol,
worn in a ring with her enerald. But though he searched, holding the light close to the ground, he
could not find the ring.

Sonmething else glinted by firelight, snagging his gaze to the water. He pocketed the earring to
free his other hand. A long, waving |ock of hair had been caught by a stone in the water. He
plucked it up. Protected by the Storm Father's bl ood, not even the CGoddess' Fire had been able to
touch it.

And it was hers. The red and gold had darkened with water, but he knew it was hers. It was
strangely disturbing to see the silver so thick init. A wonan |like that should not grow old Iike
everyone el se

But perhaps she would grow no ol der. Perhaps the
dying of the Fire had been at her death. Who knew, wi th Sunrunners?

He tied the strand of hair around itself—-no easy task one-handed—and put that in his pocket, too.
Then he rose, intending to go judge the fall of water in the grotto. But at that moment he heard a
piercing cry, and although he had cured hinmself |long ago of his people's one true terror, it was
hard—n this place that had belonged to the Azhrei —ot to shiver with dread at the sound of a
dragon.

Wth Sioned sl eeping an honest sleep at |ast, Meath explained hinself quite calmy. "She called
Fire at Stronghold. And naintained it, probably wi thout even realizing it. lIron piercing her flesh
during a working threatened her life. So she stopped."”

Chayl a was shaki ng her head in wonder. "I should have heard it. There was too nuch pain in her
voi ce for the shall owness of those scrapes on her arm |'msorry, Meath. | should have trusted
you. "

"I must've seened utterly nmad." Pausing, he bit his lip and said, "I'Il never forgive nyself for
hurting you."

"Don't be silly. I'"'mperfectly fine."

"I shouldn't have done it," he insisted. "lI"'msorry, ny lady."

Maar ken put a hand on Meath's shoulder. "Don't worry. She only | ooks nade of crystal and silk." He
slanted a | ook at his daughter. "Best not |et your Lord Kazander hear of this, however. He'd
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skewer poor Meath and roast himfor a dragon's dinner."

"He's not ny Lord Kazander," she began hotly.

The pair of themwere sniling at her, and she realized what her father had done in making a joke
of it. Still, it was irksonme to be the target of his hunor, even if Meath was the beneficiary.

So she returned themto the real subject. "How did you guess what she was doi ng? Nobody el se had
any idea."

"I't was something | saw at Stronghold tonight. | used the last sunlight to take a look. It was
still burning as if the Fire had only just started. | ought to have put it all together before
this."

"How coul d you have known? How coul d any of us? None of us sensed what she was doi ng. Not even
you, Meath."

"Elisel did," Chayla nmurmured. "She knew sonethi ng was wong."

"Sioned didn't greet her, didn't talk to her,” Meath said."The faradhi part of her was—el sewhere
But how did she do it?"

"I think I know, " Chayla answered. "She was in shock. Calling Fire was the |last thing she did at
Stronghol d, and possibly the last thing she clearly renenbers. |1've been hearing stories about her
all ny life. | just never knew how powerful she is before now "

"We know sonet hing rmuch nore inmportant, ny lady," Meath said softly. "She wants to live after
all."

Startled for a nmonent, Chayla could only stare at him But her father was noddi ng agreenent.
"l see what you nean. She could have let you continue, knowing what it would do to her.™
"Yes. She could have chosen to die."

"Ch, Meath," Chayla said, putting a hand on his arm "It would' ve killed you long before it killed
her."

He shrugged and gl anced away. Maarken spared himthe awkward silence. "WII| she sl eep now?"

"The | onger the better," Chayla said, back on famliar ground. "And you, too—both of you. Consider
it an order fromyour physician."

Atiny smle quirked the older nman's nouth. "Crystal and silk, you say? Marken, this one was
birthed froma dragon's shell."

It was difficult to see the dragon, now that Stronghold no |onger burned to illum ne the night
sky. But he could hear the terrible keening wails as the beast flew above

the castle, and kept track of it that way as he nmounted the gatehouse's stone steps. Wthin, he
was rewarded once nore: though not a princely weapon, the bow was a fine one.

Two quivers of arrows slung over his shoulders, he hesitated only a nonment at the top of the
stairs. It would be tricky, and if he failed in the full sight of his arnmy all would be |ost. But
he had been waiting for just such a chance. The Father of Wnd and Rain had provided it. He would
not fail.

One dragon was dead. Now it was time to kill another. Not the son—ot yet. He could wait. But this
one, with wings and talons and teeth |ike daggers, this one would die tonight.

The little rivulet of fire was still burning in the tunnel. He strode directly onto it, snashing
the weak flames with his boots. In the defile he paused once nore, listening for the dragon. The
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cries echoed through the tunnel, distorting his perception. The creature nust be lured to the open
sand so that all could watch it die.

W ng-wi nd bl ew suddenly at his back, startling himand dousing the nakeshift torch. He dropped it
at once and funbled for an arrow, infuriated that his treacherous hands still shook in obedi ence
to foolish terror. Commanding themto his nind's will and not his enotions, he nocked and drew and
let fly at a darker darkness overhead.

A shriek of pain shattered the air, sent pebbles shivering down the canyon walls. He |aughed

al oud, all fear gone now, and ran to follow the sound. The Desert spread out before him tents and
cookfires dotting what had been a battlefield. To a man, his warriors cowered on their knees
before the Devil Dragon whose single glance could rip their spirits out through their eyes. They
woul d | earn otherw se tonight.

The fires, hundreds of them I|it the dragon's pale gray underw ngs. He pulled the bowstring once
nore, mssed, shot another arrow and yet another. Only a fenale, he realized with a pang of
di sappoi ntment. But she woul d do, she would do. Favoring one wi ng, she circled, seek-

ing an updraft to carry her. He | oosed another arrow. It found her hide next to the first, near
the juncture of shoulder and rib, and she screamed again.

He hurried forward, stopping only to aimand shoot again and again until there were no nore arrows
and the dragon had plumeted to the sand, unable to fly. Casting aside the bow and shruggi ng out
of the encunbering quivers, he drew his sword and advanced on her, taking his tinme. She was down
and would not rise again; all nust see him all nust watch as he killed her.

Ni ne of his arrows had found her; he counted them as he neared, pleased by the potency of the
nunber. Two in her shoulder, three in her belly, one in her left thigh—a lucky shot, that, guided
by the Wnd Father's breath—and the renmai ning three strai ght through her w ngs. She woul d bl eed
and she would linp and she would not fly. But she was still very nuch alive, arned with jaws that
could snap himin half, two good forelegs that could tear his head fromhis neck, and a spiked
tail that could spit himlike a lanb for roasting.

H s nmen had added their cries to hers. He approached the dragon head on, scorning to sneak around
her back like a coward. She bal anced on her good |eg and her tail, snarling, but did not |ash out
at him He nodded; she was cunni ng enough not to waste her strength when he was out of reach. Her
wi ngs were awkwardly folded as close to her body as the arrows would allow. She snapped at hi m and
worried at one of the shafts with her teeth, finally broke it off and flung it away. But her

tal ons could not dislodge the two arrows enbedded in her shoul der—and the three planted in her
belly oozed thick bl ood.

He had hunted nmany creatures in his life for food and for sport. This was for pride and power. And
he had no idea how to bring her down.

Suddenly one of the wi ngs unfurled and swept toward him He flattened hinmself in the sand, rolling
to his back. Thrusting upward with his sword, he let her catch her wing on the blade. There was a
ripping noise like a wind split sail. The dragon how ed and stunbl ed back. Over-

bal anci ng, she pitched forward nearly on top of him snothering himin her w ng.

Panic clawed his vitals as he struggl ed agai nst the weight of her wing. But through the huge rent
he found escape, ears ringing with the thud of her body and the sound of her shrieks. Slick with
her bl ood, he junped onto the nmain wi ngbone. It cracked beneath his weight, a broken piece of it
jutting up through the blue-gray hide.

The fall had driven the arrows deeper into her chest and belly. She would not rise. Could not. He
cl anbered atop her heaving back, years of sailing rough seas serving himwell until she convul sed
fromhead to tail. He lost his footing then, [anding hard with the base of her neck between his

|l egs. Hi s groan matched hers in pai n—but he was the one with the sword. He nade hinself raise it,
lean far to the side, and hack off her head.

They were bellowing their triunmph and devotion. They were coning closer. They nust not see him
stunned and still in agony. He slid fromthe dragon's neck onto his knees in the gore-wet sand.
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The great head lay near him teeth shining in gaping jaws. He pushed hinself to his feet and
closed his fist around the handful of spines above one eye, hoisting the heavy weight aloft. It
nearly overbal anced him but he planted both feet in the sand and stayed upright.

"Here!" he shouted with all the breath in his lungs. "Here is the Dragon, dead by ny sword!"
H's warriors went mad with joy.
"See the Monster, the Hell spawn! Dead! Dead! Dead!"

They chanted, and he | aughed. Cbedient to his comuands? Now they woul d cut off their own balls at
his whim

"Hear them new young Azhrei ?" he whispered to the starlight. "Thus | will hold your head. |, High
Warlord of all Vellant'im swear it."

PART Two

CHAPTER SI X

There had been nuch debate at Goddess Keep over a signal. Jolan had wanted a great sonorous bell
but the extra iron was not to be had and the work of casting took a long time. (And how di sturbing
it was that neither materials nor time were available; it was a first in Andry's life.) Torien
suggested drunms, but the sound would not reach to the far pastures. It had been N al dan who

poi nted out the sol ution.

It hung over the entrance to the nain hall. Everyone saw it every day, which neant that no one
ever really looked at it. But N aldan renenbered wanting to take it down and polish it |ong ago,
and bei ng forbidden by Lady Andrade herself. "It hasn't been touched for fifty years that | know

of, and not since Lady Merisel's day for all anyone el se knows. There she put it, and there it
stays."

But as Nialdan reverently detached it fromits nountings and clinbed down the |adder, he said,
"It's been silent |ong enough.™

Cl eaned of several hundred years of spider- weavings, dust, and grime, the horn shone |ike dawn.
It was as long as a horse and N al dan was probably the only one anmong them who could lift it. Half
its length was made of bone sections riveted with silver; the rest, solid gold. The massive bel
was incised with fifty distinct markings, each stained bl ack, each presented within an open palm
none of them bearing any resenblance to the witten formof either |anguage Andry knew.

"Clan identification?" Jolan guessed, running a finger over the carvings.

"What ever," Nialdan replied with a shrug. He braced the horn in Deniker's cradling armand gl anced
around the ranparts. "If this does what | think it will, hold your ears."

The horn's note was deep, resonant, and deafening. Torien, out in the pastures on his duties as
chief steward, swore |later that the sheep and goats turned to stone and the plow el k stopped in
their tracks.

"And | didn't even put nuch breath into it,"'
will do when | really—=

Ni al dan reported proudly. "Can you inagi ne what it

"Spare us, please!" Deniker begged.

A few days later, standing on the bal ustrade above the main gate, Andry heard the horn and w nced.
Ni al dan had taken it to the top of Goddess Keep and pointed it out to sea, and still his ears were
nunbed by the sound. But it worked. The people in the canp below cane to an abrupt halt, frozen
even as the | ast echoes died away.
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"Well, it certainly does get their attention," Val eda remarked at his side. "How s your |eg?"

"Fine." He resisted the urge to shift his weight.
"You shouldn't be on it too long."

"I'mfine," he repeated inpatiently.

She gave a snort. "You couldn't bear to miss this, could you?"
"l"ve got to find out if they'll obey the signal."
"And obey Lady Jayachi n—excuse me, Master Jaya-chin," she corrected sweetly.

Twenty strong young nen, all wearing white tunics hastily donned at the horn's signal, were noving
anong the tents now, urging everyone to proceed in an orderly fashion into Goddess Keep. Jayachin
was nowhere to be seen. Andry supposed she was testing the efficiency of her little band of

hel pers, or waiting to see if an appearance was needed. He was anused by the notion that she had

| earned the trick of strengthening one's authority until one's actual presence was unnecessary for
one to be obeyed.

But the refugees hadn't yet conpletely accepted her rule. They resisted herding. Her white-clad
functionaries

did their best, but everyone tried to make for their own tents and possessi ons.

"Atrifle lacking in discipline, 1'd say," Val eda observed.

"This is only the first practice. They'll learn. Besides, if the shepherds come running with news
of Vellant'immarching over the hills, they'll do what they' re supposed to right enough.”

"Clever of you to spread the notion that it's for their own peace of mind. That they' Il fee

better with walls around themduring an attack."

"W can't tell themthe truth, can we?" And the truth was that even with the new devr'im quickly
trained to replace Cclel and Rusina, they had not been able to extend the ros'salath nuch beyond
the keep itself. "Ah, there she is,” Andry said, pointing to the tall white figure now nounting a
hor se.

"I do hope she doesn't fall off. So detrinmental to the dignity."

"Why don't you go down and hel p? |I'm sure everyone woul d benefit fromyour advice—as | regularly
do," he added with sarcasmto match hers.

"My Lord is too kind. He is also too obvious in wanting to be rid of nme." Val eda eyed his lane | eg
again. "You won't be able to use it for a whole day after standing on it so |long, you know. "

He ignored her, and after another few nonents she went away. Wen he heard the [ast of her
footsteps on the stone stairs, he imediately took his weight fromhis bad | eg. Val eda was right;
tonorrow he'd be too sore and stiff to walk. But it wasn't necessary to walk. Only to ride.

Andry | eaned his el bows on the stones, watching the chaos bel ow hi mresolve into order at
Jayachin's commands. An efficient woman, that one; a born | eader. When all this was over, he'd
have to secure a position for her nore worthy of her talents than running a merchant house in
Waes. If Pol could make Rialt a lord regent, surely Andry could reward simlar ability in sim-

lar fashion. He'd take it up with his cousin when he saw him

But Jayachin woul d not becone athri of a new town around Goddess Keep. Andry wanted these people
gone as soon as possible. H's eyes were of fended by the crush of tents and shelters; his nose
objected to the inevitable stink of inadequate sanitation; his ears ached with the noise of adult
argunents and children's squabbl es and screechi ng babies. The area and the sensibilities of those
i n Goddess Keep sinply could not support a permanent presence.
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Still, Jayachin had done renarkably well in controlling the thousands of people now filing into
the castle yard. She was readily visible on horseback, her white cloak bl owi ng back over the
haunches of her gray Radzyn mare—each a gift fromhim at her suggestion. The col or had becone the
Goddess' synbol; possession of a fine horse had al ways indicated wealth and power. All she | acked,
Andry thought in amusenent, was a silver breastplate and a jewel ed sword and she woul d be the
enbodi ment of the White Swan, whose personal nane had been |ost to history. He had never
under st ood why. Lady Merisel had known her, nmentioned her often in the scrolls.

The White Swan had |l ed arm es of Sunrunners and their allies to victory over the diarmadh'im
before perishing in the final battle. Andry had al ways t hought that her death was a little too
neat, which made hi m suspect that she mi ght not have been real at all. Al good symnbolic figures
died at a properly synbolic tinme. But perhaps the Wiite Swan had been all too real, and all too
nmuch conpetition for Lady Merisel. Fromthe tone of her histories, Andry had | ong since |earned
that her talents had not included the ability to share, and anong her virtues npdesty was not
featured.

Jayachin rode through the gates right on schedule, and nonents |later N aldan bl ew a second bl ast
fromthe horn. There were stragglers left outside the walls. This exercise would teach themthe
wi sdom of haste. Andry raised both arnms, drawing their eyes, and called Fire around the perineter
of the keep. He let it flare dragon-

high as the tardy ones approached. A nmonent later Uws took it over for him working froma
wi ndow high in the tower. This way, he could see to his next task while seening powerful enough to
maintain Fire.

Synbol s and deceptions, he told hinself as he |inped down the stairs. Useful and necessary. But
what happened when synbol s decei ved?

He rested for a nonent in the stairwell, out of the chill wind, and constructed once nore in his
m nd the sym bol ogy of his dreans. Radzyn destroyed, the hatchling dragon killed. But Radzyn
stood. It had not been a hatchling that flew over the port, but a gigantic sire. The Vellant'im
had grovel ed on their faces at the sight of him

Brenlis had been able to see the future as it would be, carved in stone. Andry's dreans were only
possibilities, like conjurings in Fire and Water at the tree circle. Wat he saw was nutabl e,
witten in sand. He had changed things by his actions: formng the devr'im eradicating as many
sorcerers as he could. But would those changes make things better or worse?

Andry had deci ded that Radzyn had been the synbol of his fear. In his dream his honme and famly
and all his ties to the Desert had been obliterated. He saw now that sending his daughter Tobren
to live at Wiitecliff had been an act of defiance, a challenge to his fear.

Radzyn stood. The bonds renmi ned. Perhaps Tobren's presence had been the catal yst of the change;
he only knew that in her way she had becone a synbol, too, of his unbroken connection to his hore.

As for the young dragon—so obviously explained, so difficult to admt that dark and terrible
insight into his owmn heart. It was only because Pol still lived that Andry had recogni zed his
cousin's place in that dream

And it had been Pol's dragon that had nade the eneny bow into the dirt. This was a synbol he
didn't nuch care for

Hi s thoughts turned to Lady Merisel's brisk text, and he was conforted into a slight snile

| dreanmed one night of serving a banquet of |obster fromthe isle of Pimanji. There was no

m st aki ng the size and shape of the creatures. The cooks had wapped themin silk soaked in spices
that bl ackened over the coals, according to ny favorite recipe. | took this to nmean that ny Lord
Rosseyn had known success there and would send nme the delicacies as a gift, knowi ng nmy fondness
for them

As it happened, the very next day | discovered a diarnmadhi fromthat island in our mdst. W
wrapped her in silk soaked with fragrant spice-oils to disguise the stench as we burned her alive.
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Synbol s nean what you choose to believe they nean.

What Andry chose was to believe that Radzyn's survival neant he was still tied to the Desert. It
was still the hone of his ancestors; he still had a right and duty to defend it. As for the dragon
. who knew what the great beasts synbolized to the Vellant'inf? Andry was responsible for his
own dreans, not the superstitions of barbarians. Until he discovered reasons for their ridicul ous
reaction, he'd reserve interpretation

When he reached the courtyard, he gestured and the gates were opened again. He nmade his way

t hrough the crowd and wal ked a few paces outside, careful not to |linp. Stragglers caught beyond
the Fire huddled in little groups and gazed at sanctuary with longing, defiant, or fearful eyes.
Rai si ng both arms again, knowing Uw s would see the signal, he watched the Fire fade into the
ground. A few people rushed forward; some hung back, wary of him

Andry smled. "Cone on, then," he urged. "You'll be quicker next tine, | know"

Reproved by Sunrunner's Fire, reassured by the Sunrunner Lord' s gentleness, they sought the safety
Andry provided. Wien they were all inside, he paused at the gates to provide an inpression of him
standi ng between them and the Vellanti arnmy they were inmagining outside. Then he smled once nore
and started for the steps of

the keep, for they didn't need himto supervise their return to their nakeshift town. They parted
for him nurnuring thanks and reverence.

They al so parted for the woman on a gray horse. Jaya-chin rode over to him and bowed from her
saddl e.

"Were you satisfied, my Lord?"
"Quite," he responded, hiding annoyance that he had to | ook up at her
"Perhaps next time should be after dark, ny Lord," she suggest ed.

Oh, fine, he thought, that's all | need—blasted fromny bed in the mddle of the night. And al

t hese people need as well, unable to sleep for wondering if they'Il be put through this again in
pitch bl ackness. You foolish woman, can't you see you've just undone all the good this
acconpl i shed?

He smiled. "I don't think that's necessary. | doubt the eneny will wish to stunble about. After
all, we are the ones with Fire to light the mdnight." Nodding pleasantly, he turned from her and
saw Val eda nearby. The Sunrunner didn't bother to hide her grin.

"As you wi sh, nmy Lord," Jayachin called after him

Andry consi dered, then swung around again. He had put her in a position of authority for his own
conveni ence; her |apse should not be allowed to ruin it. Having nicely reasserted his doni nance,
he could afford to be gracious.

"WIIl you be so good as to dine with ne tonight in ny chanbers? Perhaps we can refine this
procedure for the safety of all concerned."

She bowed again. Val eda caught up with himon the stairs, clinbing with himto the relative quiet
of the next floor. She was no | onger smling.

"That was a piece of idiocy," she snapped. "Mke her your athri if you must, but don't behave as
if you're courting her!"”

Andry gave her a sidelong glance. "I beg your pardon?"
"Di nner in your chanbers tonight? Gfts? Wiat else does it | ook |ike?"

Knowi ng he shouldn't, he | aughed anyway. "Val eda! You're jeal ous!"
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"Andry, you're a fool!" She stormed back downstairs, leaving himwith a wide grin on his face and
an interesting notion in his mnd.

*

Si x days earlier, on the very norning that Idalian had deci ded he'd had enough of isolation
i gnorance, chess, and even Tirel, Lord Yarin hinself arrived at their anteroom door, positively
beani ng.

"Excel l ent news! My physician assures nme that all danger of illness is past. You boys are free to
come and go as you like." He smled, dark eyes glinting with sone secret glee that set Idalian's
spine itching. "It nmust have been very tiresone for you, stuck in here all these days with a
little boy."

Firmy forgetting Tirel's sulks and tantruns, he replied, "Not at all, nmy lord. The prince is an
enj oyabl e conpani on. "

"Of course. But you rust be missing friends your own age. And believe nme, |adies of all ages have
m ssed your charning face around the castle." The smile wi dened. "Ch, to be your age again, young
and strong and handsone!"

Idalian said nothing. Yarin took it for abashed nodesty; it was really an inner struggle to
overcome the need to throttle this snug traitor.

He was also trying to figure out what in all Hells the nan was up to. Wat had gai ned themtheir
freedom and put that grin on the man's face? Sudden panic threatened the young man's composure. In
here, he could keep Tirel safe. Qut in the halls of the castle—

"Idalian!" the boy called fromthe main room "Wo is it?"

"Lord Yarin is here to see us," he responded. "Wn't you cone in and sit with us, nmy |ord?"
"Not just now. So many things to be done in keeping Firon safe and contented.™

| can inmagine, ldalian thought bitterly.

Yarin's gaze darted around the little chanber. "How you nust al so be spoiling for sone honest
exercise! Caged in here for so long, unable to practice at arnms— He did a passable inmtation of a
man suddenly struck by an idea. "Do you know, Idalian, a young kinsman of nmine is newWy arrived
from Snowcoves. |'d wager he could learn a great deal from your proficiency at arns. Wuld you be

willing to teach hinP"

The squire blinked. He knew how to use sword, knife, and bow, but was no expert at any of them
And said so.

"Come, you're too shy about your acconplishnents." The smile was not so sleek now. "You would be

doing me a favor."

"l—of course, ny lord,"” ldalian said swiftly, understanding at last that this was the condition of
his rel ease—and Tirel's.

"Fine, fine." Yarin gestured with one well-kept hand. "Al diar? Cone in, boy, come in."

Atall, thin-linbed youth of about fifteen winters slunk through the door. Aldiar had the biggest
bl ack eyes ldalian had ever seen, all the larger for the holl ow cheeks bel ow them There was no
resenbl ance to Yarin at all, but the jawine—slightly wi der on one side than the other—was
rem ni scent of Tirel and his nother. Wat was charming in Lisiel and would be interesting in Tire
when he was grown was sinply off-kilter in this boy.

"This is lIdalian of Faol ainforgive nme, but | can never recall which Faolain you're from"
"Riverport, ny lord," ldalian said quietly.

"Ch, of course. A great pity it was destroyed in this terrible war. Nothing to do with our part of
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the continent, but a terrible thing all the same. Aldiar comes fromthe nmountain branch of our
famly."

Bl ack hair spilled down a high forehead as the boy bowed low. "My father's nother's cousin was
sister to ny lord Yarin's nother's uncle's—

"Yes, yes," cane the hasty interruption. "It's all as convoluted as the bloodlines of the
pri nces—and the Sun-

runners. Well, Idalian, is there anything here you can work with?" The smle was back

The squire answered politely. "I"'msure Aldiar will be an apt pupil. Height and a | ong reach are
good begi nni ngs. "

"Real | y?" The dark face flushed with pleasure. "I hope so. | already know a little about knives,
and | can bring down a doe at two hundred paces with a single arrow, and—

"I''"l'l leave you to your martial discussions,
is back at his regular |lessons this norning."

Yarin said. "ldalian, |I'll expect to hear that Tire

Unwi sely, he protested, "But Arpali was his teacher, and she—=

"Nat hami s tutor is also here from Snowcoves," said the regent. "I sent for himso that neither ny
son nor my nephew would suffer in their education, what with your Sunrunner dead.”

He understood now. Al diar would keep hi mbusy and under watch; Natham and the tutor would do the
same for Tirel. A ten-year-old boy and a teacher were unlikely assassi ns—but was Al diar, already
proficient with a bow, nmeant to kill ldalian in an "accident"?

The boy was watching him "WIIl you show nme first how to use a knife?"

Now, many days later and facing Al diar across a snowy practice yard, ldalian | ooked at m dni ght
eyes set in a thin, dark face, and wondered again if he saw his executioner

One, noreover, that he hinself was teaching howto do it
Nei t her thought nade his tutel age a gentle one.

A few stabl e boys and nen-at-arns paused in their duties to watch. The forner were Laric's; the
|latter, Yar-in's. It was enblematic of the situation at Bal arat these days, but oddly the reverse
of what was happeni ng now. For the nonent, ldalian was the el der and stronger, and Yarin's kinsnman
the victim

He cane in low and fast, knife angled for the boy's ribs. Al diar's backbone curved awkwardly as he
shr ank

fromthe thrust. Of-bal ance, he staggered and woul d have gone down but for Idalian's hand
snatching his wist, spinning himinto an arm ock

There was scattered applause for the tidiness of the nove. ldalian ignored it. Wth his bl ade at
Aldiar's throat, he wenched the captive armtighter and said, "Stop trying to stand your ground.
Step back if you need to. Gve as you nust—you can take it back later."

"I thought this was a lesson in knife-fighting, not philosophy,’
as he tried to see Idalian's face.

the boy panted, twi sting his neck

The words puzzled him but then he shrugged. "It's always better to yield ground than fall al
over yourself trying to keep it." Releasing Al diar, he stood back and observed, "At |east you hung
onto your knife. That's something, anyway."

"Show me how you'd do it," he challenged. "Not today." Tirel had been out of his sight now for a
whol e norni ng, and he could feel the famliar tension building. He still slept on a cot in the
prince's chanber, so at |east he could give his protection by night. But though the w nter days
were short, he spent too much of them away fromhis charge. Too nuch time for mschief to occur,
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with Yarin's mournful explanation of a tragic accident follow ng close after.
"Way are you so worried about hin?" Aldiar asked suddenly. "You're not his nother."

I dal i an swung around, cursing hinmself for allowi ng his gaze to stray up to the school room wi ndow.
"Why do you say that?" he demanded, knowi ng he should not have spoken at all

"I have to pry you away fromhis side for ny |lessons," Al diar conplained. "You won't go out riding
unless it's with Tirel, you stay with himevery monment you can. Do you expect danger to him here
in his own castle?"

"Yes," he replied bluntly, saw the black eyes go even wi der, then thought quickly. "You heard what
happened at nmy home. One of the eneny wal ked right into the residence, disguised as a nerchant.
And the few survivors of Glad Seahold tal ked of a young juggler who |ed

them a chase up the ranparts and flung a torch fromthe walls—t had to have been a signal of sone
ki nd. What makes you think Balarat is any nore secure?"

"Ch." Aldiar raked his hair back, shaking his head as it flopped into his eyes again. "Wat you
mean is that Fironese are all dark, just about |like these barbarians. It'd be hard to tell us
apart, wouldn't it?"

"You said it, | didn't," ldalian snapped.

"But it would be easy to mistake one for the other," he insisted. "And you don't trust any of us,
do you?"

I dalian sheathed his knife. "I'm going back upstairs. It's too cold out here."

"There's no need to worry," Aldiar said. "Truly."

"You think I"'ma fool for it—but if anything happens to Prince Tirel—=

“I't won't." Flatly. "I give you ny word."

Idalian | aughed al oud. "Ch, and that nakes nme feel so nmuch better!"

Dark skin flushed with anger, the boy noved closer to himand hissed, "You think you understand,
but you don't. Not anything!"

"Wul d you care to explain it to me of your infinite w sdon"

"Maybe. Soneday when |'m sure you can be trusted!" And with that he stal ked off, the knife stil
gleaming in his hand.

*

It was a good wine, rich and full-bodied, the very last of the prized vintage of 732. That year
OGssetian wine makers had crushed cask after cask so exquisitely that Sioned had sworn the Goddess
hersel f had had sonething to do with it. Nothing could be that perfect w thout divine

i ntervention.

Andry savored the taste, his eyes dreany. He hadn't his aunt's nose, but one would have to be dead
and burned not to appreciate this glassful of liquid rubies. Dead and burned—er N al dan, he
thought with a smile, watching the big Sunrunner take another |arge swall ow.

Ni al dan nuch preferred the heavy, bitter ale favored by sailors who made port in Waes, where he
had been born. He tended to toss back the finest wine as if it were colored water.

Ni al dan wasn't the only one who had taken a swift, bracing gulp after Andry's casual announcemnent.
The ot her devr'im-ncluding the two newest—-had overcone their initial shock by now and were
mar shal i ng argunents. Andry won his bet with hinself about who would speak first.

"You can't!" Val eda excl ai ned. "We need you here!"
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"Not really."
"You're Lord of Goddess Keep!"
"That | am But my duties extend beyond these walls."

She gave a hiss of frustration. "Very well, then, let's talk about what goes on inmediately
outside these walls! Jayachin and her people have been inpossible enough with you here—what will
happen i f you | eave?"

Andry shrugged and poured hinself nore wine. "I have conplete trust that Torien will keep everyone
inline. "
"My Lord. ..." Torien's dark Fironese face was worry-lined. "l value your confidence, but | have a

hard tinme sharing init."

"I don't see why," Andry said.

"That's not the issue," Val eda snapped. "Wat about your leg, Andry? It's not heal ed yet—and don't
pretend it doesn't hurt. You' ve been drinking like a tavern slug to numb it."

"I"'mfine." He took a long, deliberate swallow of wine and waited for the next objection

It cane fromthe young wonan who had replaced Rus-ina in their defensive configuration. Crila had
eyes and hair as pale as dawn, but her skin was a rich, deep brown with a lustrous sheen over her
hi gh, prom nent cheekbones. The col or of that skin and the cant of those bones were the only
physical clues to distant Fironese ancestry—and the di armadhi blood that sonetines went with it.

"My Lord, you rnust do as you will in all things," she

said in her light, soft voice. "But as nmuch as | trust in your teachings and in Lord Torien's
ability to lead us, | confess | would nmuch rather have you here with us if we nust use the
ros'salath."

Smiling at her, he said, "You wouldn't hold the title devri and drink fromRusina's cup if you
hadn't | earned everything you need to know. "

It had taken many days to test everyone here, and Crila had been the cl osest match to Rusina's
colors and strengths. That her four Sunrunner's rings had turned to fiery circles on her fingers
during the final test increased her val ue—though Torien was still trying to convince her that
Sorcerer's blood was not necessarily an evil thing. Andry had found her the perfect pupil and
perfectly obedient; born the year Lady Andrade died, Crila was entirely of Andry's making as a
Sunrunner.

Not so the man who had taken Cclel's place. Antoun was of the old guard. Past sixty, his gray hair
was thin and his fingers were gnarled and stiff. But the dark blue eyes, surrounded by fine |ines
and thick | ashes, were astonishingly young. Antoun had earned all of his nine rings under
Andrade's tutel age; as a Master Teacher, he had supervised Andry's own training years ago. He had
been willing to give up the eighth ring when Andry decided it woul d bet oken physician's status

al one, but his knuckle had swollen so with joint disease that the only choice would have been to
cut the ring off. And this Andry would not do to his old teacher. Antoun was part of his nenories
of his youth—a youth ended when at barely twenty he becane Lord of Goddess Keep. Antoun was part
of the past, having known Andrade and Urival and Sioned. And despite the changes Andry had w ought
here, despite the traditions overset and the innovations nade, he valued the heritage of Goddess
Keep.

Froma purely practical standpoint, of course, there was no one better to fill Cclel's position
The ol der Sunrunners, those who had their doubts about Andry, would approve of one of their nunber
being admtted to his innernobst circle.

He turned his gaze to Antoun now, arching a brow

"Wl 1 ? You' ve been as quiet as autumm sunshine all the years |'ve known you—except in the
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cl assroom when | did sonething wong."

"I'f you're asking ne to judge whether or not this is wong— Lean shoul ders shrugged. "It's not
for me to say, Andry. Nor any of us, except for you. But | do have a question."

"Ask."

"Meani ng no of fense, but why does everyone fight so hard for the Desert?"

Jol an | ooked taken aback, then nodded. "I've al ways wondered that, nyself."

Ant oun continued, "I've never understood what's so conpelling about the place. It's hot, enpty,
and exhausting. Except for Skybowl, there's not enough water to take a bath in. It grows nothing
but cactus. |'ve given up wondering why the Vellant'imwant it, but why is Pol so determned to
keep it? | say let themhave it, and wel cone. They wouldn't |ast two seasons. |'ve been there, and
I know. "

Andry chuckled. "You're telling nme this? | was born there!"
Uw s, who usually said even |less than Antoun, smiled at him "And you can't explain it, my Lord?"

"Ch, | could grow philosophical Iike ny uncle Rohan, and say that the deeper one's roots must go
to find water, the harder one clings to the | and—even the Desert. Lady Merisel called it a
Sunrunner's natural habitat—for which a case can be nade!"

Val eda shrugged. "Yet you've been uprooted. "

"Never." He was surprised to hear the word fromhis own lips, but the instant it was spoken he
knew it to be true. And it sobered himas nothing el se could have.

Setting down his cup, he said, "Listen to nme, all of you. There are plenty of reasons why |'m able
to |l eave—the least of which is that 1'mthe Lord of Goddess Keep and can do as | |ike. The
reasons that nean sonething are that Master Jayachin has her people under control now, as we saw
today. There are sonme rough spots to be snmoothed over, but in a crisis they'll do as they're

told. Torien, you can rule Goddess Keep perfectly well in ny absence. You know how to use the
ros'salath, there are two or three others nowin training to strengthen it—if it even becones
necessary to use it, which | doubt.

"1"'mnot needed here. You know it and | knowit. You' re all so careful of the trappings of ny
position that only a few others have begun to suspect it. But once |I'm gone, after a couple of
days of nerves, they'll knowit,

too." "I don't see how this is an advantage," Val eda

grunbl ed.

"But it is, you know," he said softly. "It's exactly as it should be, that | or anyone else in
this position can be inportant but not essential. It's all Sunrunners who nmatter, not just one."

"Very nmodest and self-effacing,” she retorted. "But it doesn't disguise the fact that we do have
need of you."

"The Desert needs ne nore. Since Pol failed to protect Radzyn, they' ve learned a thing or two. But
I"'mthe only one who can teach them what they nust know so that we don't |ose Skybow and Feruche
the way we | ost Stronghold."

"We, " Ant oun nurnured.

"Yes. Whatever our differences, | amstill the son of ny parents and the grandson of Prince
Zehava. The Desert is ny home, ny birthplace. Nothing will ever uproot ny heart."

Val eda shifted her shoulder. "I understand that, nmy Lord. I'msorry for what | said earlier. But
you know Pol won't wel come you. And in saving the Desert, you're saving his position as High
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Prince, too.

Andry had wei ghed the one agai nst the other, finding the balance alarmngly even—until he thought
of Rohan.

"Well," he drawed, "no plan is ever perfect."

She gave a conplex snort, half of laughter and half of disgust. "Isn't it just? Wich reninds ne.
Very soon winter fog and rain will wap us tight and nake Sunrunning inpossible. How will we keep
track of you?"

"I''"ll send to you as often as | can. To others here and there as the sunlight permts, so they can
tell you when

they've got tine. | won't have nuch to spare." dancing at the water clock by the doorway, he
said, "And now, if you'll excuse nme, | have an appointnent for dinner. Torien, would you see that
Jayachin has an escort? She's never been farther than the courtyard before."

"And shoul dn't be now. " Valeda's eyes were bright and hard as polished steel. "She'll play you for
a fool, Andry. Anyone can see it."

Wth a shrug, he answered, "She can try."

*

When Amiel of Glad was a little boy, he had delighted in flouting his birth to his playnmates at
Medawari. Though they were all sons and daughters of highborns, he woul d one day be their prince
and he never let themforget it. Wen his father told himthat Pol had expressed an interest in
fostering himat Dragon's Rest, Amiel was quite unsurprised. He was hinself a prince, his father's
only son, and that he should be chosen as a squire to the next High Prince was entirely fitting.
He was, after all, an inportant person

This attitude was tolerated for exactly three days at Dragon's Rest. On the fourth, his fellow
squire, Edrel of River Ussh—a year older and a handspan taller—gave hima salutary |lesson in
humlity and fistfighting.

Anmiel's scornful dislike of Edrel changed to an active loathing that increased with every throb of
hi s bl ackened eye. Pol ignored both enotion and injury, which outraged Amiel. As the heir to
Glad, his worth was infinitely superior to Edrel's. The nere second son of an athri, Edrel had no
prospects of wealth or position beyond what he could marry. And at fourteen, he | ooked unlikely to
attract any girl above the rank of scullery drudge—and would be |lucky to get that much attention.

Life at Dragon's Rest was not what Aniel had expected. H's father had enphasized that he nust
serve his newlord diligently in all things, of course. But cleaning the nud from Pol's boots and
mucki ng out his favorite horse's stall were beneath Anmiel's princely dignity. So,

enphatically, was any association with Edrel. As senior squire, the older boy had full authority
over him And

used it.

On the fifth day of his martyrdom after Edrel had given himjust that one order too many, Am el
conplained to Pol. He was heard in a silence that he interpreted as encouragenment to present the

full list of his grievances. They were nany. At |ength, when he was done, his lord | ooked down at
himw th those strange, changeabl e bl ue-green eyes and sai d sonet hi ng shocking. "Legally, you're
bound to nmy service until | decide you' re worthy of being knighted. But as you seem so unsuited to
life here, | suppose |I've no choice but to send you hone."

Am el gaped. Send himhone? It was Edrel who was inpossi bl e—and Edrel who was uni nportant.
Monmentarily deprived of the power of speech, he finally found voice enough to burst out, "But |I'm
a prince!"

"No," Pol replied. "You're a squire. And likely to remain one for several dozen years unless you
alter your thinking. If, that is, anyone will take you after | release you frommy service." "No,
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my | ord—pl ease! "

Pol regarded himthoughtfully. "Well, well. That's the first tinme |'ve heard you say that word.
I"lI'l wager it's the first tine you've ever said it." Then he smled. "If we're lucky, we all learn
sonet hi ng new every day, Aniel."

Over the next eight years he learned how to say "please" and "thank you." He |earned that what he
was worth depended on what he was, not whose son he had been born. He |earned to tolerate Edrel
then to like him and finally to regard himas the brother he'd never had. At the R alla of 737,
Anmi el knew that Edrel was in love with Princess Norian before Edrel did. This was only fair; that
spring, Edrel had been the one to point out that the reason Anmiel was |osing sleep was bronze-

hai red, dark-eyed, and the niece of the Master of Hawks. Wen he married Nyr that autumm, it was
in a double celebration with Edrel and Norian

But after, while riding home to Medawari, Am el knew

that chil dhood playmates al so grown to adul thood woul d expect a nan-sized version of the
dictatorial little prig they'd pretended to |i ke because one day he would be their ruling prince
The change in himwould shock themwitless.

So would his new wi fe. Nyr |acked any inheritance of noney or |and; she had no inmportant famly
connections; she cane froma holding so renote that nobody had ever heard of it; she was barely
even hi ghborn. She had cone to Dragon's Rest to visit her uncle, and stayed because Princess
Meiglan liked her. Amiel's former conpanions might have understood his taking her as his mstress—
t hough she wasn't even that beautiful until one | ooked into her eyes or heard her |augh. But that
he had actually married this nobody woul d have them gapi ng.

He t hought this over on the first days of their journey back to Glad, anused to find an inmpul se
still in himto demand their deference toward his Chosen wife. It was the difference between
thirteen winters and twenty-one that he thought of Nyr rather than hinmsel f—and that he decided to
restrain his despotic urges and |l et them see her worth for thensel ves.

He had planned a leisurely ride home, escorted by ten of his father's soldiers. Cabar had gone
ahead, disliking travel for travel's sake and wanting the conforts of his own castle. H s had
turned out the w ser choice. By md-autumm, they were at war

Aniel and Nyr's pleasure trip becane a journey through nightmares. They hid by day in copses and
forests, and sonetimes in the scorched shell of a barn, riding only by night and beseeching the
Fat her of Storns for cloud cover that would blot out the nmoons. A journey planned for thirty days
had taken nore than fifty. Wen at |ast they arrived home, Cabar wept while enbracing the son he
had gi ven up for dead.

Medawari had been | ocked up tight since the first day of the war. Cabar could not be budged from
hi s adherence to the point of treaty law extolled by Pirro of Fes-senden: that because attack had
not come from anot her

princedom but from enemes totally unknown, each prince was absolved from going to the others
aid.

Aniel learned this alnmost the nmoment he rode into the courtyard. He waited a few days to nake
sure, asking questions and growi ng nore and nore infuriated when people told himonly what they
thought he wanted to hear. Then he confronted his father—+ather untactfully, as it happened, in
the m ddl e of dinner one evening.

"I know we haven't the resources to nount an effective arny of our own,'
"but surely we could send what we have to reclai mwhat we've lost."

the young prince began,

"Al'l the troops we can nuster are needed to protect us here. Their duty is to protect their
prince—and the heir," Cabar added sternly.

"I don't like the cost of safety," Am el retorted.

"Then |l ook at the cost of war! If Rohan wins, he will be bound by what he hinself wote. He can't
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puni sh us for holding to the treaty. If these savages win, we will have shown that we wish only to
live in peace. But until sonebody wins, our gates are closed and I will hear no nore on the
matter."

" Fat her =
"No nore!"

It was Nyr who coaxed himfromthe high table, saying she felt faint and needed his support up the
stairs. He very nearly told her to find a servant, then saw the urgency in her dark eyes and went
with her. Gudgingly.

When they were alone in their chanber, she said, "Dearest, | know what you think and what you
feel, but shouting at your father in the mddle of dinner—=

"I'I'l go nyself!l"™ he fumed. "I1'Il take whoever has the spine to go with ne. If | have to, I'l
order themout of their soft chairs and safe chanbers—=

"Am el! Listen to ne! Wat about the physicians?"

That stopped himbefore he could work hinself into a tirade. "Wat?"

"The physicians," she repeated.

"What in the Nane of the Goddess do they have to do w th anythi ng?"

"Isn't part of their oath to give of their skills whenever there is need?" "So?"
"There is need," she said sinmply.

When he got to where she already was, he gave a whoop of delight. "Wenever and wherever! They

can't fulfill their oath, to help all the princedons if they can't get therel So if | escort them
with a force of troops, Father can't stop me!" Seizing his wife in his arns, he whirled her around
the room and |l anded with her on the bed. "You're brilliant! Watever made you think of it?"

She hesitated. "I wouldn't have, except that | consulted a physician nyself. Yesterday."

Paling, he sat up and stared at her. "Nyr? What is it? Wiat's wong?"

"Nothing. I'mall good, healthy peasant stock on my nother's side. W never have any trouble. You
mustn't worry."

This nmade no sense to him and he said so.
She smled. "Ch, Amel."

The nmonent he realized his prospective fatherhood changed himas nmuch as his eight years at
Dragon's Rest.

On the day after a dragon was killed at Stronghol d, Ami el narched out of Medawari. Hi s chil dhood
conpani ons had not yet had tine to discover the differences between the boy he'd been and the man
he was. When he gave an order, it was obeyed. Wen he commanded secrecy, they kept their nouths
shut. If the "escort" Amiel provided for the sixty physicians who had vol unteered their services
was—at three hundred and twenty soldiers—a trifle excessive, no one conmented on it.

Excepting Cabar, when he found out. But few listened to him and no one stopped Am el from going.
They knew who their next ruling prince would be.

*

"One nore story, Papa? Please?" Pol m ght have resisted Ji han—who woul d have demanded, not
asked—but it had al ways been inpossible

to tell Rislyn "no." Not when she |ooked up at himw th those big green eyes from beneath a tangle
of golden hair. H's gentle little girl had said hardly a word since Stronghold. The terrible
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shocks of the |last eight days—bei ng caught in Sioned's working, the death of her bel oved
Gandsir, and the flight fromthe burning castle—had affected her nore deeply than Jihan. O
perhaps Jihan sinply hid it better

"One nore," he agreed, and settled nore confortably at the foot of the bed, his back against the
post and one bare foot tucked under him He paused for a sip fromthe cup of taze in his hand as
the girls snuggled into their pillows, and then he began

"A very long tine ago, before even a single stone was shaped to build the keep here at Skybowl, a
dragon lived on the shores of the |ake. He fished in the lake or hunted in the hills when he was
hungry, and curled up in the warm sand when he was tired, and—=

"What col or was he?" Ji han asked.

"That's what |'m about to tell you, if you' Il hush and listen," he scolded with a smile, tweaking
her toes beneath the coverlet. "He was all one color, just |like every other dragon in the world
back then. This is the story of how dragons cane to be different colors. Have | your |eave to
continue, ny |adies?"

"Yes, please,"” Rislyn said. "W've never heard this one before."

This was not surprising, as it had only formed in his mind alittle while ago. And, of course, it
wasn't about dragons at all

"Well, this dragon lived here all by hinmself. He wasn't |onely, because dragons back then were
very solitary creatures. They had their own caves, or |akes, or noun-taintops, or forests, and
didn't nuch associate with each other unless it was a nating year

"One day the dragon woke froman afternoon nap to see a flight of birds overhead. He called out,
and one was polite enough to slide down the breeze and talk with him

"Wiere are you goi ng?' the dragon asked the bird,

and the bird replied, To the Court of the Father of Wnds, whose children of course we are as
creatures of the Air. AHthings that fly are, you know.'

"Now, the dragon was quite amazed. 'Wiy wasn't | included in this invitation?' he asked. 'After
all, I can fly. Al dragons can.' The bird fluttered fromthe dragon's head to his tail,

i nspecting him and said, 'But you have no feathers. Wrse, you have no colors. Look at ne!' And
he preened his gorgeous plumage, all red and white and gol d.

"The dragon | ooked, and sure enough, no feathers. Wrse, his hide was all one dull shade, neither
gray nor black nor white, sort of |like ashes, and very boring. He thought about all the birds he'd
ever seen—ot too many, actually, as few birds |ike the Desert heat the way dragons do, but he'd
seen enough to know that all birds had colored feathers, be it only plain brown. He was terribly
hum liated—and | can tell you from ny experiences with Azhdeen that humiliation is not sonmething a
dragon likes at all.

"'l can fly,' he said defiantly, rising up into the air. "And I'mgoing to ask the Storm God why

I have no colored feathers like you birds.' " Pol took another sip of taze. "Keep on with the
story, Papa!" Rislyn pleaded. "I'mgetting there, I'mgetting there," he |aughed. "The dragon flew
with the birds way up into the Veresch, where the Storm God held a great court every spring for
the creatures of the Air. It was called the Convocation of Wngs. Al the birds and insects woul d
fly around him and sing and chitter and humas their voices allowed, and such fluttering and
buzzi ng was never heard in all the world as at this court. Even worse than the Rialla at Dragon's
Rest. They all flew fromrock to rock and tree to tree, showing off their flying skills and their
beautiful feathers or their thin, iridescent wings. But they all instantly hushed and hovered in
one spot when the dragon showed up.

" "What's this? asked the Storm Father, startled that this | ovel y—+f noi sy—dance had been
interrupted. The

dragon | anded before the throne and bowed, and said, 'If it please your highness, | too ama
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creature of the Air. | can fly, just like birds and insects. And |'ve cone to ask your highness
why, of all the wi nged creatures, only dragons have no col or.

"Well, the Father of Wnds stared at hima |ong nonent, stroking his great white beard nade of
ice, and then said, 'Come with me, Dragon. It's a rather private story.' And they went into an
enornous cave. It was very dark and cold and danp inside, for of course the Storm God has no

i nfluence over Fire. The dragon shivered a little, and waited for an expl anation

"It's not ny fault,' the Storm God said irritably. 'Wile we were making the world, the Goddess
and |, and deciding weighty questions |ike where to put the rivers and nountai ns, and how nany
eyes a horse ought to have, | found | couldn't nmake things the colors | wanted to. Have you ever
tried painting with Water? All you get is blue or green. As for Air—an't be done. Doesn't stick
you see, not even to the brush. So | had to concede . , . umm. . . certain things to the Goddess,
for it is she who holds Fire in one hand and Earth in the other. If | wanted a certain red, | had
to trade for a little rust to mix with Water for the proper color. Don't even ask about what | had
to give up for yellow 1 like yellow. Wen | think of what that piece of Fire cost me—well, never
m nd. The point is that by the time we got around to dragons, |'d lost all patience. So you don't
have any color to you, and I"'msorry for it, but what could I do?

"The dragon blinked—still shivering in the danp, dark cave—and said, 'If | asked her nicely, do
you think she might oblige nme? I'mnot greedy. Just a tint of sonething here and there. Nothing
el aborate.' The Storm Father shrugged. 'You can try.'

"The dragon thanked himand flew off to find the Goddess. She was in her summer home in the very
m ddl e of the Long Sand. This was country nore to the dragon's |iking—ice and hot, with plenty of
sunshi ne. He approached the Goddess, and bowed to her, and told her what the Storm God had told
him Then he said, 'If

it please your highness, may dragons be gifted with col ors?

"The Goddess smiled and replied, 'And what nakes you think you're not?" Al at once there was Fire
all around him such as he hadn't seen since his own hatching. And within the Fire were col ors.
Hundreds of them thousands, and so beautiful that the dragon positively gasped.

"The Goddess said, 'Wiat ny dear Lord of Wnd and Water neglected to nmention was that in order to
paint the rest of the world with colors | gave him he bargained away just a little of his nmastery
of the Air. And because |I'd already gifted dragons with Fire—that was another bargain, made much
earlier, | won't bore you with the details of how we fought over it— clainmed the Air beneath the
wi ngs of every dragon. So you're not his, you're mne. Only you can see such colors as these.' And
the Fire swirled like a mllion rai nbows.

"The dragon watched for a time, enchanted. But then he grew sad. '| thank you for the gift,
gracious Lady, and I'mglad to be one of your creatures. | didn't half |ike being so closely
related to every flapping sparrow and whirring beetle. But no one knows it, you see.'

"The Goddess considered. '| seemto have conmitted an oversight. Very well, then—each dragon may
choose two colors. Tell all your fellows to cone to me here, and with Fire I'Il paint themin
colors to mark themas ny own. But only two colors each, m nd—aothing gaudy or flashy |ike sonme of
those feathery things. Really, at tines ny Lord has the nost terrible taste.'

"The dragon bowed very | ow, and when he flew up into the sky again to tell the other dragons of
this stupendous gift, he found that he had i ndeed been painted by the Goddess' Fire. Instead of
dull, boring old ashy-gray, he was a rich shade of russet, wi th magnificent gol den underw ngs.

"Well, knowi ng dragons as you do, you can guess what happened next. He had only to fly past the
others and they instantly wanted to be just as gorgeous as he was.

The Goddess was very busy for quite sonme time, painting colors onto hundreds and hundreds of
dr agons.

"And whil e she was doing it, the dragons realized that they understood the |anguage of color the
way no other creature could. For the very first tine they could really talk to each other, using
this new speech. And now that they could talk to each other in this wonderful nmanner, they had a
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lot to say. So no dragon lived conpletely al one ever again

"At last all of them gathered above the Long Sand—gol d and bl ack and brown and russet and-bronze
and sl ate-blue and every other color dragons are, with all the beautiful shadings under the

wi ngs—and di spl ayed their beauty in a vast arch |like a rai nbow of dragons. And not just the colors
of their wings but the colors of their thoughts all nerged together. The Goddess was very happy
that she'd finally gifted her dragons with color."

Pol finished his taze and waited for his daughters' reactions. As a bedtine story, it was a total
failure; both were wi de awake. After a noment or two, Jihan stirred and net his gaze.

"I like that one, Papa. | could see all the dragons in the Desert sky, and all the colors."

"Li ke Sunrunners," Rislyn added.

"Al'l together," continued Jihan. "Like at Stronghold."

"Just about,” Pol said.

Rislyn was very still. Then: "Papa? Did they all get tangled up? The colors, | mean."

This was what he'd been waiting for. But he didn't have to answer. Jihan did it for him

"If they did, then the Goddess woul d' ve done just what Granda did and untangl ed them Renmenber?"

"I+ think so. It was all like you said about the dragons, Papa—hundreds of colors. But then— She
trenbled slightly. "It hurt before Granda was there with me. Wiy did it hurt?"

"Because sonme of those colors were yours," Pol explained gently. "Do you renmenber the big weaving
of light?"

She nodded. "It was beautiful."
"Part of it was you. | was there, and Meath, and Hollis, and Granda Sioned, and everyone who | oves
you. But the Vellant'imtried to use iron against us. | knowit hurt, sweeting. That's what iron

does to a Sunrunner. But your Granda is very clever, and very powerful, and she—=

"Ch, she is, isn't she, Papa?" Jihan exclained. "I felt that nore than | felt any hurt. It was
wonderful —all her colors, and so strong and bri ght—

"Your grandnother is a very skilled faradhi" Pol agreed.

"More than Lord Andry?" Jihan answered her own question. "Wll, she'd have to be-she's ol der, and
| earned from Lady Andrade, and everybody knows she took | essons fromthe Goddess herself. Uncle
Chay said so. | heard him"

Pol bit back a smile, imagining the tone of voice Chay had used to make that pronouncenent.
"That's the runor. But the point is that you nustn't be afraid of your colors, or anyone el se's.
They're the Goddess' gift to Sunrunners, just like they were to the dragons."

Ji han gave hima tolerant | ook. "You didn't have to tell that big long story to nmake us understand
that, Papa.”

Pol silently beseeched that sel fsame Goddess for the gift of whatever conbination of patience,

wi sdom and sheer |ong-suffering endurance would allow himto survive this child. "But it was a
good story just the sane," he told her, and she nodded. "All right, tine for bed. Your nother wll
have nmy hide if she comes in and we're still chattering like birds at the Storm God's Spring
Court." He tucked in the coverlet and bent to kiss themstartled and worried when Ri slyn flung her
arms around his neck. "It's all right, nmy hatchling," he nmurrured, hugging her tightly.

"Everything's all right." "Papa— "Yes, |ove?"

"I"'mnot afraid of the colors,"” she whispered against his cheek, still clinging to him "But—but
sonmetimes | don't |ike the sunlight anynore.”
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"Ch, Rislyn. . . ." He rocked her in his enbrace, stricken, crooning to her. "You're safe, little
one. | pronise. Papa's here, and Mama, and G anda Sioned. The sunlight is just the sunlight, warm
and soft. It can't hurt you. | promise that the colors and the sunlight will never hurt you."

She nodded, trusting himutterly. Easing her back onto the pillows beside her sister, he waited
until both were asleep. Only then did he allow hinself to begin counting how many Vel lant'im he

was going to kill for causing his little girl, his faradhi child, to fear the sunlight.
Jayachin stretched languidly and snmled. "Well, ny Lord," she nurnmured, "that was the second tine
I"'ve . . . entertained ... a highborn."

"I ndeed?" Andry toyed with a handful of her long, |lustrous blue-black hair. Wo she spread her
thighs for was of absolutely no interest to him but her claimof another noble lover was mldly
anusi ng. He decided to play along. "If | amonly the second, then either all the others you' ve net
were blind, or the first was |ess than inpressive."”

She sat up in bed, tossing her hair over one shoulder. "My Lord flatters me. O insults ne, |
can't decide which. Do you believe | would Iie with any man who asked?"

"OfF course not."

"Just with any nan powerful enough to advance ny
interests."

"Your words, my dear, not nine."

But she was sniling down at himas she traced the nuscles of his chest. "Still, you were thinking
it. And think no less of me for it. We understand each other, ny

Lord."

"I believe we do." Chuckling, he closed his eyes and concentrated on her caresses. "So it is | who
must be flattered, you see. To be only the second.™

For him she was a first—ef a sort. Jayachin was the

first woman he had touched since Brenlis had |eft him How | ong ago? Years, considering the
response of his flesh to the woman in his bed now Monents, if he judged by his intense nenories
of gold-lit brown hair, shadowy blue eyes, and a sweet indefinable fragrance. "Don't you want to
know who the first one was?" He roused hinself fromimagining that it was Brenlis' delicate hand
that stroked his belly. "I never inquire into a lady's past."”

"But you'll see himsoon, you know." "WII 1?" She so obviously wanted himto know. Abruptly weary
of the gane, wi shing to enhance his inage of Brenlis by naking | ove again, Andry caught her hand
and brought it to his lips. "Ch, yes. A Desert lord, as you used to be." He opened his eyes. "As |
still am™" "And always will be," Jayachin said hastily. Pulling her down again, he rolled atop her
and buried his fingers in her hair, holding her head i nmobile. "Hi s nane?" he asked, for he was
about to take what he wanted and it was only fair to give her the satisfaction of boasting.

"Ri yan of Skybowl and Feruche." Andry's grip on her head tightened. "Skybow 1'Il grant. But not
Feruche. That castle was built by my brother Sorin and will always be his. Al ways."

She was no fool; having realized her m stake, she instantly searched for a way to turn his
reaction to her advantage. He watched her do it, thinking that he did understand her very well.
Her conprehension of himleft something to be desired—but that was just as he wanted it.

"Of course that's true, ny Lord. But |I've wondered—if it was your brother's work and your
brother's holding, why is it not now yours?"

Shocked, all he could think was that it was a good thing he woul d soon be gone from here. She was
smart enough to |l earn nore about himthan was healthy.
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"What prevents the Lord of Goddess Keep fromowning a castle in the | and where he was born?
Freely, not

as a vassal to any prince. There is precedent of a sort, and within your own fanmly. Lord Aneld of
Cat ha Freehol d, father of Lady Andrade and your grandnother Princess Mlar, died without a nale
heir. The Prince of Syr paid its worth so he could take it hinself."

Still reeling fromthe extent of her anmbition, it took hima nonent to realize that what he had
thought was a m stake earlier on had been no mstake at all. She had deliberately used the word
"Feruche," knowi ng how he would react to it.

Jayachin twi ned her arnms around his neck. "Prince Zehava needed Syr's good will nore than the
troubl e of administering the property, and Lady Andrade's share greatly enriched the coffers of
Goddess Keep. It has been on ny mnd."

"And you say what's on your mnd, don't you, Jayachi n—ahen you perceive a profit to be had out of
it."” He disentangled hinself and turned onto his back. "I have never net a wonan quite |ike you."
"Thank you, ny Lord."

"I't was not a conplinment. What you think is that Lord Riyan can be induced to give up Feruche—and
that the H gh Prince will countenance it?"

She had flushed scarlet at his rebuke, but pressed on with her argument. "Wy should Riyan have
the benefit of what was your brother's? Feruche should remain in your famly. Besides the right of
it, you have sons to provide for. And— "And?"

She hesitated, visibly searching for a diplomatic way of phrasing it. "Your presence in the
Desert, ny Lord, can only bring victory."

"And | should be paid for it?" Al at once he | aughed. "I understand perfectly. You see yourself
as ny athri at Feruche, don't you? Taking excellent care of what you might have had as Riyan's

wi f e-what you think you should have had! My dear merchant-who-woul d-be-a-princess, you chose as
your second hi ghborn | over the wong powerful man." Jayachin snatched the sheet around her breasts

and sat
up. "It pleases you to insult ne, nmy Lord. And |I've only said what you enjoyed hearing! | do
under stand you, never think that | don't. | know how much you hate Pol, and how you detest Riyan's

father for taking Princess Al asen away from you—=

Andry grabbed her wist. She wenched away and got out of bed, arranging the sheet around her as
if it were a lace-trinmred gown.

"You didn't ask when | knew Riyan. It was at \Waes, of course, during the Rialla of 719, when the
talk of the Fair was the H gh Princess' beautiful cousin and the H gh Prince's Sunrunner nephew
You highborns are all alike. None of you believes anyone under the rank of athri sees or hears, or
could make any sense of it if they did!" Wth the sheet secure around her, she went to the

wi ndowsi de tabl e and poured a cup of wine. "It's just us here, Andry. You can admit how it hurts
to think of Riyan at your brother's castle. You'd like owning it. Forcing Pol to give it to you
woul d be even sweeter—visible rem nder that he needed you, that he's not as powerful as you. |
know t he way your m nd works—and Feruche is as much a synbol for you as Castle Crag is said to be
for Princess Chiana."

Livid with fury, still he was conpelled to admre her. She was so utterly certain of her words—and
her safety. She was necessary to him never nore than now, when he was about to | eave Goddess
Keep. He coul d take no action against her for this, and she knew it.

No one had dared speak to himthis way since Tilal had spat out his venomafter the battle at

Goddess Keep. Sorin's nane had come up then, too. "I knew and | oved your brother. For the first
time, 1"'mglad he's dead."
Hi s anger changed then. It was still directed at her, but no longer for her insight. Rather, it

was for her inability to understand the nost fundanental aspect of his character. Not that she was

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...n%20Star%2002%20-%20The%20Dragon%20Token.txt (75 of 347) [2/4/2004 11:55:44 PM]



file:///D}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/M el ani €%620Rawn%620-%20Dragon%20Star%2002%620-%20T he%620Dragon%20T oken.txt

unique in this; it had been happening to himall his life. Wiy did no one ever see what he truly
was ?

Sorin had. Sorin was dead these nine winters. Andry had been al one ever since.

"My dear," he said softly to Jayachin, "I know you won't understand this, but I'll explainit to
you anyway. You are correct that Feruche is a synbol. It was ny brother's creation, his dreamin
stone and steel. It is precious to ne for that alone. But despite being within Princemarch's

borders, it is a place of the Desert. O ny hone. And that is why | will defend it and demand
nothing in return fromPol." He smled as her brows arched eloquently. "Not that | expect himto
bel i eve ne,

either."
Jayachin shrugged. "Does it matter to you whet her anyone believes you or not?"

"(ddly, yes. But not Pol —and certainly not you." He arranged pillows and pulled up the quilt. "You
know the | ocation of the door? Good. Use it."

"But it's the nmiddle of the night!"

"Yes," he agreed pleasantly. "Get dressed and return to your own bed, ny dear. Doubtl ess your
little boy is wondering where his nother is. Oh—speaking of children. Just in case you plan to
claimthat you are pregnhant by nme, be assured that | know your cycle. You won't be fertile for
anot her six days. You see, | do know the way your mnd works."

CHAPTER SEVEN

"I understand," R alt said quietly, "that you were the one who asked for ny rel ease from custody."
"I did." Mevita began stripping the bed where she had spent the last five nights al one

"So you went to Halian."

"I did," she repeated, bundling sheets into her arns.

"And apol ogi zed. "

"Sonebody had to, and you weren't inclined."

"Damm it, Mevita—

"This chanber is cold enough. Naydra told nme about the one Chiana picked out for you. Over the
stables, with two guards outside the door. Hardly fit for the Regent of Wes."

"He told ne you pleaded with him™"

"The Regent of Waes couldn't, so his |owborn wife did," she snapped. "Wy are you angry? You had
five whol e days to indul ge your pride."

"At | east one of us has sone!"

"Yes, and it just mght get you killed."

Rialt snorted. "Halian doesn't have the guts."
"But Chiana does. And that slimy son of hers."

"1"d rather rot forever than watch the two of them gl oat over Rohan's deat h—and pl an whi ch of
Pol 's daughters Rinhoel will rape first!"
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Mevita flung the sheets onto the floor and whirled on him "Don't be such a fool! If that's his
aim you can't stop himby sulking! You're right, I've no pride where ny ains are concerned—and
right nowl aimto do sonething before the Vellanti arny arrives!"

"What are you tal king about? What have you heard?"
"Not too proud to set your wife to spying for you, ny lord?"
He ground his teeth. "I'msorry. Tell ne what you know. "

"Swal ekeep is being readied for war—+eally readied this tinme, not the half-hearted show Chi ana put
on all autum. Naydra says the Vellant'imare expected any time nowwi th Prince Tilal and Lord
Ostvel canped not a day's ride to the west."

"Then it's as | expected," he nuttered, beginning to pace the room "They'll fight Chiana's battle
for her. Wioever wins, she's safe.”

"And you know who she'll be cheering for."

A bucket was in his way, filled with the ceiling's offering of last night's rain. He exercised
massi ve restraint by not kicking it over

"Wl ?" Mevita asked. "What are you waiting for? You're free nowto cone and go. So go!"

*

Rialt tined that afternoon's encounters as precisely as a battle commander sets a plan of attack
First he met Naydra "by chance" in the garden where she had taken Polev for some air. She stood
with him watching the child play with a litter of striped kittens, and they tal ked of the day's
wel cone break in the rain and how | ong the sunshine mght |ast.

In between banalities she conveyed her information. Chiana and Ri nhoel had been closeted in the
forner's chanbers | ast evening. Naydra, restless and bored, had gone to Halian's private library
for sonething to read. There, she found a steward shuffling maps. Her offer of assistance nmet with
respectful thanks and a quick refusal. Too quick

"I left after choosing a book, but | saw which maps he was interested in," she nmurnmured. "Detail ed
drawi ngs of the terrain for a hundred neasures around Swal ekeep—and the sane for Dragon's Rest."

"I"'mnot surprised. The Vellant'im have taken Strong-

hold. Dragon's Rest is Pol's seat of authority. Due to be next. | think—s that another rainstorm
com ng down fromthe north?"

Naydra appeared not to see the courtier who bowed to her on his way past. The man was not

of f ended; he obviously didn't expect acknow edgment. Li ke Chiana, she was Roel stra's daughter, and
he was beneath her notice. "I do hope not. Even when |I'msnug in ny own roons, | feel drenched to
the skin.'

H s next talk was with C uthine, when he took his son back inside for an afternoon nap. Ri nhoe
had been bribing Polev lately with chess pieces to nake himgo away. It was the wong tactic to
use with a clever child who knew how far he could take his pestering. Polev had al nost the whole
set of white pieces now, and wanted to play with them

"Later, my lanmb,"” Cuthine said firmy, depriving himof a castle, two squires, and a Sunrunner

"I want himto give ne that dragon in Princess Chiana's room" Polev conplained. "But he won't.
It's gold with bright red eyes—nuch better than this one." He gave Cluthine a little figure of
carved and pai nted wood, scorning its outspread gilt wi ngs.

"You shouldn't have bothered Prince Rinhoel in his nother's roons,"” Ri alt chided.

Pol ev shrugged. "He wasn't in his. And | wanted another piece."
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"You really nustn't plague R nhoel. One day he'll grow angry."

"He was today, when | asked for the gold dragon.” "I can imagine,"’
eyes, hatchling."

Rialt murmured. "C ose your

He sat with Cuthine in a wi ndow enbrasure along the sunlit corridor outside her roomnms, ostensibly
to savor the warmth. Instead of the weather, the topic was Pol ev's schooling. By the time the
shadows had noved a finger's width, R alt had | earned that Tilal had sent a nessenger to Halian
informng his fellow prince of his presence. Halian reacted with surprise and pl easure, but was
puzzled that Tilal seemed to think there m ght be sone dan-

ger to Swal ekeep fromthe eneny. Chiana, echoing his sentinments, had cautioned that the place was
already stuffed to the seans with refugees and there was no roomto house an arny. Halian's reply
to Tilal was an invitation to canp outside the walls and come with Lord Gstvel to stay inside
Swal ekeep. "Which they nust not do," duthine finished

nervously.

"Don't worry. They'll be able to refuse without insulting Halian. They' |l also—ny lady, is it only
fatherly pride, or am|l right in assuning that ny son is a potentially brilliant scholar?"

Cluthine blinked her startlement. H's hand on her wist prevented her fromlooking around to see
who bel onged to the approaching footsteps. "Unmyes," she said bl ankly.

"Cousin," said one of Halian's bastard daughters, and it was safe for Cluthine to turn her head.
"Surely you could find a nore suitable conpanion than this crininal.'

Rialt stretched his lips fromhis teeth. "And a pleasant day to you as well, Lady ... uh ..
Lady—
"Sal nys," Cluthine supplied in a | oud whisper, eyes sparkling as her kinswoman tensed with fury.

"Yes, of course. Lady Salnys." Rialt widened his snile. "How are you and your younger sisters
t oday?"

Honestly unsure of her nane, he knew very well that she was not the eldest of the three. She
sucked in an outraged breath and for a nmonent he thought she woul d conprom se her dignity by
sl apping him |nstead, she decided not to have heard him and stal ked off.

Cluthine stifled a giggle. "I have so nany relatives that | wish weren't!"
"I sympathize, but can't agree. Your connection to Halian is proving very useful to us, Thina."
"I hope so. What were you going to say about Prince Tilal?"

"Only that he'll also have to refuse whatever spot Chiana has picked out for his arny to canp in.
It's sure to be a trap."

"Their scouts nmust have seen the Vellanti host by now. "
"Yes. But there are other things they need to know "
"Such as?"

"Where Chiana's own troops are placed within the walls. And fromwhat | saw this norning on ny

stroll, it's not something that would be obvious to a Sunrunner taking a | ook at the place. Arms
are hidden inside houses and shops or in carts on the streets. Soldiers are disguised as
gatherings of famly, or farmers fromthe sane part of the countryside. | wouldn't have seen any

of it if I hadn't known what to | ook for."
"So we nust get word to Prince Tilal and Lord Ostvel. But how?"

"I"'mworking on it," he promi sed her—even though he hadn't a cl ue.
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His third encounter was equally well-planned, though the lady didn't knowit. Mevita had noted
that Lady Aurar went out riding nost days, even when it rained. The same groom acconpani ed her
each tine. Fromhim through roundabout neans, Mevita |earned that about ten neasures south of
Swal ekeep, Aurar always |left her groom behind and went on a | ong gallop

Aurar was beautiful in the way her aunt Chiana was beautiful: proud, autumm-colored, attractively
sultry when she chose. She did not choose with Rialt. She barely deigned to acknow edge his

exi stence. That afternoon he conpelled her to by dropping an inkwell so it spattered her riding
boot s.

"Clunsy idiot!"
"Your pardon, ny lady. The cobbles are slick—=

"Damm you, this is the finest dragonhide! You' ve ruined it! Wat are you doing with an inkwell in
the stabl es anyhow?" she demanded, furiously scrubbing at the stains with a parchnent snatched
fromhis grasp.

"I was naking an inventory of the fodder, ny lady, so that if we nust withstand a siege. ..." He
trailed off with a shrug.

"A siege? What nonsense!"

"The Vel lant'im cannot be too far away. Everyone

knows they |left Faolain Low and | ong ago—and Swal e-keep is a rich prize."
"Meadowl ord is uninvolved in this war."

"Officially, yes," he replied. "But Princess Chiana has been sending aid downriver as often as she
can." Through his efforts, much of that aid in foodstuffs was tainted or rotten. He knew who was
meant to receive it. He hoped Chiana's allies were growing angry with her for cheating them

"If they know she's been hel ping," he went on, "I fear for our lives."

"Yours, perhaps,
recogni ze ny nane.
al | Meadow ord?"

Aurar said. "You're Pol's creature. But | amny father's daughter, and they wll
" She smiled sweetly. "Who knows but that | might be able to save Swal ekeep and

Rialt bowed to hide the disgust in his eyes. "My lady ... | ask nothing for nyself. But ny wife,
my son—

"I''"ll consider it. Ah, here's ny horse."
"Allow ne to help you to nount, ny lady."

As he did so, boosting her lightly up into the saddl e, the dark green cloak wapped to her throat
fell |1oose. She bent over to accept the reins fromher groom and sonething bright and silvery on a
| ong chain swung free.

Rialt grabbed for it. "Careful -t mght catch on the ponmel and break the chain, ny lady."

Aurar took the pendant back calmy and tucked it into her tunic. Clattering out of the stableyard
on a big Kadar Water gelding, she nade a pretty picture with the sunlight gleam ng on her auburn
hai r.

Rialt frowned, thinking about the little pendant on the chain. Wiy woul d Aurar of Catha Hei ghts be
wearing a synbol associated with the Desert rul ers she | oathed? Wat significance was there for
her in a dragon?

The enpty inkwell gave himthe excuse he needed to abandon his project—-which had been an excuse in
itself—and return to his chanber. By the tine he got there, he'd puzzled it out. Shutting the door
and | eani ng back against it, he waited for his wife to glance up frommending their son's shirts.
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"l know what it neans."
"What what neans?"

"Aurar goes out riding. She | eaves her groom behind, disappears Goddess knows where. But she

al ways rides sout h—where the Vellant'imare. She conmes back, she bathes, she goes to Chiana or
Ri nhoel for a private talk. The next day she rides again. And the dragon token she wears around
her neck is her passage through eneny lines."

Mevita was nodding slowy. "And the one Pol ev keeps after Rinhoel to give himappeared after that
strange visitor cane and went. If we're to get a message safely to Prince Tilal, someone will have
to steal Rinhoel's dragon.”

*

Pol hadn't been back to Feruche since |earning what had transpired at the old castle there—the
castl e where Rohan and Sioned had been | anthe's captives, the castle of his ow birth, the castle
Si oned had destroyed with Fire. Sonme sort of fortress had al ways stood guard over the pass between
Princemarch and the northern Desert. Sorin had rebuilt on the same site, fashioning a keep nade
equal ly for defense and spl endor. The new Feruche | ooked nothing |ike the drawi ngs Pol had seen of
the old. Yet Rohan had refused to set foot in it, and on his rare visits stayed in the garrison
down below. At the tinme, Pol had thought it rather odd—he woul d never have permitted hinself to
use the word "foolish" in reference to his father. \Wen he knew the whol e story, he had
under st ood. Now, approaching the tall towers, he shared Rohan's rel uctance.

And didn't hesitate to call it foolishness. Skybow was incapable of supporting so many.
Feruche—huge in and of itself, and with the garrison able to house half an arny outside the
wal | s—was his only choice.

The stout wooden gates opened to himand his. They revealed Sorin's intent here: power and beauty
woven together as gracefully as an acconplished Sunrunner wove light. The gates were two hands
spans thick and

braced with heavy wought iron, yet the wood was polished to a golden glow and the iron was
patterned as delicately as a |lace veil. Dragon's Rest had been designed to convey a different kind
of power, and found its strength in its position in a bottlenecked valley. No one had ever called
Stronghol d beautiful, built as it had been for war and acquiring conforts only at his grandnother
Mlar's insistence. But Feruche was as close to perfection as a castle could be. It wasn't Sorin's
fault that Pol's nape itched at the sight of it.

The wide circular courtyard filled rapidly behind him He di snbunted, tossed his reins to a groom
and waited for Meiglan and the girls to join himbefore starting up the steps to the keep. Ruala
was already at the main doors, conferring with her steward. Al that was required of Pol was that
he go upstairs, bathe away two days of travel, and show up in the hall for dinner at dusk. Chayla
and Hollis were overseeing the settlenent of the wounded; Marken was down at the garrison
organi zi ng the abl e-bodi ed troops; Isriamwas practicing patience by shepherdi ng the Dorval

mer chants; Meath was taking care of Sioned.

Pol found hinself necessary to only three people: his wife and his daughters. And after the | ast
terrible days, they deserved his attention

I nstead, he received theirs. Jihan took charge of renoving his arnor while Rislyn hurried to get
his bath ready and Mei gl an unpacked what |little they had been able to bring with them It was a
pl easant domestic scene, one that rem nded himof the days they used to spend at the little
cottage he'd built with his own hands at Dragon's Rest. That cottage was cinders now, just |ike
St ronghol d.

"Papa?" Ji han was tugging at a buckle on his |eather-and-steel breastplate. "It's stuck."

“I'"ll doit, sweet." His squires had punched a new hole in the strap back at Stronghold to make
the fit nmore snug around his waist, and the hide was still stiff. "Gve it all to Kierun and
Dannar to clean,"” he said, shrugging out
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of the arnor. "I won't be needing it for a while, so there's no rush."

"Tell themto replace the chest straps, Jihan," Meiglan said. "You conplained that they were too
tight, my lord.™

Stripping off tunic and undershirt, he rubbed the place high on his ribs where the buckle had dug
i nto bone. "Thanks for rem nding nme, Meggie."

Ri sl yn came out of the bat hroom-every chanber reserved for hi ghborn guests had one, an el egant and
wel come luxury that had driven Sorin's architects half mad in the planni ng—and reported the tub
filled and waiting. Pol stood, hitched his pants higher around his hips, and stretched.

"Hurry, Papa," Rislyn urged. "Before it gets cold."

He eyed his daughters. They wore torn trousers, filthy shirts, and scuffed boots, their hair was
tangl ed and dusty, and they were thoroughly adorable. He picked up one in each armand carted them
into the bathroom

"Papa! Put me down!" Ji han demanded.

'"Papa' ? Last | heard, | was father to a pair of princesses. Wiat | see right now are a brace of
dust stornms with half the Desert in their clothes." He tickled and they squirnmed. "See? | shake

them and sand falls out!”
Ri slyn giggled as he held her over the tub. "You're as dirty as we are! And you snell awful!"

"I suppose | do, at that. But | know for a fact that underneath the stink and dirt is a prince.
I'"mnot so sure about you two. What do you think, ny lady? Are there princesses here sonewhere?"

Mei gl an | aughed and took Rislyn fromhis grasp. "Gve us a little while in here, nmy lord, and
m ght be able to find out. But whatever they are, they'll turn your bath into a nmud puddle.”

"Just keep scrubbing until you get down to sonething that |ooks like my daughters," he advised.
"I"ll go beg a basin and washcl oth from Rual a—=

"A dunk in a horse trough would be better,’
down over his shoul der. "Papa!"

Ji han observed, then yel ped as he turned her upside

"I nsol ent nonster! Apol ogize to your prince at once!”
“\on'

"Meggi e, there's no need to wash this one. It's a princess, all right. And arrogant with it, too.
I think that horse trough is an excellent idea."

"Papa! You wouldn't!"
"Ch, wouldn't I?"

But she attacked the vul nerable spot just below his last rib, and he had to set her down before he
| aughed so hard he dropped her.

Leaving his ladies in possession of the bathroom he returned to the main chanber. The Desert
beckoned—he supposed it always woul d, especially nowthat it was his. Vast, beautiful, and
nmerciless, it had betrayed Rohan just as Maarken had said. Sunrunners, soldiers, and sand had all
failed him

Pol sat down in a w ndow enbrasure, one foot tucked under him Beyond the Desert was the sea, and
beyond that . . . who knew? No one had ever gone |ooking—er at |east no one had cone back. He'd
wonder ed about that when he was younger, when he and Meath had ridden the northern coast of Dorva
where the Sunrise Water stretched into infinity. Fromthere—from anypl ace—a Sunrunner m ght ride
the light all the way around the world, or so it had seened to Pol
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"Woul d you, indeed?" Meath asked, anused. "And how woul d you get back?"
"Easy—ight back around to the place . . . where . . . |. ..." He faltered to a stop. "Ch."

"Exactly. If you start out on sunlight, what happens when you get to the |ine of dusk between day
and night? At the very least, you' d have to try switching sources of light fromsun to noons—not
sonmething 1'd care to try, nyself."

"You could go the other way around—foll ow the sunrise instead of the sunset.”
"And just how long do you think a Sunrunner can work without getting tired, anyway?"

"Not that long, | guess. Wait—you could use the noons! If it was a day when they rise while the
sun's still

up, you could follow them and use the sanme |ight the whole tine!"

"Interesting thought. O course, there's also the slight problemof your thoughts being in one
pl ace and your body in another while the sun sets.”

Pol gul ped. "Everybody's already thought of all this, haven't they?" he asked, subdued now.

"If you nmean that you're not as brilliantly innovative as you thought you were—= Meath | aughed. "A
revel ation common to all of us, not just princes. Feeling stupid after you realize it is very good
for you."

"But following light all the way around the world—t's been tried, hasn't it?" "Once."

The ships of the coastal princedonms stayed within sight of |and, except for those that sailed
Brochwel| Bay. But that didn't signify, for in order to get out of the bay, one nust pass between
Ei nar and Isel in the north or Kierst and Goddess Keep in the south. It was inpossible to get

| ost, even when | and vani shed over the horizon. Hugging the shoreline obviously didn't figure in
Vel |l anti seanmanship. Howin Hells did they do it?

Sunrunners woul d make great navigators—f they could stomach being on water. We're linited to the
continent, Pol thought, and a few neasures beyond. Then, his gaze focusing once nore on the Desert
sky: But they're limted to the ground. The sunlight and the noonlight belong to us.

O were the Vellant'imso limted? If there were sorcerers in their ranks . . . diarmadh'imdidn't
get seasick. Was that how they did it? Were some of themable to use the sun and noons and stars
in guiding the ships? It was not an answer that satisfied him If sorcery was part of their
armanent, why had no spells been tried?

VWho were these peopl e? Wiere had they cone fron? What did they want?

He gave a start at a soft caress on his neck. "Your hair's gotten so long," Meiglan said behind
hi m as she unknotted the scrap of |leather thong that bound it at his

nape. "And the sun's turned it alnost the same color as mne. Does it get in your way? Shall |
trimit?"

"I''"ll have Kierun or Dannar take care of it tonmorrow. Were are the girls?"
"Cetting dressed." She finger-conbed his hair, gently teasing the snarls fromit with her nails.
"Do they seemall right to you?"

Her fingers stilled, resting on his shoulders. "Rislyn's been quiet, but she usually is. Jihan's
been noi sy—al so as usual . "

He shrugged; m sunderstanding the gesture, she renoved her hands. He nmissed the gentle warnth
Turning in the wi ndow seat, he began, "After what happened at Stronghold. . . ." Her eyes, |iquid-
dark and innocent as a fawn's, changed what he had been about to say. "The battle, Father's

deat h—ust keep an eye on them Meg-gie. If they seemupset or worried, that kind of thing."
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She nodded, once nore brushing strands of lank, dirty hair fromhis brow

Maara, Riyan and Rual a's daughter, canme by then to collect the twins. There was to be a children's
di nner in her roonms, mimcking the grown-up nmeal down below in the hall

"You'll have much nore fun than we will in a stuffy old banquet packed in wth hundreds of
people," Pol said as he relied Jihan's sash. "Can | join you?"

"This is just for us, Papa," Jihan replied, every bit the princess guesting in an athri's hol di ng.
Maara, he noted with an inner snmile, was equally the lady of the castle. At eight winters

ol d—barely two seasons ol der than the tw ns—brown-eyed Maara had shown hersel f her grandnother

Cami gwen's worthy heir. She had taken charge of the children from Graypearl, organizing ganes,
settling quarrels, and reporting to her nother on their needs and doi ngs. Now she escorted the two
princesses to her own special banquet with all the graci ousness of someone thrice her age. Miara
was in conplete and el egant control of her little world.

Pol wi shed he could be as lucky. He lolled back in the bath—a fresh one, his sand-sodden daughters
havi ng

done their work on the first—+istening to the faint sounds of drawers and hangers as Mei gl an
unpacked their scant bel ongi ngs. Above him the vaulted ceiling to the bathtub al cove was a dark
bl ue canopy playfully strewn with flecks of silver. He was alone with the painted stars.

When Meiglan canme in with clean cl othes—Riyan's, sent by a servant—Pol asked, "Meggie . . . what
gives themthe right?"

She turned fromfolding a shirt onto the sink counter. "Wo, mny |ord?"

"The Vellant'im They're destroying our world and we don't even know why." "They won't destroy it.
You won't let them" "They already have. You and | ought to be at Dragon's Rest watching the snow
fall."

"That world isn't lost, Pol." She sat on the edge of the tub and di pped a wedge of shaving soap
into the water, rubbing it into lather. "W can go back."

"Can we? It' Il never be the same. They're killing our world. What if | can't stop then? What if
nothing I do is enough?”

Mei gl an was quiet and still but for her quick, nervous fingers. Al at once she whispered,
"There's nothing you can't do. Please don't talk this way."

She had al ways believed in him always trusted that everything he said and did was exactly right.
If nmistakes were nmade it was because other people had said or done the wong things. No one el se
had ever | ooked at himw th such sinple, enduring faith.

"I'"'msorry, love. | shouldn't be saying these things, especially to you. You have so nuch else to
worry about." He shook water fromhis hair. "It's that dammed ceiling—-all those stars hangi ng up
there like answers | can't reach."

She gave hima little smle. "They' |l junmp down fromthe sky into your hands, just as in that song
Lord Ka-zander sings."

He swept a finger through the soap | ather and daubed bubbl es on her nose, chuckling. "Do you know
when | | ove you best, Meggi e? Besides when we're in bed, that

is,"” he added, to nmake her blush. "It's when you're standing in front of your fenath, and your
hands are like birds fluttering over the strings, picking each note so delicately and quickly I
can barely follow Sometinmes |I'mselfish enough to be jealous that other people are |istening when

you play."
Mei gl an bl inked her surprise. "Pol—+ play only for you. To hear you sing."

"Do you, |love? Do you forgive me that the nusic's gone?"
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Now she | ooked shocked. "It's not your fault! Don't ever think any of this is your fault!"

It was exactly the opposite of what he'd been taught all his |ife—+that as Hi gh Prince, everything
was his responsibility and his fault—but Meiglan didn't see himas the Hi gh Prince. He was her
husband, her |over, the father of her children. Wth renorse stabbing him he realized he hadn't
been any of those things for a long tine now.

And the living Hell of it was that husband, |over, and father was all he really wanted to be. He
wasn't |ike Rohan. He didn't want to rule—not if it nmeant this kind of life.

And yet he was becoming very good at war. He was coming to enjoy it.

"Goddess, how | want to go hone," he whispered. "Forgive nme, Meggie. | know you do, too. |
shoul dn't even talk about it. | just—+ need to renmenber, sonetinmes. That we had a |life before all
this. That the world wasn't always like this."

She was quiet for a long tine, quiet and still. "Pol . . . my world is you, and the life you nade
for us. Wien you weren't there— A snall trenor ran through her. "I don't know anythi ng about
arm es or castles at war or tending the wounded. |I'mno use here. All | can do is stay out of
everyone's way. But I'Il try to do better, to help you. I'"mH gh Princess now," she finished,

sounding as if she said it to convince herself and had little hope of succeeding.
Churl! he accused hinmself. Conplaining to her when

she's afraid and won't admit it because it would worry ne. At least | was brought up to be High
Prince fromthe day | was born. If it's not the way | pictured it, that's ny probl emnot hers.
She's got nore courage than | do.

He nade hinself snmle. "So you are. And a fine, proud, beautiful H gh Princess you nake—with only
one slight flaw. You will forgive ne for observing that your grace is absolutely filthy and needs
a good scrubbing. "

"After you're done here, |I'Il—Pol!" she squeal ed, |aughing as he pulled her into the tub with him
fully clothed.

*

Wal vis stood al one on the | akeshore, watching noonlight dance across the water. A hundred million
fragments of shifting brightness, there and gone and there again: a great liquid mrror,
shattered. Pol had spoken in the Court of the Storm God, his words remenberi ng Rohan for them all
There had been another ritual here the night after they arrived. Ruala, as Lady of Skybow , had
brought her people down to the |ake as was the custom and they had stood silent vigil unti

m dni ght, |eaving their candl es enbedded in the sand. But now it was just Walvis, alone with his
own renenbering am d hundreds of candl es, as dead and burned as Rohan at Stronghol d.

He didn't want to think of that. He wanted to see his prince as he had seen and served him for
forty years. Ever since a rather ragged, definitely unlettered boy had caught the attention of the
Desert's heir.

It had been during a hunting party organi zed by Lord Chaynal -bored by the second spring in a row
of peace, with no Merida to fight and no Rialla that year to distract him Prince Rohan, barely
twenty, hadn't even been visible next to the Lord of Radzyn's powerful presence as they rode
through the village where Walvis' father was noninal athri. So amazed was a twel ve-year-old boy at
the sight of the great lord and his conpanions that he hadn't even noticed when someone trying to
get a better

view jostled himout into the road. He nearly dropped the full wine cup his father had urged into
his hands to be presented for Lord Chaynal's refreshnent, hoping, of course, that he woul d be
remarked on and favored. The next thing he knew, a huge bay stallion was sidestepping him
snorting annoyance.

"Here, now," warned an anused voi ce above him "watch what you're about, nmy lad. | realize the
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m ghty Lord of Radzyn is a nman to behold, but have a care to yourself all the sanme."

"Your pardon,” Walvis replied, still unable to take his eyes fromthe splendid Battl e Commander.

"Mght | have a sip of that, by the way? It's been a long, dusty ride, and | could do with
sonet hi ng besi des water."

"I"'msorry, but my father bade nme give this to Lord Chaynal hinself.'
see that half the fine Gladan red had sl oshed out.

He gl anced down, angry to

"Ah. Well, then. Chay!" he shouted, and the tall man turned in his saddle.
"My prince?"
"This boy here is waiting to give you a drink! Hurry up before he gets tranpled!"

"My prince?" Walvis' gaze traveled up the stallion's shoulder to a fine saddle, gloved hands easy
on the reins, strong arms in a white silk shirt, and a smling face crowned only by sunlight
shi ning on blond hair

Goddess help him he had insulted Prince Rohan. His father would have his hide.

But the young heir did not look insulted. As Lord Chaynal nmade his way to them Prince Rohan
asked, "Wiat's your nane? Wait—you wouldn't be Risnaya's boy, would you?"

"Yes—\alvis, your grace. |'msorry, your grace. | didn't—=

"—recogni ze ne, or even see nme, for that matter, next to the glory of ny sister's husband." He was
actually grinning. "Don't worry about it. Happens all the tinme."

Bel atedly, Walvis proffered the cup. "Please, your
grace. It's good wine, ny father keeps it for special occasions."

"No, you brought it for Chay—and it's half enpty." The prince wi nked. "Once you give it to him
can you run get nme a full one?"

He couldn't help but grin back. "Imredi ately, your grace!"

And that had been all. A stunble nearly under his horse's feet, ignoring himin favor of Chay, a
brimmng wine cup (and a graci ous thanks, with another wi nk), and they had ridden away on the
hunt. Walvis had hoped they'd return by the sane road so he could nake amends for his m stake. But
the next he heard of Prince Rohan was that sunmer, when a |letter cane asking his father if the boy
could be spared to becone a page at Stronghol d.

Forty years. What had Rohan seen in himto make himrenmenber Walvis with favor? Wal vis was under

no illusion that this sumoning was only a princely whim But why hin? Poor, uneducated, barely
able to read (although he had been the one to sound out the letter, for Risnaya could read nothing
but his own nane)—still Rohan had glinpsed sonmething in himof value. Sonething worth taking the

trouble to nurture.

What ever it had been, Walvis had tried not to disappoint him From page to squire to knight to
Lord of Remagev, he had served his prince, fought for himand beside him |oved hi mand now, in
the shattered noonlight, he wept for him

*

Cleanly clad in Riyan's clothes, Pol also took Riyan's chair at the high table. Ruala insisted on
it, and also that Meiglan take the place that was usually hers as Lady of Feruche. But the new

Hi gh Princess chose instead to sit on Pol's left—and called Betheyn over to take the chair at his
right.

It was kindly neant. Pol renenbered that this had been Sorin's table; had he lived, Beth would
have presided here as his wife. Perhaps it was Miglan's way of
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t hanki ng her, or of rem nding those at Feruche whose Lady she m ght have been. Mainly it inpressed
the ever-fractious Dorvali nmerchants, for whomBeth, along with Isriam had taken responsibility.

The Dorvali were here because Skybow wasn't big enough. Pol had no intention of keeping them at
Feruche, either—though accomopdati ons were rmuch nore spacious, and provisions, thanks to Ruala's
foresight in sending to El ktrap, were plentiful

Troubl e was, they mght get used to this. Feruche was so obviously big and strong that the war
m ght seemvery far away. He nentioned as rmuch to Beth over the haunch of veni son—ooked to
perfection and nore than wel cone after days of marching rations—and she nodded.

"We' |l have to convince them otherw se. Getting them out of Skybow wasn't nmuch of a problem
Getting them out of Feruche. " She shrugged. "Were can we send then"

"I know just the place.” Pol turned to his wife. "Meg-gie, | forgot to ask earlier—did you happen
to talk to Master Nenthe's daughters on the way here?"

"Yesterday, ny lord," Alittle snle played over her lips. "Just as you asked. They were rather
nice, after they got over the fact that it was ne." She gave a little shrug of benusenent that
anyone woul d think her form dable.

"Ch, yes," he teased, "I'msure they chat with princesses all the tinme." To Betheyn, he went on
"By now they'll have told their parents that they were honored with the Hi gh Princess
confidence." Plucking up Meig-lan's free hand, he kissed the palm "Wre you properly nervous and
fearful, ny love, when you nentioned Chal -dona and how nmuch you' d rather be there than here?"

Rual a, seated on Meiglan's other side, laughed quietly. "Pol, you have no shane. Setting her to do
your work for you!"

"M nd your chiding, ny lady. | heard what you did to Master Nenthe," he retorted with a grin.
"But not so well that he didn't scruple to leave a tally

sheet behind for Maarken and Hollis to find. As if he'd been summing up his losses, and 'forgot'
it in his hurry to vacate the room" she snorted.

Bet h was frowni ng her confusion. "Chaldona? | don't know it. Wat's there that these people woul d
want ?"

"Safety," Pol said succinctly.

Rual a | eaned forward and explained, "lIt's a way station on the road through the Veresch, and very
appropriately named—n a valley between cliffs. Every spring the nmountain folk conme to trade and
gossip and enjoy thenselves. It's a bit |like the Rialla Fair, only snaller and nore fun."

"And Chal dona can provide for nore than three hundred Dorvali ?"
"Three tines that nunber descend on it every year, and stay in the guest houses."

Mei gl an added, "Wich are enpty the rest of the year. Yes, please, Kierun.," she said as the
squire hovered at her elbow, "I'd |ove another cup of taze."

"I'f the mountain folk stayed," Rual a continued, "Chal dona would be a rather large town. The guest
houses are a bit rustic, but confortable enough. The only problem | foresee is evicting the
Dorvali once they're established.”

"Al ways assum ng we can get themthere in the first place," Pol said, nodding thanks to Kierun for
the steamng cup set before him "An idea Meggie has now put into the minds that matter."

Chay, who had been listening fromhis chair next to Beth's, cleared his throat in warning.
"Successfully, too. Here is our Meiglan's unsuspecting victimnow+tooking just as he woul d have if
Si oned herself had played him My congratul ations to the H gh Princess."
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Pol felt the hand in his tense at the title. But he had no tine even to glance at her in synpathy,
for Master Nenthe was indeed approaching the high table. Pol briefly debated the nerits of
offering to nmeet with himalone, then decided that the nore witnesses, the better. He assuned his
nost pl easant face and hid anticipation as the nmerchant distributed bows all around.

Rual a spoke first. "Master Nenthe, | trust you and your fanmily are confortable here."
"Feruche is a vast inprovenent over Skybow —eani ng no disrespect, ny |lady," he added awkwardly.

"OF course." She was all graciousness. "Although Feruche can be deceiving in its anenities. It is,
after all, a castle built for war."

"WIIl it come to that?" Betheyn asked, frowning.
"My lord?" This from Meiglan, with a pleading | ook frombig, soft eyes.

Chay coughed and began peeling a marsh apple fromthe bow Kierun had set on the table. Pol
sternly controlled his face, wishing he was not a featured player in this little farce and could
sit back and enjoy it like his uncle.

"Qur enem es have sought every other castle in the Desert,” he said. "But don't worry—f they cone

here, they'll have a surprise waiting for them™

Rual a nodded her agreenent, but didn't elaborate. Instead, she turned her attention to a nearby
bow of fruit. No one else in the hall nmade any pretense of not watching the encounter—er
listening, if they sat close enough to the high table.

"That's precisely what | wi shed to speak to your grace about," Master Nemthe said. "Wat guarantee
is there that Feruche will not fall as Radzyn and Remagev and Stronghold di d?”

Fromthe corner of his eye Pol saw Chay's hands go still, one of them white-knuckled around his
paring knife. But it was just the path Pol wanted Nenthe to tread, though he woul d have chosen
anot her gate.

"Again, no disrespect intended, your grace," the merchant went on, "but none of us feels entirely
safe here. How can we? The traditional bargain struck between comoners and athr'im athr'im and
princes, and princes with the H gh Prince—support and supply in return for protection—has been

br oken."

"Broken?" said Isriam from Chay's right. He spoke softly, but in the sudden quiet his voice
carried menace in its very gentleness. Pol had the incongruous thought

that Isriamnust have | earned that tone from Rohan. And it rem nded himto behave with his
father's cunning and restrai nt—when what he really wanted to do was—

"An unfortunate choice of word," Nenthe said, not sounding sorry. "But it's true that the age-old
contract was not fulfilled. W were not protected. WII it be different here? The eneny wanted

G aypear| —and now owns it. Faolain Riverport, Glad Seahold, Lower Pyrme, Radzyn, Remagev,

St ronghol d—+he eneny has those, too. The only place that didn't fall was Goddess Keep, thanks to
your grace's cousin, Lord Andry."

Pol heard the nurnurings even above the pounding of his heart. This was no tine to point out that
Faol ai n Low and was safe because of his and Sioned' s efforts. That Lower Pyrme and Renagev were
not in eneny hands because the deadfalls arranged there had scared the eneny away. That Tilal's
arny had had nuch to do with the victory at Goddess Keep

This was also no tine to grow angry.

Nent he was only expressing fears Pol wanted himto feel. If Pol didn't happen to |ike the manner
of that expression, it was his own fault for not arranging things better. The way Rohan woul d have
done. He woul d have known what to say, what to do. Pol could al nost hear him see him He would

| ean back in his chair, a small physical token of retreat—perfectly calculated. He woul d mnurmur
that Master Nenthe's msgivings were painful to him but he was glad to have heard them honestly
sai d. He woul d suggest that perhaps Master Nenthe would feel nore secure in his person if he were
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not at Feruche, and that every effort would be made to find a pl ace.

At which point Master Nenthe would nmention Chal-dona, and in tw days the whol e unwant ed noi sy | ot
of them woul d be gone.

Dam you, Father, why did you have to die?

"Forgive me for being so blunt," Nenthe concluded, "but none of us is sure that your grace will be
able to protect us any better than your father did."

Isriamforgot his training. He growl ed and hal f-rose
fromhis chair, only to be shoved back down in it by Chay's strong hand.

It was a small, frail hand that rested on Pol's arm and a trenul ous voice that said, "You dare
doubt the Hi gh Prince?"

Exactly the wong thing to say. Part of hi msabst of him+oved her for it. But whenever he heard
those two words, he still waited for Rohan to answer.

Everyone el se was waiting for him

He did lean back in his chair. Not in calculated retreat; his whole body proclai med contenpt.
"I'f you believe us in such dire need of help, perhaps you' d care to assist."

The merchant devel oped a wary | ook. "Your grace?"

"Can you hold a sword, Master Nenthe? No? Are you an archer? Can you use a spear, perhaps? A
knife? Not that either? Ah, but | do you an injustice. The weapons of commerce are parchnment and
pen. Wuld you care to wite the Vellant'ima letter?"

Instinct told himnot to stand; unlike Rohan, he was very tall and physical intimdation was best
saved for those who required it. Nenthe's huniliation could be acconplished with words. Pol was
not stupid enough to nmake the nistake of overkill.

He knew it was stupid to address the subject of his cousin, but once begun, the words woul d not
st op.

"Or perhaps you'd turn your parchnment and pen in Lord Andry's direction. Better yet, why not seek
his protection yourself, as you have such faith in it? True, Goddess Keep is a goodly journey from
here. In winter, with who knows which arm es marching where, | estimate it would take ... oh, cal
it sixty days, just to be on the safe side. Wll, Master Nemthe? When are you | eavi ng?"

Crinson with rage, the nmerchant turned his head to | ook for allies. The hall was hushed to the
rafters. Not even a candle dared to flicker.

Pol was thoroughly ashamed of hinmself. He'd known full well what he should have said, what he had
set Nenthe up to hear. But every word he spoke was w ong.

That's what he got for trying to be clever. For trying to be his father

AH at once a chair scraped on the tiles. Atall, white-haired old nman stunped forward to the high
table, the light of battle in his eyes. Nenthe's head turned; his spine turned to steel
"Tormi chin," he muttered. "I only needed that!"

The el derly merchant bowed |ow to Pol, then addressed Nenthe. "That's no way to talk to a | ad
who's lost his father, and still less a thing to say in the hearing of all of us who've |ost our
H gh Prince! You think he's not just as worried for his wife and little girls? But he's al so got
all the rest of us to protect, and all the princedons to defend! You apol ogi ze at once, you

i nsol ent swi ne!"

"There's no need for that," Pol said swiftly. "It is | who nust ask Master Nenthe's pardon
Renmi ndi ng a prince of his shortcom ngs can be an unconfortable practice.” He consciously used what
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Andrade had always called the famly snile, feeling even nore the fool. "It's true that as yet I'm
untested as High Prince. It's also true that | shall need the assistance of all persons of good
will."

"And we can hel p you nost by packing ourselves out of your way," Master Torm chin asserted.
"Anywhere you send us is fine with ne, your grace." He el bowed his fell ow nmerchant in the side.

Nent he swal | owed bil e and nodded. "Wth all of us, your grace. |I've heard of a holding called
Chal dona. If it's possible—=

And there ensued the conversation that ought to have occurred to begin with. Quilt nmade Pol offer
carts to carry people and possessions, and nmountain ponies to draw them Nenthe wanted an escort
of one hundred sol diers; Tormi chin avowed they needed only thirty. Pol gave themfifty. Isriam
back in control and understanding his part, offered to | ead them

"The two hundred nmeasures to Chal dona won't be easy,"” Pol warned.

"No worse than the nmany hundreds we Dorvali had

travel ed thus far, your grace," Tormichin said. "I'man old man, far fromny hearth and home. But
between staying in the mddle of a war or a five-day journey over a good road to a safe haven, |
know whi ch to choose. W sdom doesn't have to bite nme on the ankle."

So Pol got what he wanted. It was settled that on the nmorrow provi sions woul d be gat hered and
transportation organized, and the next day the nore than three hundred Dorvali would | eave for
Chal dona. When the two masters had returned to their seats, Pol accepted the wi ne cup Meiglan
handed himand drained it in tw swall ows.

"Wel| done, ny lord," she whispered.

She woul d think so. Dear, loyal, loving Meggie. It wasn't her fault she didn't understand.

*

In the event, it wasn't necessary to steal Rinhoel's dragon token. Mevita had one of her own: the
gift Pol had sent on the birth of his nanesake. Delicately wought in silver, its hinged neck had
unl atched to reveal a bracelet studded with amethysts. The jewels were back at Waes with

everyt hing except their weddi ng necklets, but the silver dragon gleanmed from Mevita's hand in the
candl el it antechanber.

"This will do," she said to Naydra and Cluthine. "I don't want to nmake a thief of any of us.”

"Or get anyone caught." The princess glanced nervously to the closed door. "WII this really work?
Are you and Rialt sure about its being significant to the Vellant'in®"

"As sure as it's possible to be without actually testing it." Her thunb stroked the dragon's back
"Ri nhoel has one that he won't |et anyone near. Aurar wears one when she goes out riding—and we're
positive where she goes. It makes sense."

"I't does." duthine took the token fromher palm "And we haven't anything else to go on. |'l]|
| eave tonorrow afternoon.”

Mevita sighed. "My husband is going to have ne slain for this.”

"We've already had this argunent,” Cuthine said inpatiently. "Naydra's not strong enough—

"What you nean is I'mtoo old," the princess corrected regretfully. "Twenty-two winters your
seni or, which ought to make ne w se enough not to wish | could go in your place."

"I"'mthe logical choice," Mevita began

"You have a child," duthine interrupted. "Who do you suggest we send? Rialt? His outburst the
night of the ritual made himtoo visible. Everyone's watching himnow to see what excitenent he'l
provide next. No, it has to be ne. There's no one else.” She closed her fingers around the token
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Mevita nodded reluctantly. "We' ve been together in here too long. You |leave first and ook in on
Polev. I'll stay a while and tell Naydra everything Tilal nust know. She can give you the
particul ars tonmorrow norning, Thina, when you go shopping."

Naydra was frowning. "You haven't said how you' re going to get a horse fromthe stables and go out
riding by yourself."

"Aurar does it—and she's not even a Lady of Mead-ow ord. I am Prince O utha was ny grandfather
It's about tinme | got sone use of it."

"I nheritance is a chancy thing," Naydra remarked mildly. "M ne conmes from H gh Princes and various
athr'imof the Veresch—and | can't say that |'ve ever gotten any use of it at all."

*

Tobin was asleep. Chay listened to her even, steady breathing for a few nonents, thinking that
there was no sweeter sound in all the world, then quietly closed the bedchanber door and returned
to the anteroom

"Just as | left her," he said to Betheyn, and |lowered hinmself into a soft chair. "If |I had any
sense, 1'd be tired enough to join her."
"You're overtired. Shall | ring for wine to help you rel ax?"

"No, but you can stay and talk to ne for a while, daughter."

Settling into a chair opposite his, she snled her thanks for the fondness. "You mss that, don't
you? Sharing thoughts and ideas back and forth."

"I'f not Tobin, then Rohan, and if not him then Sioned. But it frustrates Tobin not to be able to
talk as fluently as she used to. Rohan's gone. And Sioned— He rubbed a hand over his face. "I'd
bot her Maarken or Hollis, but they're down at the garrison. So you're the lucky victim ny dear."

"That's the second tine you've used that word tonight. "Victim'

"I's it? | suppose so. Perhaps | feel that way nyself. I'mtoo old for this, Beth. And. . . ." He
struggled with it. "It's just that everything is so dark. As if Rohan took all hope and light with
him" Shaking his head, he finished, "Forgive ne. The self-pity of an old nan who's outlived his
usef ul ness.”

"Nobody coul d have stopped Pol from saying what he did." Beth toyed with the fringes of a cushion
on her lap. "But he found some of the right words toward the end. He just needs tine. His light is
different fromhis father's."

"I'f he'd only stop trying to be his father. "
"I think he's starting to learn that he can't. Didn't Prince Rohan, when he first cane to rule?"

Chay nodded, his eyes misty with rem niscence. "It's been so long ago |I'd forgotten. But Pol can't
afford to make ni stakes. And he was trained fromthe beginning to be H gh Prince."

"Maar ken has al ways known he'd inherit your position as Battle Conmander one day—but | doubt he
ever thought he'd have to lead an arny. Don't tell himl said this, but |I'msurprised he hasn't
made any serious m stakes."

He snorted. "Maarken is an unnatural son. He and | think exactly alike. It's the duty of the
younger gener a-

tion to flout its parents' teachings and authority. Look at that idiot Ludhil, disobeying Chadric
by chasing around their island being a soldier! Wiat a niserable world it is that nakes schol ars
saddl e up for war."

"From what Meath says he's seen, Prince Ludhil isn't doing too badly even though war isn't what he
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was trained for."

"But Pol was trained to be High Prince," Chay repeated.

Beth was quiet for a few nonents. "All he's known is the power of it, until now"

Chay grunted. "He and Rohan were barely on speaking terns half the autum over power and its uses.
Well, Pol has all the power now and he can do as he pleases with it."

"But it's so much easier to oppose a parent's decisions than to decide on one's own. Pol's the
authority now "

"And he's using it with all the obnoxious arrogance of a man who's scared to death. | saw his face
when nmy ot her son was nentioned. | only wi sh—= he began incautiously, and glanced away from her
gentle face

"It's all right," she murnmured. "I wi sh Sorin were here, too.

"He was the |link between Andry and Pol," Chay mused. "He | oved them both, and they him GCoddess,
if he were only alive—=

"They'd tear his heart out," Beth replied quietly. "The way they' |l tear Marken's."

Sl unping farther into the chair, he propped an elbow on its armand | eaned his chin in his hand.
"I shouldn't say this, either, but fond as | am of Ruala, seeing you at the high table tonight I
couldn't help but think—=

She shook her head fiercely. "I know Meiglan neant well, but | w sh she hadn't done it."

"You woul d have graced Feruche as you have graced our lives at Radzyn," Chay said with great
tenderness. "You are my daughter no less than Hollis is. Sorin would have been a fool not to have
| oved you."

*

The suite designed for the High Prince was Pol's now, but the chanbers allotted Sioned were nearly
as sunptuous. It was the place Pol had stayed the last tinme he'd been here, during the days they'd
nmour ned Sori n.

An airy solar with two walls of wi ndows was flanked by two bedroons. Al was hung with bright
tapestries, furnished in carved woods, decorated with el egant or useful or amusing trinkets. Po
waited in the solar for Meath to inform Sioned of his presence. It was late, and he knew that if
she slept, he shouldn't disturb her. But he needed to tal k. He needed his nother—but he al so
needed the Sunrunner Hi gh Princess.

A tapestry depicting the Rialla when it had been hel d near Waes covered the western wall. He
didn't renmenber it fromhis previous visit; it nmust have been one of the things Sorin ordered but
had not lived to see. Gazing at its bright chaos, the colored tents scattered around the river and
the bridge leading to the Fair, Pol wondered if anyone woul d ever see the |ike again.

Meath returned, |leaving the door to Sioned's roomopen. "She says you ought to be in bed."

"So should we all." He didn't comment on the fact that there was a cot set up in here, near the
fire. Meath had obviously di sdai ned the second bedroom choosing instead to sleep where and as a
guard woul d sleep. Pol's gratitude was coupled with a kind of amused tenderness. There were no
enem es at Feruche, no danger at all, yet Meath woul d keep anyone fromgetting in. O perhaps, the
t hought occurred to him perhaps he would keep Sioned fromgetting out. "I won't stay. | just
wanted to tell her that the Dorvali will be |eaving soon."

"We' |l need the space. Riyan will be back with his troops once he and Tallain crush those northern
vermn."

"Meat h! You sound Desert-born and bred!"
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The Sunrunner's snile took twenty years fromhis face. "Thank you, ny prince."

Entering his nother's room he heard Meath cl ose the door behind himand appreciated the privacy.
Si oned sat at an obl ong tabl e beside night-Dblackened wi ndows that reflected the candl e branches at
t he bedside. She didn't

turn at the sound of his soft footsteps on the rug. Light spilled along her shoul ders and back

pi cking out the swirls of the I ace shawl she wore over her bedgown, shining on her shorn hair. He
realized suddenly that he'd avoi ded | ooki ng at her because of it: alnost inpossible to connect his
nmot her, the High Princess Sioned, with the sight of that cropped, curling hair.

She lifted a | anguid hand and waved himcloser, still not |ooking around. "Conme have sonething to
drink. You look Iike you can use it."

"You heard what happened?”
"1 heard."

He went forward a few paces, then stopped. Fromthis angle, her body no | onger conceal ed what was
on the table before her: two large crystal pitchers of near-black Gibain wine. One was enpty, the
other nearly so.

Hi s nother, the Hi gh Princess Sioned, was engaged in getting very, very drunk

She sipped slowy, staring out at the night, or at her owmn face am d the pinpoint candle flames in
t he wi ndows.

"Haven't you had enough?"

"Probably. If you want sone, best hurry."

Pol advanced anot her step. "I needed you at dinner tonight."
"Did you?" Disinterestedly.

"Yes. | nmade a total fool of nyself."

"You don't need ny help for that." She poured anot her cupful

"Dam it, Mother! Don't you understand? You're no use to ne like this!" He strode to her and
grasped one shoul der, and was appalled to feel the bones starting through the silk and I ace.

She | ooked up at himthen, w de green eyes perfectly clear, perfectly sober. "Use?" she repeated
al rost gently. "How do you mean, mny dearest?"

"I need your help," he said, striving for calm "I need your wits and your cunning. | need you."

Shaki ng her head, the silver in her hair catching the Iight, she told him "No, | don't think so."

"I need you," he repeated. "As much or nore than Father ever did."

"Damm you." Only a whisper, it shrieked her pain.

"Please. W've lost him W're going to |ose everything if—=

"I'"ve already | ost everything!"

He drew back involuntarily fromthe | ook in her eyes. "Mther—

She [ aughed. "Do you think | care? | don't give a damm about castles or princedonms—

"Or lives? W'll all be just as dead as he is if we don't use everything we've got!"

"And 1'mone of your npst useful possessions, is that it? Ch, you' re of Andrade's blood, right
enough! Everyone has a function, everyone is useful in the grand gane. Why not use your w fe?" She
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snorted. "Poor, delicate darling—she's about as useful as a book to a blind nan!"
"I don't expect strength fromher!" Pol cried. "But | expect everything fromyou!"

"So I'mto be strong for you and her and everyone, am|?" She gave hima small, vicious snile
"Sweet son, try to listen carefully. | don't happen to feel like it." She drank again, then
cradled the enpty cup between her hands, as if cherishing the nenory of it. "Find soneone el se
I've no nore strength to give."

Pol stood over her, cold and inplacabl e because he had to be. "Father would never have |let you get
away with such alie."

Sioned's face crunpled for an instant before she gl anced away. "Don't ever use his name agai nst me
again."

Kneeling swiftly, he took one of her hands. "Mdther, please. You're right, | can't rely on Meggie
It's not her fault. She's never had to be strong like this. The others—they do all they can, nore
than | could ever ask of them But there's no one else like you."

She choked softly and he pressed his lips to her clenched fist. "No," she breathed. "No, Pol ... |
don't have anything left—=

"I can't do this alone. Father couldn't. You were his

strength for forty years. |'masking for sone of what you gave him Mama, | need you."

When she spoke, her voice shook and the great enerald trenbled on her hand. "If ... if | was his
strength ... he was mne. And he's gone. All the Fire is gone. |I've got nothing left, Pol. Not
even for you. | can't, not now. Perhaps later, when | —-hen | can think past the sight of his eyes.

Pol stood and let go of her hand. He smoothed the tousled curls at her nape, as if he was the
parent and she his child.

"I"'msorry. You're tired and | shouldn't have said any of this." Bending to press his lips to her
cheek, he murmured, "Forgive ne."

Si oned caught at his armw th both hands. "I'm frightened—and everything that used to chase away
the fear is lost to ne now "

"I know." He gazed down into her face that was white and strained and | ost, and touched the
crescent scar on her cheek. "Try to get sone rest."

CHAPTER El GHT

Those who had never seen the Desert thought it to be nothing but sand fromthe foothills of the
Veresch to the Sunrise Water. And nostly they were right. But in the north there rose fromthe
dunes tall spires of stone that wind had not eroded away. Some were grouped into nassive
fortresses, bastions of rust-colored rock where the Father of Storms was said to take his ease of
an evening. Sonme were spindle-thin, and sone were jagged as dragon claws, and sonme had been worn
away to the |ast stubborn shaft of bedrock. They were call ed Goddess' Needl ebasket and Stony
Thorns and Zagroy's Pillar, where Rohan's great-grandfather had won a decisive victory over the
Merida. And it was there, on the southern side of a tremendous columm that could have bal anced
Feruche on its flat top, that Tallain and Riyan hid their arny.

But not quite all of it. Eighty soldiers were about a half neasure away, creating a canp that
appeared to hold the entirety of the Northern Desert army. Blankets had been cut in half to double
the nunbers of bedrolls; fires enough to cook for an arny were lit. The probl em was horses, which
could not be spared fromthe nmain host. Tallain worried about that, but Riyan only shrugged.

"They' || see what they expect to see. And that's what we're snowi ng them Besides, no noons
toni ght."
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"But they won't hear what they'll expect to hear. Horses and their tack nake noise."
"Know any good songs? Failing that, any |oud songs?"

Tallain rolled his eyes skyward in nute appeal for pa-

tience—and sent two of his Tiglathi over to the fal se encanpnent.

Vel | past mdnight, they were still singing.

"Don't they ever get tired?" Riyan conplained in a whisper. Sound carried in the cold, clean
winter air—fromthe canp to Zagroy's Pillar and fromthe stone out to the Desert. The Merida and
Cunaxans were five neasures off, canped just beyond a sand-rippled hill. But with the decoy troops
still warbling away, Riyan knew that the sentries suspected scouts were nearby.

Their original schene—eading the Merida and Cunaxans to Stony Thorns for an ambush—had been

di scarded. Stony Thorns was on the road to Feruche, where Pol had taken refuge, and Feruche nust
not becone a tenptation. So they lured the eneny with the planned argunment instead, split up while
shouting invectives at the top of their lungs, and net by night behind Zagroy's Pillar

Ri yan and Tal |l ain were hunched beside a boul der that sheltered themon two sides. But the Storm
God sent wind swirling through the spaces between the stones, and both nen were shivering.

"They're the son and daughter of ny favorite tavern keeper,'
on until the sun comes up."

Tallain murnmured. "I've heard them go

" Speaki ng of which, | wish it would. I'mfreezing."

"Sormehow, | don't think there's nmuch chance of hurrying it," the other man said dryly.

They listened to a succession of drinking ballads audible even at this distance, the sound sliding
around the bulk of the Pillar. Tricks of the wind sonetinmes carried the songs far away, and

soneti mes brought them cl ose enough to mask the qui et nearby noises of horses, clinking bridles,
and the rare whispers of soldiers.

Ri yan spoke again, with nore breath than voice. "I hope we posted the sentries out far enough. If
the Merida get too close, they night—=

"You said it yourself—they'll see what they'll expect to. If it's one thing you can count on, it's
Merida stupidity.”

"If they're so stupid, howd they get to be a guild of assassins?"

Tal l ai n shrugged. "They worked alone. If they did well in packs, they'd have held the Desert. This
is where Prince Zagroy smashed them you know "

"Question is, do the Merida know it? And if they do, why do they let us |ead them here?"
"A chance to nmake the battle cone out right this tine."

"They're in for a disappointment." Riyan flexed stiff fingers inside his riding gauntlets. "Wy
don't you try to get sone sleep? I'll take the watch, and you can spell nme later."

"Who could sleep with all that racket? Maybe once they shut up." Tallain chuckled softly. "I'd
prefer not to yawn in the face of the eneny. So damaging to one's dignity."

Suddenly both nmen sat up straight as the changi ng wi nd brought them another sound: the hoof beats
of several horses at a wal k. No one who had not spent a lifetine in the Desert woul d have taken
t he noise for anything nore than the random shifting of pebbles in the nearby gulch

"Three?" R yan whi spered.

"I think so."
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Cl ouds draped nost of the stars in thin gray-black silk, but there was enough light to discern
three riders on dun-col ored horses approaching fromthe south. Two were dark-headed, but the fair
hair of the other drew even the feeble starshine and nade of it a silver-gilt beacon

"CGentl e Goddess," Tallain breathed. "It's Pol."

Wncing as a w nd-di sl odged rock clattered fromhigh up the Pillar, and not daring to descend the
short slope and cause nore noise, Riyan lifted one hand in greeting. Pol slid fromhis saddl e and
handed his reins to one of the other nmen, who rode quietly to where the other horses were

pi cket ed.

Whi spers passed anmid the soldiers, quick as a wayward breeze and just as soon gone. Pol carefully
ascended to
where Riyan and Tallain stood, distant singing covering the sound of his footfalls.

"Your grace," Tallain murnured, bending his head.

Remenbering with a jolt that he was | ooking at the Hi gh Prince, Riyan said and did the sanme. In
t he di mess, he had the inpression that Pol barely held hinself froma flinch

"My lords," he replied, |owvoiced. "To answer the obvious—this norning, from Feruche at a ful
gallop, with Lord Kazander of the Isulk'imand his kinsman. At nightfall | saw what you're
pl anni ng. W& avoided their patrols, but even if they saw us, they' Il think us your outriders."

Tallain was frowning. "There are no noons tonight. How could you have—
"There are stars."

Riyan felt his stomach turn over. Tallain could never understand what it meant when a Sunrunner
spun the light of the stars. But then, Tallain didn't know that Pol was also a sorcerer

They sat beside the sheltering rocks. Pol brought out a small w neskin and took a swal | ow.

"To Prince Zagroy. | understand you're about to emulate him" Handing the skin to Riyan, he
conjured the faintest of fingerflames to see by and went on, "Let's see if | renmenber it
correctly. The other canp breaks at dawn and marches beyond the rise. Wen the Merida and Cunaxans
come | ooking, you attack from anbush."

Ri yan nodded. "To Prince Zagroy," he echoed, drank, and passed the wine to Tallain
"But that's not how he did it, you know " Pol said.

Tallain gave a start—and not because the singing had finally stopped. Riyan couldn't even fee
much relief at knowi ng the danger of observation was judged to be past.

"We're in roughly the sanme position he was," Tallain was saying, "in nunbers as well as geography.
It's about the sane tine of year, too. And he overwhelned a force twice the size of his own."

"Desert history belongs to all three of us—but ny famly's history belongs to ne." The High Prince
stretched

his right shoul der under the dark wool of his cloak, as if already feeling his sword in his hand.
Rohan's sword, Riyan thought with a sharp ache in his heart as he recogni zed the tooling on the
hilt and scabbard. He'd seen that sword hanging in the Geat Hall at Stronghold since he was five
years ol d.

"Then tell us what happened,” Tallain invited.

"My grandfather's grandfather believed as nuch in the power of shadow as he did in the power of
light. What he really did here was nake use of both."

*
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Prince Birioc—for so he terned hinself now, naking no pretense about either his | eadership of the
Cunaxans or his birthright as a Merida—was roused from sound sleep by his uncle.

"I't's the nmiddle of the night!" Birioc grunbled, squinting at the candle gl ow that cast weird
shadows as Urstra noved around the tent. "Wy is everyone armi ng outside? Have Tallain and R yan
attacked?"

"No, vanished," Ustra informed himtautly, and tossed his trousers at him

"I nmpossible. My brother Ezanto cane back with the patrols just after midnight and said they were
canped near the Pillar, singing their fool heads off. Wiy did they pack up and | eave so early?"

"That's what needs di scovering." He set his candl e on a wooden canp stool and handed Birioc his
boots. "There was nore noise fromthemearlier, and when | sent scouts to | ook, they were gone."

"Well, they won't get far." Birioc yawned behind his hand and scratched his beard. It was stil
new enough on his face to itch

"We've | agged behind themtoo far, waiting for reinforcenents to arrive. W can't wait any
| onger."

"You're the one who said to keep well back so our troops could catch up!"
"I was wong," Ustra said with a shrug. "Those

dragon-spawn have led us along like a virgin taunting a |ovesick boy. Put your shirt on, I'lIl arm
you. "

"So we fight themtoday?"
"If at all possible. This has gone on | ong enough.”

"l disagree. The outlying levies can't be nore than a half-day's march fromus now. W can track
Tallain and R yan—

"Who are in the process of luring us toward Tiglath, where Tallain knows the surrounding | and
bl i ndf ol ded! We should never have let himpull us away from Tuath." He shook his head. "W can't
I et himchoose where to give battle. So today we shall follow, overtake, and destroy."

Birioc grunted as he lifted both arms so Ustra could fasten his be jewel ed breastplate. "This
thing nay date back to ny great-great-great grandfather's day, but it's damed unconfortabl e and
feel like an idiot wearing it."

"Wear it you shall. Qur ancestor who wore it last into battle defeated the conbined forces of the
Desert and Syr." He paused, running a finger over the polished |unps of uncut dark topaz and
emeral d that studded the heavy leather. "I would have given it to Beliaev. "

"Who woul d have lost it when he was killed by Walvis at Tiglath," Birioc said inpatiently. "He was
a fool to ally himself with lanthe and Roel stra."

Ustra lifted a hand nmenacingly. "And who are your allies? Chiana? Ri nhoel? The sane get!"

Birioc crushed the fist in his own. "Dare to threaten your prince again, and your bones will rot
with Beliaev's in the sands bel ow Tiglath!"

"It is necessary to take Tiglath first," the old man snarled. "I see no troops from Meadow ord
here to hel p! And none of your precious Vellant'im"

"Wth the Northern Desert ours, and Stronghold theirs—
"Burned to bl ackened wal | s!'"

"—and only Skybowl and Feruche between, we'll neet at one or the other and that will be the end of
Zehava's accursed line in our |and!"
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Rel easi ng his uncle's hand, he took up conb and mrror and tidied his thick hair. Then he slipped
over his head the little dragon he'd hung on a chain. Hi s safe-passage from Swal ekeep, given him
there by Varek who was second battlelord to the H gh Warlord of the Vellan-t'im its gold natched
the beads woven into his beard. Thirty-four tokens of men dead by his hand at Tuath, glistening so
brightly in the candlelight that one alnost didn't notice the break in his beard where the scar on
his chin had finally been given. Twice a nan, he thought, smling. And twice a prince. | wonder
how ny father would prefer to die.

Ustra saw his smile. "Adniring yoursel f?" he asked angrily. "Wich are you? Merida or Vellanti?
For whom do you fi ght ?"

"For nyself, Uncle. In me flows the blood of all three: Cunaxa, Vellant'im and Merida. | amthe
cause all our people will believe in."
At the doorflap of his tent, soneone began to applaud. "Brilliant! Truly inspirational! Birioc,

dear Brother, you have won ny heart!"

Duroth anbl ed inside, long-linbed and sharp-featured like their father. "If you're interested," he
went on, "everybody's ready to go except you."

"Hol d your tongue or you'll stay behind to strike ny tent, and miss watching nme kill Tallain."

"What, not Riyan, too? And both in a single sword stroke? Ch, | beg pardon, Brother. A perfect,
masterful thrust fromone of your sacred glass knives."

"Wul d you care for a denonstration?" Birioc caressed the weapon at his belt—a cerenonial piece
only, with no poison inside.

"Save your energy for the battle, both of you!" Urstra snapped. "It's tinme to nount and be quick
about it."

They rode through the chill gloomtoward Zagroy's Pillar. Gradually the sky |ightened from cl oud-
shrouded night to a thin, mlky pallor. Birioc ordered a pause on the rise overl ooking the eneny
canp and sent Duroth and Ezanto down to judge how long it had been abandoned. As he waited, the
wind in his face, shadows sud-

denly darkened the sand westward before the Pillar. The sun had cleared the cl oudl ess horizon
hidden fromBiri-oc's arny by towering stones.

H's brothers returned to him "They're playing with us,” Duroth grow ed. "No nore than fifty or
sixty spent the night here.”

"Where are the rest?" Birioc denmanded.
"How should | know?"
"How do you know t he other, then?"

"Because," Ezanto said levelly, "there's not a single pile of horseshit to be seen, snelled, or
stepped in."

"Leading us," Urstra nuttered. "Teasing us onward. But where? Wy?" He turned to his nephew. "
don't like this."

"Ch, and the rest of us are just in love with it," Duroth snarled. "Wat do you propose to do now,

dear Brother?"

Birioc squinted through the shadows to the dark hollow bel ow. "W can wait for the rest of our
| evies, or we can march on them now. "

"You'll have to find themfirst!"

"Be silent!" He chewed the tuft of beard beside his nmouth. "Wat do they want us to do? Foll ow.
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What do they expect us to do? Grow inpatient and attack, or stay here and wait for
reinforcenments.”

"The question is, what can we do?" Urstra said.
"There nust be another alternative."
"We're waiting," Duroth jeered.

Birioc's right hand went for his sword. But the abrupt and blinding flash did not come from
unsheat hed steel. Light sliced through the sky froma chink atop the Pillar in dazzling bl ades
made all the sharper, all the brighter for the shadows cast at sunrise.

From t hose shadows and the gigantic rocks behind themthundered the alternative.

*

Rialt was back in his chanber at dawn, having spent nost of the night prowling the docks. They
knew hi m

there, and the guards allowed himto pass with nothing nmore than a nod. Runor had it that Princess
Chiana disliked him but that was a matter for highborns. After all, had she not trusted himto
supervi se the | oading of cargo sent south down the Faolain? He was a faniliar face at the
riverside warehouses, even at night in a pouring rain.

Mevita had stirred sleepily when he left. She was wi de awake and shivering with cold when he
returned.

"Don't ask," he told her before she could so nuch as open her nouth. "It's better that you don't
know. "

Her face grew even paler anmid the tangle of black hair. "Rialt,” she whispered, "what have you
done?"

"Sky looks like it's clearing," he said determnedly as he stripped off his sopping cloak
"Rialt!"

"Later on I’

go see how Thina's feeling. She slept all day yesterday in her roons. Her nmid says
she has a co '

Il
ld."
"Damm you! Tell me what you' ve done!"

Flinging his shirt to the floor, he turned on her. "The | ess you know, the less you'll have to
hi de. "

At that, Mevita went white to the |ips. Sudden dread filled him He strode to the bed and cupped
her square chin in his palm

"What is it you're hiding fromnme?" he asked quietly.

"It was the only way. Naydra and Cluthine and | all agreed—
"To what ?"

»WNe—

He swung around as the door crashed open and three arned guards cane into the room Panic flayed
him he hadn't been careful enough, soneone had seen—

"CGet dressed,"” one of the nen conmanded, all three of themrunning appreciative eyes over Muvita
i n her bedgown.

"Get out of ny chanber!" R alt shouted.
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"You' ve been given a new one," was the snug reply. "Better dress warmfor it." He started for the
bed.

Rialt drew his knife. "Touch ny wife at your peril."

"No, ny lord, don't!" Mevita gasped. "We'll come with you," she hurried on, pulling the sheet
around her as she rose. "G ve us a nonent to find sone cl ot hes—

"Be quick about it. And I'll have that knife, my lord," the guard said, with snide enphasis on the
title.
Mevita's pl eading eyes and the sudden thought of their son made hi msurrender the blade. "lI'mthe

one you want. Leave ny wife alone.”
"Orders are to take you both. Be grateful your whel p's young enough to be innocent of treason."

"Treason?" he repeated blankly, weak with relief that Polev woul d be spared. But what woul d happen
to himwith his parents in prison? For surely that was the nature of their "new chanber."

"That's enough tal k. Take the rest of your clothes with you. Hurry up!"

The corridors of Swal ekeep were enpty of all but a few servants as the pair were marched to a side
staircase. Rialt steadied Mevita; she stunbled against himat the sight of the endl ess dark bel ow.
A torch was Iit and they descended hundreds of steps—down past the wi ne cellars, past even the

col droons where neat was stored. At last they canme to a row of wooden doors with small barred

wi ndows. One was opened, and they were |locked in a frozen, |ightless room

"You'll wait on Princess Chiana's pleasure,"” the guard said through the barred wi ndow. He racked
the torch in a sconce and narched his nen back up the stairs.

Mevita sank onto the single cot and put her face in her hands. "Forgive nme," she breat hed.
Rialt knelt before her on the damp stones. "It's not your fault."

She shook her head, her hair spilling over her hands.

"They nust have di scovered what | did tonight at the warehouses." Sl ashing every sack of grain and
fouling every crate of foodstuffs would have cost too much tine and effort. It had taken nuch
thought to devise a way to deprive Swal ekeep of its supplies.

Mevita raked her hair back fromher face. "Not fire. The al armwoul d' ve sounded by now. "

"No. Water. The river's high—not at spring flood, but enough. | weakened the sluices. They should
break sonetine today."

Her eyes brightened a little. "Like a castle cleaning out its noat."

He nodded. That had been the theory when the systemwas built. A century or so earlier

accumul ated filth had caused an outbreak of disease directly traced to food stored in a particul ar
war ehouse. Some cl ever architect had pointed out the convenient slope of the area and suggested an
easy nethod of cleansing all the storage spaces. Ditches were dug, lined with stone, and paved
over; access and drai nage were cut in each successive building. Every autumm since, just before
the harvest influx of goods, river water was let in to scour verm n and debris away—for what had
happened once ni ght happen again. But with the river high and the outlets closed, the water could
not drain off as intended.

"The water will flow strongly enough to overset the sacks of grain," Ralt said. "If |I'm]lucky,
they'll |odge against the drains and the whole place will be fl ooded hip-high before anyone can do
anything. It has the advantage of |ooking accidental =

He tensed at a sudden noi se outside the cell, but it was only the scrabbling of rats, soon
followed by the irritated hiss of a cat frustrated in the hunt.

"Wth her food stores ruined, Chiana mght be forced to make her decision a little sooner. People
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won't starve—but when they know their grain is no longer plentiful. He shrugged

"I never knew you so ruthless,” Mvita said quietly. "Wat happens after Swal ekeep falls? Who wll
feed these people then?"

"Depends on who gets it, doesn't it? If it's the Vellan-t'im then the grain is denied them as
well. That's the main thing. If it's Tilal and Ostvel, wagons can bring food fromthe warehouses
back in Wes."

She nodded. "Which the eneny didn't touch for fear of neeting the arm es of Ossetia and
Princemarch."

"Because Chiana warned them" Rialt finished. Taking her hands, he warned them between his own.
"But it's all for nothing. They nmust have di scovered what | did."

"No. | don't think it was you at all." A trenor coursed through her—not fromthe cold.

"Tell rme.

She did, and he was too stunned for anger. He bent his head to their clasped hands, trying to
think past the nunmbness of fear. Not that thought would avail himanything now.

"When Thina didn't come back yesterday. ..." Mevita whispered. "She swore she'd be back by
nightfall. Her maid is loyal, Naydra and | told her to say she'd caught a chill on her ride so no
one woul d wonder for at least a little while—eh, Goddess, if anything' s happened to her |'Il never

forgive nyself."

"Hush." He rose on legs already stiff and aching with the chill. "She's probably with Tilal right
now. "

"You don't believe that any nore than | do."

"W have to believe it. If both our plans have cone to nothi ng—

"—+t will all have been for nothing." She was silent for a few nmonents. "Rialt . . . can Naydra
protect Pol ev? She's a princess, and Chiana's sister—she'll be able to keep himsafe, won't she?"
"Of course she will." But he didn't tell her not to worry.

*

"That, ny friends, is how Prince Zagroy did it." Pol, Tallain, and R yan sat their weary
war hor ses wat chi ng what renmai ned of the Cunaxans and Merida shuffle into ragged, sullen formation
The battle had been terrible, the victory total

"And it's only noon," Pol added. "Not a bad nmorning' s work."

O the over one thousand caught in sunlight and shadow, no nore than a third were still standing.
Anot her third | ay dead on bl ood-browned sand. The rest, the wounded, lay in tidy rows nearby. As
they shifted restlessly in the bright sun, the ground seenmed to crawl. Tallain's mnd, using his
body's nenory of thrust and w thdraw, attack and parry, could guess how many he had put there. But
his instincts were certain that not one of themwas Pol's doing. Every man and wonman Pol had faced
di ed.

Their own | osses were scarce a hundred. The shock of attack fromthe shadows and the bedazzl enent
of sudden sunlight had worked as intended.

"My father had the right idea," Pol had said a little while ago, while they eased their thirst
with the contents of his wi neskin and waited for the captains to herd the stragglers. "Let the
Desert do our killing for us. But we have to use the Desert. Kazander and | did that at the Harps.
W' ve done it again today. The | and nust becone one of our soldiers. That's how we'll approach
battle with the Vellant'im | want the very sand beneath their feet to fight them"

And so it had this norning, as they slipped and stunbled in their panic down the soft hill into
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the holl ow, and were sl aughtered.

Lord Kazander gal |l oped up, saluted extravagantly, and announced, "Noble and mighty Hi gh Prince,
your nost grateful servant begs to bring your grace the whoresons anong themwho claimto be

hi ghborn of Myon. They seemto believe this will spare them" he added, grinning beneath his
bl ack must ache.

"What will you do with then?" Tallain asked.
Pol sn | ed.
"You!" Kazander shouted over his shoulder. "Cone forward!"

Four nen, separated fromthe others by the korrus' order, approached with heads defiantly tilted.
One of thembore the familiar ritual scar, a whiteness agai nst dark skin and stubble. But as he
neared, Tallain knew

that this nman, though so obviously a Merida, was too old to be one of Myon's bastard sons.
Pol regarded them al nost pleasantly. "Which of you is Ezanto?"

One inclined his head. Tallain guessed himto be about twenty-five, though the years were hard to
judge. It wasn't the sweat and dirt, nor even the blood snmearing his face froma sword cut in his
scalp; it was the bitter pride that aged him "Zanyr?"

A second nan gave a start. Alone of them his eyes showed not rage but fear. It nmade himl ook very
young. "You are Duroth, then?" Pol said, and the third young man, tall and lanky and with the | ook
of his father stanmped on his features, acknow edged his name with a sardonically arched brow.

Pol turned his attention to the fourth. "Wich neans | ammeant to believe you are Birioc—you with
your Merida scar." He hooked a casual knee around the ponmel of his saddl e and | eaned an el bow on
his thigh. "Well, well," he murrmured. "Were is he, | wonder? Where is Birioc to complete ny
collection of Myon's bastard sons?"

"Say rather where is the bastard daughter," the ol der man snapped. "Your wfe!"

Kazander's young ki nsman, Visian, prodded himsharply in the back. "You will speak of her grace
with respect or not at all!"

Pol's smile didn't waver a fraction. "Ch, | know where ny wife is. At Feruche, with ny own
daught ers—ene of whomis now Princess of Cunaxa. Dependi ng on which of themwants it. But we can
settle all that later, when they're grown." He turned his smle on Tallain. "Until that tine,
Cunaxa is yours, my Lord Regent."

"My prince," Tallain nmurnmured, bending his head in acceptance. But he had never wanted anything
fromthese people except that they | eave his | ands alone. Fighting had been their idea, not his.

"Myon still lives," the Merida pointed out. "He is Prince of Cunaxa—

"—and he is ny father!" Ezanto blurted.

"You have ny synpathies,” Pol told him He began renoving his gloves, finger by finger. "I haven't
endured himat close quarters as |long as you have, of course, but | think we can agree that
knowi ng hi m has not enhanced our lives. Being his son-by-narriage is trial enough. | can inagine

what it rmust be like being his son by blood. Never know ng what, if anything, will be your |ot
after his death. Never sure which of you is in favor to becone prince after him But, ny
lords—+'11 give you that nuch, as you are prince's sons—y |lords, | have sol ved your problens."”

He held up his left hand so they coul d see the great topaz-and-enerald ring glistening in the noon
sun. Beside it was the anethyst-and-topaz of Princenmarch, dark and gl oweri ng.

"It is the responsibility of the Hgh Prince to nmake a final decision on matters of princely
i mportance. My lords, you are |ooking at the Hi gh Prince."
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Al four flinched to varying degrees. The Merida sucked in a breath after the initial shock, and
Tal l ai n thought himclose to a shout of sheer joy. If he released it, Tallain knew his sword woul d
claimone nore |life today.

"Rohan—dead?" the Merida whispered. H s eyes kindled, but only briefly. Tallain's fingers rel axed.

Pol acted as if he had not heard. "M yon is deposed. Cunaxa is now nmne." He sniled once nore, a
mere stretching of his lips. "This is the will of the H gh Prince."

Tallain set his face in flint. Pol had no right to take Cunaxa this way. They all knew it. No one
spoke. A glance at R yan showed himthe sane stony refusal to reveal his thoughts—but those
t houghts were clearly carved in bone and nuscle just the sane.

Pol was speaking again. "My Lord Kazander, be so good as to tie the three of themto horses. W']|
take them back to Feruche with us. And you nay see to the others now "

"At once, ny prince." The korrus bowed and sprang eagerly from his saddl e.

Pol sat straighter. "You. Merida." Long fingers rubbed lightly at the single Sunrunner's
ring—gold, on the right middle finger, set with the noonstone that had been Andrade's. "Stand over
there."

Ri yan didn't speak; Tallain couldn't. His fam |y had fought the Merida for generations; everyone
in the Northern Desert had. He had killed at |east a score of themthrough his years of hol ding
Tiglath. He had killed many nore at Tuath, and here at Zagroy's Pillar

But no Merida had ever died like this. A sudden circle of Sunrunner's Fire sprang up around him
arched into a searing cage. He pani cked and nmade the mistake of trying to escape it. H s clothes
and hair and flesh caught. There was one scream and then silence.

Tallain knew—+n a renote, inpersonal way—why Pol had done it. He was the Hi gh Prince. The
Sunrunner Hi gh Prince. The oath he'd never sworn had not been violated. The Merida's own fear had
been his death. Had he not touched the Fire, he would still be alive.

Pol let his right hand fall to his side. The flanes were gone. "Tallain, how nuch rest will your
Tiglathis need? What | nean is, can you ride this afternoon to chase down Birioc?"

Tal l ai n nodded mutely. Fromthe corner of his eye he had seen Kazander and Vi si an wal ki ng
met hodi cal | y down the rows of wounded. They stopped every two paces and stabbed—ence to the right,
once to the left, as precisely as surgeons—through the heart.

Pol's order. This was not the work of the nman he'd known, nor the boy Sionell had once |oved.
Tall ain wanted out. Away. Now.

"Thank you. Once you have him send himto ne at Feruche." Pol put on his gloves again. "Keep your

levies at Tiglath for the tinme being. I won't need you for sone while yet, and there's no room at
Feruche to house them anyway. Ch, and you m ght start thinking about what portions of Cunaxa
shoul d be added to what young Jeren inherited from Jahnavi at Tuath. |'mafraid we'll be a

is the only thing that matters. Wthout it, what we do and how we do it becone denbns to claw at
our m nds—

"Tallain, you look as bad as | feel," Pol said.

He | ooked at his prince. "I'mfine. W'll start off now, by your |eave."

"l understand.” Pol snmiled, and the weariness was |ike another scar on his face, |like the one on
his cheekbone. "If | get down fromthis saddle again, I'll fall down and not get up again for two
days." He glanced at the sky, his gaze blank. After a nonent he nodded and said, "Birioc is headed

northwest, nore or less toward Tuath. He's got twenty nmen with him Don't |ose himin the canyons.
Take himtonmorrow or the next day and then go hone, Tallain. And be sure to give Meiglan's love to
Sionell."

He didn't like hearing his wife's nane on Pol's |ips. Nodding once nore, he wheel ed his horse
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around and signaled to his captain to call assenbly.

"We're going hunting," he told the man. "And then we're going hone."

CHAPTER NI NE

The emissary fromPrince Laric of Firon rode out of Fessada at a gallop, new snow fountaining
beneat h her horse's hooves. Camanto, elder prince but not Fessen-den's heir, watched froma tower
wi ndow and grinned to hinmself. He'd had no need to be present at the recent audience; he was so
certain of what had been said that he could have set it to nusic.

In fact, he nmused as he went back to his maps and rosters, all this would make a rather fine
ball ad series. He'd have to find a bard with a sense of hunor when he conmi ssioned the songs.

Later in the norning he put hinself by way of encountering his brother's wife in the garden, where
she al ways went when she was furious. As Arni saya was possessed of a volatile nature, she spent
quite a lot of time there

And so it was today. Canmanto lingered in the arcade for a nonent, admiring her del ectable curves
as she strode al ong swept gravel paths between snowy hillocks. She'd been rather a scrawny little
thi ng when she'd narri ed Edirne; notherhood had inproved her figure, if not her tenper.

He strolled around the perineter of the garden, where bare roses drooped beneath the wei ght of
| ast night's snow. Eventually she turned for another path, and saw him

"Canmant o! Have you heard the | atest idiocy?"

He took her arm "Succinctly—y father has refused Laric permission to cross the Ussh and march
t hrough our lands on his way to save his princedom"™

"And do you know why?" She snorted. "Because

Laric is a kinsman of the High Prince, and if the Vellant-"imfind out we hel ped him they m ght
attack us!"

"Thin, 1'll admit," Camanto said. "Actually, ny father is afraid that Fessenden will becone what
Meadow ord al ways was—a conveni ent battl eground. Yarin rmust know Laric's coming. If he's snart,
he'll already have sent troops south to watch the nost likely routes.™

"To battle his own prince? H s brother-by-marriage?"
"OfF course not. Against the Vellant'im of course.”

She stopped wal ki ng and shook his arm "Tell ne what you're tal king about! You're not meking
sense!”

"Picture a snowstorm" he suggested. "Just a little one. Two groups not quite sighting each other
not quite sure who the other m ght be. Neither has had access to a Sunrunner for Goddess knows how
| ong, so neither knows where the Vellant'imare. A skirmsh in the snow agai nst soldiers who, for

all they know, are the enenmy . . . except that the one side knows very well who the other is. And
then we'll all be in nourning gray for yet another prince."
Arnisaya still wore that color in nenory of her brother Lord Segelin and his famly, dead the

first day of the war at G lad Seahold. She wore it to renmind all who | ooked at her of what she had
| ost, unavenged. But in the snug little world of Fessada, girt by snow and far fromthe fighting,
peopl e had ceased to notice the color or renenber what it meant.

Cananto knew all this, knew how angry it nade her. He wondered how much of what el se he knew he
ought to tell her. She was inmpul sive and reckless, likely to say whatever was in her head. But he
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needed her. Wth a shrug, he went on
"Does it make sense now, dear sister?"
She had recovered her powers of speech. "Yarin wouldn't dare.”

"Whet her he would or not, Laric is currently our problem No matter what Father says, he'll try to
cross the Ussh River."

"Wth his princedomat stake, | should think he woul d! And he nmust, if what you say of Yarin is
true. "

He smiled. "You know, | was just thinking of ways to prevent him"

He kept a firmhold on her armso she couldn't strike himwith it. Her other hand came up and he
grabbed that, too. Her hair came | oose of its pins, cascading around her crinmsoned face, and he
spared anot her noment's admration for a wonan of inmedi ate passions—so unsuited to his cold fish
of a brother.

"CGently, ny lady!" he laughed. "Hear ne out in full before you kill ne!"

"I thought you a man of honor and pride!" she snarled. "You led me to think it after Rohan died.
Have you turned craven |like your father and brother?"

"You don't nuch care who fights whom do you? As | ong as soneone does sonething!"

"l care about ny son," she snapped. "And what fine exanples his kinsmen are of what a prince
shoul d be! Nothing but cowardi ce and—

"Yes, yes, | know the whole list of defects in our characters,” he interrupted. "You have such a
demandi ng standard of excellence. WIIl you listen for a monment, Arnisaya? | pronise you'll Ilike
what you hear. For Len-ig's sake as well as your own."

Sullenly, she replied, "Talk. It's all you and your breed are good at."

This was the way to handl e her, he thought: ignite her tenper, then bank the fire with sweet
reason that kept it snoldering against the object he intended. Life with her would not be placid,
but never would it be dull.

"I"ve notified those anong the highborns who believe as we do to be ready at ny summons. The
househol d guard is nine to comand as well. Wat do you think |'ve been doing all autumm and hal f
the winter?"

She caught her breath. "Riding the nearer keeps, and the river all the way to Einar. But you said
it was to nake sure we had defenses enough if the Vellant'imdid attack."

"So | said. So | neant. And now ny father and brother will thank nme for it—for when Laric is
deni ed crossing here, he can be persuaded south. Edirne will

have no stomach for riding that far in such weather. So once he's trotted out |ooking |lovely on
his horse and shouted a bit at Laric, he'll return here and | eave the arnmy to ne."

"And once you've persuaded Laric down to Einar? What will Lord Sabriam do?"

She had a quick brain when she chose to use it. He sniled. "H's son Isriamis in the Desert. H's
sister Kiera married AHun of Lower Pyrme—and their son Kierun is Pol's squire. It's taken direct
threats fromny father to keep Sabriamfromoutfitting his merchant ships for war and sailing
against the Vellant'imin Brochwell Bay. Thus far, he hasn't noved. A hundred troops have been at
Ei nar since nmid-autumm to nake sure of it. But when | arrive with a whole arny, and tell Sabriam
to give Prince Laric all the ships he needs. "

Arni saya clutched his armexcitedly. "Wio's to say it's not your father's will? But why do al
this for Laric? Firon and Fessenden have ever contended over their borders. Even when Laric was
made prince in 719, and so nuch was settled—=

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry...%20Star%2002%20-%20The%20Dragon%20Token.txt (104 of 347) [2/4/2004 11:55:45 PM]



file:///D}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/M el ani €%620Rawn%620-%20Dragon%20Star%2002%620-%20T he%620Dragon%20T oken.txt

"—and so nuch | and was handed over to us to gain our support for Laric's claim" he broke in. "I
know all that. But Laric wants nothing but Firon. There's been no trouble since he cane to
Bal arat. Peace is a very good thing, Arnisaya."

"Yarin is of the old line, and would start it up all over again," she said, nodding. "Yes, | see
But you're not doing this for Edirne's ease as the next Prince of Fessenden. You're doing it for
me, and for Lenig."

He made an abashed shrug and let her think what she |iked. As he returned indoors, he reflected
that it was easier than telling her the truth.

He'd learned it hinself fromhis uncle. Alnbst two years ago, after his wife's death in a hunting

accident, Mlosh had fled into the hills on his swiftest horse. Sonme said he wanted to escape his

sorrow, others that he wanted to find death, still others that he wanted to find and kill the stag
whose chase had caused her fall fromthe saddle. Instead, a diarnadhi found him The sorcerer

had died and M| osh had cone hone, and had not |eft his hol ding since.

Camant o, who was friend as well as nephew, had been the only one to whom M1 osh confided that he'd

had no hand in destroying the man who captured him "I was trussed in a chair. He went outside for
nmore wood, | heard himscream and when |I finally got nyself loose | found himin the clearing,
charred to a crisp. Another sorcerer, Sunrunners, |'ve no idea—but he was dead by soneone's fire,

with no one around but ne."

It was something el se about the incident that notivated Cananto now. The sorcerer had said al nost
nothing to M|l osh, not even why he'd been taken or what was planned for him On his way back to
Fessada after naking sure his uncle was recovering fromthe ordeal, Camanto had ridden alone up to
the cottage. There he had found three interesting things: a crystal goblet, a small sack of coins,
and a coverlet on the bed. The nobney was undoubtedly paynent for Ml osh's abduction. The gobl et
and quilt, however, made little sense until he noted the colors: the ice white and w nter-sun
yel | ow of Snowcoves.

The quilt was new, silk on one side, velvet on the other. The goblet was as fine a piece of work
as any Camanto had ever seen, with the hallmark of Snowcoves' court glassmaster on the bottom How
woul d someone living in a hillside hovel, and so far fromFiron as well, acquire such expensive
itens?

He'd worked his mind around it all the way back to Fessada. Paynent and tokens of favor; they had
to be. To a sorcerer, fromsoneone rich and inportant enough in Snowcoves to buy fromLord Yarin's
own personal crystaller. If Yarin hinself wasn't diarmadhi, then someone close to hi mnust be.

Canmant o had burned the quilt and shattered the goblet in the hearth. He told no one. Wo woul d
believe it? Stirring up the old troubl es between Fessenden and Firon with only a suspicion woul d
avai |l nothing—and might injure MIlosh, for Camanto's suspicions included him He would never
willingly join in treason, but no one knew what sorcerers could do to a man. Revenge for

sonme petty personal grudge was the accepted reason for the abduction. Coins, goblet, and quilt
sai d ot herwi se. Sunrunners could use eyes and ears other than their own; why not sorcerers?
Princess Chi ana been suborned by a diarmadhi witch. It was possible. M| osh had been held for
al nost two days. Who knew but that he had been nade a creature of the diarmadh'imw thout his
know edge? It was nmuch better that he stayed at his own hol ding and away from Fessada.

When rumor and then Fessada's court Sunrunner established Lord Yarin at Balarat, Canmanto knew that
just as the sorcerers had tried to take Princemarch by killing Pol and using Chiana, now they were
attenpting to claimFiron. Whether or not Yarin hinmself was diarmadhi nade little difference.
Surely they were his allies. It all nmade too much sense; in ages past they had retreated to the
Veresch in the face of faradhi suprenmacy. There coul d be thousands of themin the nountains, ready
to come at Yarin's call once Bal arat was secured. And where would they go next but Fessenden on
their way to Princemarch?

Canmanto was well aware that the nere thought of facing a whole arny of sorcerers would destroy the
fighting will of any force rai sed against them Better that they not know He knew, and it scared
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himmore than the Vellant'imever could.

By all reports, the Vellant'imshouted "Diarnadh'im" as their battle cry. Yarin could also be
receiving support fromthem No dragon-headed shi ps had been sighted sailing north to Snowcoves,
but that might only be because of the miserable weather. They night be waiting for spring, unti
after the south was theirs, to assist Yarin and his di armadhi confederates in the north.

Canant o knew how vul nerabl e his honel and was. Ei nar could be seized in a day, the | ower Ussh River
taken in a four-day march. Fessada woul d be the work of an afternoon. Ensuring that the eneny did
not get past Einar was his duty as a Prince of Fessenden. And once he acconplished it, there would
be no question of his brother Edirne's continuing as their father's heir.

Al'l autum he had debated the merits of asking Lord Andry's help. The Lord of Goddess Keep and his
Sunrunners had done—sonet hing—+o kill the sorcerer. Mre, they had done it froman incredible

di stance, even greater than that bridged by Sioned in building her dome of starfire around the
battl e between Rohan and Roel -stra. They m ght performthe sane service for Camanto now. They

m ght give his arny an edge if it cane to fighting sorcery.

Andry's own actions—er |ack of themkept Camanto from contacti ng Goddess Keep. No one, no matter
the need, had been hel ped at any di stance by Andry. Wat did it matter that Rohan had restricted
use of faradhi arts to the defense of Goddess Keep? Andry's duty was to protect the princedons. He
hadn't. And Pol would never ask for his help. A man woul d have to be nonunentally witless not to
know how t hi ngs stood between Andry and Pol. Camanto despi sed Edirne, but the enotion was grounded
in contenpt. He didn't fear his brother the way those two feared each other's power. Andry had | et
Radzyn, his own birthplace, be taken; what did he care about all of Fessenden?

No, Camanto would not ask help fromthe Lord of Goddess Keep. And once Pirro was dead and he was
Prince of Fessenden, both Andry and Pol could rot for all the support he would ever give themin
anyt hi ng.

And he woul d be Prince of Fessenden. Totally honest with hinself, if not with those around him he
knew his actions were notivated by equal parts anbition for his future, loathing for his brother
and love for his princedom Desire for Arnisaya was purely secondary, but made things nore

anusi ng.

So that night he had a little talk with his father and brother. Two nornings l|ater—as Pol started
for Feruche, Tallain for Tiglath, and the mai ned Cunaxans and Mer-ida for their homes—€ananto
stood once again in his tower chanber, watching his brother ride a beautiful black horse out into
the snow. A neasure away at the river, as nmany troops as could be gathered in so brief a

time had assenbled for Edirne's inspection—and Ca-nmanto's eventual use.

*

For the first thirty-two years of her life, Princess Nay-dra had been a daughter of Hi gh Prince
Roel stra. For the next thirty-two, she was the wife of Lord Narat of Port Adni. The forner had
been an accident of birth; the latter was a blessing for which she thanked the Goddess every day
of her life.

Her father was | ong dead. Now her husband was dead too, having succunbed to a chroni c weakness of
the lungs early in autunm at Waes. Neither father nor husband was alive to give name, definition
meani ng to her life. Had she borne a son, she woul d have devoted herself entirely to himand been
content. Daughter to a father, wife to a husband, nother to a son: a gentle wonanly circle, a
perfect life. But conpletion of it was denied her, for she had no son, and no nmeans of defining
hersel f.

She was still a princess, still Lady of Port Adni. But the titles were enpty as bl own eggshells
wi t hout the nen who had given them People said "your grace" and "ny |ady" and the words neant
not hi ng.

The day after Cuthine left for Tilal's canp and did not return, Princess Pallia' s tutor canme to
Naydra's chanmbers, bowed | ow, and gave her a new title.
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"I beg a few nonents, Diarnmadh'reia."

Di stracted by her concern for Cuthine, Naydra did not inmediately understand the strange word.
When she did, her knees buckled and she stunbled to a chair

The man | eaned back agai nst the door into the anteroom It snicked shut. He had the tenerity to
lock it.

"You knew, your grace," he said quietly. "Your sister Pandsal a knew at the last. lanthe did
not —and thank the Goddess for it. Lenala died of Plague before she could find out. Your nother was
Lallante of the Mountain—-a line of so-called 'stone burners' old before the time of Lady Merisel."

Naydra stared at him She had never seen a sorcerer—

that she knew of -but they were said to al nost always be Fironese in appearance, reflecting their
exile to the Veresch and the nmingling of their blood with that of the nountain folk. This young
man was fair, with blue eyes and reddi sh-blond curls and a pale conplexion. He didn't | ook Iike a
madman. But he babbl ed conpl et e nonsense.

"My name is Branig," he said. "I amthe latest of those who have watched Swal ekeep—for Princess
Chia-na's safety, although she wouldn't see it that way," he added with a little smle. "After

what happened ni ne years ago, we decided that certain persons night be vulnerable to their own

anbi ti ons, and need guardi ng agai nst —

"We?" She clutched the arms of her chair. "Wo are you? Wat do you nean?"

Branig sighed. "This will take time, which we don't really have. Not all of us side with Mreva,
who chal | enged Prince Pol. Your nother was their hope. You may very well be ours."”

"My not her?" Naydra shook her head weakly. "Wat are you tal king about ?"
"May | explain, Diarmadh'reia? May | tell you what you are?”
"Stop calling nme that!" she cried. " 'Princess of sorcerers!' "
"No. A princess who is a sorcerer.”

"I"'mnot! Cet out! | want nothing to do with your w ckedness!"
"Mreva's clan-kin have nmuch to answer for," Branig nuttered.

"This war is your doing! The eneny use the very nane as their battle cry!"

"I can't help that. | don't know why they do it. | don't even know who they are! Wat | do know is
that they nmust be defeated. And to do that, | need you."

Naydra pushed herself to her feet and backed away fromhim "If | cry out, guards will cone—=

"l know. Am| so stupid that | would risk comng here if it were not vital?" Urgency was in his
pal e eyes, his extended hands. "Listen to ne. Lady Cuthine is dead.

Lord Rialt and Lady Mevita are in custody by Chiana's order. She works with the eneny, and Lady
Aurar is her courier, as traitorous as she and for the same reason: desire for a princedom" He
came forward. Tall and inexorable, he rem nded her frighteningly of her father

But his voice was soft, al nost pleading, and there was need in his eyes as he said,
"Di armadh' reia, you nmust believe me. You can no | onger ignore what you are—and we can no | onger
let you."

Her mind reeled. Cuthine dead, Rialt and Mevita in prison? This could not be happeni ng. She knew
he nust be insane.

She suspected suddenly that she was, too, when she heard herself say, "Sit down, Branig, and tell
me what you think I am"
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“Pol

He jerked upright in his saddle. The |late afternoon sunshine was warm oddly soft for winter, and
the steady rhythm of hooves had nearly lulled himto sleep. "Wat? Wat is it? Mre Merida?"

"No, of course not." Riyan sounded anused. "I was just thinking about what you said. Using the
Desert. Did you have anything in mind?"

Pol's turn to smle. So that's what he's been chewi ng over, he thought. Riyan had been silent ever
since starting for Feruche. Pol had waited himout through fifty neasures of sand, stone, and
occasional salt flats with a patience possible only because a battle had been won. Not the nost

i mportant one, but at |east the taint of defeat was scoured fromhis tongue. He was no longer in
such a hurry—even though he'd decided to ride ahead with an escort of cavalry and the three
Cunaxan brothers. That they were Meiglan's brothers was sonmething he didn't think about too much.

"Sand, dragons, gold," he nused. They rode at the head of the colum, out of earshot, or he would
never have mentioned that last. "Interesting weapons."

"Very," R yan agreed. "W've seen what creative use of the terrain can acconplish. | doubt you
could buy off the Vellant'im so | can't see what good the gold can do us. But they are scared of
dragons. "

"One of themisn't." And Pol explained how Elidi had behaved at Skybow —and what had happened to
her at Stronghold as reported by a horrified Meath the next norning. "Wen | took a | ook for
mysel f, they were yanking out her tal ons and teeth—-keepsakes, | suppose,” he finished bitterly.

"Poor little thing," Riyan murnured. "You see the inplications."”

"I'"ve been too angry to think rmuch about it," he adnmitted. "But I'Il find whoever did it, Riyan
Find himand butcher himthe way he did her."

"But do you know what this nmeans?" he insisted. "Dragons talk with each other. There's proof now.
You say Azhdeen tal ked to you— He interrupted hinmself with a sigh. "W have to find a better word
for it one of these days."

"It does tend to give the wong inpression," Pol agreed. "Go on."

"Elidi got the information from Azhdeen and flew off to Stronghold. That's inportant. But what's
really intriguing is that dragons care about their humans. They're indifferent parents to their
own offspring. They share rearing anong all adult dragons. But they care about us."

Pol mnulled that over, rubbing his thigh to ease a nuscle cranp. He'd been in the saddl e two days
past forever. "Maybe they're just possessive. | always get the feeling that Azhdeen considers ne
his property. Mdrwenna was Elidi's, and taken from her."

"But the way you described her how s—and Elisel hovering around Sioned—+t argues for sonething
el se. Sonething nore."

"Not a parent-child relationship. And certainly not friendly equals."
Ri yan nodded ruefully. "You know what it reminds nme of? Achild with a favorite toy."

Pol gave a start, then began to | augh. "Goddess. That's exactly what it is! | had a stuffed
greentail bird when | was little, velvet with real feathers sewn on, and polished sand-jade eyes.
| talked to himall the tinme, played with him wouldn't go to bed unless he was there—and Goddess
hel p anybody who so rmuch as put a finger on him He was mne."

"And not to be shared. And that's how the dragons see us."

"So |I'm Azhdeen's wal ki ng, tal king, breathing stuffed
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toy, am|?"

"I't's just how Sadalian treats nme." He paused. "Do you think Elidi went to Stronghold for
vengeance?"

Pol narrowed his gaze. "If you' re asking whether one of us should volunteer to play dead and then
see what the dragon does, no thanks."

"I'"d never do that to a dragon! No, | was thinking that if they perceived a threat to their
humans—

"—they m ght attack?" He considered it, but only for a nonment. "They're too vul nerable. Think what
damage a volley of arrows could do, or one of those stone-throwing arnms. And the Vellant'imdon't
seem afrai d of dragons anynore."

"Maybe. But |'d probably wet ny trousers if | saw a flight of angry dragons coming at nme." He
shook his head. "No, you're right. We can't use them Not that way."

"So we're back to sand. More specifically, what's onit. Tell ne how | can use Feruche."

Riyan flexed stiff fingers around his reins and rotated his sore right shoulder. He'd sl aughtered
so many Merida and Cunaxans that he'd wwenched a nuscle in the process. "I don't think we can.
Sorin built it too well. It's too inposing. One | ook and nobody in his right mnd would attack."

"That's what everybody thought about Stronghold, too.™"

"But Feruche is relatively easy to supply, which Stronghold really wasn't. They knew you had to
come out and fight eventually. What about Skybow ?"

"What about it?" Pol asked, his inpatience returning. "You own it, you know it better than anybody
but your father. How would you use it?"

"It's too steep to attack fromor nount an assault against. But there's a good flat stretch out
beyond it, if you've a mind to a pitched battle."

"l don't. We lose them™ he replied bluntly.
Ri yan sai d not hi ng.

After a nmonent Pol shrugged irritably. "We're beating our wings without flying anywhere. Tonorrow
nmorning we'll be back at Feruche, where two Battle Comranders can think this out nuch better than
we can. Chay didn't have nuch to do the last thirty years, but Zehava kept hi m good and busy
before that. And he taught Maarken everything he knows."

"But you've got an advantage with Maarken. He's a Sunrunner. He'll use that in his battle plans,
t 0o. "

Pol gl anced back and slowed his horse, seeing that they were a little too far ahead of the others.
"That's sonething else | wanted to talk to you about. What we did at Stronghold worked, as far as
it went. Sectioning off the enenmy under a fire dome—and we'll have to think up a better word for
that, too. It wasn't really the ros'sa-lath Andry used at Goddess Keep."

"It didn'"t kill," Riyan mnurnmnured.
"No, it only allowed the soldiers to do our killing for us." He slanmed his fist against the
ponmel, startling his horse. "Hells, Riyan—+ dance as | like around an oath |I never swore, but the

rest of you—
"—wi |l nake peace with ourselves. And with the CGoddess."
"Very pretty," Pol snapped. "Stop trying to make nme feel better."

Ri yan gave himan overdone bow fromthe saddle. "It's Maarken's duty to kick you when you need it.
The rest of your athr'imnust soothe your bruised backside. Wiich reminds ne—with a victory to
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celebrate, would it be the right tinme to take formal oath of us? There's Chay, Marken, and me—=
"And that madman Kazander."
"He'd swear to you?" Riyan asked in amazenent. "An Isul ki ?"
"He's crazy enough to swear the sun sets in the east if | ask himto."
"I don't dare inmgine the words he'll use in the oath-taking. Does he always talk |ike that?"

Pol smiled briefly. "Worse. | think it's a good idea about the vassals. W'Il include your little
brother, too, on your father's behal f."

"Dannar will enjoy that. Kierun and |Isriamcan swear to you for their fathers, as well. You don't
happen to have another prince handy, do you? One of them ought to take oath in token of the rest."”

"Not all of whomare thrilled with the prospect of ne as Hi gh Prince. No, | left Daniv down at
Skybow with Walvis and Feylin. He'll be sorry to miss all the princely trinmmngs. There was a

banquet once, at Radzyn, and ny father says— he closed his nouth and gl anced away.

"I understand," Riyan told himquietly. "It hurts us all. But it's hardest on you."

He shook his head. "Goddess, | wish it were. | can stand it—at least, | think I can. | have to.
But ny nother—you don't know what this has done to her. At least | can go out and kill people."
"I't hel ps."

"Only while I"'mdoing it. Wen the fighting's over and ny blood cools, | feel—-Riyan," he blurted
out, "I'ma fraud. An inposter. And | don't know why it should matter, because it's been that way
all ny life. But every tinme anyone says 'nmy lord in the voice that really means ' H gh Prince,’
expect to hear himanswer. |I'mpretending to be what he was, doing what | think he'd do."

"Way not do what you believe is right?"

"I did. Yesterday," he replied bleakly. "I don't want to be good at killing. Wat scares ne is
that | think it's what | nmight be best at."

Rohan had said the same thing, jeering at him "Perhaps you' re the right man for the work after
all. Perhaps only a barbarian can defeat barbarians. Take heart, Pol. If | die sonewhere along the
way, you'll be High Prince

and get your chance to play the warrior. You ought to do very well. You seemto have all the right
instincts.”

And yet, who had been his pattern for what he had done? None other than his el egant, educat ed,
civilized father. In 704, Merida had attacked Stronghol d. Rohan had ordered the right hand of
every prisoner cut off—and hadn't even had conpassi on enough to cauterize the wounds.

Ri yan's voice, deliberately harsh, interrupted his thoughts. "Maarken isn't here, so it's left to
me. Stop feeling so dammed sorry for yourself! If all this wounds your tender sensibilities, so
much the better.”

"What do you care? AH you have to do is what | tell you. I'mthe one who has to decide."

"So the lowy athri can't possibly understand the mighty H gh Prince?" Dark eyes glittered
dangerously. "You whining, self-righteous—

"Stop it, Riyan!"

"Didn't you learn anything from Rohan? It's when war starts to feel good that you've got sonething
to worry about!"

"Then start worrying," he snarled. "I loved it and | can't wait to do it again!" He dug his heels
into his stallion's ribs and gal | oped ahead, where the | engthening afternoon shadows coul d hide
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hi m
*

"You got him You got him"

I sriam staggered carefully anmid a swarm of children and wi shed Princess Jihan wasn't such a
stickler for realism Even on his best days he tended to a few awkward bunps—hi s ever-1 engt heni ng
linbs would get in the way of every table and chair and doorway at Feruche—so he was used to

brui ses. But Jihan would conplain if the fall wasn't a good one, and there was nothing soft in the
ki tchen garden but turned vegetabl e beds. Resigned to nore bruises and a great deal of dirt, he
toppled with what he hoped was true artistry, bracing hinself with one "wing," and let out a

pi t eous noan.

Instantly a dozen children clinbed all over him giggling and tickling. Lady Maara then called
victory, and he was helped to his feet by the solicitous royal hands of Princess Rislyn, who asked
if he was all right.

"Your poor, defeated dragon is just fine, your grace," he replied. Brushing hinself off, he smled
down at her and w shed his parents had seen fit to give hima little sister or two. In this castle
that some days resenbled a nminor riot held at hip-height, he was discovering that he |iked playing
bi g brother.

Lord Chaynal had been apol ogetic when assigning Is-riamto ride herd on the children. "It's
scarcely the kind of duty a squire dreams of, especially one at the court of the Hi gh Prince."

"Ch no, nmy lord, I likeit. | want a big famly—and it wouldn't do to have Daniv playing
nursenaid. Not a Prince of Syr."

So Daniv had stayed at Skybowl to command troops as befitted his lofty station—dnder the gui dance
and protection of Lord Walvis and Lord Sethric. Isriamdid not envy his friend in the least. He'd
had enough of battle. It was a relief to be given charge with Lady Betheyn of the refugees from
Dorval . He had quickly | earned that although the children were fun and not all that much trouble,
he had no patience with their elders. He |oathed bad nmanners. Betheyn took care of the parents; he
saw to the children; and if patrols hadn't regularly ridden in and out of Feruche, he could have
sworn this was nerely a castle with an overpopul ati on problem and there was no war at all

O course, the journey to Chal dona woul d be another nmatter entirely. He woul d have chances enough
to use his training to keep the Dorvali together and noving. H s was the conmand of the
acconpanyi ng troops, and his orders would supersede even Betheyn's. Isriamknew he could do it,
and do it well, but he was just as happy to be distracting the children while their el ders packed
for the evening departure.

Hungry after their fifth dragon slaying, the children invaded the kitchens. |sriam groaned
i nwardly when

sweets were distributed by indul gent servants. So nmuch for any hope of settling the nob to naps.

Suddenly a wave of silence passed over them and every single head bowed in the direction of the
door. Isriamturned. Hi gh Princess Sioned paused at the lintel, blinking at a quiet unnatural in a
kitchen full of children. She swayed slightly, and for a nonment she al nost | ooked |ike
Princess—Hi gh Princess—Meiglan, tense with apprehension at what all these people night expect of
her .

Isriamhad |ived at Stronghold since 733, when he'd come as a squire at the age of twelve. Her
grace's capacity was | egendary. He had seen her drink her husband, Lord Chaynal, and Lord Maarken
under the table and not bat an eyel ash

He had never seen her drunk
He started forward, fearing he knew not what. Rislyn was faster

"Granda, Granda!" she sang out, clasping her grandnother's hand. "Isriam nakes us take a nap
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before dinner, will you read to us instead? Please?"

He cringed inwardly at the thought of a slurred voice stunbling over every other word. But he had
underestimated her. Not a syllable was out of place, not a sibilant was anything other than
perfectly clear.

"OfF course | will, darling. Cone on, all of you, let's go upstairs and I'l|l read you a story."

"Not a | esson story,
story!"”

" Jihan said, winkling her nose. "W had | essons this norning. W want a good

Si oned | aughed and led her little army of sticky-faced children away. |sriam had better manners
than to sigh with relief. But relief lasted only as long as it took one of the maids to catch his
eye.

"I was hoping she'd come down for sonmething to eat, my lord. She doesn't, you know. Hardly a
nmorsel. Just this." She held up an enpty wi ne pitcher

H s nother, a Lady of Meadowl ord who nade sure everyone knew it, had drilled into himvery early
that one never listened to servants' gossip, let alone participated in it. But Lady |saura had
never had to deal with a High Princess in Sioned' s condition

"I't's not as if she tries to hide it, either. My lord, | don't Ilike to trouble the Hi gh Prince,
but if she keeps on the way she's going. ." She shrugged. "Perhaps Lord Meath. . . .'

"Yes. |I'll talk to him?"

On his way to the courtyard to find the Sunrunner, he wondered howin all Hells one informed a nman
that his nother was drinking herself to death. Well, better Meath than him

A groomtold himthat Meath had been seen entering the west garden. |sriam pushed open the bl ack
iron gate decorated with painted dragons and made his way through the short shrubbery to the pond
at the naze's center. Meath was sitting on a bench, calmy Sunrunning. Isriamknew the | ook of it,
and respectfully held back until the faradhi's eyes focused again.

Meath smiled at him "Isriam Everything ready for the trip to Chal dona? Wat brings you here—the
peace and qui et ?"

"No, | cane to ask you sonething." He drew a breath. "Does it seemto you—+t's cone to ny— nean
I"ve noticed—+'mworried about the Hi gh Princess,” he blurted at |ast.

The big Sunrunner gave a tiny sigh. "She's better. She isn't keeping to her roons as much
anynmore— he broke off as Isriamshook his head. "What is it?"

"Just now, in the kitchens—+f Princess Rislyn hadn't asked her to read thema story, she would' ve
gone back up with another pitcher of wine. One of the naids says she drinks constantly and eats
al nost not hi ng. "

Meat h | eaned back agai nst the cool green-veined narble of the bench. "I know " he said softly.
"Sonebody has to do sonething. |'mafraid she's going to kill herself."

"If she wanted to die, she would,"” was the flat reply. "She's a Sunrunner. She knows how. "

He didn't know what to say to that.

"I understand your worry, Isriam You' ve done your duty by telling me—

"To Hells with ny duty!"

The faradhi eyed himmusingly. "Forgive nme. It was a foolish thing to say. I'll do what | can
Isriam | promse."

And with that the young man had to be content.
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Meat h wat ched hi m go, thinking that although he had never understood how they did it, Rohan and
Si oned both evoked enotions that went far beyond nere duty. Those who knew and served them had
faith in themas rulers, and | ove for them as' people. Perhaps it happened because they earned
loyalty that anyone el se would sinply have commanded or taken for granted.

But Sioned was taking advantage of that loyalty, and hurting those who | oved her. Anger he had not
allowed Isriamto see began to roil in him Yesterday Hollis had asked himto please di scourage
Sioned fromoffering to help with the wounded. In her present state, she was as likely to give a
cleansing tincture as a sl eeping draught. This norning R yan had asked himto please di scourage
Sioned fromoffering to help exercise the horses. In her present state, she was likely to fal

of f.

Now | sri am

"Stay with her," Rohan had said. Meath would, until his |ast breath—but Sioned wasn't making it
easy. He tried to tell hinmself that it was a good sign, her willingness to help again. She was
venturing out of her enotional exile, attenpting to nmake hersel f useful. He knew she needed
sonmet hing to do. He synpathi zed—but he wasn't about to let her do it drunk

Si oned had made fools of the clever all her life, out-thought and out-fought every eneny, guided
whol e princedons—

—had done it sober.

He didn't relish the idea of confronting her. He suspected Pol had al ready done so, w thout
percepti bl e success. Rohan woul d have known what to say, what to do, Meath told hinmself in
despai r. Rohan woul d have been appalled to know he was the cause of this.

Maybe that was how to do it. But even the prospect of mentioning Rohan's nanme around her was
enough to make hi m queasy.

Per haps when Pol got back fromkilling Merida he could talk sonme sanity into her. If not
Meat h woul d have to try it hinself.

But he knew that no one, no one, made Sioned's decisions but Sioned.

*

Princess Naydra kept to her roomthe whole of the day, alternating between disbelief and a strange
new sensation of power. The seenmingly endless tolling of It cannot be true—t nust be true
gradually rang a change in her mind to I"mnot—+ am And finally, toward dusk: | don't want—+ do
want .

At sunset, a servant crept into her chanber with a tray of food. "My | ady? Pl ease, you should eat
sonet hing. "

"Take it away, |'mnot hungry," Naydra said.
"But, ny |ady—

"I said |leave ne!" she snapped. "Are you deaf ?"
"No, my lady. |—

"Then what's wong with you? | gave you an order. Followit!"

Branig slid smoothly into the anteroom took the tray, and said, "Perhaps her grace will feel nore
like eating a little later. You can go back to the kitchens now. "

The servant scurried away. Branig el bowed the door shut and put the food on a table, regarding her
specul a-tively. "You've thought it over," he said.

"Yes," Naydra replied, and heard nore than sinple affirmation in her voice. She realized then that
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I't must be true/l am | want had won the battle of belief; nore, for the first time in her life
she had access to power that would allow her to do sonething about her fate. Branig nust have seen
it in her eyes, for a fleeting smle touched his |ips.

“I'I'l give you all the help I can, Diarmadh'reia.”

She trusted himnot at all. But whatever he wanted from her—and she was sure it was different from
what he said he wanted—she could | earn nothing by rejecting his offer of action

"If anything is to be done, it nust be done tonight. Now " She was unable to believe the words had
left her lips. But despite the strangeness of the sounds to her ears, her nind and body settled
into this new strength with surprising ease. "Prince Tilal and Lord Ostvel need to be told certain
t hi ngs. "

"Tell me, and | will go to them"™

Was that what he wanted? To know what she knew, and tell the Vellant'in®? "lnpossible. They've
never met you. | nust go nyself." Wen he frowned, she dism ssed further objections with a shake
of her head. "I need a horse. Not one of those fire-eating Radzyn nonsters, mnd you, |'d fal
of f. Can you get me outside the walls with no one the w ser?"

"Horses will be waiting for both of us. How we get to themis ny responsibility.” Branig took a
smal | pouch fromhis pocket and reached for the wine pitcher on the tray. As he poured wine into a
cup and sifted sonme sort of dried herb into the |iquid, he went on, "Everyone already thinks you

i ndi sposed. Call your maid. Tell her you're going to bed. I'll be back before noonrise."

"Why not after? The light will give you the chance to see— She broke off as another little smle
touched his nouth. Used to Sunrunners, she'd forgotten that diar-madh'imdid not need the noons.

"The moonlight will let others see, as well," he said. "And what they will see is us."

"That won't matter, once we're out of Swal ekeep." She started for her bedchanber, then turned. "In
whi ch direction did Cuthine ride?"

Brani g frowned. "West."

"Then we'll go south and turn west after a few nmeasures.”
"But that will lead us directly into the Vellanti lines!"
A smile curved her lips, an unfamliar smle that nevertheless felt quite natural. "Don't worry,

Branig. Meet ne at noonrise near the library stairs."

She left himin the anteroomand hurried to the standi ng wardrobe to pick through her scant store
of clothing, tossing her selections over her shoul der onto the rug.

The trousers, woolen shirt, and knee-length cloak had | ast been worn on the journey from Waes. The
garnments were clean now, and nended, and the boots borrowed fromone of Rialt's household guard

gl eamred with polish. Naydra changed as quickly as she could, cursing her aging bones. Never
physically robust, |ong days in the saddl e escaping Waes had | eft her sixty-four-winter-old frane
in a state of near collapse. But her nuscles had toughened, and if the horse Branig gave her was
sof t - mout hed, she nmight just nake it through without having to soak in a hot bath for three days
af t erward.

When she returned to the other room Branig had vani shed. So too the wine he'd poured. Naydra sat
and forced herself to eat a few bites of dinner, thinking about what she would be doing in the
next little while. To her surprise, the spoon clattered against the enpty bow in no time at all.

How odd that havi ng power and purpose made one so hungry.

There was a guard down the hallway that led to Rin-hoel's chanbers. Naydra called her over and
told her to take the tray downstairs, and while she was at it to find her maid. "This horrible
climate of yours has given nme a chill," she said petulantly. "1 don't wish to be disturbed unti
noon tonorrow. Not by anyone for anything. Is that clear?"
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"Yes, ny lady," the wonman replied, respectfully enough—this was Princess Chiana's hal f-sister
after all—but with an undertone of resentnent at being commanded to play the | ackey. As she
started down the corridor, Naydra enphatically slamed the door shut. After counting to twenty,
she opened it again, glanced around, and tiptoed across the thick rugs to R nhoel's roons.

Everyone was at dinner in the hall. Naydra knew exactly where to find what she sought, and
expected to whisk in and out before anyone saw her. The heavy oak doors opened to her—there was no
need to | ock up when there was always a guard on duty, the one Naydra had sent off on an
errand—and she entered the reception room Large, masculine furniture was strewn across an

enor mous Cunaxan carpet patterned in shades of green and blue and crimson. And there, between a
pair of garnet velvet chairs, on the table beside a silver bow of candied fruits, was—

Not hi ng.

Naydra stared at the table, stricken. Al at once a soft crash near the fireplace whirled her
around. Tangled in a chair, its pillows, and her own skirts was a snmall, struggling figure. Naydra
swal | owed her heart and quickly righted first the chair and then Princess Palil a.

"What in the Nane of the Goddess are you doi ng here?" she scolded, guilt and surprise sharpening
her voice. The girl cringed back, terrified. "W gave each other quite a start, didn't we? |I'm
sorry, Palila. Are you hurt?"

"N-no, ny lady—+ was just—+ didn't nean—

"I know you didn't. But | don't understand why you're in your brother's roons," she said, hoping
the sane question woul d not be asked of her

"I"'msorry, ny lady."

Naydra sm | ed reassurance. "Ch, | think we know each other well enough so that you can use ny
name, or call nme your aunt, whichever pleases you. Are you |ooking for sonething? So am 1. Perhaps
we can hel p each other."

Palila fidgeted and cl enched her fists. Then she delved into a pocket. "I+ already found—but it's
not for me, ny lady—+ nean, Aunt Naydra," she amended shyly. "It's for Polev. He's in nmy room
crying. Nobody knows where his parents are and he's upset, and—

Naydra's gaze caught on the gold in the small palm

"He's al ways tal ki ng about—+ thought he might Iike to play with it. | was going to put it back
later. He's crying," she repeated. .
She reached for the token, felt it cool and sharp in her hand. "It was kind of you to think of a

way to cheer him"

"You won't tell?"

"Of course not. Wy should I?"

Palila smled and started for the door. Naydra gl anced

around swiftly. Everything was as it had been, the overturned chair and pillows back in place.
d osing her hand around the gold dragon, she followed the girl into the hall

"Aunt Naydra, do you know where Lord Rialt and Lady Mevita are?"

"No, ny dear," she replied, and it was only partly a lie. She had no i dea where prisoners were
kept in Swal e-keep. Al ways assuming that Branig had not |ied about that.

Polev held forth fromthe nmddle of Palila's bedchanber floor. Tears ceased instantly when he was
presented with the dragon. Naydra kept one eye nervously on the windows for the first glimer of
the nmoons. But Pol ev, |ong since worn out by sobs, quickly began to droop over his prize. She
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tucked himinto the quilt, gently retrieving the dragon froma possessive fist grown lax with
sl eep.

When Naydra whi spered, "Wn't soneone wonder where he is?" Palila shook her head.

"The servants brought himto ne when his crying kept everybody else fromgoing to sleep. He'll be
all right here, Aunt Naydra. WII you keep the dragon for hin®"

"No, I'l'l put it back in Rinhoel's room And he doesn't need to know that we borrowed it. You'd
better get to bed yourself, nmy dear. Good night."

She was only a little late getting to the library stairs. Branig stepped out of a shadowy
enbrasure and rmurmured, "I'd begun to worry."

"That |'d | ost ny courage?"

"Never, Diarmadh'reia. That you'd been caught." He | ed her down the three flights of steps to a
back entrance. "We're in luck. There's trouble at the docksi de warehouses. Everyone's in a panic
W won't be noticed even w thout sorcery."”

"Do you use it so casually, then?" She pulled her cloak nmore firmy around her with one hand, the
other tight around the dragon

"I use it very rarely. Al of us do.
garden, he

Taki ng her el bow to guide her through the deserted kitchen

added, "But | didn't use it tonight. Whatever's going on isn't ny doing. It's the Goddess sniling
on us."

"You believe in her?"

Brani g | aughed softly. "So they still tell those old stories, do they? Lady Merisel managed to
obliterate our |anguage, our know edge, and dammed near us, but not even she could stifle the

| egends. No, ny |ady, diarmadh-'imdo not nurder children, trap innocent spirits inside nirrors,
drink dragon's blood, or set fire to nountains." There was a bright, excited note to his voice,
not tense, but anticipatory. As if he was about to have the tine of his life. "Though I'mtold
there used to be some very pretty cerenonies at Castle Crag at the New Year—all that stone to
burn, you know. "

Naydra tried to imagine it: the cliffs glowing red and gold and white with flanmes, fire falling
down the canyon until the very rocks seened ablaze, reflecting in the river far bel ow

"But you do believe in the Goddess?" she insisted.

"OF course. And the Father of Storns." He held a branch out of her way as they skirted the fence
of the Swal ekeep nenagerie. She could hear the nountain cats and the wol ves snarling at each
other, their cages clattering.

"And the old sorcerers—what did they believe?"
"At the first, who knows? At the last, all they seenmed to believe in was their own power."
"Rather like my father," she nuttered.

"1 suppose so, ny lady. Quietly now A guard sits by the gate and | don't want himal erted before
we get to him"

Brani g's touch cautioned her to stay put behind the thin shelter of a bare-linbed fruit tree. He
| eft her nonentarily, then cane back smling.

"He's only asleep," he said as they passed the slunped figure at the gate. "Or do you trust ne
enough not to suspect me of spells nmore sinister?"

He was teasing, his own |ightheartedness reaching out to her. A sense of hunor had never been

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry...%20Star%2002%20-%20The%20Dragon%20Token.txt (116 of 347) [2/4/2004 11:55:45 PM]



file:///D}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/M el ani €%620Rawn%620-%20Dragon%20Star%2002%620-%20T he%620Dragon%20T oken.txt
encouraged in Roelstra's daughters; though Naydra had slowy ac-

qui red one through the years, she didn't find this at all funny. By the first thin rays of
nmoonl i ght she scowl ed at Branig, who inmediately bowed his contrition and asked her pardon

"It's the dranath,” he explained as they nade their way along the torchlit streets of Swal ekeep
"I took quite a lot of it tonight in preparation for whatever | mght have to do. It affects sone
differently than others."

It had once enslaved her father's Sunrunner. She wondered if Branig was simlarly addicted. "Wo
was Lady Merisel? You seemto adnmire her, and yet—

"And yet," he agreed. "Down this alleyway, ny lady. Yes, we do adnire her. But not as an eneny who
vanqui shed us—al t hough she did that. It's very conplicated, what we feel for her."

They passed by a group of nmen and wonen benpani ng what ever di saster had occurred at the
war ehouses. Sonet hi ng about foodstuffs ruined by floodi ng, Naydra gathered, not nuch caring.

"About Lord Andry we are not so anbi guous," Branig said suddenly.
n \My?ll

"He wants us all dead. Wped out of existence and even menory-alt hough he's pleased to use our
know edge when it suits him" he added bitterly. "Here, this turning. You see the tavern? The
Crown and Castle? At the end of the street there's a breach in the wall. That's where we'll go
t hrough. "

"But it's barricaded. And, Branig, there nust be guards!"”

"OfF course. It's on the west side, where Prince Tilal nust approach, and they're guarding the arns
stockpiled in those carts." he clasped both hands together in front of his face. "Now s when
need the dranath,"” he muttered, closing his eyes.

He nurnmured sonet hi ng—the spell, perhaps. She shivered. And felt sonething al nbst at once, a kind
of scratching in the far corners of her mnd. Like mce scurrying for their holes. No, she
t hought, frightened and intrigued in equal parts, nore as if the mce were inside

the walls and scrabbling for a way out. And suddenly it was not m ce she thought of but great
predatory beasts, |like the cats and wolves in Chiana' s animal garden, or dragons. Clawing at their
iron cages, at the piled stones of their hatching caves, howing an insatiable need for freedom

The freedomto hunt, to kill?
Was this what it nmeant to have a sorcerer's power?

She gave a convul sive shudder and stepped back from Branig, wanting to run fromhimand this
revel ati on of what she coul d possess—what mi ght possess her. But his hand enfol ded hers with
exqui site respect, and he led her up to the carts that bl ocked the section of toppled wall. The
guards reacted not at all. As if they saw nothing. As if Naydra and Branig were invisible.

He hel ped her clanber between the barriers and over the broken stones. She slipped once, and heard
sonmeone behind her ask, "Wat's that?" But the reply was only, "Ch, the walls shift and resettle
all the tinme. Make yourself useful and go get us another pitcher, why don't you?"

There was soft, rain-drenched ground beneath her feet. Knees buckling, she |eaned back against the
solid rock of the outer wall.

Branig gave a long, relieved sigh. "I haven't done that in dragon's years. Not nmany know how. N ce
to know | haven't |ost the knack of it. Wait here, ny lady, |I'Il go get the horses."
"No—o, |'Il cone with you."

"You can rest for a while if you like." He smled kindly in the gathering silver glow of the
moons. "1 know what it is to feel someone else's power for the first tine."”
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Naydra swal | owed hard. "Wh-what did you do?"

"It's a variation on sonething the Sunrunners do, actually. Not wi cked or even very difficult if
you really know the trick of it—although disguising two people fromfour other people isn't
sonmething I'd care to juggle very often. |I'm good, but not that good."

"No, | neant what did you do?"
"Ch, that. | linked with you a little—not much, just

enough to include you in the working so what shielded me al so shielded you. What you felt was what
you are, answering to the use of power."

"l've been around Sunrunners," she breathed. "| never felt—

"I shoul d've said our kind of power. My lady, there's no hint of faradhi in you. If there had
been, you would have felt something around Sunrunners. But you're not, so you didn't."

"You've said what | am Wat are you?"

"W have a long ride ahead of us, and we'll have to hurry. I'Il tell you on the way."
"You will tell ne now, Branig."
The young man nodded. "Very well. The faradh'imhave begun to formtwo factions: those loyal to

Lord Andry and those who | ook to H gh Princess Sioned and her son. The sanme thing happened to us
after Lady Merisel defeated us. One side brought about Lallante's marriage, Mreva's plots nine
years since—and this war, for all | know They want the old ways back, and the old power. | am not
one of them ny lady. W want only to live without fear and wi thout hiding what we are. Prince Pol
has shown hinself tolerant. W feel we can trust his protection, so we will fight for him But
even if that were not the case, how could we stand by during this horror? This is our |and, too.
And we're dying right beside the rest of you."

"And yet you say you need ne."

"You are Diarmadh'reia" he replied sinply. "That is a powerful thing anong our people. And now
think we nust start. We'll ride south, as you said, so as not to be obvious. Then we will turn
west. Wth another of the Goddess' smiles in our direction, we ought to be in Prince TilaPs canp
bef ore dawn.”

*

They were, and Tilal's astoni shnent on recogni zi ng Naydra was equal ed only by hers that she had
actually gotten there alive. No Vellanti patrols had chal | enged

her passage; she and Branig m ght have been alone in all the world.

When she had been given nmulled wine and a confortable seat in the prince's tent, she said what she
had come to say. Then Branig asked if there was a place where she nmight rest until full Iight,
when they woul d | eave.

Cstvel eyed him pensively. "I appreciate your care of the princess, but I'mat a loss to
under st and your devotion to our interests. Wthout offense, may | ask exactly who you are besides
the court tutor?"

"Only that, ny lord,"” he replied. "And well aware of who ought to win the conming battle."

Naydra was staring into her wine cup. Ostvel caught Tilal's eye, glanced at the exhausted
princess, and saw the younger nan arch a brow slightly.

"l see," was Ostvel's only conment, but as Branig escorted Naydra to Ostvel's own tent, vacated
for her use, he said to Tilal, "I don't believe himany nore than you do."
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"I don't have nmuch interest right nowin who he is or even who he clains to be. | trust Naydra. Do
you?"

"Yes." Cstvel shifted on his canp stool, wi shing for a softer pillow beneath his saddl e-sore
behi nd. While he was at it, he wished for his own hearth, with a roaring fire in it, and his own
bed—with his wife init.

"It's too bad about Lady Cuthine," Tilal murnured. "And intolerable about Rialt and his wife."
"What do you want to do about it?"
" Si ege?"

Cstvel shook his head. "Even with the warehouses foul ed—and | think | detect the hand of a certain
silk merchant's son there—Swal ekeep can still feed its populace and the Vellant'imfor a while
yet."

Tilal shrugged. "All the sane, it's not nice to nake war on people whose only fault is that their
prince is an idiot and their princess a traitorous bitch."

"Granted. But we've only two choices. Attack the Vellant'imor attack Swal ekeep. Wi ch do you
t hi nk Chi ana wants nost?"

Tilal chewed his lip. "lIsn't there a third alternative?"
"Attack nobody?" Ostvel snorted with |aughter
"Certainly not. Attack everybody." And Tilal grinned.

CHAPTER TEN

"TIMNG " said Draza, "will be everything."

Kerl uthan, staring hard at the map spread on Ostvel's canp cot, was nore blunt. "You're going to
take a beating downriver if this doesn't work the way you plan."

Smiling at him Tilal said, "That's why you're going to lead the cavalry."
Ker | ut han | ooked surprised, then proud. "Thank you, ny lord!"
"So," Tilal went on, "if we all know what we're about, let's get to it."

The map was rolled, the two young | ords departed, and Ostvel deigned to express hinmself with a
vast sigh.

"That's two," Tilal said.
"1 beg your pardon? Two what ?"
"Two sighs. Also a grunt and three grinmaces. Wuld you care to el aborate?"

"Coddess, to be their age again," Ostvel said. "Draza thinks he's going to have a wonderful tine.
He probably will. And Kerluthan is straining at the bit to prove hinself the warrior his father
wasn't."

"I just hope he doesn't get so involved in his charge that he won't be where | need hi mwhen
need himthere."

"If he isn't, your sweet lady wife will have him for dinner."

"Roasted on a spit, with nmushroomgravy," Tilal agreed cheerfully. "Speaking of w ves, yours wll
use ny holl ow bones for wind chines if anything happens to you. Must | nmake it formal, Ostvel ?"
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"No." Another sigh. "I'll just watch."
"You and Andrev."
"He won't nuch like that."

"At least he's a squire who's sworn to follow orders. | thought you'd put up a fight. Thank you
for being sensible."

"I't's not sense. It's age. Believe nme, the one doesn't come with the other. My brain has been
through as many winters as ny body, but doesn't seemw lling to acknow edge it." He flexed his
fingers inside gloves that afforded scant warnth in the danp and chill

"I''"ll have you in Swal ekeep by tonorrow evening and you can take a good hot soak." Wth a tight
grin he added, "In Princess Chiana's very own tub. They say it has solid gold spigots."

"And an indelible ring of sline. Thank you, no. Not unless Andrev can rinse it out with
Sunrunner's Fire." He stretched and stood up. "I know you won't sleep, but at least |lie down and
pretend for a little while. It's good for norale."

"Chay used to tell Rohan that, back when we were fighting Roelstra."

"I know. That's why | said it." Ostvel ruffled the younger nman's hair, smling. "It also happens
to be good advice. Followit."

When he was alone, Tilal extinguished the |anp, encouraging belief anong his people that he was
serene enough in his mind to sleep. But if sleep was inpossible, serenity was a joke. He knew what
m ght happen tonorrow.

He' d been using everything |l earned fromthat |ong-ago canpai gn agai nst the arm es of Princenarch
and Syr—Good Coddess, thirty-three winters ago, al nbst exactly. Though he'd been only a squire,
his service had required constant attendance on his prince. And so he'd been privy to plans and
conferences and | ate-ni ght tal ks between Rohan and Chay, in a tent not so very different fromthis
one. Sonetines his father had been there, too. Dawi had not been a soldier, but he had led his
troops as a prince should, and fought bravely. Tilal had been

proud of himfor that, but prouder still of the Prince of Syr he'd becone.

I"'mlike him | suppose. 1'd rather rule ny princedomin peace. But |'mthe better soldier. And
Kostas was better than either of us, the way he sliced through the eneny like a knife through soft
cheese. But those of us who were taught by Rohan don't find much to be proud of in being that kind
of prince.

Kostas woul d call that nonsense. He told ne once that if we forget how to nmake war, we nake
oursel ves weak. Easy targets. And | suppose that's true. But | don't enjoy this, even though it
has to be done. It nmakes me tired and sad. Like it did Father and Rohan—and, after a while, even
Chay.

Now, standing in the silent hal f-dawn, he could i magi ne them seated here, taking a noment for
qui et thought before the next idea was presented, discussed, accepted, rejected, or set aside for

| ater consideration. Tilal had tried the sane nethod, but Ostvel knew little about war, Draza even
| ess, and Kerluthan was the type who drew his sword first and thought about it several days |ater
If at all.

He envied Pol. Maarken and Chay were with him Walvis was within reach of sunlight. Al | have is
what | renenber. What | learned. | hope it's enough

"My lord? Are you asl eep?”

He spun around, peering at the drawn tent flap. "Princess Naydra? Please, cone in." He relit the
lamp, funbling a bit with the flint. Manners instilled first by his nother and then by Sioned took
over; he offered her wine, a chair, another cloak against the cold.

She refused all of it. "I need nothing, nmy lord. Actually, |I've conme to give you sonething."
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He found hinself holding a little gold dragon with ruby eyes.

"I't belongs to Rinhoel. | borrowed it-—well," she corrected with a little smle, "stole it. It's a
Vel |l anti token of safe-passage through their lines."

"Li ke the one you say Aurar used?" He turned it over in his fingers, adniring the workmanship.
"l've seen ones

like it, but I didn't know what they were for. You may need this one to get back into Swal ekeep."

"No. Branig will see to it. | want you to have this. | feel certain you'll think of a way to use
it to better advantage than |." She smiled again, weariness carving nore lines into her face.
"I'"ll make sure that chanbers are waiting for you and Lord Ostvel in Swal ekeep. Good night, ny
lord. ™"

"My |ady— he began, but she was gone. He | ooked down at the dragon. The eyes glowed in the
| anpl i ght, but he saw neither threat nor evil. In fact, he nused, ruby was the gem of success in
war .

*

H s arnms | ashed tightly behind his back, Rialt stunbled up countless steps, prodded by the nan-at-
arnms behi nd hi mwhen he tried to stop and catch his breath. The cellar's icy danp had cl ogged his
nose, and a dirty cloth had been shoved hal fway down his throat. He foll owed the broad-shoul dered
guard, trying not to suffocate, not to |l ose his balance again, not to | ook at the painfu
brightness of the torch. But he was as starved for light as he was for warnth

They energed fromthe cellars into a wi ndowed stairwell. He had worked the cloth out with his
tongue and spat it on the floor. Tottering over to an open casenent, he drank in fresh, cold air
and the sight of the sun. It was barely dawn outside. A few people hurried to their duties in the
stabl eyard; a breeze fingered the trees and bl ew overni ght clouds south. After his years at
Dragon's Rest serving a Sunrunner prince, he automatically felt better at the prospect of a clear
day. But he was no faradhi, and there was no help for himin sunlight.

"That's enough," one of the guards said. "Hurry it up. His grace doesn't like to be kept waiting."
He approached with the gag, and Rialt shook his head.

"Not necessary," he coughed.
The ot her man shrugged. "Even if he yelled, nobody'd hear himin the back halls. Leave it."

"Thank you," Rialt said, neaning it. He was taken down an enpty corridor, up servants' stairs, and
by a privy entrance to chanmbers belonging to the ruling Prince of Meadow ord. Halian, who never
got out of his bed much before noon, was dressed, brushed, and waiting inpatiently. He wore sl ate-
gray trousers and a handsonme wool tunic to nmatch, enbroidered in gold oak |eaves.

"Untie him" the prince ordered.

The rope was renpved. Rialt nassaged circulation back into his arns, gradually warmng in the
overheated room He longed to spit out the foul taste in his nouth, but one did not spit in the
presence of princes. Neither did one ask for a cup of the fragrant mulled wi ne on a nearby

t abl e—Aot when the prince in question was glaring in fury.

Hal i an di smissed the guards with a gesture. Wen they were alone, he said, "Wiy is ny niece dead?"
Rialt started. "Cluthine? M lord, |-

"Dead!" he shouted. "A Lady of Meadow ord, daughter of my own dear sister Gennadi —t+hey showed ne
her body where the knife went into her heart!"”

Twin fireplaces blasted heat fromeither side of the chanber, but Rialt shivered again. "Your
grace," he began, "I don't—=
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"You do! And you'll tell me why!" Halian approached, eyes flashing. "Tell me, you traitor, or |'ll
have the same thing done to your wife!"

Terror unnmanned himfor an instant. But with the next breath he was livid with rage. "Look to your
own wi fe instead! She's the traitor here!l™

"Do you think ne a fool, to be distracted fromyour crinmes by nore accusations? You tell lies

about ny son, threaten ny daughters and now nmy wi fe— The prince fisted one hand under Rialt's
nose. "I asked you a question and you'll tell ne the truth, by the Goddess!"

"By the Goddess, you are a fool!" He batted Halian's armaway and went to the nearer hearth to
warm his shaking fingers. "You don't even know what questions to ask!"

"Answer me!"

He swung around. "Answer this! Wiy haven't the Vel-lant'im attacked? Were does Aurar go when she
rides out al one? Wio are these peopl e Chiana and Ri nhoel have nmet in secret? Wy inprison ne and
my wife? Wiy fortify Swal ekeep's walls on the west, where Tilal is canped?”

"Forti—= What are you tal king about ?"
Rialt told him

Hal fway through the onslaught, Halian groped his way to a chair and collapsed. R alt never stopped
t al ki ng—about the murdered Sunrunner from Waes, Aurar's country excursions, the visitors from
Cunaxa and the Vel -lanti arny, the stockpiles of arns, the shipnments of foodstuffs downriver. He
ended with, "Now | have a question only you can answer. \Who brought Lady d uthine to you?"

"What ?" Hal i an asked nunbly.

"Who showed you her body? Did they al so show you the little dragon she carried?" Bl atant
i nconmpr ehension greeted his words. "It was to be her safe-conduct if she encountered any Vellanti
scouts! Did she still have it?"

"I don't—+ don't know, how should I know such a thing? You're not making sense. Vellanti scouts?
They' re nowhere near Swal ekeep. | don't understand.”

"That much is excruciatingly obvious." Rialt poured a large cup of wine and drank deep. "Put
sinply, your wife and son are conspiring with the Vellant'im And the Vellant'im are close enough
to see the snoke fromthese hearthfires. By Chiana's and Rinhoel's invitation!"

At |ast he had said sonething Halian could grasp. "That's insanity! W have an agreement with them
not to attack Meadow ord—fust as ny father would have w shed, to prevent our becoming a
battl eground again!" "Good Goddess, man, half the continent is a battleground!"

"But the Vellant'imwant only the Desert. They took the coastline and the rivers so no one could
come to Rohan's defense. They don't want anything fromus except our neutrality. Chiana says—

"1"I'l just bet she does! Don't you see? How coul d she

know what they want unless they've been telling her all al ong?"

"I't's evident fromtheir military strategy." The prince had rallied, his | ook condescendi ng.
"You're nothing nore than a nmerchant, for all your title. You can't be expected to understand such
matters."”

"I understand two things well enough—there's a Vel-lanti arny taking its ease not three neasures
from Swal e-keep, and C ut hine was kill ed because she was riding to tell Prince Tilal what |'ve
just told you!"

It was not the w sest reference; Halian was rem nded of his anger. "How do you know that?" he
denmanded.

"l sent her." Rialt slunped. "lI'mresponsible for her death.”
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"I knew it! Fromthe nonent you arrived in Swal e-keep you caused trouble! Your lies twisted her to
your own purposes and now she's dead!"
"I accept the blame.” He nmet Halian's gaze again. "How was she killed?"
"I already told you! A knife in her heart!"
"But how? Where was she found?"
"What does it matter? She's dead and it's your doing!"

"Think, danmit!" he cried. "You saw her body! Was her hair danp, as if she'd been outside? Wre
her boots nuddy? Was she wearing a cl oak?"

"d oak?" the prince echoed bl ankly.

H s absolute stupidity made Rialt half-insane. "If she was killed outside the walls, there'd be
mud on her boots and on her clothes where she fell! But if she was killed outside, who found her?
Way woul d the Vellant'imeven allow her to be found? They'd want us to think our courier got

t hr ough! "

"Your courier—a Lady of Meadow ord!"™ Halian snarl ed.
"Open your eyes! Don't you understand who killed her?"
"You did! You adnmitted it yourself! You sent her to Prince Tilal. The Vellant'imdiscovered her—

"I don't think she even made it to the stableyard."” Suddenly exhausted, sick with guilt, Rialt
drained the

wi ne down his throat for whatever spurious warnth it could Iend him "Wo brought her to you?"
"My son, of course. He couldn't bear for anyone else to touch her. He was so fond of his cousin—=

"CGoddess forgive ne." R alt set down the cup. "You don't see it, do you? No, of course you don't.
Soneone caught her with the dragon—

"On your treasonous errand!" Halian cried, surging to his feet. "You'll be brought before ny
justice this norning and—=

"My lord? What's all this comotion so early in the day?"

Rialt spun on his heel. Princess Chiana stood in the doorway to the outer hall, sleep-runpled and
softly beautiful in her bedgown and heavy vel vet robe. All at once she put a hand to her throat,
lace cuff falling back to reveal the scars left by a sorcerer's shattered mrror.

"Oh, no! Have the Vellant'im attacked?"
It was a touch overdone, but subtlety would have been | ost on Halian

"No, nmy love." He assisted his wife to a chair and she nelted gracefully intoit. "I'msorry the
noi se di sturbed you."

Rialt clenched both fists. "You have no authority over ne. | amsworn to the H gh Prince and he
al one can try and sentence ne."

Chi ana gasped. "Sentence? My lord, what is he tal king about?"

"Well, nerchant?" Halian drew hinself to his full height. "Do you have the courage to repeat your
accusations in her grace's presence?"

If he did, he was a dead nman.

Chiana was all big eyes and pretty bew | dernent. "Halian? Wiat do you nmean? Wiat sort of
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accusati ons?"

"Not hi ng to bother you, since he won't be nmaking themagain. He will be tried for conspiring in
the death of a Lady of Meadowl ord. He—

"Cl ut hi ne?" she echoed, horrified. "Are you saying Cluthine is dead?"

"Forgive ne, ny dearest, |I'msorry you had to hear it this way. | thought R nhoel would have told
you. "

And Ri nhoel undoubtedly had—unl ess Chi ana had been the one to tell him Deciding he was probably
dead anyway, Rialt wondered what his chances were of skewering her with a fireplace iron. Mght as
well die to a good purpose. He took a step closer to the hearth.

Then he thought of his wife. H's son
"Not Cluthine! Ch, how terrible! What happened?"

"She was on her way to Prince Tilal, at this filth's orders,” Halian said, then went to the
conceal ed door and told the guards to take Rialt back down to the cellar.

As Rialt was bound and gagged once nore, a smile flirted with the corners of Chiana's nouth. She
wit hdrew from the pocket of her velvet robe a small twinkling thing of silver. She held it in her
open palmfor R alt to see, then fisted it quickly as Halian returned to her side to soothe her

*

There was a thin wooden bridge half a neasure bel ow Swal ekeep. Naydra and Branig had crossed it

| ast night without incident. But this norning their horses' hoof-beats were frighteningly |oud,
even with the wind shaking the nearby trees. Surely the Vellant'imwould hear when hundreds of
horses and troops crossed in a little while—if the bridge even survived the weight. But Tilal
seemed confident of his plans. Before she left the canp at dawn, he'd expl ained that he would come
inthis direction to get at Swal ekeep itself, then attack the Vellanti arny.

He said it in Branig's hearing. He started to tell her nore, but she silenced himwith a smle
"I"'msure it's a brilliant plan, my lord, but the fine points are conpletely wasted on ne."

She wondered if she should have warned hi m about Branig. But neither Cluthine's death nor Rialt's
i mprisonnent had any bearing on the coning battle. She knew the really inportant infornmation was
accurate. She had done what she had set out to do. If she failed to return

to Swal ekeep, no matter. Brani g had served his purpose in getting her this far. Still, even
knowi ng that her success had been due to his help, she could not bring herself to trust him

She had never trusted any man in her |life except her husband and H gh Prince Rohan. Wth a father
i ke hers, who could blane her? But now Branig was asking her to trust himand his peopl e—whoever
they were. It nmade no sense, for even if he had spoken the truth, she was Lallante's daughter, and
Lal l ante had been of the faction opposed to Branig's in this strange, unsuspected conflict between
di armadhi factions.

They were safely in the wood now, where sound did not carry. Naydra's curiosity was suddenly
stronger than the dull misery of aching nuscles and jarred, frozen bones. "Branig? Did iy father
ever know?"

He didn't need to ask what she nmeant. "No. It was kept fromhim Unlike Rohan, who knew what he
was supposed to do."

"Tell me how it happened.”

Branig turned in his saddle and smled. "It's a very long tale, the kind that should be saved for
an evening around a fire—with lots of wine to make it sound nore plausible. But since a night like
that won't be available to us for sone little while, I'lIl give you the short version."

Naydra forgot the cold as she listened, amazed by the arrogance and appall ed by the ruthl essness
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of her forebears.

Roel stra's first choice of a wife had settled on either of the twin daughters of Anheld of Catha
Freehold. As the nane of his property suggested, Lord Anheld was sworn to no one—except, vaguely,
the High Prince. Power ran in his famly; Roelstra wanted a faradhi son. But Lady MIlar took an
instant dislike to him and Lady Andrade—al ready a Sunrunner—epenly |loathed him So he returned to
Castle Crag furious and determ ned to oppose the Sunrunners for the insult dealt him

After a time, Lallante was brought to his attention. Young, lovely, and intelligent, she was
cl ever enough to let her famly think she shared their anbitions for her.

It was intended that she becone High Princess and teach her sons in secret about the sorcery that
was her |egacy. But Lallante's own intent was to be only the Hi gh Princess, and teach her sons
nothing. Her family could rage as they pleased; safe and unassail able as Roelstra's wfe, she
woul d escape all diarmadhi plots for power.

"Hers was an intriguing character,"” Branig mused. "Being of the opposing faction, we never knew
her, of course. | don't think her own fanmly did, either. She managed to fool themlong enough to
get herself wed to the High Prince, and after that she did as she liked."

"I don't renenber her very nuch," Naydra said. "My father never spoke of her to us. He never said
her name, that | recall. Lady Palila made the m stake of asking for her roonms once and he hit her
so hard it nearly broke her jaw "

Brani g shrugged. "Perhaps he |oved Lallante. Wo can say? She may have |oved him She may have
merely used himto escape her famly. They waited, you know, for a son—ust as your father did.
I"'mtold that after Pandsala was born, they attenpted to join the suite of servants around you
princesses. None of them succeeded.”

"Because of ny not her?"

"Because there were people like ne watching for it. W couldn't prevent the narriage, and we
feared what it mght produce, but at least we could try to prevent m schief. Your nother didn't
use her power. She was well-trai ned, we know that nmuch—but it seens she rejected what she was. It
must have shocked her family witless. Actually, they gave up on all of it, especially after your
mot her's death. Until Mreva began to think seriously about |anthe's sons.”

She wondered suddenly how her nother had died. In childbirth, she'd al ways been told. But—Branig's
side, Mreva's side, her own fam |y-—what nmeans would any of them scorn to achieve their desired
ends? She began to understand Lallante's w thdrawal fromthe whol e power-hungry nmess of them

"Anyway, " Brani g continued, oblivious to Naydra's suspicions, "Mreva got the three boys out of
Fer uche

and rai sed themwell, the rest you know. W didn't see that comng, |'mashaned to say. They'd
been quiet for so long, and we thought they'd lost their will and anbition. W shoul d have known
they were only waiting."

"And now?"

"Chi ana," he said succinctly.

"But she's not ny full sister. Rinhoel isn't diarmadhi."

"No. But he is your father's grandson. Useful for the basic claimto Princenmarch.™

"So it all starts up again?" she demanded, horrified. "Some poor girl will be found to marry him
sonmeone nore bi ddabl e than nmy nother, and—

"Yes. That's how it reads to us. W do what we can. It's nore difficult now, because diarnmadh'im
are known again. Before, we were barely a distant nenory. Now we're real, we exist. Lord Andry
wants us destroyed and he doesn't nmake distinctions." Branig stared at the road for a | ong nonent.
"He killed nmy grandnother's sister, back in 728. She was nothing but a harm ess old woman |iving
in a cottage in the Veresch. | visited her once, when | was little. He had her killed, and burned
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that sunburst sign on the door—that was how we knew it was him"

"One might think that because of this, you' d support Pol sinply to oppose Andry, and for no other
ot her reason than that."

"Perhaps for sone of us, that's true," he admitted. "But Andry's persecutions aren't new. W've
survived simlar things. Wiat's dangerous is the prospect of a High Prince loyal to Mreva's |ine.
They woul d di spose of the rest of us and the Sunrunners as well. Al we want is what anyone wants:
to be what we are, and live in peace."

Naydra heard this wi stful plea and thought of what Branig was willing to brave in order to fulfill
it. Not just this perilous journey through the night, but years of enduring Chiana's court, the
const ant danger of discovery, the giving over of his own desires for his life to the larger

pl an—+f plan it was. It didn't seemso. Al his

people did was attenpt to foil the plots of Mreva's faction. They made no noves of their own.

She hadn't even done that nmuch. She'd never needed to. She had been allowed to be what she
was—Roel stra's daughter, Narat's wife—and live in peace.

But now she was Diarmadh'reia. Wth the title canme power. She had no idea how to use it. But
per haps she woul dn't have to. Perhaps being D armadh' reia woul d be enough

To acconplish what?

Branig was tal king again, and his words were an eerie echo of her own thoughts. "Wat we've al ways
done is wait. Al of us, no matter which side. W' ve hidden in the shadows of faradhi making. W
can't anynore. W have no princely powers, it's true. But we do have our nagic. If the faradh'im
would allow us to use it, then perhaps we nmight help in this war. These are our |ands too, your
grace," he finished with sinple dignity.

"It's all very convoluted, isn't it?" she said, just for sonething to say.

"Isn't it just? Balances shifting this way and that, back and forth, over and over again unti
nobody's sure of anything. | like order, ny |lady, and nice, neat patterns to things. Perhaps
that's why | teach mathematics,” he ended with a snile

Naydra didn't respond to the hunor. "Three kinds of power, all mnixed up," she said. "Can they be
unt angl ed, Branig?"

"I's there a nice, neat equation to solve it, you nean? | don't know, " he said, but fromthe way
his gaze met hers without wavering, she knew he was |ying. Sonme people couldn't | ook one in the
face when they lied; others—her sister lanthe canme inmediately to nmind—+ied plain-faced, straight-
eyed, and without a single flinch. Branig was one of these.

"You' re diarmadhi," she pressed. "Even if you're not of Lallante's faction, surely you don't want
to see the Sunrunners in such power as they now have. Pol is a Sunrunner, and Hi gh Prince. You say
you trust him But what if he decides that you' re all the sane, you and those

you oppose? The fact remains that these Vellant'imdo have sonething to do with the sorcerers.”
"I don't know that this is fact at all, ny lady."

"I"'mnot a fool, Branig!" she exclainmed. "The Merida are their allies—and the Merida were your
trai ned assassins!"”

He reined in his horse at the edge of the woods and stared across the flat fields to the bul k of
Swal ekeep. "Your pardon for being blunt, ny lady, but if we are all to be held accountable for
what our ancestors did, then you have nore to worry about than nost."

Ei t her she was nore exhausted than she thought or the cold was affecting her mnd, because all at
once she | aughed. He frowned, then smiled uncertainly as she said, "You' ve got nme there, Branig!
If | forgive you the Merida, will you forgive nme ny father?”
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"For siring you? Never," he replied, grinning.

"I'd like to hear about your family, and how they broke off fromthe other sorcerers. \Wat
happened to cause the di sagreenent ?"

"Anot her long story, and one | think I'll save for that hearthfire and wine. W ought to hurry
down this last stretch, nmy |ady. Swal ekeep is quiet for now, but soon it won't be. | don't want
you caught in the fighting."

*

"I still don't think it's fair," Andrev nuttered.
Gstvel cast himan anused sidelong glance. "l quite agree. But at |east you can be of some use.
All I amis a skinful of old bones on horseback."
They were riding together with a pair of guards and several couriers to a hill overlooking the

Faol ai n and Swal ekeep. They woul dn't be crossing the river until Tilal had won the battle. He'd
been tediously adamant about keepi ng them out of harm s way.

"And no protests fromyou, either, Andrev," he'd said. "You' re nore valuable to me as ny Sunrunner
than as nmy squire right now. Wen you tell Lord Gstvel what you're seeing, he'll analyze it and
send nme word."

VWhi ch was the reason for the couriers on swift Radzyn nmares. Ostvel's brawny, feather-footed Kadar
Wat er gel di ng snapped occasionally as the others danced their inpatience for a run. There was no
soothing the big brute; all Ostvel could hope was that the Radzyn horses sidestepped fast enough

Chi ana expected an attack fromthe west. That was just what she'd get. But Draza's contingent
woul d come fromthe north and east as well. And Kerluthan would | ead a flanking charge to the
sout h, wedging hinmsel f between the Vellant'imand Swal ekeep. Attack everybody, indeed! GCstvel
thought with a nental snort.

It was the eneny's mstake, and Chiana's, that they had not occupied the town or gotten close
enough to defend it. Chiana had insisted that they stay back to make things |ook legitinmte. So
there was a nice chunk of |and between the Vellanti arny and Swal ekeep, and once Kerl uthan was on
it, Draza would join himand help himpush the eneny into Tilal's waiting arny.

As Draza had observed, timng was everything. And to ensure that people were where they were
supposed to be when they were supposed to be there, Andrev would ride the winter sunlight and
OGstvel woul d di spatch couriers.

Andrev had suggested signal fires. The terrain was such that there were no direct |lines of sight
avai | abl e; he would have had to Iight themat strategic |ocations chosen beforehand. But he was
nowhere near fully trained, as Ostvel gently rem nded him Sunrunning he could do; lighting
torches a nmeasure or two away he could not.

"Do you have enough light to take a | ook?" GCstvel asked, and Andrev nodded. He watched the wi nd
tousle the boy's silky blond hair, blowing it back from gl azed bl ue eyes. How many tines had he
seen a Sunrunner work? Thousands, probably. He still wondered what it nust be |like to weave
oneself into the sunshine, to taste and touch and snell colors as well as see them

"I't's all going very well, nmy lord," Andrev reported a few nonments |later. "Lord Draza and Lord
Kerl uthan are over the northern bridge and approachi ng Swal ekeep. No

al arns have gone up yet. Prince Tilal's troops are halfway to the southern bridge. They should
cross about the sane tine the walls are attacked."

Draza's sol diers were nounted double, with an archer behind each rider on thirty big Kadari
horses. One of each couple was female; |ess weight. There had been much | aughter when, once they
were nounted, Ostvel had called themto attention and told themto keep their hands polite during
the ride. "Unless, of course, you' ve ridden with your saddl e-nmate before—and not on horseback
Remenber that, Canmina, or I'Il tell your husband on you!"
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They were all his own people, fromCastle Crag and environs. He hated sendi ng them out under
anot her man's banner, with another man | eading them But Tilal was right. He was too old for
conbat .

Kerl ut han had taken only Radzyn nounts, for his would be lightning raids—Li ke the Storm God
snapping his fingers," he'd said with a grin—before he |left Swal ekeep to Draza. Ostvel went over
the plan once again in his head, hoping that both young nen would recall that Swal ekeep was fully
five measures around, awash in nud, and inhabited by people who didn't know that the object wasn't
to kill thembut to secure their safety.

Draza was finding out about the mud. The doubl e-nounted horses sank fetlock-deep in it. The road
was a mre and the fields were worse. But at |east he could spread his people out in a broad Iine
so they wouldn't be scraping hoof-thrown nuck fromtheir faces. Kerluthan's people had to stay in
tight formation at a hard gallop. It would be a wonder if they weren't all blinded within the
first half-measure.

He signaled his fellow athri with a raised hand as they cane within sight of Swal ekeep. "Goddess
bl essing, ny lord!" he called. Kerluthan waved back, grinned, and ordered his riders to the
char ge.

It was perfectly done, and lovely to watch if one had a taste for such things. But nobody in
Swal ekeep saw it. They were either still abed, yawning over the first cups of taze and wine, or on
their way to their daily tasks.

The first anyone knew of an attack was the sound of odd thunder fromthree different directions at
once. But there were no clouds in the sky.

Draza was a little put out that nobody seemed interested. His ten groups of six reached the walls
wi t hout anyone's even peeking through the breaches to see what was goi ng on. The archers junped
down and strung their bows while slipping through the nud before a single shout rose frominside
Swal ekeep.

"CGet those carts out of the way!" Draza ordered. "No, don't bother with your arrows, not yet! Once
we're all inside, then we can start fighting!'"

"I'f they put up any fight!" soneone yelled, shoving a shoul der agai nst piled crates.

Draza had thought people would rush outside with swords and spears, and give himsone exercise
while clearing the openings in the walls for him Instead, his archers were doing the work while
the nmounted soldiers mlled about with nothing to do but wait.

Up on the hill, Andrev was fretting. "It's taking too long, ny lord. If their archers get up onto
the walls, Lord Draza's people will be vul nerable.”

"But this way he'll lose fewer. | hope," Ostvel added under his breath. "The only ones who'll have
trouble are the ones on the western side, where the bulk of the arnms are hi dden. What's Kerl ut han
doi ng?"

"Waki ng up Swal ekeep, ny lord."
"Have the walls been breached?" Chiana cried. "Are they inside?"

"Not yet, your grace." The guards commander buckled the |last strap on his breastplate. "W have
peopl e hurrying to resist their advance, but they seemto be everywhere at once. The househol d
guard is saddling up to ride against Lord Kerl uthan—=

"No! Not a single soldier |eaves Swal ekeep, do you understand?" She flung her hair over her
shoul der and clutched her vel vet bedrobe tight to her breast. "Arrange

t he guar ds—aval ry, archers, everyone! —ar ound t he resi dence."
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"As you wish, your grace, but that will |leave the walls poorly manned. The popul ati on doesn't know
how to fight off an attack. Many will die."

"What do | care for a few dozen comon fol k? And you shouldn't, either. Wat are you standing
there for? Hurry!"

The commander bowed and went to do as told. Chiana shouted for her nmidservants to cone and dress
her at once. Gving orders in her nightgown was not enconpassed in her inmage of a warrior
princess.

"Find my son. | don't care if he's in his bath or in his current nistress, bring himhere
instantly!"

"Yes, your grace. And—and the prince, your grace?"
"Idiot! O course, the princel"

But who had the conmander conme to first? she asked herself as a silk shirt was buttoned at her
wrists and a green enbroidered tunic was | owered over her head. Not to Halian—to her. Chiana,
Princess of Meadow ord, Roel stra's daughter.

Roel stra's grandson arrived in her bedchanber just as she was stanping her feet to fit them nore
snugly into her boots. "Wat in all Hells is going on?"

"Why are you wearing red?" she exclained. "Have soneone fetch you a green tunic—o, wait! Violet!"
"Pol's color? No, thank you!"
"Princenarch's color!" She whirled on a servant. "My violet cloak—give it to his grace!"

"I won't wear wonen's clothes!"” Rinhoel snapped. "There's a dark purple tunic in ny chanber. Go
get nme that. It's cl ose enough.™

"That will do." Chiana nade a gesture that sent all the servants fleeing, then clasped her son's
hands. "I can't wait to see you riding at the head of our troops to defeat Tilal!"

"So that's what's goi