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SPRING

			 

			Chapter One

			 

			The sky was an endless canvas of poor craftsmanship.  One of simple mind might have called it blue, though it was not in truth a pure color, to deserve a pure name, but a glassy composition of weak pastels.  There were no clouds, at least none of note.  The faded firmament was polluted by streaks of pale yellow and white, none bold enough to give distinction to their existence.  

			The only element holding sway over the land, over the three weary travelers who walked a road of poorly packed dirt, was the sun above.  Merciless in its midday heat, it boiled the air and seared the flat ground, shriveling further the few meager leaves of white, spiny trees and thorny brush that dotted the desolate terrain.  It was a miserable climate, especially for these travelers, in whose memories blazed skies of aquamarine brilliance, of golden dawns and fiery dusks, of crystalline, lofty clouds and rolling green vales.  Of swift running rivers, full of silver flashing fish, and meadows bursting with wildflowers and the laughing shrieks of children.  

			They had no choice, however, but to continue their arduous journey to its end.  There was no return to from whence they came.  The Isle of Dusk—fabled Alesia, earthly Sanctuary of the sibling Gods who shared dominion of the cosmos—was no more.

			Isidora Sitha Fiannan, only child of the late Lord and Lady Fiannan, rulers of Alesia, and her companions—Edan, a gangly boy who had not uttered a word in more than a month, and Finnéces, a man of later years whose shoulders were bent and face creased with sorrow—walked on through the Goddess-forsaken land because they had no choice.  

			The Isle of Dusk was no more.

			They walked through the blistering heat of day, their heads and faces wrapped against the gaze of the sun, stopping only for replenishment from Isidora’s bottomless flask of water.  When the burning daystar sank and flashed away and the temperatures dropped so that their teeth clattered and fingers went numb, still they walked, cloaks and sandals heated at intervals by her waning gift of elemental power.

			Time continued on, indifferent to their sufferings.  The sun rose and set, the sky burned and then blazed with starlight.  Then, as their drawn faces caught the first hints of dawn in the east, on a day that was sure to be as wretched as all the days before, Isidora halted.  

			Young Edan laid a hand on Finnéces’ arm, and they turned some feet ahead, regarding her with empty faces and empty eyes.

			Isidora did not think she had tears left, but she felt them, warm and stinging in her eyes.  She lifted a hand toward her companions, fingers stretched toward the sky.  Scabbed skin cracked with the movement and blood oozed sluggishly down her palm.  

			Her companions did not move, watching her hand instead as she focused within, fought exhaustion and grief and her body’s limits.  A spark lifted from her index finger and vanished with a hiss and a tiny puff of smoke.  

			There would be no more fresh water to combat the leaching heat of the days, no more warmth to protect them from death in frozen, starry nights.  She had drained the last of her reservoir of power, filled before they fled Alesia.  Did not know if it would ever return, with the Isle destroyed.

			“We are done, then,” Finnéces said, voice reedy and monotone.

			Isidora let her arm fall to her side.  She wanted nothing more than to sink to her knees, to stretch upon the dirt and offer her bones to the sun.  

			He will find you, whispered the memory of her mother’s voice.  You must walk until he hears your call.  Sustain yourself with the gift of your blood.  Do not stop, ever, or what hunts us now will follow you, to finish what has begun.

			With all the dignity she could muster from her battered body, Isidora rose to her full height and lifted her eyes to the dawn.  Defiantly, she tore off her cloak and threw it to the ground.

			“My lady,” Finnéces gasped, starting forward.

			“No!” she snapped, throwing up a hand.  He fell back at her command, stunned by her outburst.  Beside him cowered Edan, brown eyes round with awe as he saw for the first time the blue gown of the Goddess’ devotees, the white sash at her waist that marked her High Priestess, and lastly the heavy crystal amulet on her chest that shone like a mirror, proclaiming her heir to the throne of Alesia.  

			It did not matter to Edan that neither Alesia, nor the ivory throne upon which their Lords and Ladies had sat for time beyond telling, existed any longer.  The boy made a gargling noise and fell to the ground in obeisance. 

			“This is our only chance, Finnéces,” she said through cracked lips.  

			“But you are drained beyond your endurance, my lady,” protested the lifelong servant of her family, vigor again in his voice and face.  “To summon the Goddess would kill you!”

			Isidora worked her tongue in her mouth until she had saliva enough to speak.  “Walking in this desert another day will kill me, my friend.  We go no further.  Let me do this final thing, then rest.”

			“You do not know that your mother spoke truly,” he said weakly, lips quivering within his scraggly gray beard.  Tears filled his eyes, darkening their blue shade.  “She was dying, poisoned by the demon’s blood on that dagger—”

			“Her words are all the hope we have!” Isidora cried.  The volume of her yell rang in her ears and caused her vision to momentarily whiten.  Softly, beseechingly, she said, “We are all that is left.  An old man, a boy, and woman.  All that is left of Alesia.”  Her voice cracked on the last word and she fell silent.

			Finnéces was weeping openly now, hands shaking on the thick staff he carried.  If her heart were not already broken beyond repair, the sight of her stoic servant trembling with the force of his grief would have undone her.

			“The man she spoke of will find us,” she whispered, then glanced at the dawn, which was bleeding across the land like a river’s strong current.  

			It took but a moment for the decision to be made.  And another moment passed, in which Isidora turned her back on the dawn and lifted her palms to the last of the stars in the distant western sky.  

			As Anshar was the God of Dawn, so Istar was the Goddess of Dusk.  Isidora bore no affinity with the God, or she might have sought his aid in the streams of sunlight rushing across the land.  But it was Goddess’ name that had shaped her own.  It was Istar whose call had rung in her young mind like a bell so long ago, and it was to the Goddess she turned.

			Since they had stepped foot on this continent that was the God’s domain, the heavenly face of the Goddess, in mourning for Alesia, had not shown its visage among the icy points of the stars.  Nevertheless, Isidora could sense it, not its usual cool blue radiance, but its dark absence.  

			It was toward the absence of the moon that she focused her will, and sent her call.

			“Aid me, Istar,” she murmured, “I cannot do this alone.”

			A stirring in the ether, a metaphysical turning of divine focus, and all at once, Isidora’s limbs were forced taut, her senses bathed by cool blue light and her lungs filled with dewy fresh air.  Power poured into her blood until her skin hummed with it; power that was a gift from beyond earthly elementals.  When there was no ounce of flesh or bone, no corner of her soul not filled by the Goddess, Isidora turned to face the rising sun.

			She sent the summons straight into the burning disc, and Anshar casually tossed the call away, scattering it along with the sun’s rays, across every distant land they touched.  Just as she had hoped.

			And so her words, precisely worded, were sent and received.

			To you who would hear me, know that the Gardens of Almhain are no more. 

			



			

	



Chapter Two

			 

			Arturo Bellamont de Galván leaned forward in his saddle, squinting across the desert plain before him.  Still nothing, for miles upon miles in all directions.  With a muffled oath, he tipped his canteen to his lips, warm water spilling into his mouth.  Grimacing in distaste, he swallowed most of it before spitting out the rest in an unconscious prayer for safe passage through the God’s scorched land.  

			Riding beside him, Diego Roldan held a hand over his eyes, looking east.  The wiry, leather-skinned man saw nothing, for there was nothing, and relaxed into his saddle with a grunt.

			“This wasn’t my idea,” Arturo reminded him wryly.

			Diego shot him a murderous gaze from dark eyes, the left of which was framed by a long, jagged scar he’d acquired many years before.  The look had frightened the gall out of many a grown man.  Arturo was not impressed.  “I’ll freely admit that the plan had merit six nights ago,” he offered with a shrug.

			Diego spat loudly, causing his horse to flick back ears disapprovingly.  “Would you rather be crossing the Wasteland, or hanging from your neck in that Argentan border village?” he growled.

			Arturo frowned, dark brows drawing together on his tanned face.  “Have a little faith in me, brother.  I would have talked my way out of it.  They wouldn’t have dared hang me once I told them my name.”

			His partner grinned tightly, displaying startlingly white, somewhat crooked teeth.  “You deflowered the magistrate’s daughter,” he said.  “Besides, Bellamont is not so widely a recognized name as you would like to imagine.  Outside of Tanalon and Borgetza, that is.”

			“Hmm,” Arturo mused, rolling back his shoulders and ignoring the resulting trickle of sweat down his spine.  “Two kingdoms out of four.  Not bad, I think, for thirty years old.  Perhaps in another ten years, I’ll be sung of throughout the Calabrian peninsula.”

			“More songs of dread and praise for the Bellamont the Black,” Diego scoffed.  His laughter was like a rasp of a snake, quickly heard and gone.  “Perhaps King Armando will send you next to Argenta, to kill a prince.  Then you will have three of four kingdoms marked on your tomb.  There’s also word that the ruling family of Dunak is involved in a dispute over which son of their late king is to inherit the throne.  Perhaps our noble liege has some ideas as to whom he would prefer take the ivory scepter.”

			Despite the sun drawing sweat from Arturo’s body like a woman wringing wet linens, there was a chill moving in his blood.  Though they’d had this conversation in jest many times over the past years, this time was different.  

			Perhaps it was the God’s light here, magnified by lack of fauna and the level geography in the Wasteland that stretched as a border between Argenta and Tanalon.  Whatever the cause, the words sunk through him as easily as so many swords had not managed.

			“What if I say I’m done?” he said, affecting a small shrug.  

			He listened to the creak of his saddle, the fine Argentan leather slowly souring in the sun.  The stallion beneath him shuddered, tail tossing fretfully to remind his rider of his misery.  

			Finally, Diego cleared his throat.  “Then you are done,” he said gruffly.  “I’ve felt this time coming, even before you started talking of it six years ago—” He spat again.  “There comes a time in a soldier’s life when he makes the choice to die with a sword in his hand, or a woman.  Perhaps that choice is upon you.”

			Arturo lifted his brows, slanting a glance at his partner.  “And what would you do, Diego Roldan, second in command to Bellamont the Black, if I set up with a woman and devoted myself to making babes?”

			Diego shrugged his narrow shoulders.  “Take up an assumed name, as you will have to.  Then find a woman with plenty of cushioning and move in next door, of course.”

			Arturo grinned, his dark mood lifting at the thought of his partner with a screaming toddler in his arms.  “Of course.”

			“Maybe we’ll cross the South Sea, travel east to where no one knows us,” Diego continued, warming up to the prospect.  “Maybe Valta, in Greiza.  My cousin Kemen set himself up famously there.  He has his own vineyard, and twenty acres near the sea.  Apparently the king is mighty fond of foreigners.”  He nodded thoughtfully.  “I think I might get used to growing old and fat among dark-eyed, white-skinned maidens.” 

			“You already eat like a horse, Diego, and you’ve got not an ounce of fat on you,” Arturo grinned.  “Besides, I was thinking someplace more exotic, where the women have blue eyes and golden skin, and the waters are green and warm.  The God has been kind, but it is rumored that the Goddess offers the most succor to aging soldiers.”

			Thin, dark brows lifted.  “You can’t possibly mean—”

			Arturo laughed.  “Lets make ourselves sailors and find the Isle of Dusk.”

			Diego shuddered comically.  “That place is a myth to scare rebellious boys into submission.  No man in his right mind would subject himself to a woman ruler.”

			A glint of movement on the horizon caught Arturo’s eye.  Distractedly, he replied, “A man and woman rule together, as Lord and Lady.”

			“Forgive me if I fell asleep during that lesson in my schooling days,” Diego retorted.  

			The speck of color in the distance was not vanishing as would the mirage Arturo had imagined it to be.  Instead, with every long stride of his horse, the shape of it grew.  Something was lying in the road.  He squinted, and thought he saw blue.

			“Diego—”

			“I see it,” he said.

			Arturo loosened his sword in his scabbard, wincing as the blade protested to its fine coating of sand.  Diego Roldan, in addition to being the one man Arturo trusted with his life, also possessed the uncanny sight of a bird.  Within moments, his partner made a harsh noise in his throat.  

			“Merciful God,” he muttered, casting an anxious glance at Arturo.  “I think it’s a woman.”

			With an oath of his own, Arturo sheathed his sword and spurred his horse just as Diego did the same.  The beasts, though not long in either man’s company, were nevertheless some of Argenta’s finest, and leapt with the command into a thundering gallop.  

			The closer they came, the more apparent it was that, indeed, a woman lay in the road.  Beside her crouched two figures, hovering protectively over her body.  One of them, a man with white hair springing at all angles from a lined face, scampered to his feet to stand before the other two.  He held a wooden staff upright as a meager weapon of defense.  

			They reined their horses a mere fifteen paces from the travelers, sending up clumps of dirt and a spray of fine dust.  Without having to articulate the need, his partner stayed mounted while Arturo leapt to the ground.  In situations of delicacy or diplomacy, they had learned that the scarred and weapon-laden Diego was not a comforting sight, especially to unarmed laypersons.  

			Arturo walked slowly toward the old man, who was visibly shaking with fear as he held his staff to strike.  “We mean no harm,” he said clearly, hoping that the man, so obviously foreign, spoke the language of the peninsula.  He pointed at the woman, whose face was covered by a scarf.  “Is she dead?”

			The old man flinched.  “Not… dead,” he said in thickly accented Common, “very… eh, damaged.”

			“Will you allow me to examine her?” Arturo asked, gesturing to articulate his words.  “I’ve medical training.”  It was a lie, but still, he’d treated enough injured men in a lifetime of warring, himself included, that he considered himself knowledgeable of general injury and ailment. 

			The old man’s arms quivered as he fought to keep the staff upright.  “Are you… messenger?” he asked haltingly, with a fierceness and hope that was surprising.

			Arturo glanced back at Diego, who shrugged minutely.  “Yes,” he said, turning back to the man, “I am a messenger of King Armando, whose lands these are.”  

			That, too, was a lie, for the Wasteland belonged to no kingdom.  Still, they were close to the northwestern border of Tanalon.  If a few lies were necessary to prevent the old man from attacking him, and unnecessarily losing his life, then he would lie, and atone later.

			Relief spread across the lined face, so acute that the staff dropped from nerveless fingers.  “Come, come,” he stammered, waving him forward.  “Please… must help.”

			Arturo signaled for Diego to dismount, and though the old man caste a wary glance at the scarred soldier, he did not protest.  They walked to the prone figure, beside whom still crouched a filthy boy not more than thirteen years old.  At some garbled words from the old man, the boy looked up at Arturo in hopeful worship.  

			The stare made him uncomfortable, not only because a lie had caused it but because no man, woman, or child had ever looked at him with such an expression.  Fear, despair, hatred… all of them he was accustomed to.  Not hope bordering on adoration, and certainly not twice in as many minutes.  

			Arturo shot a bemused glance at Diego before crouching beside the woman.  She was breathing, which was encouraging, though the rise and fall of her chest was somewhat erratic.  The blue gown she wore was almost unrecognizable as a garment of finery, but upon closer inspection he could see that beneath the dust, travel stains, and ragged tears, there was gold threading in the seams, and long slits on each leg that revealed a hint of once lovely ivory satin.  

			Whoever she was, well-bred or no, whatever she was running from or to, it was clear that in another day she would die of exposure.  Already her companions were showing signs of deprivation.  They carried no food sacks, and only one canteen, which from its horizontal position and opened cap, was long empty.

			They would have never made it across the desert.  It didn’t seem prudent to point out that they were heading in the wrong direction, on an ancient, purposeless road that ran the whole blistering distance of the Wasteland.  Had they turned east across open land, they would have reached a border town of Tanalon in two days.  If Argenta had been their destination, it was two days north and three more west to reach the mountain pass.  

			Arturo motioned stiffly for the boy to lift the scarf covering the woman’s face.  What was revealed made his stomach clench in dread and shock.  Dread for the bruised skin beneath her eyes, the hollow pits of her cheeks, the white blisters on her lips; shock because in spite of her being very near death, she was undeniably lovely.  Her skin shone the palest of gold, and her hair was the most unusual shade of brown.  Curling, dark honey, with thick strands of copper and gold interwoven.  It reminded him suddenly and vividly of his family estate on Tanalon’s southern shore, and the blazing sunsets he had witnessed with the whimsical eye of youth.

			“Anshar’s holy member,” Diego gasped.  “Have you ever seen hair that color?”

			Arturo glanced quickly at the old man, but he showed no sign of understanding his partner’s colorful oath.  “No,” he said quietly.  “Give me your canteen.”

			Diego gripped his arm and leaned close.  “She’s hours from death, brother,” he murmured, not without sympathy.  “There’s no use wasting water on her.  We should give it to the old man and the boy.”

			“And leave her here to rot?” he hissed, grabbing the canteen from his partner’s hand.

			“You…heal?” the old man asked, leaning forward expectantly.

			“I will try,” Arturo said, and offered silent promises to the God that if she should live, he would not miss evening rituals for a month once they returned to civilization.  Two months, even, he thought as he tipped the canteen carefully above her lips.  

			A drop of water fell upon her mouth, and suddenly a fine-boned hand was gripping his wrist, urging the canteen closer.  

			For years to come, Arturo was never certain of what happened next.  One moment the dying woman was gripping his arm, and in the next moment there was a flood in the desert.  More precisely, a flood emerged from his half-empty canteen.  

			The water poured outward in a sizable torrent across the woman’s face and chest.  It ran in thick, steady streams over her hair and gown, soaking her body in moments.  Dimly he could hear Diego cursing, an unusual thread of fear in his voice.  The old man and boy were on their feet, fluttering about excitedly.  

			After some time, the deluge eased and the fingers on his arm relaxed.  The woman’s hand fell limply to her side.  Freed from her vice-like grip, Arturo scrambled back and to his feet.  The horses were throwing their heads against the reins Diego held, eyes rolling with distress.

			“Bellamont, what was that?”

			He looked at his partner, knew that Diego’s panicked, wide-eyed expression was a mirror of his own.  With effort, he schooled his features and looked down at the woman.  He opened his mouth to reply, but managed only to exhale loudly as long, dark eyelashes fluttered.

			The boy had knelt again beside her head and was grunting and making strange keening noises.  “He does not speak,” said the old man, lined face split by a wide smile.  

			Remembering himself, Arturo handed the canteen to him.  “Drink, father,” he said, and watched with sustained astonishment as more clear water issued from the mouthpiece.  The old man swallowed convulsively, spilling more than he drank, but the reviving effects of the fluid were immediate and astonishing.    

			Convinced that the heat had finally scattered his wits, he looked at Diego.  His partner was in the process of shaking his head, gazing uncomprehendingly at the canteen.

			“Finnéces,” a voice croaked.  

			The old man shoved the canteen into the boy’s chest and fell to the ground beside the woman.  He took her hands and lifted them to his face, babbling again in that strange, fluid language he had spoken earlier.  Though his body had no store of moisture for tears, his speech was interspersed with wrenching cries of joy.

			A string of Diego’s most vulgar oaths ran through Arturo’s mind as he watched the woman’s body miraculously stir.  She said something more, then moaned in pain, eyes squeezed tightly shut.  

			“Don’t move,” he heard himself say.  “You must rest awhile.”

			Her head jerked toward the sound of his voice.  She whispered something to the old man, and Finnéces babbled happily some more.  Drawing some unfathomable conclusion from his words, the woman nodded and relaxed.

			“My lady, do you speak our language?” Diego asked.  Arturo looked sharply at his partner, who never in all their years together had spoken in such a polite, respectful tone.  

			Finnéces whispered more into her ear.  She turned her head toward them, and no amount of hardening by war and death could prevent the two men from taking a singular, immediate step back.  

			Her eyes were open now, and the irises were a startling, intense blue.  A shade of blue like a mountain lake after thaw, cool and clear and deep beyond imagining.  

			“Little,” she whispered, looking at his partner.  “Thank you… water.”

			The swarthy skin of Diego’s face was noticeably darker than usual.  “You’re welcome, my lady,” he said stiffly.

			“Messenger,” she sighed.  Her eyes closed and opened again, and though he had seen their color, Arturo knew that nothing could have prepared him for having their gaze upon him.  “You heard me.”

			He forced his gaze away from her eyes, looking instead at her blistered lips.  “You should not speak,” he said.  “Save your energy, for we must transport you across the desert into Tanalon.”  Though he doubted it, he added, “You need medical care.  The physicians in Vianalon are the finest in the world.”

			“Vianalon,” she murmured.  “Yes.  Must go… Academe des Viana.”

			Upon her words, an entirely odd feeling crept across Arturo’s scalp.  For several moments the words merely filtered through his mind, like leaves beginning the slow, downward journey of winter’s rest.  Then all at once memory flooded him, intensifying his vertigo, clouding his vision.

			The Academe des Viana was the most renowned center of learning on the entire Calabrian peninsula.  It was also highly difficult to gain access to, almost a city unto itself within Vianalon.  It had been the location of his last task in King Armando’s service, six summers before: ending the life of an Adept Scholar whose growing popularity among the people was owed to scathing treatises exploring the opulence and debauchery of Tanalon’s clergy and nobility, including that of its king.

			Many men had felt the touch of his blades, but never one he had loved.  

			“Why?” he asked, voice harsh to his ears.  “Why do you want to go there?”

			Something flickered in her eyes, a sharp, clever intelligence that raked him deep inside.  Her lips twitched in what might have been a smile, or a frown.  Her eyes stayed level on his, even as they started to glaze over.  

			“For remembering,” she whispered vaguely, eyelids falling closed.  

			Diego dropped to one knee and felt for the pulse in her neck.  “She’s asleep,” he said, with a dark, somber glance at Arturo.  He knew well what memories were roused by mention of the Academe.  With lithe grace, he moved to his feet and drew Arturo toward the horses.  

			“Are you certain you want to go back there?” he asked intently, narrow face creased with worry.

			Arturo shrugged with feigned casualness, blinking hard to clear the last gauzy webs of memory.  “We knew it would happen someday,” he said.  “Six years is a decent span of time to be in exile.”

			“Maybe they’ll wait a week or two before torturing and hanging us,” Diego said bitingly.

			He tried to smile, managing instead a grimace.  “Well, a week or more of drinking, dicing, and women in Thieves Alley doesn’t sound like such a bad way to prepare for death.”

			“There are no women in the dungeon,” his partner snapped.  “At least none you’d want within twenty feet.”

			Arturo sighed and ripped the protective scarf from his head.  The sun crawled along his exposed hair, eating the moisture from his dark curls.  “You’re right,” he said decisively.  “We’ll take them as far as the border, then arrange for horses and a guide to carry them to Vianalon.  Deal?”

			Diego nodded, but his eyes stayed worried.  “Deal.”

			



			

	



Chapter Three

			 

			Leaving an old man, a mute boy, and an unconscious woman at the first border town was not as easy as they’d hoped.  Nor was it merely difficult; it was strictly impossible.  Unluckily, the first town they came to as they left the Wasteland was a clustering of shabby wooden buildings filled to the seams with unwashed families.  At the sight of Arturo and Diego, not to mention the human burdens they carried on their saddles and on a makeshift sled between their horses, the thirty or so townspeople gathered to watch them with tired, suspicious expressions.  

			What put the look upon the faces of the men and women, however, had more to do with the expectancy of them asking for food or water, rather than the customary fear of exposure to the crown.  For neither Arturo nor Diego were unfamiliar with the sight before them, particularly on journeys along or across the border of the Wasteland.  These were merely several of the hundreds of families who had at some point decided to leave tithes and overlords behind—for honorable or dishonorable reasons—and try their luck near the desert, pumping brown water from tired wells and coaxing meager crops from the sandy dirt with one or two tired mules.  

			It was very common, these people’s plight.  They would wring the stubborn land of whatever sustenance was available, then move on.  From the visible state of things, within the season this makeshift town would be gone, the families with it.  Always moving, always hoping for an oasis they could finally call home.

			They rode through without stopping.

			By the end of their third day of travel the landscape had begun to change.  Sagebrush and withered groundcover gave way to greener life.  The flatland undulated around them in what might be referred to, by a gracious soul, as hills.  Soon the coarse sands of the desert melted into darker soil, though still nowhere as fertile as that of the river valley toward which they headed.

			They set up camp near the roadside, finishing the last of Diego’s store of dried meats and fruits, and forcing more water down the blue-eyed woman’s throat.  They rose at dawn, packed the horses and secured the pallet between them, and set off again, south-east toward the Viana River and the city that thrived on its eastern bank.  

			Sometime over the last days, the two exiled soldiers had come to a silent agreement.  Despite the deal they had made it soon became apparent that, for good or ill, they could not leave the strange woman and her companions at the mercy of strangers.

			Diego, who had a nephew born a mute, was in the process of teaching young Edan to speak with his hands.  Likewise, Arturo soon found himself developing a liking to the spry, intelligent Finnéces.  There was nothing like days in the same saddle to forge lasting friendship, or hatred, between men. 

			Finnéces was eager to fill the gaps in his knowledge of Common, and as Arturo complied, the story of the woman’s origins began to emerge.  With subtle prodding, he also managed to glean the message that had supposedly been sent, and to which he had supposedly responded.

			The Gardens of Almhain are no more.

			Almhain, the legendary site where the God and Goddess had been born.  The gardens that had arisen spontaneously at their births were also legendary, if not mythical, in beauty and proportion.  Withered by sword and put to torch by hordes of demons, or so the old man proclaimed.  

			Arturo thought it more probable that the invaders had been mortal men, and from Finnéces’ descriptions he surmised they were the equally legendary, bloodthirsty Volgsmen, sailing from their distant, icy northlands to murder, pillage and raze.  

			And so it seemed that a likely impersonal act of war had brought the fabled Isle of Dusk into history again, only to mark its passing.  

			There would be no more dreams of retirement across the West Sea, of respite for aging soldiers among golden-skinned maidens.  According to Finnéces, there were none left.  Every inhabitant of the small, sacred isle, from elders to babes, had been put to the sword.  No maidens left but for the one tied to a makeshift pallet between their horses.  

			Nor was the final daughter of Alesia’s line just any maiden.  Her name was Isidora Fiannan, and her father and mother had been Lord and Lady Fiannan, chosen by the Goddess to rule the isle and keep safe the Gardens of Almhain.

			It was no wonder, then, that Isidora sought the Academe des Viana.  For remembering, she had said.  She wanted her tale told, her people and isle remembered.

			There was no choice in the matter, really, for either Arturo or Diego.  They would risk stoning, skinning, and hanging to see the Lady Fiannan of Alesia safely to Vianalon.

			 

			                                                                                    *

			 

			On the fifth night they reached a sizable village.  Not sizable enough that either of the wanted men would be recognized, but it did boast a relatively pest-free inn.  The horses, even their fine breeding bending beneath fatigue, happily succumbed to the ministrations of awed stable lads.  With silver marks assuring continued food and pampering for the stallions, Arturo set about securing rooms for his party.

			The tavern beneath the inn was a seedy place, floorboards stained with food and bodily byproducts resistant to scrubbing.  The innkeeper matched the theme, emerging from the kitchens to wipe greasy hands down the discolored apron barely covering his belly.  

			He stared at Arturo with beady, mistrustful eyes.  “What do you want?” he growled.

			“Three rooms upstairs,” he said calmly, “a meal—fresh meat, mind you—and two bottles of your finest wine to go with it.  Hot baths, too, for five people.”

			“You got money?” the innkeeper asked, eying his dusty clothes and unkempt beard.

			Arturo sent a gold crown sailing toward the man.  Greedy fingers caught it midair and brought it to graying teeth.  Satisfied with the quality of the coin, the innkeeper grunted.

			“There’s another crown for you in the morning, if my requests have been met sufficiently.”

			A sparkle appeared in the small black eyes.  “Certainly, milord,” he said, jowls quivering like custard as he bobbed his head.  “Gerard Sanchez at your service.”  He paused for a laughable bow, then straightened, squaring his narrow shoulders.  “Might I ask your name, milord, to know what personage I’m serving?”

			“Arturo de Galván.”  

			There were only a handful of people on the peninsula who knew his birth name.  Arturo was rather common; de Galván his seldom used surname.  He was Bellamont, or Black Bellamont, or Bellamont linked to some other ridiculous combination of words.  The last title he’d heard that was popular among troubadours in Vianalon was Bellamont the Scourge of Innocents.  

			“Milord de Galván,” the innkeeper gushed, pretending to know him.  “It is an honor to serve you.” 

			“Yes, it is,” he snapped.

			Taking his cue, the innkeeper disappeared through the curtains behind him, bellowing at his servants.  

			 

			                                                                                    *

			                                                                      

			Isidora awoke to darkness and unfamiliar surroundings.  There was a lumpy mattress beneath her, relatively soft blankets covering her body.  A moment later she realized that she was not wearing her gown, and the hair beneath her cheek smelled of linden flowers.  

			As she opened her mouth to call for Finnéces, there was a sudden birth of light across the room, highlighting the dark shape of a man.  Much too tall and broad to be Finnéces.  Her heart thudded hard against her ribs, fingers convulsing on the blanket.  She sucked in breath to scream.

			“I apologize if I’ve frightened you, my lady,” he said softly, bringing the lamp to rest on the bedside table.  

			Isidora swallowed her cry with a gasp.  Pulling the blankets to her chin, she squinted to make out his features in the dark.  She could tell only that he was very large, with an unruly mane of dark curls.  His face stayed just outside the sphere of light as he took up a chair beside the bed.  

			“Who are you?” she whispered.

			“The messenger,” he said, with a touch of irony.  “I’m watching over your life tonight.  Your companions needed rest.”

			Hazy impressions of unbearable thirst, of the blessed touch of water, then darkness again.  One thing, however, she knew for certain.  “You are not the messenger.”

			The man shrugged.  “I figured you would realize it when you awoke.”  He paused, shifted his bulk in the chair.  “I heard no call of yours, though I am aggrieved to hear of Alesia’s ruin.”

			She turned her head on the pillow, aware that the lamp had been illumining her face.  She did not want him to see her pain.  Eyes tightly closed, she murmured, “Where are you taking us?”

			“To the capital city of Tanalon and the Academe des Viana, as per your request.”

			The words brought a slight but potent wash of relief; still, she asked skeptically, “Why do you help us?” 

			He made a small noise in his throat.  “For a women who’s been unconscious for a week, you have regained your wits astoundingly fast.”

			She turned to look at him, saw that he leaned forward now, elbows balanced on knees.  His face was clear, and for a moment she merely stared.  Dark eyes commanded attention beneath a smooth, tanned brow.  His bones were broad but finely carven, impassively beautiful, like the polished stone statue of the God in Almhain.  Long, straight nose, full lips curved in a natural expression of humor, or distaste.  It was a fearful face, a strong face, too much like the virile impressions of the God in her mind to put her at ease.

			“What do you gain from this act of altruism?” she demanded again.

			He blinked in surprise, then smiled thinly.  “Quite the opposite of nothing, my lady, but you needn’t concern yourself with that.”

			She frowned and readjusted the blankets, suddenly aware again of the movement of cloth on her naked body.  She glanced quickly at the man, but could read nothing in his dark eyes.  “Finnéces and Edan, they are well?” she asked to divert herself.

			He nodded.  “Very well, considering.  The boy has nightmares still, but his appetite has returned.  Finnéces seems to be a scholar at heart, and thinks of a new question every minute.”

			She smiled in spite of herself, then frowned abruptly.  “What language are we speaking?” she asked stiffly.

			Dark, sculpted brows rose.  “We speak Common, my lady.”

			“And Finnéces has learned it fully?” she pressed.

			“Most fully.  When he’s not speaking to me, he insists on carrying one-sided conversations with you.”

			Isidora relaxed as the mystery solved itself.  “And so I speak Common,” she mused.

			“It seems so,” he said oddly.  “You are a quite unusual woman, Isidora of Alesia.”

			She narrowed her eyes on his face, unnerved by his words for reasons she could not name.  “May I have my clothes?” she asked.

			“No,” he said simply.  “They’re being mended.  You’ll have them in the morning.”  He stood, tall frame arching languidly as he stretched.  “I suggest you sleep now, for if you feel well enough, tomorrow you’ll be astride a horse for the rest of the journey.”

			“I’m not tired,” she protested.  

			He bent to blow out the lamp.  She heard his steps across the room, the soft opening and closing of the door.  Within minutes she was asleep.

			 

			                                                                                    *

			                                                                      

			The day dawned bright and clear, but a cool breeze banished any association Isidora might have drawn between this new land and the desert they’d left behind.  She rose at the first hint of light and with the one small window in her room opened to emit the breeze, set about stretching the fatigue and cramps from her body.  

			When the last of her meditative postures were finished, she stood naked in the lightening shadows, gooseflesh rippling over her bared arms.  Fatigue made her knees weak and breath come fast, reminding her that not long before, she had tapped all reserves of her power and fortitude.  

			She did not bother testing her bond to the elements, for she knew that the bloodline was broken.  The Goddess had granted her power a final time in the desert, a gift for the last daughter of Alesia.  

			Aware that she was traveling avenues of thought better left untouched, she turned instead to the door, before which was a wrapped bundle.  The stranger had promised rightly, for within the strings were folded her washed and mended gown, fresh undergarments, soft socks, and her newly polished boots.

			She dressed slowly, wary of exhausting herself.  There was a small mirror mounted on the wall, which she looked quickly into and then away.  Her reflection was no worse than she’d expected, which was to say not good at all.  Shadows were etched deeply beneath her eyes, her skin sallow, lips cracked and peeling.

			With a sigh, and a fleeting memory of her mother’s beautiful face, Isidora dragged the single chair before the window and sat to watch Anshar establish his rule.  As the sun crested low hills in the east, she studied a landscape that was little better than the desert.  Fields of dry grasses, a few groupings of unhappy trees, pale dirt upturned by plows.  The only real difference was the air, cooler and with a hint of moisture.  

			And, of course, there were people here.  The sounds of humanity were growing in the village below, life gathering momentum to pursue another day.  Women emerged from doorways with tall urns, melting into a group as they walked down the single street of rustic, mismatched buildings.  Traveling to a well outside town, most like.  

			Fountains and streams gurgled merrily in the background of her memory and youth, flowing day and night in Almhain.  

			The pit of despair within her grew greater.  

			When dawn slanted brightly across the floorboards, a knock and a cautious question finally came from outside her door.  “Come in,” she called with relief.

			Finnéces’ bow neared the floor when he saw her, dressed, sunlight tracing the gold and red strands in her hair.  She rose, overwhelmed by emotion, and moved forward to embrace him tightly.  

			With his lined, beloved face between her hands, she bestowed a ritual kiss upon his forehead.  “Blessings of the Goddess upon you,” she murmured.

			“As Istar brought you through the night, may Anshar bring you through the day,” he replied softly.  He peered into her face, noting every detail.  “When Arturo said you’d awakened last night, I could scarcely believe it.  I am sorry I was not beside you.”

			“It is no matter,” she assured him.  “I knew you were near.”

			“Arturo sent Diego to purchase horses so we may ride now that you’re well,” he continued, smiling.  “Arturo said we should break our fast astride, for we’ll do most our traveling before midday.  He says you’ll grow tired quickly.”

			“Does he?” she asked, lifting a brow.  “It seems Arturo says many things.”

			Finnéces nodded happily.  “He knows quite a bit about most things,” he agreed.  She opened her mouth, but he forestalled her with a hand.  “I know he is not the messenger.”

			She blinked in surprise.  “How?” she asked.

			Her servant cocked his head chidingly.  “I’m not without wits, my dear.  Still, it seems to me that he is nonetheless a gift of the Gods.”  His expression grew grim.  “You were dying when he and his partner found us.  If not for the water…”

			“Yes, the water,” she said quietly.  “That was strange, indeed.”

			“Why strange, my lady?” he asked.

			She looked into his familiar face, and watched it grow troubled in response to her own.  “I did not summon elementals,” she said.  “My link to them is gone.”  She swallowed the pain the words brought.

			“Then the Goddess…” he began.

			She shook her head.  “The Goddess is mistress of moon and stars.  This is Anshar’s land and She does not dwell here.  For Her to reach me at dawn was a miracle in itself.  She cannot touch Her devotees in the full light of day.”  

			Finnéces’ faded brown eyes grew dim with remembrance.  “On Alesia there were always stars in the sky.”

			“Yes,” she whispered brokenly.  “Even at midday, there were stars.”

			 

			                                                                                    *

			                                                                      

			Arturo was leaning against a low stucco wall bordering the inn when Diego came into view, turning onto the main road from the outlying farmlands.  His head was bent and he was grumbling to himself, dragging a sorry looking horse behind him.  

			“Let me guess,” Arturo said when he was within easy earshot.  “The farmer’s wife was pretty, took you for all you had, and gave you that miserable beast in return.”

			“Curse you,” Diego replied, lifting his head and glaring.  After a moment, though, he grinned.  “She was comely enough, and I wasn’t in the mood for horse thievery.”

			“We needed two horses,” he pointed out.

			The glare returned.  “Yeah, well, you got one.”

			A half-hour later they were mounted, Finnéces and Edan perched uncomfortably atop the farmer’s bony horse while Isidora joined Diego.  The latter decision had been made with much humor on Arturo’s part, and much blushing and fussing on Diego’s end.  It wasn’t until they took to the road and were an hour outside town that the lady’s apologies and Diego’s flustered responses quit.  

			The morning was uneventful, the land offering no real beauty or change.  They halted for lunch near an ancient tree, standing solitary by the roadside, its massive trunk etched almost completely with the signatures and messages of travelers.  Isidora, lips pinched with weariness, rested on a blanket in the shade as she shared the meal with Finnéces and Edan.  

			Diego was busy chewing on strips of dried meat and tending to the horses while Arturo stood watch, hand on the hilt of his sword as he scanned the southeastern horizon.  The back of his neck had been prickling for the last hour.  The sensation was familiar from years of avoiding assassins, both foreign and Tanalon bred.  

			Diego finished with the horses and offered him a nip of chewing tobacco.  He waved the vile stuff away, eyes on the road where it bent behind a rocky knoll.

			Whereas Diego eyesight was long, Arturo’s ears were sharper.  “Did you catch that?” he asked, senses straining toward the hill.

			“What?” his partner asked, quickly tucking his tobacco away and laying a hand upon his sword.  

			“There it is again.  Horses, at least five of them, galloping our way.”

			“Anshar’s Balls,” Diego cursed.  He moved like a flash of lightening, snatching the leads of the horses and sprinting toward the others.  Arturo could hear Finnéces’ voice raised in panic, and the low, musical tone of Isidora’s voice.  Then all was silent behind him, and with a glance back, he saw that both the horses and Alesians were concealed behind the girth of the tree.

			Diego reached his side just as the first rider came into view.  

			“It doesn’t look like pretty words will matter much to these men,” Arturo commented, pulling his sword free.

			There were five of them, astride magnificent warhorses, armored flanks gleaming in the sun.  The men themselves were similarly attired, each link of their mail meticulously polished, broadswords brandished and flickering like gems.  Above their helmets rippled plumes of green feathers, and each short cloak they wore was of the same color, lined in gold.

			“Draw your sword, brother,” he snapped, “they are coming for us.”

			“Bellamont, they’re soldiers of the Church!”

			He had to yell over the noise of approaching steel and hooves, “By the God, man, it does not matter who they are, they’re going to run us down!”

			Diego stayed frozen in disbelief until the last possible second, then followed Arturo as he leapt from the path of the horses.  With enraged whinnies, the steeds reared some feet past, turning almost on their rumps to leap forward again.

			Arturo’s thrown knife caught the lead man in the throat.  He toppled from the saddle and fell like a sack of grain to be trampled by his own horse.  The second man came at him with a wide downward stroke meant to take his head.  He ducked, and with regret, slashed open the unprotected belly of the horse.  

			The stallion screamed and threw its rider, who was scrambling to his feet as Diego’s sword took him in the neck.  Arturo put the dying animal out of its misery.

			It was suddenly very quiet.  Four dead bodies, one dead horse and three more snorting and pawing the dirt nearby.  The partners exchanged a knowing glance and were already running when they heard Isidora scream.

			Arturo thought he’d never run so fast in his life, but even as he neared the tree, the last rider thundered past him.  He threw himself back to avoid being caught by the sharp hooves, but at the last second made a lunge for the hand that was extended to him from the saddle.  Her fingers slipped through his, and for a second their eyes locked.  The blue of hers was dark with fear, her face frozen in shock.

			He thrust his sword into Diego’s hands.  “Stay with them,” he barked, then ran and leapt onto his horse. 

			The stallion responded to his fierce kick with a bunching of powerful muscles and a burst of speed that caused Arturo to falter and grip the pommel hard.  He made a swift decision that if he lived much longer, he would write that Argentan nobleman a longwinded note as to the unsurpassed breeding of his beasts.  Perhaps commission a piece of jewelry for his wife.

			They gained on their prey in a matter of minutes, the lesser horse no match for the Argentan.  The church soldier’s visor was down, but his eyes rolled wildly toward Arturo, whites exposed around the edges.  He lifted a gauntleted fist and cried, “In the name of the God, stop now and I won’t kill you!”  

			“Your God is not mine!” Arturo yelled back.  “The second you slow, I will kill you!”

			Isidora, to her merit, did not fight the man holding her captive.  A fall from a sprinting horse, if not instantly deadly, was in the least extremely detrimental to bones.  She lay stomach down on the saddle before the soldier, long hair whipping free, curls straightened by the force of the ride.

			The horses’ hooves ate several tense miles, galloping neck and neck, before they rounded an outcropping of trees and the outline of a town became visible.  The soldier flogged his tiring horse mercilessly, eyes no longer straying to Arturo but fixed on his destination.  He knew, as Arturo himself did, that if he made it to the village he was safe.  For the sake of a church soldier, and the Church itself, the entire population of souls ahead would gather to fight for his life.  

			Isidora had seen the town, too, and with uncanny perception, drew a similar conclusion.  She lifted her head to yell at him, “Kill me if you must, but you cannot let him take me!”

			Arturo clenched his teeth and drew forth the long, curved knife from its sheath on the saddle.  Every second that passed drew them closer to the first farms outside the town.  Already he could see people gathering at fences, pointing and shouting.  

			“God,” he muttered feebly, and lifted his feet from the stirrups, bracing them against the front lip of the saddle.  With a motion that took more insanity than courage, he jumped into a crouch.  The stallion tossed his head but did not slow.  “Steady, boy,” he murmured.

			The landscape around him shifted to a blur as he drew his focus inward and narrowed it on the soldier.  The man clearly thought he was already safe, this close to the village.  Whether he was young or just stupid, he had yet to learn that safety was dependent on never believing you were.  

			Arturo’s booted foot caught the soldier on the side of the head, rocking him violently in the saddle.  Isidora screamed as she started to slide backward but the Argentan stallion—clearly smarter than most humans—narrowed the gap between himself and the other horse, allowing her to reach out and grip his dark mane.  

			Dazed as he was from the blow, the soldier still managed to pull free his sword and aim an overhead strike toward Arturo’s unprotected head.  He dropped back into the seat and was barely able to deflect the heavy blade with his knife.  As it was, he felt immediate fiery pain from a gash on his forearm.  

			Against all odds, Isidora had somehow managed to wriggle halfway across the two horses, nails biting into Arturo’s thighs while her legs stretched between the racing beasts.  The soldier, seeing his prey escaping, lifted his sword to strike again.  This time he aimed at a feminine torso.  

			Arturo flung his knife uselessly at the armored soldier and grabbed whatever part of Isidora he could reach.  Hair was bunched in his fist.  It might have been a breast in his other hand, for all he knew.  With all his strength he tore her free of the other horse and pulled her onto the saddle before him.  She was a tall woman, all legs and arms, and it was all he could do to keep them both from sliding to certain death.  

			The stallion beneath them, sensing victory, began peeling right for a wide turn at full speed.  The soldier’s horse, freed of extra weight, sped after them and came up on their left.  

			Arturo saw a flash of steel in the sunlight, a longsword raised high, and had but a moment to speak the God’s name in preparation for death.  

			The blow never landed.  

			The soldier’s horse toppled without sound, forelegs splaying, an arrow lodged in its eye.  Arturo’s stallion, panting and bewildered at the sudden absence of his foe, slowed to a canter and then to a walk.  

			Isidora was breathing raggedly, wrapped about him like a child with her legs locked painfully tight around his midsection, her face tucked into his neck.  “Is it over?” she asked, the sound of her voice unnaturally loud in the sudden silence.

			Arturo stared down at the church soldier, laying several feet from his dead horse.  There was a second arrow protruding from the man’s neck, blood sliding thickly down his mailed chest.  He swallowed and turned his head to look down the road.  Several armed townsmen stood there, including a massive, bearded man with a bow.     

			“May I assume you weren’t aiming for us?” Arturo asked, too lightly.  

			The giant grinned.  “I never miss my target,” he rumbled.

			“The penalty of slaying of a soldier of God is death.”

			“He was no soldier of my God,” the giant replied.

			Arturo felt himself smiling.  “Then it’s my pleasure to meet you, friend.”

			The man shouldered his bow and bowed perfunctorily.  “The pleasure is mine, Assassin des Viana.”  Arturo’s spine grew rigid with shock, all humor instantly vanishing.  The bowman’s grin widened and he smacked his chest with a heavy fist.  “You are most welcome here, Black Bellamont.  I am Rodrigo Vasquez, Constable of Vallejo.”

			



			

	



Chapter Four

			 

			Within the hour their company was safely ensconced in Rodrigo’s sprawling villa, located two miles north and concealed in the foothills above town.  With the Alesians in the generous care of Mistress Vasquez and Arturo’s wound attended to by the household physician, Rodrigo appeared to offer him and Diego a tour of the compound.

			The structure was in the style of home found most often near the South Sea, where the currency was wine and life was lazy and wholesome.  High, sloping ceilings, walkways opened to the sky, and courtyards boasting exotic plants and graceful statues.  The wide rust-colored bricks had been shipped north by river and hauled west by wagons.  Masons, architects, and artisans had been employed for two seasons to construct and refine the estate.  

			It was a family home, Rodrigo stated upon Arturo’s dubious stare.  A gift to his wife, who was southern bred and longed for her family’s seaside residence.  Neither man commented on the abundance of hearty, muscled men roaming the compound, swords strapped to their belts more often than not.  Nor did they deem it polite to remind the self-styled Constable of Vallejo that his title had been extinct for fifty years, since the combined armies of Vianalon and the Holy Church had ridden west to crush the last insurgents at Vallejo, thus ending a decade long civil uprising against the crown.

			Arturo didn’t like it when men assumed things of him, especially when it involved an allegiance against the crown he often despised but had sworn to protect.  Given the state of his relationship with said crown, however, Rodrigo was right in his unvoiced judgment.  No exposure of his activities would come from Bellamont’s lips.

			Dinner was a pleasant if tiring affair.  By the end of the meal Arturo’s nerves were wrung raw from all he’d witnessed, and further tested by Rodrigo’s consistent vague speech and incredible resistance to drunkenness.  

			With all his courtly training, Arturo assaulted the man with misdirection and verbal subterfuge.  The Constable proved immune to such persuasions.  He gave not a hint of the greater reason behind his earlier action on the road, or the end purpose of the armed men he was harvesting like grapes.  Nothing to appease Arturo’s natural inclination toward gathering information, despite having no liege to whom he reported any longer.  Clever rebel that he was, Rodrigo gave no information away that might be used against him in a justice hearing or revealed under torture.  

			Arturo didn’t like the man, much less trust him, but he had to bestow a grudging respect.  

			The only glimmer of his host’s scope of influence was supplied as the two men parted ways outside the dining room, long after Diego had left them.  The large man gripped his shoulder and stared him in the eye, all traces of nonchalance gone.  

			“The tides of power on the peninsula are shifting, Bellamont.  The Church has grown all-powerful in Vianalon, greater even than the crown, and it seems the High Cleric wants you and your friends dead.  I advise you to choose another destination.”

			All this Arturo had foreseen years ago, but hearing it was still shocking.  “What has happened to the king?” he asked quietly.

			“Armando fell ill this winter,” Rodrigo said gravely.  “He was a ruthless ruler, and the God knows I detested the man, but he was shrewd too, and could outwit the clerics most days.  Princess Serephina is not faring so well.”

			Her name brought a vision of dark, half-lidded eyes and naked arms reaching toward him.  And another of her face, lovely features distraught as he’d bid her farewell on a misty dawn six years before.  He blinked, blaming his distraction on his weariness, and overindulgence in a fine vintage of Greiza Red.  

			“Thank you for the warning,” he managed.  He paused as a thought occurred, then pitched his voice low, “The price on my head, is it still in effect?”

			Rodrigo grinned, a grisly expression by torchlight.  “The only issue of state on which the princess managed to put her foot down is just that.  Not only is the order of execution upon you lifted, but you are urged by royal command to return at all haste to the capital city.”

			“And were you planning on telling me that if I hadn’t asked?”

			Rodrigo’s grin widened.  “It’s not in my nature to give anything away for free.”  

			With that, his host clapped him hard on the back and walked away, chuckling to himself.  Arturo watched him go, and when he was alone on the walkway he leaned wearily against a wall, drawing his hands swiftly through his hair in an effort to clear his muddled thoughts.

			A hint of the soft, sensuous fragrance that he remembered from her skin as she’d clung to him earlier was the only advance warning he had of her presence.  He lifted his head, too tired to be surprised as Isidora Fiannan stepped into the light from an adjacent courtyard.

			He grunted.  “It seems strange to me that with all the guards roaming this place, no one noticed you slinking about in the dark.”

			She shrugged one shoulder, the motion drawing his gaze down from her shadowed face to the gown she wore.  The blue dress was gone, too damaged from the day’s ordeal to be salvaged.  In its place she wore a concoction that did nothing to ease his already strained nerves.  It was some pale green color with sleeves capped on her shoulders, allowing free viewing of her long neck, delicate collarbones, and slender golden arms.  The fabric hung close to her graceful torso and fell in folds around her legs.  A white sash, the only item saved from her previous ensemble, was knotted low on her hips. 

			In his right mind, he knew that the gown was modest by Vianalon’s standards.  Tonight, though, it might as well have been transparent, for all it did to conceal his view of the body beneath.

			“Why aren’t you asleep?” he asked hoarsely.

			“I slept all afternoon and evening,” she replied.  “I am quite rested, thank you.”

			Her voice did strange things to his head; he shook it to clear the haze, but wished he hadn’t bothered as he suffered mild disorientation.  “I’m sick of evasiveness,” he said, staring determinedly into her eyes.  “Why is it that no one found you wandering tonight?  There are at least four guards within twenty paces of us.”

			“I am the High Priestess of Istar,” she said with a spark of defiance.  “The Goddess is in her element at night, and therefore so I am.”

			“Lower your voice,” he hissed.  He heard footfalls nearing the walkway and moved forward, taking her arm and steering her into the unlit courtyard.  They waited behind a pillar until the guards had passed.

			“Unhand me,” a voice breathed along his cheek.  

			“Not yet,” he said, keeping her pressed against the pillar with his hands encircling her upper arms.  Her features were pale and haughty in the starlight.  He wanted to kiss her, to watch her eyes darken to the blue of midnight.  Instead, he cursed himself for a drunken fool and tightened his grip until she gasped.  “What does the Church want with you, Lady Fiannan of Alesia, other than to burn you for heresy?” he murmured.

			She spoke through clenched teeth, “You are hurting me.”

			He smiled tightly.  “I’m not going to release you until you tell me the truth.  What do you have that the High Cleric wants?”

			“I don’t know,” she growled, and began to struggle, which resulted initially in the pleasant contact of her body against his.  When she landed a kick on his shin, however, he merely gave in to temptation, pressing her against the wall with his weight.  She stilled abruptly, though fine tremors ran down her body.  “I don’t know why,” she repeated on uneven breath.  “I swear to you.  I know only what my mother told me before I fled the isle.  She warned me that I must always be careful, or what hunted my people would follow me, and finish what was begun.”

			Shaken by her words and shamed cold by his actions, Arturo loosened his grip on her arms.  He could not yet move away from her, so he stood as still as he could, chin brushing the top of her head.  “I’m sorry for hurting you,” he mumbled.

			“I may be bruised in the morning, but you did not hurt me,” she said, breath warm on his neck.  “I’ve no heart left for pain.”

			She slipped away from him, and like the creature of the Goddess she was, disappeared soundlessly into the shadows.  Arturo was left with his forehead pressed against the rounded stone blocks of the pillar, wondering as to the last words they’d exchanged, and whether or not either of them had known of what they were speaking.

			 

			                                                                                    *

			 

			That night, he dreamed of the scholar he had been sent to kill.  The colonnades of the Academe des Viana were eerily silent, just as they had been in that late, long ago hour.  The soft blue light of the moon slanted in stripes across the tiled floors, giving fantastic dimensions to statues set in alcoves, to his own shadow beside him.

			As he walked in the dream, he remembered—just as he had then—Armando’s soft smile as he’d handed him the order.  The parchment unrolling to display a single name, printed in the king’s own script.  Just a name and its title.  The name of a man Arturo loved like the grandfather he’d never known, in whose company alone he felt at peace.

			Lucero Tuturro, Adept Scholar.

			He looked up from the parchment balled in his fist, into the eyes of the king who had taken him in when he was a disillusioned youth thieving on the streets of Vianalon, given him respect, treated him as he might have a son.  Ordered him trained in arms by the finest veiled Dunak assassins, sent him to an ancient, blind alchemist for learning of poisons and qualities of death, had personally tutored him in the dark hours on politics and espionage.  

			Once, he had loved the man.  He might have still loved him, moments before.  Now, he looked into the regal face and spat at his feet.

			“I will not do this,” he said.

			Armando smiled again, that soft, secret smile.  “Yes, my boy, you will.”  His features hardened like ice, lips forging an unforgiving line.  “There is a letter, sealed by the signet of House Caville, waiting to be carried south to the magistrate who oversees the family estate of Ralph and Lucinda de Galván.  If you do not wish for your family to pay for the crime of your refusal, you will do this thing.  Tonight.”

			His mother’s weeping face, his father’s stern, approving one as they’d watched their youngest son leave the family for fortune and fame in Vianalon.  It was the first and last time Arturo had seen his mother’s tears.  It was the first time he had felt notable in the ever-expanding de Galván family.  He thought of his sisters and brothers, of the letters he received periodically, rich with love and blessings.  They thought he was a successful merchant, traveling distant lands, moving in circles of noblemen and kings.

			There was no doubt as to what the king’s letter revealed.  Their son, their sibling, was a murderer of princes, a stealer of crowns, and no longer in royal service.  He was Bellamont, a rogue and a traitor, and his family would be gathered like cattle to be executed in dishonor.  Down to the smallest infant, a nephew born last summer to his sister Jacqueline.   

			“I’ll do it,” he said, and tossed the crumpled parchment into the fire.

			The courtyard in the Academe was lit by a single torch, bracketed beside a stout door.  Not bothering to disguise his presence or his steps, he left the hood of his cloak down and crossed the open yard.  The door creaked open before he reached it, and Lucero Tuturro ushered him within, as he’d done so many times before.

			The rich fragrance of incense, the mustiness of books, the sharpness of spilled ink.  The learned man’s apartment matched his personality, disordered and beautiful, lit from fires within just as their surroundings were highlighted by the steady glow of candle flames.

			“I’ve come to kill you,” he said.

			Lucero quirked one thick, white brow.  “Yes, I know.”

			He couldn’t seem to breathe, whispering hoarsely, “Why did you not sound the alarm?”

			The old man sighed as he sank onto a cushioned stool.  The unique, three-legged design was a fine testament to Borgetzan craftsmanship, carved from one piece of golden wood.  It had been a birthday gift from Arturo last season.  

			“I’m too old to live through the excitement, I’m afraid.”

			He tried to focus on Lucero’s face, creased by lines of laughter and thought.  It was increasingly difficult to see through the haze of his tears.  The dream grew distorted and dark, candle flames leaping high, blinding him.  

			Some memories were buried too deep, even for nightmares.

			 

			 

			He awoke with a gasp, face down on a soft, wide mattress.  Sunlight drifted blearily through gauzy curtains nearby.  The hearth fire had gone out and the air was chill, but his body was slick with sweat.  He scrubbed roughly at the wetness on his face.

			“The dream returned,” Diego said, moving into view beside the bed.  

			He looked up at his friend, who had found him in the Academe that night, half-mad and raving, and had coaxed him into the streets, through the city and out the gates to where two horses waited by moonlight.  Followed him at his mad bidding, back into the city and through rarely traveled passages, into the palace to bid farewell to the princess who was his lover.

			He swallowed thickly.  “Yes.”

			“You did not kill Lucero, Bellamont,” his partner said firmly.  “He is safe, living out the rest of his days in anonymity beneath the Academe.  He will never write against the crown again, but he is alive.”

			Hands of old, graceful bones, ink stained and calloused, tiny bones smashed beyond repair.  The right ring finger bare and pale where once the signet of an Adept Scholar had rested.  Two eyes, once lustrous and snapping with intellect, never again to look upon written word.  Ring and eyes, delivered by courier to the king the morning following.

			“I was a coward not to finish it,” he said, which was what he always said, and believed.  “He wanted to die, at the end.”  

			“I was there, brother, at the end.  He forgave you, thanked you for his life.”

			Arturo threw the blankets from his body and swung his legs to the floor.  “I will never forgive,” he said tightly, reaching for his clothes.  “We ride today, Diego, and do not stop until we reach the Viana.”

			Despite repeated warnings about travel to the capital, and finally a dismissal of their lives to the God’s will, Rodrigo Vasquez agreed to outfit them with provisions, weapons, and fresh horses for the Alesians.  By midmorning they were astride, bidding farewell to their unlikely host, his family, and a generous selection of armed, unsmiling men.

			In his haste to be free of Rodrigo’s unnerving presence and make haste to Vianalon, it was several hours of travel before Arturo felt calm enough to reflect.  Relying on the ingrained skill of assimilating facts for later observation, he remembered acutely the look on Rodrigo’s face as he’d stood in the dirt of his courtyard.  

			In contrast to the smiling visages of his wife, two sons, and three daughters beside him, the Constable wore a grave, almost sorrowful expression.  His dark gaze had been trained on Isidora, sitting astride her palfrey in a crisp navy tunic and leggings as she smiled, conversing with his youngest daughter, Maria. 

			Only now did it bother Arturo that their host had not once inquired as to the lady’s personage, or why the church soldiers had sought her abduction.  An oversight he prayed would not come back to haunt him.  

			Cursing himself the worst spy in all of Calabria, he finally understood the nature of the Constable’s warning the past night, stemming against odds from informants within the Church itself.  It remained a mystery, however, as to what exact threat the last Lady of Alesia, and he himself for that matter, posed to the Church of the God.

			Six days of hard travel, avoiding roads and skirting the sprawling estates of nobles, saw them angling south and north again to come at last upon a downward slope into the verdant valley framing the River Viana.  Though the land had altered days before, growing ever more abundant in all aspects of life, Arturo himself paid little notice.  He was too busy keeping constant watch for assassins; wary of dreaming, he rarely slept, oftentimes sitting watch through the night only to be yawning in the saddle by midday.   

			The Alesians had returned to full health from their desert trek, and exclaimed animatedly amongst themselves at the swollen spring beauty of the river valley.  So close to the royal seat of Tanalon, the land was untilled, free to obey the whims of nature.  Ardent wildflowers painted the rolling hills in a great patchworks of color.  Aromatic, blossoming trees swayed in a warm breezes and the soil was soft and dark.  

			For once, though, Arturo rode through the beautiful pastures of high grasses, across meandering streams whose waters were crystalline and cool, and felt no sense of coming home, no growing ease that had accompanied him in past years when he journeyed back to Vianalon from abroad.

			He felt only dread for the moment he would look again upon the high walls, colorful flags waving, the gleaming golden dome of the God’s most holy house, the graceful towers and patrolled battlements of the palace.  

			All that had filled him once with a sense of purpose now left him hollow within.  

			They left the open country to join a wide, maintained road leading due east, and were soon joined by an increasing number of travelers.  Merchants with their wagons loaded high, bound for the capital with their wares.  Wandering groups of actors, troubadours, and musicians streamed around them like colorful schools of fish.  All heading to the river, and to the barges that could take them across to Vianalon, or south to any number of welcoming ports.

			There were personages of the thirteen Noble Houses and favored courtiers.  Escorted in colorful, canopied carriages by armed escorts, they were leaving their winter residences for spring and summer in the palace, near the cooling breezes of the river.  It was these such parties that Arturo avoided at all cost, often leading his company off the road or amidst the concealing chaos of wagon trains.  

			No one complained at their erratic progress, at least not in his hearing.  He had not spoken a direct word to Isidora since that night in Vallejo a week before, but she seemed to be faring fine without his company.  When he looked at her, askance and often, he saw a woman whose face shone with curiosity and not a little apprehension, underlined by royal dignity.  Her unusual hair was concealed beneath that white sash of hers, the style of headdress copied from several women actors they’d passed a meal with.  It suited her, he thought, emphasizing the clean golden lines of her face and her vivid eyes.

			When they reached L’Sere, the bustling port town that had grown up around the barge station, Arturo left the Alesians in Diego’s care and made his way on foot to the dock.  Much had changed since he’d made his first barge crossing as a young man.  Then, a collection of dusty streets had intersected several worn inns, gambling halls, and taverns, none of which were known for their reputability.  

			A few short years later, under much pressure from the Noble Houses, the king had bequeathed his daughter’s name to the port and opened the royal coffers for its restructuring.  Now, wide cobbled avenues ran in an ordered grid from L’Sere’s borders, dividing charming blocks of multi-leveled inns, shops, and private residences.  Children ran past him, squealing, as mothers followed with baskets of fresh produce or linen.  Giggling maidens prowled the streets in troupes, unafraid and flirtatious.  Old men wearing wide-brimmed hats gathered on street corners, smoking pipes as they watched the colorful flow of passersby.  

			Arturo kept his head down, his posture unassuming as possible as he made his way to the bustling riverside square.  He stood in the daunting line before the dock-master’s office, lifting his gaze only when, after near an hour, the wide counter was before him.

			The man sitting opposite did not bother to return his stare, his jaded gaze trained on an open ledger.  “How many men, women, children, wagons, horses, and what time?” he barked.

			“Four men and a woman, five horses, and before nightfall today,” Arturo replied.

			“Impossible,” the man snapped.  “First available space is seven days from now at dawn.”

			“Be reasonable, Elazar, unless you want me to spend that time with your wife.”

			The lanky, bearded man snapped up his head, face flushed with rage.  When he saw to whom he spoke, though, his swarthy skin drained of color.  “Great Balls of Anshar, Bellamont, are you mad?” he whispered, eyes darting to the sea of people behind him.  

			Arturo grinned.  “Have you ever doubted it?”

			Elazar cast a nervous glance over his shoulder, where an assistant was busy counting money.  He bent forward and spoke through his teeth, “Come to my home dawn tomorrow.  You know I will sail you across myself.”

			“I know, old friend,” he admitted.  “But I must be inside Vianalon before Spring Festival begins, which, if my dates are correct, is sundown today.  Besides, rumor on the road is that passage into the capital is tightly controlled as of late, and I need the diversion of crowds for what I plan.”

			The South Sea pirate turned successful dock manager—due in part to Arturo’s talent at entrapping the right men—shook his head, grumbling as he flipped through the pages of his ledger.  “Alright, alright,” he muttered.  “Mid-afternoon today.  Bring some official looking document to wave in my face and I’ll let you aboard.  I can’t guarantee, though, that you’ll go unrecognized.”

			“I wish for the opposite, in fact.  Do you still have Diego’s and my uniforms in your attic?” 

			Elazar’s cheeks puffed in horror.  “You really are mad, Bellamont,” he said, exhaling loudly.  He slammed the ledger closed.  “Yes, I have them.  I’m due for midday break.  Meet me out back in five minutes.”

			Arturo reached across the counter to clasp the man’s hand.  “You’re a good friend, Elazar Laroque.”  The pirate rocked back in his chair, grimaced, and spat loudly on the planks beneath his feet.

			



			

	



Chapter Five

			 

			Diego eyed his old uniform doubtfully.   “I’ve never questioned you before, brother…” he trailed off, shaking his head.

			Arturo pulled the supple, black leather pants up to his hips and pulled tight the drawstrings.  “But you’re questioning me now?” he asked lightly, reaching for the high-collared black blouse of his former station.  He slipped his arms into the voluminous sleeves and began fitting the many silver buttons down his chest and at his wrists.  As he moved to the mirror to affix the medals of honor on his collar, he saw that Diego had begun stripping to his skin.  

			“We always rode into the city this way,” he added idly, “why stop now?”  There was a loud curse for a reply, but beneath the shirt caught over his head, he knew his friend was grinning.  

			They sat together on a chest in Elazar’s attic to lace matching, knee-high boots, then stood face to face inspecting each other.  With minor adjustments made to the hang of their swordbelts, tuck of their shirts, and the tight queues of their hair, they walked downstairs.

			Elazar shook his head upon seeing them, frowning darkly even as his wife, Elena, beamed approval.  On Isidora’s face there was no expression at all, while both Finnéces and Edan stared in blatant admiration.

			“My, you certainly cut dashing figures,” gushed Elena, a slim hand partially obscuring her smiling mouth.

			“Don’t encourage them,” the pirate grumbled.  He scanned Arturo dispassionately from crown to feet.  “You look a damned sight in all that black.”

			Arturo rolled his shoulders back and gave his friend a bland smile.  “Given the circumstances, I didn’t think it appropriate to wear the green sash of the Church’s favor.  The clerics might be offended into strokes at the sight.”

			“Right,” Elazar said ironically.  “Ever mindful of clerics, you are.”

			“What exactly does your uniform signify?” Isidora asked abruptly, startling silence in the room.

			It was Elena who finally replied, casting a disgruntled look at the blank-faced men.  “Bellamont is the sword of House Caville, my lady,” she said animatedly.  “It is he who takes arms first in Tanalon’s defense, who would lead our men in times of war.  In times of peace he is the king’s justice and ambassador.  Not even the king of Borgetza dares refuse an audience with him, despite—”  She broke off, blushing as Elazar cleared his throat and shifted uneasily toward his young, fanciful wife.  

			Isidora’s unnerving blue gaze swerved to Arturo.  “This is true?” she asked.

			“Not anymore,” he said gruffly, looking away from her clear gaze.  Diego’s expression was tightly controlled, but his eyes burned hot with emotion.  “Do you have the document?” he asked.

			“Yes,” Diego said gruffly, handing him a scroll sealed with the forged wax imprint of House Caville.  

			“Let’s not tarry any longer, then.”  He turned to Isidora.  “Put on the gown Mistress Vasquez gave you and let down your hair.  Elena will see to rouge for your cheeks and color for your lips.  Finnéces, Edan, you will be traveling with us in the guise of servants.  You must keep your heads down and postures humble, especially when we reach the gates.”

			“Of course,” Finnéces replied with a nod.

			“Even if you make it through the gates, the church soldiers will stop you before you reach the palace,” Elazar cautioned.

			“No, they won’t,” Arturo said, allowing himself a small smile.  “On the afternoon before Spring Festival, the Princess Serephina rides through the streets, ending her progress at the God’s Holiest Church in Tanalon for evening prayer among her public.”

			Elazar’s reaction was all he expected.  “You’re riding for the Church?” he hollered.

			Arturo nodded, feeling serene and quite proud of himself.  “Not even the clerics are powerful enough to order my arrest in front of the princess and multitudes of worshippers.”

			Diego chuckled soundlessly beside him.  “About what I said before, questioning your plans…”

			He cupped the smaller man’s shoulder and grinned.  “I know, friend.  I would have kept you better informed, but I only came up with the idea a few minutes ago.”

			Diego’s smile faltered and fell.  “God have mercy,” he murmured.

			 

			                                                                                    *

			                                                                      

			Isidora obediently followed Elazar’s smiling wife into the spacious, tastefully decorated bedchamber.  It was the largest of several rooms located on the second floor of the home, which was set on one of the northernmost blocks of L’Sere.  Though she’d seen little of the town proper, she surmised that the Laroque’s lived a unique life of prestige and comfort.  The street outside was quiet, shaded by manicured trees, brightened by flowerbeds.  A wide lawn sat between the house and the road and generously bordered its sides to grant privacy from neighbors.  

			From overheard snatches of conversation between Arturo and Diego in the last hours, Isidora had gathered that Elazar was a prominent local authority in the port town.  She also knew that he’d once been a notorious pirate, and much of his success was owed to Bellamont’s former influence with the king.  

			Elena closed the outer door and turned, smiling.  “Undress, milady,” she said kindly.  “I have seen this gown you’re to wear but for such a festive event as this, I have one that will suit better.  We are much the same size, you and I.”  

			“I am honored, but—”

			Elena cheeks blushed scarlet as she rushed on, “I swear, I have never worn the gown I speak of.  The colors are much too daring.  On you, though, they will be radiant.  You must allow me to gift it to you.”

			Seeing no alternative that didn’t involve the woman’s hurt feelings, Isidora bowed her head and began unbuttoning her blouse.

			She kept her astonishment to herself as Elena proudly swept the gown in question from the back of a dressing cabinet.  It was more lovely than anything she’d ever worn in Alesia, and likely worth her weight in gold.  The bodice was white, thickly embroidered with intricate golden vines.  Flimsy white straps were somehow supposed to cap her shoulders and hold the dress up.  The ample skirts varied in consistency and shade, the outer layers fine white mesh, the inner rippling folds cloth-of-gold.  It slid over her body like water, settling like a silky glove as Elena moved behind her to tighten the stays.

			It was a gown for royalty, and she said as much.

			Elena circled around, beaming with pleasure.  “It was initially made for a noblewoman, possibly the princess herself.  Unfortunately for the seamstress, her husband owed mine a rather large favor.”

			Isidora was not surprised at the story, given Elazar’s past and his friendship with the equally worldly Bellamont.  Wishing suddenly she had denied temptation, she took a breath to say she could not possibly accept this gift.  Her words died with a soft sigh as Elena turned her by the arm toward a tall, standing mirror.

			“I know what you’re thinking,” she murmured.  “But you must wear this, for I know no other way the church soldiers will allow Bellamont passage through the city.”

			Isidora was doubly aware of the truth of the words as she studied her reflection, the contrast and compliment of white and gold against her skin and hair.  It took great effort not to cover her partially exposed bosom with her hands, to hug her arms over the snug bodice.  She knew, however, the gown’s impression was powerful enough to do exactly what Elena said.  

			Dark eyes twinkled at her in the mirror.  “It’s beneficial, at times, to be a woman.  Even if our only power is in our sex.”

			Isidora looked quickly away as a quick stab of pain lanced her heart.  It should not be this way, she thought.  On Alesia, it was not so.  She wondered whether the God truly felt that women were unworthy of greatness, or if it was merely the influence of human prejudices holding reign on this land.

			“You looked distressed, my lady,” Elena said softly.  “What are you thinking of?” 

			She smoothed her expression and turned with a smile; she did not know it, but it was the same brave, false smile her mother had worn as she bled out her life.  “I was thinking that you were right on both accounts.  I really don’t want to wear this gown, and I understand why I must.”

			Something flickered in Elena’s eyes, giving lie to her earlier guise of naiveté.  When she spoke, it was softly, in a new tone altogether, “Never have I felt the Goddess as strongly as I do now, in your presence.  Know that Istar is served here, and if you are in need, you must call for me, and I will bring her servants to you.”

			Any reply Isidora might have made, once she’d recovered from shock, was unknown, for just then the door opened on Bellamont.  His dark eyes, flecks of gold within catching the light, traveled upon her body like fire, searing where they touched.  

			When his gaze rose to hers, though, it was calmly detached.  He glanced at Elena.  “Well done,” he said.  He looked dispassionately at Isidora.  “Take down your hair and we’ll go.”

			The door closed and she turned fast toward the windows, heart hammering in her chest.  Filled with uncertainty and sudden doubt, she began pulling fretfully at the lacings on the bodice.

			Dark hands covered her own, stilling her movements.  She looked up at Elena, sharply aware that she was flushed and breathing raggedly.  “You’re no common beauty,” she said kindly, “nor, I see, are you an untried maiden.  But Bellamont is no common man.  Before his exile, he was lover to Princess Serephina.  He commands her heart to this day, and if you wish for her reception, you’d best distance yourself from him.”

			“He is nothing to me,” she said determinedly.

			Elena’s wise eyes narrowed, but she nodded.  “Good, for the princess fights the Church for right to be crowned the first unchallenged queen of Tanalon.  She needs the Goddess beside her to overcome the evils of men.  You must help her.”

			Suddenly it was all too much to take in, and Isidora stumbled forward to lean heavily on the wall.  She reached to her chest for the comforting weight of her amulet, only to remember that it was safely stored with Finnéces.

			She closed her eyes against waves of fear, grief, and longing.  “I want no audience of monarchs,” she said breathlessly.  “I want only to enter the Academe des Viana in peace, to have the fall of Alesia recorded so that the world will know of its passing.”

			Behind her, she heard Elena’s breath hiss.  “You speak of the Isle of Dusk?” she whispered.

			Isidora turned slowly toward the woman, saw that her hands were clutched against her breasts, face pale and features contorted.  Never had she imagined that there would be women here, in this foreign, male dominated land, who would grieve for loss of the sacred isle as she did.  And then followed a blossoming hope that, despite renewed grief, there was strength to be drawn upon here, that might, in time, come to fill some of the void caused by Goddess’ absence.  

			High priestess of Istar once more, Isidora straightened and gave the woman the full attention of her compassionate, pained gaze.  She nodded once, and Elena gave a strangled cry, sinking bonelessly to her knees.  With no care for the priceless skirts of her gown, Isidora sank down beside her and lifted her face in her hands, pressing a kiss onto her forehead.

			“For as long as I breathe, I carry Alesia’s memory within me,” she murmured.  “As do you, dear woman, and those like you.  When we are gone, our daughters will remember, and mayhap someday, all of the world will remember the Gardens of Almhain.”

			There was movement near the door, and Finnéces bowed respectfully.  “I have been sent to fetch you, Lady Fiannan.”

			Elena’s fingers gripped her wrists, biting hard.  Tearful eyes looked into hers.  “I will send word of your coming to the city, my lady, so that you will have friends with you always.”

			Isidora smiled weakly.  “I’m becoming aware that friends here are hard to find.  I would be most grateful for your aid.”

			Elena nodded and visibly gathered her wits, standing and helping Isidora to rise.  Bellamont’s voice rang out in the other room, inquiring as to the delay.  Deftly, Elena unpinned the scarf from Isidora’s head and unbound her curls.  Her eyes grew wide and misty at their golden abundance, but her hands stayed steady, separating strands and spreading the curls over her shoulders and down her back.

			“There,” she said at last, smiling bravely.  “There is not a man who breathes who would deny you this day.”

			Isidora clasped the woman to her, moved to tears by the unexpected kinship.  “Until we meet again, my the blessings of the Goddess be upon you.”

			Elena bravely withheld a sob.  “And upon you, my lady.”

			 

			                                                                                    *

			                                                                      

			Their progress on horseback to the dock caused a stir in the streets that rippled outward, to the borders of the river and across it by way of the barge just leaving.  All around them people swarmed, faces turning toward them in open appraisal and speculation.  

			The first man who recognized Bellamont the Black was anonymous; still, they heard the effect of his proclamation as a near-audible shift in the crowd.  The tone grew louder and more ominous as word spread like wildfire.  Far in the distance, they heard a woman scream, and another cry out in explicit longing.  

			Isidora glanced at the man riding beside her, at his impassive, carven features, and could easily imagine his face inspiring both fear and lust depending on the merest tilt of his lips.  She remembered the length of his body trapping hers in the moonlit courtyard, and shivered despite the warming afternoon sun.    

			Elazar had gone before them, and as they neared the quay they could see him beside the loading plank, standing above the crowd on stacked wooden crates.  He was yelling at the people at his feet, one hand raised and waving Bellamont forward.  

			The press of people was daunting.  Isidora was inexperienced with crowds of this nature, hundreds of faces becoming one desperate and ruthless visage.  Her growing panic transferred to her horse, who whinnied and fought the bit.  She looked helplessly at Bellamont and without even glancing at her, he snatched her reigns from her hands, drawing her horse closer so that her skirts fell about his booted calf.  

			“Almost there,” he said, though whether he spoke to her, himself, or the horse, she did not know.

			A crew of darkly clad dockhands and off-duty sailors appeared like magic, their quick, lithe bodies surrounding the horses and carving a path for them to where Elazar waited.  The dock-master was looking dolefully at the crowd, which was fast growing out of hand.  More people were screaming and yelling, shoving one another to get by or to make more room for themselves.

			“My tab is just about paid with this one, Bellamont,” growled Elazar.  “I can already feel the justices breathing down my neck.”

			Arturo was unperturbed, casting an indifferent eye over the sea of faces.  

			“Assassin des Viana!” cried a man.  “He’s come home to pay last respects to the king!”

			“Nay!” someone yelled.  “He’s come for the princess!  That’s why he was exiled in the first place!”

			A woman threw her arms high, surging toward the horses.  “Take me, brave Bellamont!  Take me instead!”

			Arturo’s eyes flashed dark, his hands tightening on the reigns.  Isidora could feel the taut muscles of his leg through her skirts.  Behind them, she glimpsed Diego smothering a grin with a gloved hand.    

			“Bellamont!” another cry came, but this one different in both intensity and volume.  They all turned and saw that on the opposite side of the square, separated from their party by hundreds of people, were twelve mounted soldiers of the Church.  

			“Time to get onto the river, I’d say,” Elazar commented.  He began issuing commands to the gathered sailors, who ran to lift the barricade and clear the way for the horses.  

			“Stop this instant, in the name of the Church!” 

			The invocation fell like a mighty hand on the crowd, halting the sailors and silencing everyone save children, who continued crying and complaining without care for the matters of adults.

			Arturo closed his eyes for a moment and sat absolutely still.  Then, a tremor moved through the leg that Isidora felt against hers.  She dared not breathe for fear he would erupt, so tenuous seemed his control.  

			“No, brother,” Diego murmured, “not now.”

			“There is no escape!” the soldier bellowed.  “We wait for you across the river as well!”

			In a movement too quick for most eyes to follow, Arturo stood in his saddle and faced the helmeted man.  His voice was a silken roar as he challenged, “Will you cut down these innocent people to reach me, brave warrior of the God?  Do you do Anshar’s will here, or do you risk your lives at the order of clerics, who even now grow fat on idleness and toast the ignorance of their followers?”

			“Blasphemy!” the soldier cried.  The people caught before his horse cried in fear as the animal fought forward.  One man sunk before the sharp hooves.  The men behind pulled free their swords and slapped down their visors.  

			The children were screaming now.

			Finnéces, in an action Isidora would later both bless and curse, pushed something into her fist just as she screamed, “No!” and flung her hand toward the soldiers.  

			Sunlight met the amulet of the Gods and flashed lightening-bright across the quay.  The masses cried out in awe and fear, covering their eyes and cowering together.  The crystal disc burned like fire in her hand but she welcomed the pain as its godly light shone over the people, both corrupt and innocent of heart.  

			“You will not shed blood here today,” she commanded, inflecting just the tone she imagined her mother would use, were she here.  “I have walked across the bones of my people to reach Vianalon, and Bellamont is my chosen guide through its great gates.  I am the Lady of the Isle of Dusk, and as a monarch visiting the ruling House of Tanalon, I demand safe passage for myself and my companions.”

			She closed her fingers about the amulet, smothering its light.  All was silent; even the cries of infants had stilled.  She could hear the gentle lapping of water against the shore, distant voices from streets away, the creak of the planks beneath her horse’s feet.  

			“And on whose authority do you make this claim of legitimacy?” 

			The cultured voice came from among the soldiers; horses shifted to allow another rider into view.  He wore nondescript robes, a hood shading his features.  On his chest hung a wide silver medallion, and even from a distance she could she its resemblance to her own.

			 “A cleric,” Diego whispered.

			Isidora nodded at the man.  “Cleric of Anshar, my authority comes from my word and the medallion I carry, which has been guarded by my people since the blooming of the Gardens of Almhain and the birth of the God.”

			The bearded mouth, visible beneath the hood, tightened into a frown.  Isidora allowed herself a small, satisfied smile.  Her careful words ensured that the cleric would not dare question her faith at risk of blaspheming himself.  

			“Well, cleric?” Elazar asked casually.  “Shall I allow them aboard or not?”

			The cleric bared his teeth, but nodded sharply.  “They may enter the city.  On my word, their progress will not be delayed.”  The words were sour with bitterness, and caused movement and mutterings among the soldiers.  He growled at them in a low voice and they feel silent.

			Heady with power and unable to resist, Isidora called, “As a lowly servant of divinity myself, may I ask, cleric, for a blessing?”

			The hooded man’s head snapped toward her, lips pinched white.  “Of course, my lady,” he said tightly.  “Blessings of Anshar upon you.”

			She nodded, smiling.  “And upon you, servant of the God.”

			



			

	



Chapter Six

			 

			Arturo angled his jaw toward the rosy, late afternoon sunlight slanting through the windows and set a razor against his face, pulling the blade down his skin with relish.  Diego, bathed and newly shaved himself, lounged on a settee in the bedchamber, one of several in the sumptuous palace apartments that had been allotted for their use.  

			“I still say it was brilliant,” his partner said, lifting a sparkling crystal goblet to his lips.  He moved the rich, fragrant wine on his tongue and swallowed with a sigh of pleasure.  “You’re just sore that we didn’t get to ride balls out for the Church and make a public scene before the God’s Holy House.”

			Arturo grunted and rinsed the razor in the basin before him, then lifted it to the other side of his face.  Oblivious to the reticence of his audience, Diego continued, “A full regiment of church soldiers, blushing and stammering, leading us directly from the city gates to the entrance of the palace.  It was definitely a high point of my life.”

			“They weren’t blushing for us,” he grumbled.

			Diego chuckled.  “Come now, brother, you have to admit she was wondrous.  When she was chastising those soldiers across the river I could swear she’d been taking lessons from my mother.”

			Arturo snorted.  “Your mother never chastised you in your life, you idiot.”

			Diego only laughed harder.  “Still, if she did, I can believe that would be the sound of it.  As it was, I still felt like pissing in my pants like a snot-nosed youth.”

			Arturo set the razor on the lip of the basin and wiped his smooth cheeks with a towel.  “She has put herself into immediate danger by making a public enemy of the Church,” he said darkly.  “That was Cleric Rinaldo she made a fool of today, and unless everything has changed in this blasted city, he still has the ear of the High Cleric himself.”

			Diego swallowed wrong and took air in a hacking cough.  Arturo pounded helpfully on his back while neatly taking possession of the goblet and finishing off its contents.

			“Thanks,” his partner snapped, grabbing the empty glass and reaching for the decanter.

			Arturo nodded distractedly and glanced at the door, beyond which was a lavish antechamber connecting to a short hallway and two more bedrooms, one for Isidora, the other for her companions.

			“Keep one eye open while you sleep tonight,” he said, looking down at his scowling partner.  “I’ll be back before morning.”

			Diego’s gaze narrowed, but whatever thoughts he had were kept private.  He nodded once and tossed his head toward the door.  “Get thee gone, then,” he said lightly.

			Arturo took the long, roundabout route to the princess’ quarters, avoiding commonly used passages.  Fine rugs silencing his footsteps and soft candlelight emanating from elaborate wall sconces, he took the time to reacquaint himself with the ancient, opulent feel of the palace around him.  Invaluable stained glass windows blazed in the last of the day’s light.  He remembered his first glimpse of their grandeur, ten years before, and wished he could feel what he’d felt then, an innocent’s response to beautiful things.

			There was one beautiful thing Vianalon’s palace housed, however, that had never failed to rouse him.  

			The customary positions of guards on either side of her door were vacant.  He tried the golden handle and found it unlocked, pushed the door slowly open.  The richly appointed and utterly sterile antechamber where she received guests of state was vacant as well.  He moved across it to place his hand on another door, cracked just enough for him to glimpse a shadowed interior.

			“Come in, Bellamont.”

			He entered and closed the door behind him, locking it.  She was standing before the massive hearth, dark hair haloed by flames, figure encased in an ermine-trimmed robe.

			“How did you know it was me?” he asked.

			He felt rather than saw her smile.  “By the whisper of your presence, your lack of sound.  You forget that the Dunak assassins tutored me too, to hear the very noise you don’t create.”

			“What, then, would you have done, had I been an assassin?”

			Her hand moved and the glint of a knife appeared as she set the instrument on the mantle behind her.  The movements of her body were fluid and controlled, so full of newly learned grace that suddenly he felt he did not know this woman at all.  

			“Have I changed so much?” she asked softly.

			“Yes, but only in ways that become your station.”

			Serephina laughed, head bowing, long, silky hair falling forward.  “Still as lacking in flattery as you are in sound,” she said chidingly.  There was a pause, then, “Six years yields great changes in anyone.  And you, Arturo?  Have you changed?”

			“Come here, Serephina, and decide for yourself.”

			Some things, such as those primal inclinations between man and woman who desire each other, do not change in time.  They made love in the heat and shadows before the hearth, unspeaking.  When she cried out her release, he sank himself into her a final time and exhaled a shaking breath.

			She slept for a time, he laying beside her, looking down upon her face.  The last of her youth was gone, the years having melted her features into a deceptively fragile beauty.  She tasted the same, smelled the same.  Her olive skin still felt like silk under his fingers, her eyes a familiar, captivating hazel.  

			And yet she was not the same.  

			She stirred and woke, reaching for him.  This time there was a hunger not present before, an unspoken admittance in each kiss and touch that despite them, or in spite of them, time had passed and changed the world.  In the end she clung to him, weeping silently as he wished for words to comfort her.

			He said nothing, merely offered himself, and in time she grew strong again, accepting his head upon her soft breast, his body inside hers.    

			 

			                                                                                    *

			                                                                      

			Arturo left the princess before dawn, having carried her to the canopied bed and lain a gentle kiss upon her lips.  Despite lack of sleep, he was restless.  The notion of returning to his chambers was unappealing, but when the palace staff began to waken, starting the kitchen fires and moving sleepily about the corridors, he made his way back to the guest wing.  

			The central sitting room was empty and dark, but he could hear Diego snoring from where he sat, head on his chest, on a chair beside the door.  He touched his partner’s shoulder and he came awake with a start, reaching for his sword.

			“Easy, man,” he murmured.  “Get to bed now.”

			Diego mumbled something about golden haired ghosts as he stumbled toward his room.  When his snoring took up again a minute later, Arturo looked at the shadow sitting rigidly by the window.

			Something constricted within him, rising to his tongue with a sour taste.  He recognized the sensation as one he’d carried for many years, though he wondered at it now.  This guilt was unreasonable.

			“Why are you not abed, my lady?” he asked.

			She exhaled softly.  “I was watching the sky.”

			He crossed the room to stand behind her chair; she inhaled sharply through her nose and he cursed himself silently for standing too close.  She said nothing, though, merely turned her eyes to the still-dark window.

			“I wonder how many people have noticed its absence?” she murmured.

			He gazed into the moonless sky, what stars there were obscured by the city’s ever-present glow.  “More than you would think, perhaps.”

			“And not nearly as many as I would hope,” she finished.

			He looked down on the crown of her head, the thick auburn and gold curls muted by darkness.  The scent of her rose to his nostrils and he inhaled unconsciously, taking her in.  

			Her low voice threaded into the darkness, the silence, so that it took several moments for her words to register.  “What will you do, Bellamont, when Tanalon falls into civil war again, Holy Church and its army against the common people?  Will you ride against the God?”

			“I will ride against the corrupt, whoever they might be.”

			She lifted her head, turning to look up at him.  “For what greater purpose?  To see a queen installed in Tanalon?  To rule at her side?”  Before he could respond, she continued, “Or do you wield your sword, your knives and your fists because you simply know no other way?  If that is the case, what makes you different from those you fight?  Do not these corrupt clergy want exactly the same thing that you do, that Rodrigo Vasquez wants?”

			He struggled to keep his voice low as he replied, “You ask me these questions and do not pause for answers, my lady, so I will ask some of you in return.  Once you have found your scribe, once the fall of Alesia is recorded and its scroll locked away to rot in the Vault de Viana, what will you do?  It seems to me that your Goddess might be pleased at the fall of the Church.”

			“The Goddess is not pleased by bloodshed,” she said with quiet passion.  “In Almhain both God and Goddess are honored with equal regard.  I serve Istar, but in service to her I honor Anshar as well.”

			“Then you are naïve beyond words,” he said, restraint snapping.  “The Gods do not walk among men these days, priestess, or did you not notice?  That little trick with the crystal today was impressive, but hardly indicative of divine intervention.”

			She stood abruptly, spinning to face him.  “It was no trick,” she hissed.  “I have felt the Goddess’ touch singing through my blood.  I have known the love of the God.  Do not presume that I respect you enough to submit to your childish questionings of faith.”

			He gaped at her.  “Who is childish, my lady?  You actually think the Gods give a damn about you, that you are specially blessed?  I don’t know what life was like in the fairytale world you came from, but on this peninsula we have not known a lasting peace in four generations.  We must decide for ourselves what is right and what is wrong, not let puffed-up, deluded kings and servants of the Gods like you dictate our lives.”

			In the silence their heavy breaths mingled, their wills locked together in the space between them.

			“I want no crown,” he said in a fierce whisper.  “I want no war.  I am here only because of you.  You brought me back, and I came believing I would live only to see you into the Academe before I was arrested for treason and executed.”

			“What?” she whispered hollowly.

			It was too late to halt the words on his tongue; they brimmed like water in a too-full cup, and escaped over the edge.  “All I have wanted for six years, traveling aimlessly around this accursed peninsula, was to find the courage to brave the seas and set foot upon Alesia,” he breathed.  “To live out my days far from the intrigues and inequities of this place.  All I dreamed of was discovered gone the moment I met you, and so I am here that the vestiges of my dream may be remembered.”

			“I didn’t know,” she said, lifting a hand to her mouth.  “Why didn’t you tell me?”

			He swallowed; the guilt was gone, and in its place was pure bafflement.  “Why would I tell you things I have spoken of to no living soul?” he asked, both of her and himself.

			She had no answer and he expected none, for he had none himself.  He gripped the back of the chair between them, looking out onto the city.  “I have killed countless men, Lady Fiannan, on distant battlefields with my sword, in their beds with silent knives, smiling into their faces as they drank from a poisoned cup.  All for the noble king who promised greatness beyond measure to a street-tried boy of eighteen.  I fell for the lies, believed for so long that what I did was for some greater good.”

			He looked at Isidora, reached impulsively forward to touch a soft curl of her hair.  She jerked at his touch and he let his hand fall, sighing.  “What this life has shown me without doubt is that the will of the Gods is unknown, and the world of men is a breathing, vile thing.  In the end it is not who is purest of heart or noblest of cause who controls the field, but he who sheds the most blood.  I do not believe anymore, my lady, in anything.”

			She made a soft noise, quickly stifled, and it took him some moments to realize that she was weeping.  Twice in one night, he thought, I have made strong women weep.

			Her body stiffened when he placed his arms carefully around her, but she did not move to disengage him.  Grateful for her small concession, he held her as tightly as he dared, every quiver of her body echoing pain through his own.  

			“I have hurt you again,” he said into her hair.  “You who feel no pain.”

			She spoke into his shoulder, “I am sad for you, not because of you.”

			“It is the same, I think,” he said, and when she began to pull away he tucked her closer, stroking the curls down her back.  Eventually she quieted, and though never once did she move to embrace him in return, the tension between them retreated and she leaned softly against him.

			He whispered her name when they parted.  She smiled slightly in the predawn light, her eyes luminous and full of sorrow, and took his face in her hands, drawing it down to place a kiss upon his brow.

			“Goddess be with you, Arturo de Galván,” she said, and was gone.

			 

			



			

	



Chapter Seven

			 

			The festival which commenced the following day throughout the many streets and plazas of the city resulted in the virtual imprisonment of inhabitants of the palace.  Guards did double shifts on the battlements and before the grand, stylistic golden gates, keeping the revelry at a respectable distance from the house wherein the ruling monarch of Tanalon lay on his deathbed.  

			On most years, those nobles in residence at the palace, and at times even the king and princess themselves, would make appearances on the streets, disguised or undisguised as their mood and that of the crowd allowed.  This year, however, all varied personages of authority, including justices, ambassadors, and visiting dukes and barons stayed cloistered indoors in deference to their ailing king.

			Thus, when she would have much rather been braving the chaos of the city to petition for entrance to the Academe des Viana, Isidora Fiannan stood amidst tens of bolts of colored fabrics while about her swarmed three anxious seamstresses.  It was this one, no that one, no both of them together, and had been for the last two hours.  Saving her, barely, from pulling her hair out by the roots was Diego, who stood in the corner of the room scowling and making biting comments as to the unbearable frivolity of women’s costumes.

			There was some part of her, she had to admit, that was flattered by the continuous praise of the seamstresses, and hoped dearly that they were as skilled with needles as they were with words.  For this evening she was dining with the princess and select guests, the meticulously penned invitation having arrived by courier just after breakfast, its delicate phrasing implying no possibility of polite refusal.  

			The note had smelled lightly of gardenias, the same sweet and heady scent that had been beneath her nose as she’d allowed Bellamont to embrace her in the darkness.    

			“I think we’ve patterned the last gown,” the head seamstress proclaimed with a pleased sigh.

			“Last?” Isidora questioned.  “I thought there was only one.”

			“Oh no, my lady,” the woman said, aghast.  “We were hired to provide you with an entire wardrobe befitting your noble rank.  We were given specific instructions for three formal gowns, six causal, five pairs of appropriate shoes, one dressing gown, and…” she glanced at the fearsome soldier, “…unmentionables.”

			Isidora stared open-mouthed at the woman.  “The princess ordered this for me?” 

			The rotund seamstress blushed an unbecoming shade of crimson.  “No, my lady.  We received orders yesterday by letter from…”  She glanced at her associates, who were suddenly looking in other directions.  

			“Bellamont did it,” Diego said in a bored tone.

			Isidora glanced from him to the seamstress, who nodded vigorously.  With alacrity, the women gathered their fabrics and various instruments of measurement, bid hasty farewells, and fled.  

			“Well, that was pleasant,” Diego said blandly.  The scarred soldier flopped unceremoniously into an armchair.

			“Why would Bellamont do this?” Isidora asked, following him with her eyes.  

			His gaze flicked away from her searching one.  “He has acquired a rather extensive wealth over the years,” he said carefully, “and you are hardly outfitted to attend court functions.”

			She thought of Arturo and his loyalty to the princess, and of Elena’s plea.

			You must help her.

			As surely as the moon refused to rise, she was being trapped into a role she did not wish to fill.  She was not fit to offer guidance to a woman who wished to be queen, let alone devote herself to a cause that was beyond her, thereby moving a country toward revolution.

			She looked at Diego and saw him as he always appeared, wiry body seeming relaxed yet somewhat feral, like a wild animal tethered but not tamed.  In his eyes was compassion, the depth of which surprised her.  

			“I know what it is to be led, coerced even, onto paths one might wish to avoid,” he said gruffly.  “Sometimes we must go willingly, if only to conserve our energies for a time when resistance is necessary.”

			She opened her mouth and closed it, frowning at him.  Finally, she allowed herself a small smile.  “How does it feel to be constantly underestimated, Diego?” she inquired.

			His brows lifted a fraction, thin mouth curving in amusement.  “It can be an advantage,” he replied.  “Especially when playing games that are not of your making.”

			She palmed her face reflectively.  “Are you suggesting I pretend to be that which I am not to expedite my own plans?”

			He shrugged, but there was a devious gleam in his eyes.  “I don’t think it would do any harm to feign ignorance on certain levels.”

			Isidora thought of the cleric she had met across the river, of her near abduction on the road to Vianalon.  The fear of that ordeal had not entirely dissipated.  “Indeed,” she murmured.  “Perhaps a bereaved, suitably awed and ignorant young woman would suit my purposes well.”

			Diego nodded, expression sobering as he followed the line of her thought.  “It might turn away unwanted attention, my lady.  Particularly that of the Church.”

			She looked hard at the scarred soldier, at the stony features and the eyes that did not conceal well enough the emotion within.  “You wish to leave Tanalon as soon as possible,” she said gently.  “For Bellamont’s sake, yes?”

			He sighed, sinking deeper into the armchair.  “Yes, I do.”

			“May I ask why?”

			He regarded her for a moment, then nodded crisply.  “Not a month after we fled Tanalon six years ago, Arturo fell ill with fever.  I stayed at his side through every hour of that dark week, tending to him, sole audience to his delirious ranting.  When the sickness broke, we did not talk about what he had said.  If his last night in Vianalon had not changed him wholly, that fever completed the task.”

			A chill moved over her neck.  “And what did he say?” she murmured.

			He swallowed thickly.  “Many things, most of it gibberish.  One thing was repeated, though, every morning at dawn.  Death waited for him in Vianalon if he returned.”

			“Dear Gods,” she gasped.

			You brought me back, and I came believing I would live only to see you into the Academe before I was arrested for treason and executed.

			Water in the desert, not of her making.  The hatred of the Church.  She thought again of the assault on the road.  Spies must have been patrolling the border of the Wasteland, waiting to bring word of Arturo’s return to Tanalon.  For how else would the Church soldiers have known where to find them, so far from Vianalon?  

			Perhaps her abduction had merely been a ploy in the entrapment of Bellamont.  Much as she wished to believe it so, she was not convinced.  The eyes of the solider that had grabbed her continued to haunt her thoughts.  There had been keenness in his gaze out of place with a random act.  As though he’d recognized her. 

			Her knees felt weak, and she walked unsteadily toward a chair, dropping gracelessly into its support.  Head braced between her hands, she closed her eyes.  Breath hitched in her chest.  Her heart raced to match the panic she felt.  Some vast truth was closing in around her, too large to glimpse in entirety, but snatches of it reached her, blazing and winking out like shooting stars in her mind.

			Arturo’s face, so much like that on the polished stone statue of the God in Almhain.  

			Water in the desert, not of her making.

			There had been male devotees of the God on Alesia, but the Isle of Dusk was consecrated to the Goddess.  The God’s Order on the Isle had been long cut off from Anshar’s touch, which was centered on the Calabrian peninsula.  They had served not in the magically enhanced capacity that acolytes of Istar did; instead, their tasks were those of scribes, detailing Alesia’s history and keeping faith for the time when divine brother and sister joined again, God and Goddess, Dawn and Dusk, to make whole the world and bring all souls into alignment to their loving will.

			And here, on a peninsula heading fast to civil and religious war, there was a man who could overturn the corrupt authority of the Church, which upheld the principle that the God worked through clerics alone.  A man whose very life those stoic priests in Alesia would rejoice as long-awaited proof of the God’s return, of the forthcoming reunion of Istar and Anshar.

			Perhaps Anshar was not as distant and uncaring as he seemed, to have placed his mark so deeply upon the heart of Arturo de Galván.

			It was too much for Isidora to continue her thoughts, for she knew they would return to herself, and to the mystery and meaning of her presence, at this pivotal time, in Tanalon’s capital.  She did not care for the trials of greed and royalty, or for grand schemes of the Gods.  

			It was enough, and too much itself, that the Gardens of Almhain were no more.

			 

			                                                                                    *

			 

			Arturo was waiting for her when she emerged from her chambers near dusk, clothed in the gown that had been delivered that afternoon.  She did not know how the seamstresses had acquired a pattern to follow, but the dress was a replica of the one worn as she’d traveled from ruined Alesia, across ocean and desert.  It was exact, down to the midnight blue hue, seams of thickly coiled golden thread, and the concealed panels of white satin that appeared with movement of her knees.  

			The cut and fabrics were finer than any she’d worn, though, the measurements of her figure followed to the smallest degree.  The only items missing from the ensemble were the pendant of the Gods and white sash of her authority as High Priestess.  The pendant was locked safely in an iron chest beneath her bed, its key concealed on her person.  The sash, torn and dirtied by travel, she’d unintentionally left across the river with Elena.

			Unwilling or unable to accept the obvious, it wasn’t until Arturo bowed and proffered a small wrapped bundle that she realized this was all of his doing.  She unwrapped the paper and her sash fell across her hands.  Its fine, glistening threads were mended expertly, its white restored by gentle bleaching so that its touch was soft as water dripping through her fingers.  

			Without speaking, she tied the sash around her hips, its long, tapered ends falling between her legs, sinuously to her calves.  “Thank you,” she whispered, remembering candlelit evenings on Alesia, her mother’s graceful fingers knitting each rare, gold-touched white thread.  

			“And this, my lady,” he said, lifting his hand.  

			She started at the sight of her pendant resting atop his palm, but as soon as she reached for it, she realized it was not hers.  A replica of great skill and beauty, the intertwined symbols of God and Goddess were etched on a smooth disc of quartz, bound in a delicate web of gold filigree.  To anyone not intimately familiar with the true disc, it would be entirely convincing.

			She glanced up at Arturo.  “So this is why you stole my companions away at dawn.”

			He nodded, smiling slightly.  “And why we did not return until this evening.  Finnéces was most adamant on certain details, especially the crest of the Fiannan family on the underside.  I do not believe my favored jeweler will welcome me back anytime soon.”

			She exhaled a silent laugh.  “Dear Finnéces,” she murmured, turning the disc to view the Fiannan hawk and scepters.  The chain of golden links clinked melodiously over the quartz.

			“If I may?” Arturo asked.

			She hesitated, a moment that was not lost on him, before offering him the pendant and turning to lift her hair from her neck.  His fingers did not once touch her skin as he deftly fixed the clasp.  The weight of the disc settled at the apex of her breasts, and she gave a little sigh of contentment, having felt all too much the lack of it over the past weeks.  

			When she turned, it was to find Arturo watching her, candlelight warming his eyes to amber.  “Are you prepared for the game, my lady?” he inquired.

			Of course Diego would keep nothing from him.

			“What game?” she answered, affecting a blank look.

			His sensuous lips curved up at one corner as he offered his arm.  She slid her arm beneath his, her fingers draped across his naked wrist.  His skin was hot to the touch; she could feel each soft hair tickling against her palm.  Waves of crackling heat moved up her arm and sped through her blood, the sensation flooding her with remembrance.

			The Sanctuary of the Gods on the hill of Almhain.  Winter solstice the season before, four moons before the invasion, the night she had taken the mantel of High Priestess from her mother.  The ceremony had commenced an hour before dawn.  The gathering of white clad novices, green robed devotees, and blue robed priestesses stood in serene silence along the tiered marbled steps around the open-air Sanctuary.  And from that gathering Isidora had moved forward at her mother’s command, to step across the threshold of the Gods’ birthplace and receive Istar’s mantel.  

			Their cue taken from the bonds and breaths they shared, the daughters of the Goddess began a song to Istar just as the sun washed the brightest stars from the sky.  Then, when the first full rays of light bathed the marble statues of Istar and Anshar, the men of Alesia, her own father among them, began to sing from where they stood unseen throughout the forest around the hill.

			And as night and day bled together and the voices of Alesians rang true, Lady Fiannan spoke softly, not as priestess to priestess, but as mother to daughter. 

			“To the Goddess you belong, my daughter, as surely as the stars shine in your eyes.  Remember, though, that the sun must rise.  Do not forget Anshar, for as Istar is beloved to Him, so too are you.”

			Then the sun’s warm rays upon Isidora’s upturned hands, fire crackling at her fingertips and static heat throbbing up her arms and into her heart.  

			She looked at her fingers, how they dug into Arturo’s wrist.

			The revelations of hours before returned with new fervor.  In her grief she’d been blind to the evidence stacked before her, beginning with her revival in the desert.  What a fool she had been to dismiss her awareness of the unusual heat he radiated into the space around him, the electricity that made her skin dance.  She’d thought it the weakness of desire, easily disregarded.

			There was a slow building of pressure, of fullness, in the gaping space abandoned by the Goddess.  It was not the cool pulse of starlight, the music of moonlit waters.  

			It was the heat of the sun.  It was the God.

			All at once she was overflowing with the hope and promise of each dawn since the beginning of time.  And as every rising of the sun was followed by its sinking, so too did the cool embrace of night come to her, Goddess following God, never truly separate except in mortal minds.    

			The beloved faces of her parents hovered before her.  Her father’s kind, intelligent one, her mother’s impassioned beauty.  They enfolded her in their arms, lifting her high and away from all pain.

			“Isidora!”

			Someone was shaking her.  She fought them, struggling to follow her parents into the mingling of dawn and dusk, into the life beyond life, where night and day were one.  

			Hot, soft pressure against her lips brought her back to herself.  She gasped, flinging her head back from his kiss.  Arturo was crouched above her, broad chest rising and falling with labored breath.  “You stopped breathing,” he said harshly.

			The floor was cold beneath her and her head was pounding. 

			Finnéces had hold of her hand, and as her eyes moved to him, he brought her fingers to his face.  “You are hot to the touch, my lady, and your eyes shine unnaturally,” he said worriedly.  He looked at Arturo.  “She must have a fever, for her skin is never this warm.”

			Arturo sat back on his heels, absently rubbing the wrist her fingers had gripped.  He seemed to deliberate for a moment before returning his attention to Isidora.  His eyes were fathomless with wonder and something darker.  “What happened?” he demanded softly.

			He would not believe the truth.

			“I…don’t know, exactly,” she lied.

			His lips thinned, but he did not press her, saying, “I will inform the princess of your illness, and your sincere apologies.”

			“No,” she said, stirring and rising to a sitting position.  Her head swam, but the pounding was diminishing to an urgent fluttering of blood.  “I must go tonight.”

			“Please, my lady,” Finnéces urged, “you must rest.”

			“I’m fine,” she insisted sharply.  “Please help me rise.”

			Finnéces did as she bid him, but when she gained her feet she swayed.  Arturo held her upright, bracing her against his side.  “This is ridiculous,” he muttered.

			He would not believe.

			“You have no idea,” she snapped, pulling away from him.  Once the spell of dizziness passed, the only aftereffect of the episode was a prickling sensitivity on her skin, a heightened focus of her senses.  

			“My lady,” Finnéces whispered.  She met his gaze, recognizing as he did what had happened.  There was surprise, and a mounting awe within her, that here, now, she had been touched by a power far greater than herself.  Only this time it had not been Istar alone.

			“What?” Arturo asked, watching the silent exchange.

			Finnéces answered with suppressed joy, “She is Touched.”

			His brows rose.  “Touched?  By what?”

			Isidora turned her gaze upon him.  “I was touched by the Gods, Bellamont,” she said on a sigh.  And so were you, in a way.  “Until the next sunset, I’m afraid, I shall have to be very careful to avoid placing my palms on another’s skin.”

			As she’d known it would, his face immediately shuttered closed of all emotion.  His only other response was a stiffening of his shoulders under the black velvet of his vest.  “Supposing what you say is true, what would happen if your palms came to rest on another?” he asked evenly.

			Her chest felt tight, but she saw no way to avoid speaking the truth, not with that determined gaze upon her.  “The Touch would spread, and if the person was not pure of heart and mind, they would go mad.”

			He eyed her hands as if they might rear up like snakes and bite him.  He cleared his throat.  “Perhaps Finnéces is right, and you should not attend.”

			“Nay, Bellamont,” she said caustically.  “It is favorable that I should meet with the leaders of Tanalon in this state.  I am unusually… perceptive.”

			“The High Priestess is the body of justice on Alesia,” Finnéces added proudly.  “When Touched, she sees the heart of a man, can separate truth from lie.  I have witnessed it myself.  It is a wondrous thing.”

			Isidora watched with sorrow the completion of Arturo’s withdrawal, though he did not move an inch.  Looking at him, she saw the visage of a stranger.  The beautiful assassin, the dangerous courtier who trusted no one.  She realized at once that she’d never really seen this personage who was called Black Bellamont.  The man who poisoned princes, who moved like a shadow with knives in his hands.  

			The part of her that was a maiden still wanted to curl into a ball and weep for the loss of something she had not known was treasured.  The woman within, however, honed by misery and pride, straightened her spine and gazed levelly at the man who could easily kill her where she stood.  And who looked like he might be considering it.

			“We have an appointment to keep,” she said steadily.  “It is uncouth to keep a princess waiting.”

			Dark amber pools locked on her face, so totally without emotion that she almost betrayed herself with a whimper.  He looked inhuman, like the killer he was.

			“Yes,” he said, rich voice honeyed and void of depth.  “Serephina is so looking forward to meeting you.”  He offered his elbow, safely enclosed in white silk.  “Shall we, Lady Fiannan?”  

			She nodded shortly and placed her hand lightly in the crook of his arm, steeling herself against what his touch might spark.  There was nothing to be sensed beneath his ironclad control, just tensed muscle and smooth silk.  

			Finnéces watched them go, closing the door softly behind them.  He took a shuddering breath and turned to see Edan standing in the doorway nearby, frail young body shaking with fear and wonder.  Opposite the boy stood Diego, form rigid, hands slack on forgotten implements of knife and sharpening stone.  

			It was the second figure that Finnéces addressed, with some surprise, “What did you feel?” 

			Diego shook himself as though coming out of a trance.  The white of his eyes were clear.  “Imagine a shiver down your spine, only a hundred times enhanced.  Only twice before have I felt it.”

			“When?” 

			“In the desert, when that canteen overflowed.”  He swallowed, muscles of his throat working visibly.  “And when I was a young boy, and my mother took me for the first time to witness services at the God’s Holiest Church in Vianalon.”

			Finnéces, last living Alesian devotee of the God, nodded to himself and retired to his room, where he sat through the night in prayer.

			



			

	



Chapter Eight

			 

			The princess herself welcomed them into the softly lit dining room.  She emerged from the stately wooden doors flanked by two large guards, their size and glittering weaponry only enhancing her small loveliness, her born and bred regal bearing.  She was gowned in white, the fabric of her bodice thick with tiny diamonds and lace, its cream color setting off the burnished brown of her skin and dark, long-lashed eyes.  

			She was easily the most beautiful woman Isidora had ever seen, with delicate features and a slight figure that was lushly curved.  It was a purely selfish observation to note that the princess was opposite in all ways to herself.  But instead of womanly envy, she felt only pity for this creature, surrounded by weapons, her beauty and mind shadowed by a dying king and scheming Church.  

			Isidora bent her knee in what she hoped was a fair representation of a curtsy.  When she lifted her head, the princess was looking at her, dark eyes in an absorptive state, taking her in as one might facts on a page.  “Be welcome to Vianalon, Lady Fiannan, on behalf of House Caville,” she said, voice soft and clear.  “Though I wish less notable circumstances had brought you here.” 

			Isidora felt a sharp touch of pain in her heart and bowed her head, wondering how many years it would be before such words did not affect her so.  “As do I, your highness,” she replied.  

			Silence pulled her head up to see Serephina looking at Bellamont.  There was a mix of longing and sadness not quite concealed in her eyes.  “Please,” she addressed them both, gesturing behind her.  “Come in.”

			The chamber befitted a royal dining party.  Glass goblets and silver utensils winked in the candlelight.  Prisms danced along the white tablecloth, refracting from tiny mirrors suspended within the chandelier overhead.  The walls were dark, glistening wood, decorated in intervals by portraits of the royal family.  

			There was one painting in particular that demanded attention, for it was largest and dominated the far wall.  In it, the king and deceased queen sat on the rim of a garden fountain, holding in their laps two children.  A russet-haired boy of about three and an adolescent Serephina.

			The princess noted her attention and said calmly, “My brother, Felipe.  He died of the wasting sickness not four months after that was painted.”

			“I’m sorry,” Isidora said softly.

			Serephina nodded and swept toward the table, the train of her gown whispering over the carpeted floor.  Four men had risen from their seats and faced the newcomers pending introduction.  Now they nodded in turn as they were named.

			“Virgilio, Adept Scholar and Head of the Academe des Viana,” Serephina said, motioning to a short, spare man with spectacles perched on a long nose, ink-stained hands and wild dark hair.  

			There was a flutter of excitement in Isidora’s breast as she nodded to him, risked a glance at Bellamont to see whether he had arranged this.  His expression of haughty boredom, however, did not alter.

			“Ignacio Benefice, my Minister of War.”  

			He looked like his title sounded, a rigidly composed man of daunting proportion.  Though he wore no weapons and looked more gentleman than soldier, his hands were wide and calloused, his shoulders rippling with muscle.       

			“Juan Santiago, Borgetzan ambassador.”  

			The man might have been handsome, were it not that his face was a touch too narrow, his deep-set eyes full of secrets.  Isidora felt a warning heat along her skin and Bellamont tensed beside her.  She dared not look at him again, though she wished badly to see whether he responded to her tremor or simply to sight of the man at Serephina’s table.

			“Lastly,” the princess continued, “Hadrian Visconte.”  She paused for the briefest moment before adding, “A cleric of the God.”

			Isidora met the man’s gaze, and stood stunned as a telltale shiver coursed along her arms.  A lie had been told, carefully hidden in partial truth.  A cleric he was, but no longer a son of the Church.  He wore all black, as Bellamont did, and in truth, he was a rival in masculinity, if older than Bellamont by at least a decade.  Cropped black hair curled around his head and his eyes were a pale, unnerving hazel.  His face was as stern as Bellamont’s was sensuous, and he exuded quiet dignity.  Beneath the calm exterior, though, was a man divided by loyalties.  It took no extra sense to name them as Country and God.

			Isidora and Bellamont were seated by silent servants, she between the Borgetzan ambassador and the Minister of War while he had a blatant place of honor, beside the princess at the head of the table, with Cleric Visconte and Virgilio on his left.

			She hardly tasted the food, though it was exquisitely presented and likely very palatable.  Nor could she recall later the responses she gave to the polite inquiries of her dinner partners, only that without much effort on her part, she was fulfilling the role of an overawed and somewhat dull-witted woman.  

			Her Touched state ruled her senses, washing her with the emotions of the people around her.  Princess Serephina projected most loudly, nearly all of her attention centered on Bellamont.  Longing was there still, and a sadness born of resignation.  

			The assassin himself was harder to read, though it seemed to Isidora that while he spoke with the princess, his attentions were elsewhere, on the strange members of this gathering, the opinions they shared over venison and fine wine, and more importantly, perhaps, those they did not.  

			Subdued menace, and something else she could not name, battered her from her right, where Juan Santiago sat.  She knew next to nothing of the political relationship between Borgetza and Tanalon, only that the two countries shared a border.  With the king dying and an untried, unmarried princess fighting for right to the throne, it was logical to assume that Borgetza would send an ambassador to Vianalon, if only to report back on affairs in their neighboring country.  

			Even so, there was a quality of Juan Santiago that Isidora found deeply unsettling.  He was impeccably polite, intelligent in conversation with the men around her.  And yet his eyes shifted too often to Bellamont and the princess, and when they did, the Touch slithered dangerously along her spine.

			She was fighting the urge to squirm in her chair when it became apparent that the room was silent.  Looking up, she found that all attentions were focused upon her.

			“I’m sorry?” she said weakly.

			Virgilio the Scholar adjusted his spectacles.  “Bellamont was just telling us about finding you, near death, in the Wasteland.  Tell us if you would, Lady Fiannan, of your journey to Calabria.”

			A small sailboat, never meant to leave peaceful coves, being tossed like a toy over dark ocean swells the size of mountains.  Her screams mixing with Edan’s keening and Finnéces’ yells of fury and determination as he fought to keep them afloat.  The only light coming from Alesia afire, fading into distance as winds and tides carried the craft across the open seas.  

			Alesia afire, its people slaughtered as they ran from burning homes.  The forests and great hill of Almhain, atop which resided Sanctuary, set to the torch.  The high keening of the priestesses trapped in their flaming cage, their voices sounding like ghostly winds through the roar of the fire.

			She swallowed, blinked hard to clear the memory.

			“Perhaps this hour is not the best for such a story, that will clearly bring torment to its teller.  Better that it should be told in daylight, with the God’s light clearing away the darkest of horrors.”

			Isidora looked at Hadrian Visconte, who watched her with eerie comprehension.  Despite the strange knowing in his eyes, she managed a grateful smile in his direction.  

			“Forgive my presumption,” Virgilio said, though from the sour expression on his face it was clear he would have liked to hear the story regardless of her pain.

			“My lady,” said the Borgetzan, voice sticky with false concern, “you’re hands are shaking.”

			Before she could stop him, he reached for her hand and took it against his own, her palm flat against his skin.  

			“No!” she cried, and heard Bellamont’s voice echo hers.

			The Borgetzan screamed, eyes rolling wildly.  With a bone-cracking convulsion he flew backward, knocking over his chair.  Her hand still sealed to his, Isidora fell with him but immediately scrambled to her feet and with all her strength wrenched her hand from his.  

			Unconscious, convulsing, still the man was screaming.  Small, terrified screams like that of a child confronted by the truth of all his nightmares.  

			The room erupted in chaos.  The Minister of War had produced a wicked looking knife from somewhere on his person and was standing, chair fallen backward, eyes darting between the Borgetzan and Isidora and clearly not sure whom he should attack or defend.  The princess’ voice was raised as she ordered her servants to fetch a physician, while Virgilio peered down at the afflicted man in impersonal observation.  

			Someone had hold of her hands, and Isidora tried ineffectually to pull away.  “Be still, my lady,” Hadrian Visconte whispered fiercely.  She looked down and saw that he was tugging her fingers into gloves.  With deft movements he yanked the kidskin up her wrists, all the while guiding her away from the fallen man, toward a quiet corner of the room.

			She stood stock-still against the shadowed wall.  Bellamont was crouched beside the ambassador.  She stared at him, the calm and contained reality of him, until he looked up at her and shook his head once.  

			“Oh Goddess,” she whispered, covering her face with her gloved hands as if she would wipe away the memory of the Borgetzan’s touch.  She had not been prepared for the contact, and thus the darkness in his mind had overwhelmed her, made her incapable of deciphering its contents.  Still, the slithery wrongness of him stayed in her senses, making her feel unclean.

			“First the brandishing of the amulet of the God—or Gods, I should say—and now this,” Hadrian said tonelessly.  “My lady, if your wish is to attract the attentions of every cleric and king on the peninsula, you are succeeding magnificently.”

			Before she could summon wits enough to respond, the Scholar Virgilio joined them.  His eyes were aglow with academic interest.  “Strangest assassination attempt I’ve ever seen,” he commented, gaze boring into hers.  “Do you care to explain yourself, my lady?”

			She stared at him in astonishment.  “Assassination?” she whispered, shaking her head helplessly.  “No, no.”

			“What but poison could cause a man to have such instantaneous agony?” he inquired loudly, drawing attentions from the guards near the door, and the Minister of War who stood with them.  Ignacio Benefice regarded her as if he wished to pick apart her head and uncover the gross plots within it, preferably while she was chained in a dark room.  

			Her palms grew moist with fear as she was reminded at once of her precarious state in Tanalon, that of a visiting ruler from an island very few people knew existed, with only her word and foreign coloring to give weight to her claim.  

			The Borgetzan was still wailing, though more softly now as his breath waned.  He was surrounded by panicking voices and fluttering palace servants.  A blue robed man of unassuming features was admitted to the room and with easy authority cleared a space beside the patient to begin administering the tools of his trade.

			“Lady Fiannan?” Virgilio pressed mercilessly.  “We await your reply.”

			Head swimming, Isidora closed her eyes.  Goddess and God, help me.

			A strong arm closed around her shoulders just as she thought her knees would buckle.  A familiar heat cocooned her, salving the tremors of her panic.  Bellamont addressed the Scholar over her head, voice dripping with venom, “It is the opinion of the king’s physician, Virgilio, that our friend the Borgetzan ambassador is a sufferer of a rare disease not unknown to the Academe.  You must be familiar with it yourself, for it is known that one of your own Scholars suffers as well from periodic attacks of convulsions and dementia.”

			“Yes, yes, well—” Virgilio blustered.

			“I suggest you remember who it is that you’ve accused so boldly of attempted murder, in the presence of your crown princess no less,” he continued icily.  “Lady Fiannan has no motive for harming an ambassador to this court.”

			Isidora opened her eyes to see Princess Serephina standing some feet away, expression regally cold as she regarded the Head of the Academe.  “Virgilio,” she said stonily.  “What do you have to say for yourself?”

			The Scholar flushed red all the way to his receding hairline.  “Your highness,” he said, bowing low.  “I am truly sorry for my presumption, I merely—”

			“It is not me that you should be apologizing to,” the princess retorted.

			Shaking with humiliation and fury, Virgilio turned hateful eyes on Isidora.  She moved instinctively closer to Bellamont.  “My Lady Fiannan,” the Scholar said tensely.  “Do accept my humblest apologies for causing you undue distress.”

			She nodded, a mere jerk of her head, and the Scholar bowed once more to the princess before storming from the room.

			“I would like to retire, if that is possible,” Isidora said breathlessly.

			The princess nodded.  “Of course,” she said graciously.  “Perhaps tomorrow, if you’re feeling well, you might care to join me in the gardens for my afternoon walk.”

			“I would be honored,” she breathed.

			“Good night to you, my lady,” Hadrian Visconte said with a nod.  

			Isidora’s blue eyes rested briefly on his face, but reflected only numbed comprehension.  She looked up at Bellamont, who made haste to escort her from the room.  So subtle was Bellamont’s influence that as they departed, only Hadrian knew that Tanalon’s most infamous, coldhearted courtier was supporting all but a little of Lady Fiannan’s weight.  

			 

			 

			The doors closed and Hadrian breathed a sigh of relief.  The Lady Fiannan had unnerved him from the moment she’d entered the room.  Rebel of the Church he was, both in manner and opinion, but still he served the God.  And he’d felt Anshar’s presence tonight, radiating from the young and lovely foreign woman, as well as a darker, cooler force that he feared to name.  

			He felt the princess’ gaze upon him, and when he turned his head she nodded imperiously.  Biting his tongue on his own desire to retire for the evening, he followed her across the room and through a nondescript service entrance at the back of the chamber.  She led him silently along dimly lit corridors until they reached a shadowed end.  

			There, she removed a key from her person and fit it to the lock of a heavy, iron-bracketed door.  The wood creaked as she pushed it open and he followed her through, stepping aside as she locked them within.

			Key still in hand, she turned and said without preamble, “What was that?”

			Hadrian undid the top button of his blouse and took one of the two cushioned chairs before the glowing fireplace.  “The God,” he grunted.  

			She made a noise, half of interest, half of skepticism, as she removed two snifters and a beaker of brandy from a side cabinet.  As she handed him a glass, he couldn’t help but wish she’d poured a full measure, instead of the appropriate splash.  

			Serephina sat opposite him, glass resting idly on her knee.  She stared into the fire for a long moment.  “Tell me, my friend,” she said with deceptive lightness, “why did you give her your gloves?”

			The glass that was halfway to his lips stalled and lowered.  Hadrian sighed deeply, relaxing into his chair.  “Do you know why I was banished from the Church?” he asked.

			She nodded.  “You were accused of heresy.”

			“Yes, but do you know what that heresy was?”

			Serephina frowned.  “I was still a child when you were sent away,” she replied.

			It was the politic response of a princess unused to admitting ignorance.  Hadrian smiled slightly but did not press the point, instead supplying, “In the final three years of my service to the Church, I was an emissary to the common people.  Namely those communities in Tanalon too poor or isolated for the Church to bother building chapels or supplying clerics.  It was my duty to offer the teachings of the Church to these faith-starved souls.”

			“Is this going to become a parable?” she asked petulantly.

			He smiled fondly at his former pupil.  “I’ll make it brief,” he promised.  “In those three years of travel, I learned one magnificent truth.  The common people of Tanalon do not need the dogma of the Church to live near to the God.”

			“Heresy indeed,” she murmured.

			He leaned forward in his chair, capturing her wary gaze.  “There is power among the peasants, a power to destroy the Church.”

			Serephina’s dark eyes flashed with interest.  “What power?” 

			Hadrian sat back, suddenly tired, and closed his eyes only to envision a face, crowned with golden hair.  He had known that gloves would ease the Lady Fiannan’s state of distress because he had seen the technique used before, in a small village on the coast of the North Sea.  

			There, they had called the afflicted man a mystic, touched by the God.

			“Hadrian, tell me,” demanded the princess.

			He opened his eyes.  “The old ways have surfaced again,” he said.  “In fact, they have been here all along.”

			“Mystics,” she gasped.

			“Yes, your highness,” he said wryly.  “It seems your father did not manage to burn them all.”

			



			

	



Chapter Nine

			 

			The morning was greeted by birdsong and a glittering dawn.  Arturo spent most of it in the dark, musty royal bedchamber, seated beside his dying monarch.  Upon his arrival in the palace two days before, the king’s wizened steward had informed him that should he seek an audience with his liege, early hours were the best.  It was only this morning that he’d managed to make himself walk the familiar, wide arcade.  

			His admittance through the ostentatious golden doors was prompt, quite as though he were expected.  And though his mind was kept carefully empty of thought, as the doors closed he still fought a base impulse to turn and demand exit.  Instead he allowed a nameless servant to usher him across exotic marble tiles and to the threshold of another set of heavy doors.  A soft knock revealed two men waiting just inside, physicians by their blue robes and dour expressions. 

			The chamber that would have gleamed gold and silver in the light was full of shadow and the stench of death.  Leaden feet carried Arturo to the side of the canopied bed.  There, beneath a stifling amount of fluffed quilts, lay the great king he had once loved, and over time grown to hate.  The formidable Armando de la Caville was now a wasted husk.   Broad, once-muscled shoulders curved sharply inward, quivering feebly.  The famous countenance was gaunt and sallow, a mere echo of the power it had long evoked. 

			In spite of himself, Arturo felt an overwhelming rush of sorrow; it weighed him until he sank to his knees, hands clasped near his king’s head.  Breath rattled laboriously from parched, slack lips.  The skin of Armando’s face was pinched with pain, his eyes sunken in their sockets.

			“My liege,” whispered Arturo.  “What has become of you?”

			The pained sound of breath paused, then released in a rush.  The famous dark eyes, that once could have stopped a man or woman at twenty paces with a look, opened, milky and unfocused.

			“Felipe, is that you?” he croaked.

			There was a rustling of robes as a physician approached.  Without looking, Arturo waved him tersely away.  “It is Bellamont, my king,” he murmured.  “I have come back.”

			The dying man sighed, eyes closing.  “Ah, not the son of my loins, but the son of my heart.  You have come home to me?”

			Arturo swallowed a burning sensation in his throat.  “Yes, my liege.”

			The eyes opened, focused on him with a glimmer of their usual power.  “You’re a little late to finish me off, my boy.”

			“Nature has done my work for me.”

			Armando’s lips quirked in imitation of a smile.  He shifted, wincing in pain, and the physician rushed forward to help him sit up against the pillows.  “Water,” he rasped, and a plain wooden cup was held to his lips.  After several swallows he slapped the cup away.  “Get away from me, you imbecile.”

			The physician bowed low and fled.

			“These men are idiots,” Armando growled.  He paused, fighting for breath.  “They wont tell me anything.”  His face grew tight with pain, though not of the physical sort.  “For God’s sake, Bellamont, what is happening in my kingdom?”

			“The Church fights your daughter for the throne.”  

			As words left his lips, Arturo allowed himself a moment’s ironic surprise that he spoke so boldly.  The king’s dark eyes were steady on him, confident in their continued influence.  He sighed and continued, “The thirteen Houses squabble amongst themselves, vacillating hour to hour.  As far as I can tell, the people are with the princess.  There is a new Constable of Vallejo.  He prepares an army of commoners.  I do not know his thoughts on the throne, though I know he is against the Church.”

			It had been a smart move on the part of Rodrigo Vasquez, Arturo dully noted, to tell him next to nothing of his plans.  It seemed that old habits were more stubborn than he had credited. 

			 “And who is with the almighty High Cleric?” Armando croaked.

			“The army of Church, of course,” he said.  “Perhaps Borgetza, perhaps the entire peninsula.”  He paused, feeling that his lack of information was a betrayal, and then was discomforted by the thought.  “I have not been in political service for some years,” he continued wryly.  “I do not know more.”

			The king wheezed in silent laughter.  “I am surprised you have told me this much.”

			“You are dying,” he said softly.

			Armando closed his eyes.  “Yes, I suppose I am.”  He drew a breath.  “And who… are you with, Bellamont?”

			He thought of Serephina, of the long, hard road between her and the throne of Tanalon.  Briefly, too, he thought of Hadrian Visconte, whom he already knew would take the mantel of High Cleric if the princess became queen.  And though he tried, with real passion, he could not imagine what that world would be like.  There was too much blood in his memory, it seemed, for any idealism to have remained.

			“Myself,” he answered finally.  “I do not kill for anyone, not anymore.”

			“Not even for the mysterious Lady Fiannan of Alesia?”

			Arturo narrowed his eyes, a familiar sinking feeling taking hold of him, one that he’d experienced time and time again in the presence of his king.  “Dying, but not dead, are you?” he whispered through his teeth.

			Armando lifted a wizened hand.  “Peace, my boy,” he said.  “Forgive me.  I am so used to manipulating people that I sometimes forget I am doing so.”

			“Indeed,” he replied stiffly.

			The king sighed and lowered his hand to his chest.  “I met her parents once, you know, some twenty-five years ago.”  He registered the surprise that Arturo could not hide, and smiled slightly.  “I tried unsuccessfully to woo the Lady Fiannan away from her husband.  They were… noble hearted, zealous in their negotiations.”

			Foreboding fell like heavy hands onto Arturo’s shoulders.  “Negotiations for what?” he murmured.

			“For the removal of their precious island from all documents of state,” the king replied softly.  “They sought isolation, purification of their bloodlines.  It is my thought that they foresaw the coming chaos on the peninsula, and knew, if the Church grew great enough, it would turn upon them.”

			Puzzle pieces of history were falling together in Arturo’s mind.  He struggled to make sense of the larger picture, even as his mind shrank from the truth.  In fact, there was no need, for Armando continued, voice wistful and baring a tone of regret Arturo had never imagined hearing from his king’s lips.

			“I refused their proposals, again and again, just as Lady Fiannan refused my advances.”  He stopped, eyes closing.  Arturo knelt rigidly, waiting for more.  Finally, the king roused, eyes staring sightlessly into the past.  “Then one night, the Summer Solstice if memory serves, she came to me.  Ah, but she was beautiful, a goddess with eyes of summer skies and skin like gold.  She gave me what I wanted most, and in turn, received my seal on all formal papers eradicating Alesia from the Academe’s Vault.”

			Arturo forgot to breathe, hanging suspended on the edge of the horrible truth.

			“When she came to me that following night, I was drunk and weeping like a fool for loss of her.  She took me in her arms and loved me as I had never been loved.  She gave me her heart, promised to return in half a year’s time to be at my side.”

			Not wanting to hear more, unable to tear himself away, Arturo closed his eyes and braced his being for the end of it.

			“She did not come,” the king sighed.  “I waited a year past the time of her commitment.  My rage burned brighter as each moon passed and there was no sign of her.  Your history lessons may remind you what happened next.”

			Arturo looked up and said in a thin voice, “The Year of Death.”

			Then, to his disbelief, a tear rolled down the king’s cheek, disappearing into his unkempt beard.  “I drowned my burning heart in the blood of innocents.  From the information she had given me in confidence, in my arms, as to the families of Alesia who had peacefully emigrated to Tanalon, in whose blood ran the magic of the Isle of Dusk, I took vengeance upon her.

			“For a year the army of the Church rooted them out at my command.  Women and children I had beheaded, their men I burned at the stake.  When I was satisfied, empty, I returned to Vianalon, chose a bride from the daughters of nobility, and spent the rest of my life trying to forget Gwendolyn, the blue eyed siren who betrayed me.”

			“You are a great fool, my king,” Arturo said, rising to his feet.  He did not need to locate an image of Isidora in his memory.  She came to him like a wraith, the shape of her eyes, the curve of her lips.  “The Lady Fiannan did not return to you because she was with child.  Your daughter by that lady resides now in this very palace.  A daughter that by her very bloodlines you would have executed.”

			The figure in the bed jerked once in shock, eyes sparking with fervor.  

			“You will not see her,” Arturo heard himself say.  “Not while I have breath in my body will she know you as her father.”

			“Bellamont—” Armando wheezed, reaching for him.

			He turned, without bowing, and left his king to the misery of truth, to die alone with the knowledge that he had not been betrayed, but had been the vehicle of his own heart’s demise.

			 

			                                                                                    *                                                                      

			 

			She was still asleep as he moved silently into her room.  One arm was flung up over her head, her lips parted slightly and her breathing even and deep.  He looked down on her and saw what was so easily concealed by her coloring.  

			Lady of Alesia and, older by two years than Serephina, crown princess of Tanalon.  

			She whimpered suddenly and stirred, shifting, drawing her arms close to her chest.  Her brow furrowed with some memory’s pain as she curved inward, knees moving up and head bowing.  A golden curl fell across her face and slowly darkened as it absorbed her tears.

			He was stunned to stillness, utterly defenseless, unable to look away from her as he knew he must.  Unable to walk away, to rebuild the walls protecting his deepest self from the pain of attachment.  

			She did not look as though she were filled with the presence of a god, but exactly like a young woman torn by grief, wrestling the mighty giants of duty and desire.  

			A whisper of sound behind him broke his trance, and Arturo looked over his shoulder.  Diego’s eyes scanned the naked emotion on his face and his own expression responded, becoming wary as he moved forward.  Standing side by side, they watched Isidora’s body, locked in sleep, shaking with misery.  

			“What did that bastard say to you?  Did he threaten her?” breathed Diego.

			“He would not threaten his eldest child,” Arturo murmured.  

			The only sound was Isidora’s ragged breathing as Diego stood rigidly still beside him, accepting the truth that was plain in the lady’s face, a truth merely waiting to be seen.  He released his breath finally on a long, whistling exhalation.  Then, strangely, the scarred man knelt on the rug beside the bed, one knee cocked and hand fisted over his heart.  

			Without looking up, he said, “Arturo, you know this is right.  We have been waiting years for this moment.  It is time.”

			The simple words descended through him like a sigh and Arturo felt some unnamed burden lift from his shoulders.  He knelt soundlessly beside Diego and touched his fist to his chest, where he could feel the faster than usual rhythm of his heart.

			Voices barely audible, more movement of lips than sound, the men recited the oath they’d given together, once, eleven years before.  In the closed bedchamber of the Lady Fiannan, whose dreams were shifting away from darkness and toward light, the assassin and the soldier pledged their lives, their hearts, to the rightful queen of Vianalon.  

			It neither troubled the men that she might never rule, nor discover their oaths.

			It was a simple matter of honor and loyalty, and, profoundly, of love.  Love that they’d once born a king, they gave now unto his daughter.

			



			

	



Chapter Ten

			 

			 

			The old woman’s gaze never left the string of beads in her lap.  Gnarled fingers danced with nimbleness across the uneven surfaces, pausing to stroke a long, oblong piece before moving to another, perfect ivory sphere.  There was no expression to be discerned in her heavily lined and weathered face, and if one dared to look into her eyes, they would see only blackness.  

			The black of a starry northern night, for around her pupils flickered wisps of light, miniscule threads of color that, depending on her disposition, would bleed outward into dark irises.  Just now, if one were brave or close enough to look, there could be seen veins of gold and red, pulsing forth in varying widths to the startling whites of her eyes.  

			There was one, not quite brave and yet unafraid, who crouched at her feet.  His figure was that of a pubescent boy, all long, awkward arms and legs.  His face was narrow but not malnourished, his mop of dark hair shining with heavy curls.  A small smile of apparent innocence lifted his cherubic lips, but his eyes were bright and full of knowledge as he watched the Nameless One play with her beads.

			Older than the Nameless, no longer a child in years but locked forever in the body and impulses of one, he soon grew impatient for her words.  With quick, darting fingers he tugged on the ragged skirt before him, made a sound of annoyance.  

			“I told you,” he sang in a sweet pitch, “Time.  Time.  It is time.  The beginning ends, the ending begins.”

			The ancient woman, unwanted by those who bore her and Nameless since birth, suddenly clutched the ivory beads in her fist.  “Yes,” she murmured dreamily, eyelids drooping.  Her other hand lifted and lightly touched his soft hair.  “She comes.  The queen who will never be queen.”

			“Not of men, not of men,” the boy sang.

			The Nameless drew her fingers across his scalp, making him shudder.  With a gentleness like that of a spider spinning silk about its prey, she drew up his face.  Her eyes were black, fathomless.  “What does your mother say, Pandion?” she asked softly.

			He blinked slowly, contemplating.  “The Great Sorceress rages, and her rage is the storm above fallen Alesia.  Her face will not rise in the night until the storm has broken upon all of Calabria.”

			Pandion squirmed as bony fingers clenched tight on his jaw.  

			“And her brother?” asked the Nameless.

			He pursed his lips, eyes wide and sorrowful.  “The High One will not be swayed from vengeance.  ‘A life for a life, a world for a world,’ he says.  The Gates will open, his army will ride through.”  He swallowed tears, remembering.  “War is coming, coming here.  Coming everywhere.  There will be no life, no life left.  All for nothing, and everything, will Alesia be avenged.”

			The Nameless was silent for a long time, or it seemed so to Pandion, for every moment in this lightless place stretched for an eternity.  Finally, her hand released his jaw, rising again to the crown of his head, where it rested softly in apology.  He dared to look up and saw the black eyes closed tightly, dark, spiky eyelashes lost in the soft folds of her eyelids.  

			“What will we do, my old friend?” she whispered.

			Pandion was perhaps the only living being who remembered her face without the age it now wore.  She had been young once, as he was eternally, and might have been lovely but for the hardship she’d endured, the incredible pain of being unwanted, unnamed, and gifted with magics she did not understand.  

			It was he who had found her, whilst wandering in the dark haven of the Northland’s forest.  A babe not more than half a day old, screaming in hunger and cold.  He’d done the only thing his eternally childlike mind could fathom, and lifted her from a bed of pine needles and moss.  From the dark forest he’d carried her, through a meadow of dead grass, toward the smoke of a small village settled near a stream that would never be mistaken for a river.  It was hours before dawn, and though the narrow streets were empty of people, it had nevertheless been a fearful journey for him, leaving the comfort of the forest behind and venturing into the world of men.  

			Feeling the accomplishment of overcoming his fear, trusting that this village of soot-darkened roofs and packs of mangy dogs was where the babe belonged, he had taken her to the doorstep of the only home with a light still burning behind cracked shutters.  He’d left her on the doorstep, rapped quickly on the nearby window, and fled into the darkness, back to the wilds that called him, that had been his home for so long.

			Remembering when one’s memory was endless was trying; remembering his choice, the simple, innocent error of a forever-child, was agony.  

			He had found the courage, once, years later, to return to that village by the stream, and to the window of her tiny bedroom.  Invisible to mortal eyes, he’d watched her weep for hours, absorbed in suffering.  He had not understood her tears, which he found meaningless, and so visited her no more.  Not for a hundred years had their paths crossed, and when they did again, she was old as she was now and full of mystery and power.

			A child’s mind is a vessel waiting to be filled with the experiences of life.  His was a mind of innocence not altered by experience, a child not of man and woman, but of a Goddess who had many mortal children, and who loved them so well she’d tried to give them the gift of Time.  

			Pandion knew he was an accident, an experiment gone awry.  But he knew, too, that his mother loved him as she loved all her children.  That first shining race of men and women, and each generation after, called Alesians once, but no more.

			“What is right, what is wrong,” he sang brokenly.  “All that ends must have beginnings, and so in each beginning there are endings.”

			Had his chin not dropped dejectedly to his chest, he would have seen the Nameless open her eyes and look down on him in sympathy.  Those eyes were as they had been upon entering the world, blackest black, with a luminescent ring of gold circumscribing dilated pupils.  Dragon’s eyes, they were called, in whispers in the north, where so much of life was in the retelling of the past.  Very rarely in the last centuries had her eyes been in this natural state, and only when she was feeling the full span of her unnatural life.  

			“What has passed is done and no more,” she murmured, stroking the forever-child’s soft hair.  “It is what is yet to be that concerns us, my friend.”

			Reminded of the future, which rested in the hands of those who in their grief wished to bring endings and no beginnings, tears spilled from Pandion’s shining eyes.  A child’s reaction to the betrayal of truths he’d believed would remain true forever.

			He fixed his watery gaze upon the ivory necklace that rested on the Nameless’ lap.  A silly trinket, he thought, ugly and strange.  Somewhere in his memory was lodged the meaning of it, if not the use; it reeked of power over mortal follies like dreams and destinies.  

			The Child of Time had never had interest in such things.  Never, that is, until the Isle of Dusk was destroyed.  Then, for the first time, Pandion had grieved for the ending of something that he loved, and in his grief he had changed.  

			Still a child, a child no more, caught in dawning awareness of life and meaning beyond the present moments, he had watched his mother the Goddess retreat from the world in sorrow, and the God begin summoning the armies from Beyond.

			Now that he knew what love was, he did not want to lose it again.  

			“There is a chance,” he told the Nameless.  “It is a small path, a narrow, high path, laid by the High One with all that remains of his love for this world.”   

			The Nameless sighed, bones aching from lifetimes beyond the lifetime she might have lived, had she been born as her parents had wanted.  “Then we will do all we can to guide those who must walk it,” she said quietly.  “The queen that will never be queen, and those who would protect her.”

			“You will aid me?” asked the Child of Time.

			If she were not so old or so tired, she might have reminded him that his soul had been formed by the will of a Goddess, and despite her powers and longevity, she was a mere mortal still.  She might have turned him away, even then, to be alone once more and retreat into darkness, silently waiting for the end of all beginnings.

			Perhaps it was the small part of her that remained purely human that caused her to bend her head in acquiescence.  Or maybe it was because, after so many unnatural years of life, the Nameless didn’t wish to be so anymore.    

			“I have not left this cave in centuries,” she said.

			Pandion smiled, the smile of an ageless boy.  “Then I will show you the sky.”

			



			

	



Chapter Eleven

			 

			In the dream there was no pain, for pain held no memory, only emotion.  Her vision was danced upon by colors, sparkling reds and blues at the edges of fantasy.  The sands were soft beneath her bare feet, tiny white grains rounded by time and friction.  Warm aqua water, silky with salt, lapped and splashed around her ankles.  

			There was no passing of Time here, for if It were present the dream would not be possible.  Instead there was just Alesia, the sense of it as fundamental and real as mortality, as a beating heart.  Behind her rose a majestic cliff, painted rose and magenta in the dusk.  Atop that peak, where the land was molded up into a wide, flat hill, stood Sanctuary.  Surrounding the holy place, jutting against the drop of the cliffs and blending into the forests to the north and west, were the Gardens of Almhain.  

			She wished to look upon them, and in so wishing, turned her head.

			The dream was bled dry of color and Alesia was no more.  No cliffs, no soft white sands and shallow warm waters.  Heat washed over her face and chest; the acrid tang of smoke touched her nostrils.  She looked but could not see beyond the shadows.  

			Pain holds no memory, but the opposite does not prove true.

			Out of the shadows came a woman, old and limping, and where she walked the darkness fled.  She chanted as she came, strange words that held no meaning except to the forces of memory she battled.

			All at once the shifting, colorless world dropped away, and Isidora stood again on Alesia’s shore.  The ocean stretched dark and golden, the setting sunlight moving like music across the beach, around her body.  And before her, still real, was an old woman.

			“It was more difficult to find you than I had imagined.”

			The woman’s thin lips had not moved, and yet Isidora heard the words as clearly as if they’d been spoken at her ear.  “Who are you?” she asked, and the sound of her voice was hollow and unreal.

			Black eyes sparkled with laughter.  “A simple question you ask, but one that has no answer.”

			Isidora shook her head once, then again, feeling each strand of her hair as it moved against her neck.  “I don’t understand.”

			The old woman lifted her face, scenting the air.  When her gaze lowered, her eyes were no longer black alone, but shone gold around the irises.  

			“Isidora Sitha Fiannan,” she said, and the naming held power and command.  “You must seek the cleric who is not a cleric and a scholar with eyes that do not see and a tongue that does not speak.  Your journey does not end with script on a page, but flows north to the river that runs against nature.”

			Suddenly Isidora realized that she was dreaming, and the dream was not a common one.  “What are you talking about?” she asked urgently.  “Who are you?”

			The woman sighed, and the atmosphere of the dream shifted again, shadows rising like fingers of smoke around the beach of memory.  “I am no one, nothing, nameless,” she said.  “That is all I may tell you, for I know nothing more.”

			“Wait!” cried Isidora as the woman turned away.  

			The bent shoulders paused, turned back, and dark eyes regarded her curiously.  “Yes, child?” 

			Isidora took an anxious step forward.  “Are you a messenger from Beyond, from my parents?”

			White sparkled in the depths of black eyes and the shadows grew higher, closer.  “I am not,” she replied.  “Though I knew your mother once, when she was young and foolish.  For the sake of all things, I hope you are not.”

			Waking came suddenly, consciousness returning at such speed that Isidora was only partially aware of jerking upright and stumbling from the bed.  She nearly tripped over the bent figures of Arturo and Diego as she lurched toward the empty washbasin resting on the cabinet by the door.  Hands planted on either side of the valuable porcelain bowl, she retched until her knees collapsed beneath her.  

			When she could breathe without pain, she opened her eyes and stared dazedly at the men standing before her, their faces creased with anxiety.

			“Are you all right, my lady?” Diego asked much too loudly.

			She brought the back of her hand to her mouth, all at once realizing what she’d done and what had been witnessed.  Looking down to conceal a pounding flush of embarrassment, she mumbled, “Fine.  Please fetch Finnéces.”

			Diego’s footsteps raced from the room, leaving one pair of booted feet in her direct line of vision.  “There’s no need to be ashamed,” Arturo said softly.

			“I’m not ashamed,” she snapped, and to unsettle him, she added, “It is a perfectly common occurrence when a mystic enters unguarded dreams.”

			Though it was unlikely to be real, it felt as though the temperature of the room dropped several degrees.  “Whose dreams did you invade?” he asked, still with a mild tone.

			She shook her head, then wished she hadn’t as her stomach rolled.  “No one’s,” she muttered.  “Never mind.”

			He might have replied, but just then Finnéces rushed into the room, Diego and Edan on his heels.  Isidora suffered the elder man’s fussing, allowing him to relocate her to an armchair by the window and wash her face with a cool cloth.  Soon enough, the Calabrians realized she was not seriously ill and departed.

			The moment the door closed behind them, Isidora reached up and stalled Finnéces’ ministrations.  “Do you remember when I was a novice priestess, and had just been taught how to enter another’s dreams?” she asked.

			Finnéces nodded, eyes crinkling briefly in mirth.  “After a week there were so many protests against you that your mother forbade you to use that particular gift.”

			Isidora smiled wearily.  “My dreams were just visited by a stranger, a crone with great power.  She had a message for me, though I do not understand her words.”  She frowned, recalling, “I must seek a cleric who is not a cleric and a scholar who does not see or speak.”

			There was a rustle of cloth, the noise deliberate, and she and Finnéces jerked in surprise, heads whipping toward the door.  Only Edan was unperturbed, and continued to sit with his head bent, drumming his fingers together.  

			Arturo stood against the doorframe, face dark, eyes gleaming.  “Hadrian Visconte is a cleric, but no longer embraced by the Church.”  His expression grew darker, haunted.  “As for the scholar who does not see or speak, he is Hadrian’s father.  His name is Lucero Tuturro, and he resides in the Vault de Viana beneath the Academe.”

			Isidora could not help a small sound of exclamation and delight.  She stood and took several quick steps toward Arturo, the eavesdropping offense forgotten.  “This is wonderful news,” she proclaimed.  “This scholar must be the one my mother told me of, the messenger who will record my story.”

			Arturo shook his head sharply.  “Perhaps once he might have, but no longer.”

			Some of her elation slipped away.  “What do you mean?”

			“Your dream mystic forgot to mention several details.  Lucero Tuturro cannot see, it is true, for he has no eyes.  He can speak, but he has held his tongue for six years.  He will not record anything, for he has no hand with which to write.”

			“Sweet Gods,” Isidora murmured.  “What happened to him?”

			Strangely, Arturo did not reply, but swept a bow of courtly perfection, pivoted sharply, and walked away.  Nonplussed, Isidora turned to Finnéces, whose eyes were glassy with knowledge and sadness.

			“Come, my lady, and sit,” he said, ushering her back to the chair.  “This is not a story to be told while standing.”

			Later, when her tears had dried and she was no longer certain for whom she had wept, Isidora rose and chose a modest gown of a soft, dewy gray from her newly full closet.  She left her hair unbound, an immodest style in Vianalon but one that Diego had assured her was allowed during mourning.  It seemed there would be no end to the heaviness in her heart, so as she combed through the thick curls she imagined herself in the distant future, hands thin and trembling with age, drawing a comb through unbound white hair.

			The ivory comb clicked softly as she placed it on the dressing table.  She scrutinized her reflection for another moment, then rose and left the bedroom, slipping quietly into the corridor.  In the sitting room, Diego and Edan occupied armchairs near a window.  The soldier looked up from a book at the sound of her footsteps.

			He studied her face, nodded.  “So, now you know.”

			“Yes,” she replied.

			He seemed on the verge of saying something more, but with a slight shake of his head he returned his attention to his reading.

			“Edan,” she said softly.  “Will you accompany me to visit the princess?”

			The boy nodded vigorously and stood.  As she turned toward the door, she answered Diego’s unspoken question.  “I do not wish to be alone.”

			The calm, unquestioning silence of Edan’s presence was a comfort as they walked through the palace in a supposed search for the gardens.  It soon became apparent that they were lost, but Isidora was unbothered.  She cared little whether she kept her appointment with the princess, was almost certain Serephina didn’t expect her company.  When asked by a servant if she needed directions, she replied that she knew exactly where they were.

			In truth, she had no recollection of the wide, exotically furnished hallway, or the precise turns that had led them there.  Massive double doors, plated in gold, stood at the end of the corridor.  She began to turn around, to retrace their steps toward the center of the palace, when one of the doors opened.  

			Hadrian Visconte stepped into view.  From his expression, he was as surprised to see Isidora as she was to see him.  Edan made a breathy noise; she knew exactly what he would have said could he speak, for the same thought was in her head.  

			The cleric who is not a cleric.   

			“My lady,” Hadrian said, bowing slightly.  The door behind him was still open, but the room beyond was shadowed.  “What brings you to doors of Tanalon’s king?”

			Isidora started, looking uncertainly at Edan.  He merely stared back at her, unblinking.    

			“We were on our way to visit the princess and became lost,” she said to Hadrian.  “Could you direct us toward the gardens?”

			There was a sudden flurry of activity in the room behind Hadrian, and shortly a man in blue robes appeared.  He whispered fervently in Hadrian’s ear; the cleric listened, occasionally glancing Isidora’s way.  When the message had been delivered, the physician withdrew from sight and Hadrian took a small step back, spreading the door wide.  His expression was indecipherable.

			“My lady, the king requests an audience.”  

			Isidora looked down at her plain gown.  “I cannot—”

			“I’m sorry,” he interjected, affecting a small shrug.  “A request from the king is not a request, really, but a command.”

			She swallowed and nodded.  “Wait here,” she told Edan.  “I will return shortly.”

			The first step she took toward the golden doors was the hardest, full of trepidation and rage for the man who on Alesia had been called a demon.  She had learned all about the Year of Death during her schooling, but had never imagined she would come face to face with its instigator.  For several moments she entertained the thought of herself as an assassin, taking holy vengeance upon the man who had slaughtered so many of her brethren.  It wasn’t until she reached the door—and saw the compassion on Hadrian Visconte’s face—that she remembered herself.  

			No one death, however great, would bring Alesia or its people back to life.

			The room within was lit by several torches mounted in ornate brackets along the wall, their glow reflecting dimly from the marble floor.  They crossed the large antechamber and a physician beckoned her forward, fingers twitching as he waved her into another room.  Despite the weak light, gold shown from the furniture and walls, and the carpet beneath their feet was thick and soft.

			There was a muted thump, and Isidora spun to find the physician and Hadrian gone, the door soundly closed.  

			“Come here, child,” spoke a reedy voice.  “I would look upon you.”

			She looked toward the grand bed but it stood empty.  A motion caught her eye and she turned toward the empty hearth.  The top of King Armando’s head was barely visible over the back of the chair in which he sat.  A skeletal hand lifted from the armrest, motioning her near.

			Her footsteps were silent on the carpet as she walked around the chair and looked down on the dying king.  His dark eyes regarded her with startling alertness in a face that was pallid with disease.  

			“Sit, my lady.”

			Seeing no alternative but swift execution, she sat in the chair opposite him and folded her hands in her lap.  The silence was as stifling as the stale air she breathed.  

			“You resemble your mother,” he said at length.

			Her fingers twitched convulsively, her voice emerging airy, “You knew her, your highness?” 

			Armando nodded.  “I loved her.”

			Isidora struggled over her next breath, choked as she whispered, “What?”

			The king closed his eyes.  He shrunk into his chair, weighed down by ghosts she could not see.  “I am dying, my lady,” he continued.  “I do not think I will last another day.”

			“I’m sorry,” she said weakly.

			His lips quirked briefly.  “I do not think you are, and in truth, I am not.”  His eyes opened to slits; in the dimness, it was impossible to tell where his gaze was focused.  “I have a favor to beg of you, Isidora Fiannan, Lady of Alesia.”

			Sparks of anxiety shot down her arms and legs.  She managed to ask, “Yes, your highness?” 

			“Touch me.”

			There was no room for misinterpretation in his simple words, no key that might unlock her escape.  He must have heard of the Borgetzan’s affliction, known it for what it was.  White haze crowded her vision and she sucked air into her lungs.  She saw her mother’s face as she had waited to die, the sorrow in her blue eyes that had no name.  The crone had called Gwendolyn a fool, and yet the Lady of Alesia had never been anything but kind and loyal in all she did.  

			The face of her father rose in memory, first deathly still and masked in blood, then free of stain, young and laughing as he spun his daughter in the air.  Then his features in a somber mask as they sat together before a fire one evening of her youth, alone before her mother joined them.  

			“What makes a man a fool, papa?”

			Her father smiled softly, the lines of his face deep in the firelight.  “Passion, Isidora.”

			She did not understand what he meant, but nodded sagely as though she did.  “And what makes a woman a fool?”

			His smile faltered and he looked away.  “Love.”

			A decade later and a woman grown, Isidora stood before the king of Tanalon and lowered her hands toward his face.  He sighed in the moment before contact, and whispered softly, “I loved her.”

			Isidora paused, a frown marring the smooth skin of her brow.  Her index fingers were poised over Armando’s temples.  She stood completely still, waiting for breath to lift the king’s unmoving chest.  It did not; never would again.  Her hands fell limply to her sides.  

			An hour later, Hadrian Visconte found her, sobbing into the hem of the king’s robe.

			 

			



			

	



Chapter Twelve

			 

			On the night of King Armando’s passing, many leagues west of Vianalon, the self-styled Constable of Vallejo was enjoying an evening meal with his wife and children.  His youngest daughter, Maria, who would be eight years old this autumn, was in the act of repeating a joke she’d heard from the lips of one of her father’s soldiers.  As the details of the markedly lude jest became clearer, his wife screeched in mock horror and covered her face with a linen napkin.  Maria’s older sisters, twins of nearly marriageable age, responded by lowering their forks to their plates and shaking their heads discouragingly.  

			Rodrigo Vasquez and his sons, Eduardo and Samuel, were still chuckling as a loud knocking began on the dining room door.  

			In the months to come, as blood made rivers across the peninsula, Rodrigo would remember that final moment with his family.  The long, expertly laid table, the sputtering wicks of thick white candles in its center.  His wife’s aghast expression, betrayed by the silent twinkle of mirth in her dark eyes.  His twin daughters, youthful and prim, innocents who dreamt at night of kind husbands and children of their own.  The boys, laughter fading as they watched their father frown and push back his chair.  

			And Maria, still smiling at the successful recital of a joke she could not understand.  

			The pounding outside continued.  Rodrigo strode purposefully to the door, ready to berate the fool who dared to interrupt their meal.  The iron knob was smooth and cool in his fingers as he pulled the door open.  It was one of his men, though for the life of him, Rodrigo couldn’t recall his name.  He stood in the hallway, panting, eyes showing white around the edges.  Beneath his left foot was a slowly widening pool of blood.

			Rodrigo felt a strange coolness radiate down through his body.  “Great God, wha—”  Something large and hard connected with his abdomen and the air rushed from his lungs.  He staggered back into the dining room, moving blindly until his back connected with a wall.  

			Plates and silverware crashed.  One of his daughters screamed.  Little Maria wailed and cried out for her mother.  His wife, beautiful Inez, spoke his name softly.  

			Rodrigo fumbled for the knife at his belt.  His mind was in a haze, his lungs aching as he fought for a painless breath.  Nausea came in a great wave and he gagged, doubling over.  He felt Inez’s hands on his shoulders, face, and then she was gone.

			“No,” he gasped.  

			Terror cleared his vision in time to register the tall stranger standing before him, a large mallet in his hand.  His features were unremarkable, but the green sash he wore would be forever imprinted in Rodrigo’s mind.  Then the mallet swung, and he fell.

			 

			                                                                                    *

			 

			What awakened him was an itch in his foot.  Rodrigo opened his eyes slowly, then blinked because he could not see.  For the briefest of moments he thought himself dead.  Then pain blossomed in his head and abdomen.  He gasped, and abruptly choked on thick, acrid smoke.  

			The itch on his foot grew more insistent, and looking down he saw that his shoe was burning, licks of flame darting up his calf.  With a wordless cry he tore his shirt from his body and smothered his foot, dampening the flames.  With the cloth pressed tightly over his nose and mouth, he gained his feet, bracing himself against the wall until vertigo passed.  

			Several feet away he saw the outline of the door, wreathed in fire.  From the hallway came a deafening crash as the ceiling caved.  A series of explosions rocked the ground, and he knew that his underground armory had been breached.  He imagined the barrels of invaluable black powder, shipped to him over land and sea at incredible cost, rocketing upward through the ground, tearing through the tourmaline floor tiles and rare statues of his wife’s garden.

			The thought of Inez snapped his mind to attention.  With his back flush to the wall, he took quick steps toward the distant window.  The smoke pouring into the room from the hallway lessened until he was able to lower his shirt from his face and take several gulps of untainted air.

			From his position beside the window he quickly surveyed the room.  The carpet beneath the dining table was smoking, would soon catch flame.  To his immediate, heart-stopping relief, he saw no bodies on the floor.

			Aware of the likelihood that the exit was being watched, he took only a brief look through the window.  It was full dark, but the sky was tinged a telling red.  The enemy had left no corner of the estate untouched by the torch.  

			The window shattered suddenly, glass shards flying inward and barely missing Rodrigo’s face.  Gloved hands appeared on the sill, followed by a dark head.  Rodrigo brought his fists together, lifting them over the unsuspecting neck.  

			“Father?” 

			“Eduardo,” he breathed, clutching his hands to his chest.  

			The soot-darkened face angled toward him was barely recognizable as belonging to his youngest son.  But the voice, which wavered on the cusp of manhood, was his.  “Come on,” he said, and ducked out of sight.  

			Rodrigo wrapped his shirt around his fist and punched away the remaining slivers of glass.  He levered himself onto the window ledge, swung his legs about, and dropped to the ground.  

			Eduardo stood some feet away, face expressionless, the flames reflecting in his vacant eyes.  

			“They murdered them all,” he said.  “Sliced their throats, one by one.  Mother was last.”

			Rodrigo inhaled sharply through his nose, conscious of his lungs filling, heart beating, and blood circulating.  There was a thick, painful pounding in his head, a dull ache in his stomach.  He wondered how it could be that his soul was dead but his body still lived.

			“They said it was the vengeance of the God,” Eduardo continued, “that we were a house of sin.”

			“Stop, my son,” he croaked.

			“I begged them to kill me, but they wouldn’t.  I was spared, they said, to show your allies that there is mercy to be had in surrender.”  His gaze focused at last, coming to rest on Rodrigo’s face.  “Will you kill them, father?”

			“Yes,” he said, unaware that tears were forging tracks through the soot on his face. 

			Eduardo nodded, sighing.  “Good.”  He turned away, speaking over his shoulder, “There are other survivors.  They wait for us beyond the wall.”

			The group of less than fifty men left the province of Vallejo that night.  On horseback and by foot they traveled under the cover of darkness, north across low, rolling hills, at a pace mindful of those among them who were injured.  

			As no one was willing to speak of it in length, Rodrigo spent the next week of travel piecing together the story of what had befallen them all.  It was better to think in numbers and facts, to assess damage and plan for the times ahead.  For in every moment of silence, every blink of his eyes, there was grief.  A grief that threatened to undo him, but that he swore would guide his sword instead.

			The town at the base of the foothills had been hit first.  The modest families who toiled day in and day out to cultivate the tough ground and live peaceful, quiet lives were burned alive as their homes were set on fire around them.  Those first flames had been invisible to the sentries manning Rodrigo’s estate, and by the time the rising column of smoke had been seen, it was too late.  

			Systematically and in silence, by sword, knife, and arrow, the small army of rebels had been eliminated.  The survivors were a motley assortment of the stupid and lucky, from an old steward who’d fallen asleep drunk outside the wall to a stable lad who’d hidden beneath hay until he could make his escape.  

			In all, Rodrigo had thirty-eight men of fighting age and strength.  

			It would have to be enough.

			



			

	



Chapter Thirteen                                                                      

			 

			As dawn rose over the capital city of Vianalon, it touched first upon the highest tower of the palace, from which the flag of the royal family had flown.  In the place of House Caville’s bold crest, however, hung a wide strip of black cloth, and as the sun bled across it, bells of mourning began to ring.  

			First from the palace steeples, then street by street to the edges of the city.  The doleful call of the bells spread like the sunlight across the River Viana.  From barges to fishing boats to shallow-bellied merchant ships, the news echoed north and south.  By noon, word had traveled throughout the whole of Tanalon.  By dawn the following day, emissaries had arrived, taxed greatly by the haste and distance of their travel, in each of the three neighboring kingdoms.  

			In Argenta, his highness King Manuel di Lucía received word of Armando’s death whilst he bathed in the cold waters of a mountain spring.  The courier, weak-kneed and near fainting from his flight across the Wasteland and through the treacherous mountain pass, refused to rest or take sustenance upon arrival in the hunting camp.  He would speak nothing of his message to Manuel’s men, only demanded repeatedly that he be presented to the king.

			Standing waist-high in the natural pool, frigid water dripping onto his shoulders and chest, Manual absorbed the message without expression.  There was a tense moment of silence among the gathered men before their king uncoiled from his stillness, walking from the water in several great strides.  He regarded them from his impressive height with a sweeping, scathing glance before, birthing bare and shivering with cold, he knelt on the hard ground.

			One by one, his men followed suit, falling to their knees and bowing their heads.

			“God keep the soul of Armando de la Caville, King of Tanalon,” Manuel said.  His words were echoed fervently by those men around him.  

			And then, in a move that, depending on the author, would be writ in history as either surpassing foolish, vain, or heroic, Manual looked up and said in a resoundingly clear voice, “God bless Serephina de la Caville, Queen of Tanalon.”

			The king’s eldest son, Victor, met his father’s steady gaze, saying nothing as the hunting party softly repeated their liege’s astounding invocation.

			 

			                                                                                    *

			 

			East across the mountainous region of Argenta, past the stretch of the Wasteland, through the northern territory of Tanalon with its rocky coastline and thickly forested terrain, there stretched another desert, a great sea of red dunes, rising and dipping like waves.  

			Carnivorous birds flew soundlessly through a night sky whose stars shone clear and bright, each constellation a feast for the dark eyes of wise women.  Long before the common people of Dunak heard of King Armando’s death, their women spoke of a great omen in the stars, one of endings and new beginnings.

			The seat of the Dukari royal family was a massive city of stone, built so many countless generations before that no one remembered the architects, whether they had been foreign or Dunak-bred.  Within and about the city was an oasis, greatest and most abundant of those scattered across the forbidding desert.  The thickness of its foliage and profusion of brimming springs spared its inhabitants the most vicious effects of the sun.  Most of the city’s residents never traveled beyond its walls during their lifetimes, leaving such tests of fate to merchants and veiled-ones.      

			Ezekiel ibn Dukari, eldest among the seven sons of the late king of Dunak, stood in a shadowed hall within the royal house, staring at the empty throne he hoped, one day soon, to occupy.  In various locations throughout the room, unseen and unheard, stood three veiled-ones.  Their faces were shrouded in the ageless custom of their tribe so that only their eyes, and the dark tattoos around them, were visible.  

			It was a rare opportunity to glimpse the eyes of a veiled-one, and most often the sight came the instant before death.  It was not a fact Ezekiel oft forgot.

			“If what you say is true,” he spoke into the heavy silence, “there will be war.”

			“Yes,” whispered a reedy voice.

			“What do your spies tell you, Master of Knives?”

			There was a whisper of sound like smoke across stone, and suddenly Ezekiel was standing face to face with the leader of the veiled-ones.  His pulse hammered against the skin of his throat, which suddenly seemed much too fragile and exposed.  He countered the impulse to flee with the knowledge that if he were wanted dead, it would already be done.  

			Surpassingly serene, oddly pale eyes regarded Ezekiel from within a border of finely etched ritual tattoos.  There was no telling how old the man was, for succession among the veiled-ones was not something known outside the tribe.  From the smooth skin about his eyes, the thick, finely sculpted brows, and the straight, broad shoulders, he might have been of an age with Ezekiel, who had turned thirty-three six moons past.   

			It did not matter to Ezekiel how old the Master of Knives was, only that he held the man’s allegiance and therefore that of his network of assassins and spies.   

			“They say martial law has been enacted in Vianalon,” said the Master. 

			“The High Cleric wasted no time, then,” Ezekiel replied.

			The slight crinkling of skin about the Master’s pale eyes was the only indication of his smile.  “He does not state publicly his intention to seize the throne, but it is rumored that the princess has gone into hiding.”

			Ezekiel ran a hand through his hair, sighing; the absolute stillness of the Master only enhanced his restlessness.  “What should I do?” he asked.

			The broad shoulders, encased in flowing black silk, shrugged minutely.  “It is also rumored that King Manuel of Argenta will throw his support behind the princess.”

			Ezekiel grunted at the acknowledgment of his own suspicions.  “He has a son of marriageable age, does he not?”

			The Master nodded.  “Victor, age twenty-six.”

			“Of course,” he said, nodding.  “Quell the ambitions of the High Cleric, marry his son to Armando’s daughter, and rule both Argenta and Tanalon.  He will not stop there, with Borgetza’s plentiful shipping ports so near.”

			Another slight nod.  “On the eve before Armando’s passing, the Borgetzan ambassador to Tanalon met a sudden and very strange death.  Yesterday, I received word that our southern neighbors have been amassing troops on the plains west of Siezo.  The public word is training exercises.  The private word is somewhat other.”

			Ezekiel narrowed his gaze, quelling sudden resentment that his own agents in Borgetza had spoken nothing of this in their last communiqué.  “What do you mean, strange death?”

			The slightest of frowns creased the skin between pale eyes.  “I do not know.”

			It both relieved and unnerved Ezekiel to learn that the man resources, through broad, had its natural limits.  “I’m sure the notoriously paranoid Terrin of Borgetza believed his man was assassinated.  The question is, who does he blame, the Church or the princess?”

			His companion said nothing, then, “We expect more news come dawn.”

			They stood in the silence, one man breathing audibly, the other with no discernable movement or sound.  At length, Ezekiel asked again, in a murmur, “What should I do?”

			There was no answer, and when he looked up, the veiled-ones were gone.

			 

			                                                                      *

			 

			The Master of Knives sat alone in his chamber, one among thousands in the city that existed underground, far beneath the unaware citizens of Dunak’s capital.  His people had lived in the darkness beneath the desert for longer than their oral histories could tell.  

			It was his home, and he was loath to leave it.    

			With slow, methodical movements, he unwound the veil from his head.  For several moments he sat still, feeling the caress of cool, moist air on his face.  Then, with a silent sigh, he stood to unwind the plaits of his braid, combing through the long, dark strands with his fingers as he walked from the room.

			In the assembly hall his people gathered, waiting for him.  There was silence at his entrance, but with ears attuned to the expressions of soundlessness, he felt his people’s shock.  From some of them also radiated disdain, and worse still, loathing.  

			His face unveiled for the first time in more than fifteen years, hair unbound since it was long enough to braid, Devlin al’Ven walked to the front of the silent gathering and turned, spreading his arms wide.

			“Behold your brother,” he said, voice strong and reedy, riding the currents of air.  His arms fell to his sides and he rolled his shoulders back.  “Let there be one among you strong enough to take my place.”

			There was silence, and then a different sort of silence, one thick and supple with intention.  A silence that told a story if one had the ears to listen.  

			Devlin moved his head an inch, and a knife clattered against the wall behind his head.  He waited, watching all and none, and the wait was not long.  

			By dawn, seven men were dead, and Devlin stood in the same place he’d occupied for hours.  He touched the scratch on his cheek; it was superficial, no longer bleeding.  The man who’d inflicted the wound was allowed to live, to take his place as Master of Knives.

			Devlin wept, though no tears stained his cheeks.    

			Even the most perceptive of the veiled-ones failed to notice his departure from their city.  Only later that evening, as they gathered again, was his absence noted.

			“He has gone, then, back to his people,” spoke an elder.

			An old woman, dark eyes glistening, nodded.  “As we knew he would,” she murmured.  “May Istar guide and protect him.”

			“Istar protect him,” the veiled-ones intoned.

			



			

	



Chapter Fourteen

			 

			The bells woke Arturo at dawn.  He had slept little, passing most the night staring at the ceiling and waiting for the sound of the outer door.  Several hours before the bells jarred him awake, he’d fallen into a restless sleep and dreamed of shadows and knives, and of blue eyes watching him.  

			The first thick, tonal sound of the palace’s mourning call had not finished when Diego burst into his room.  Through the deafening noise, he yelled, “Armando is dead!  Church soldiers are filling the streets.  We’ve got to get Isidora out of Vianalon.”

			For the first time since youth, shock slowed Arturo’s reflexes.  With his body moving ahead of his mind, he jumped from the bed with a foot still trapped in blankets.  He hit the floor with a grunt, knee slamming painfully on stone.  Without comment, Diego hauled him to his feet and they ran from the room.

			Finnéces was standing in the sitting room near the window, looking down onto the city.  He turned as the men entered, regarding them with wide, terrorized eyes.  “I just saw a man bludgeoned to death,” he said, voice too high.

			“Where’s Edan?” Diego snapped.  

			“Filling packs… for travel,” Finnéces stammered.

			“And Isidora?” Arturo demanded.

			The old man wrung his hands together.  “I don’t know.”

			Panic edged its way into Arturo’s thoughts, coloring them with various gruesome possibilities.  Isidora in a dungeon, facing interrogation; even worse, on the streets running for her life from Church soldiers.  

			He strode forward and took the Alesian by the shoulders.  “Where was she last night?” he growled.

			Finnéces shook his head, tears glistening in his eyes.  “I don’t know.”

			Diego, who had disappeared to check on Edan, reappeared in the facing doorway.  As the vibrations of the last bell faded, he spoke, “She was with the king.”

			Arturo released his hold on Finnéces so abruptly that the man swayed.  Sprinting to his room, he returned less than a minute later wearing a shirt but still no shoes, busily tucking knives into sheaths on his belt.  “I’m going after her,” he said before his partner could argue.  

			“You don’t think—” Diego didn’t finish, for the door swung violently inward.  Arturo leapt back, narrowly avoiding impact as it slammed against the wall.

			Isidora spoke his name, and then she was in his arms, sobbing into his shoulder.  He knew his hold on her must be causing pain but she clung to him as fiercely, arms locked around his waist.  

			Over her head, he met Hadrian Visconte’s gaze.  

			The cleric was bleeding from a gash on his temple.  “I found her with the king.”  He shook his head slowly.  “I don’t know what happened.  She was hysterical when I arrived.  The physicians called the guards, the guards summoned the Church soldiers.  They wouldn’t allow us to leave the king’s chamber until near dawn, when the Minister of War arrived and demanded that we be released into his custody, by order of the princess. 

			“Amazingly, the soldiers they did as they were told.  Several were dispatched to escort us to the dungeons, but halfway there Ignacio went berserk, killing them all.  We ran, and were not pursued.”  He glanced into the hallway behind him.  “We must leave the palace.  I don’t know how much time Ignacio bought us with his sacrifice, but it could not have been much.”

			“What of Serephina?” Arturo breathed.

			“She is safe,” Hadrian replied.  

			Arturo nodded, lightheaded with relief, and cupped his hand over Isidora’s shoulder.  Her cries were soft now and dropping his head, he spoke into her hair.  “Fetch your amulet, sturdy shoes and your thickest cloak.”  She nodded and drew away from him, fleeing past Diego.  

			Hadrian took another look into the hallway before entering the room to pull the door closed.  He took a shallow breath and lifted fingers to touch his wound.

			“Thank you,” Arturo said stiffly.

			He nodded, sighing.  “I don’t think she killed him by Touch,” he said softly, ignoring Arturo’s sharp look.  “He was close to death when she visited.  I spent yesterday morning with him, administering last confessional.”  Arturo took an unconscious step toward the cleric.  Hadrian swallowed, raising a hand for peace.  “I know who she is, but by the God, I will never speak of it.”

			“Good,” Arturo said.  He glanced over his shoulder as Isidora reappeared.  Her eyes were startlingly blue, almost aqua from the shedding of tears.  From beneath the brim of a dark hood, her features were ghostly pale. 

			He forced his gaze to Hadrian.  “How do we get out of here?” he asked roughly.

			Hadrian smiled grimly.  “The princess ordered these rooms for you for one reason,” he said, striding to the swept hearth.  His fingers danced over the mantle, counting stones, before settling on one in particular.  With visible effort he forced the stone to depress.  There was a hollow thump, followed by a rush of cool air through the hearth.  He ducked his head beneath the mantel then straightened, meeting the questioning gazes in the room.  

			“Where does it lead?” Arturo asked, but some part of him already knew.

			“The Vault de Viana, beneath the Academe.”

			There was a strained silence wherein cries could be heard echoing from the corridor.  Heavy boots pounded, their rhythmic clapping growing nearer.  Arturo struggled to master himself, lifting a hand when Isidora took a step toward him.  “Very well,” he said thickly.  “Let’s go.”

			Hadrian went first, holding aloft an oil lamp to guide their way.  At Arturo’s nod, Isidora and the Alesians followed the cleric, ducking one by one into the hearth.  

			When they were alone, Diego strode to a cabinet and removed from the lowest drawer a long, wrapped bundle.  Inside it were swords, long knives not suitable for throwing, and assorted other implements of violence.

			In response to his baffled expression, Diego said, “I paid a visit to one of our old weapons caches in the palace.  It never hurts to be prepared.”

			“No,” he said dryly.  “It doesn’t.”

			Diego turned toward the hearth, then paused, saying stiffly, “Blast it, brother.  We don’t have to go.  We’ll stay and fight.”

			Arturo knew how much the words cost him, and placed a hand on his partner’s rigid shoulder.  “Protect her,” he said gently.  “I will find you.”  Diego shook his head, eyes narrowing.    “Someone’s got to close the passageway behind you.  Besides, I cannot leave, not yet.”

			His partner gripped his arm, whispered tensely, “Why, Arturo?  He did not deserve your loyalty while alive.  He does not deserve it now.”

			They both glanced at the outer door, beyond which they heard men’s voices, the slide of steel on steel.  “This is all too well orchestrated,” Arturo said urgently.  “Armando’s death, Isidora and Hadrian’s presence at his end—a foreign woman and rogue cleric.  There would have been a swift trial and even swifter execution.  Ignacio was the wildcard, an unexpected wrench in the works.  Listen, Diego, the bells have just rung and already the High Cleric has taken the palace, is moving to take the city.  Even if he had standing orders in place, the timing is too perfect.  There is more treachery afoot than I had imagined.”

			“Yes, there is,” seethed Diego.  “And you are but one man.  Not even you can defeat a thousand Church soldiers.  It is death if you stay!”

			For a moment Arturo’s vision dimmed, clouding with grief.  He saw Isidora in his mind, felt his heart give a painful lurch.  Shaking his head, he managed a smile for his friend.  “If Armando’s illness and death were unnatural, as I am beginning to suspect, I must examine his body for proof.”

			“To what cause?” he snapped.

			The head of an axe cut through the door above its lock.  “Go!” Arturo ordered, shoving Diego toward the hearth.  

			“God damnit!” Diego growled, but with a final look back, ducked into the passageway.  

			Arturo yanked out the depressed stone, marked the slow slide and closure of the hidden passage, and turned just as the door splintered.  A large sliver of wood fell inward, revealing the hallway.  The soldiers outside shouted in triumph as they saw him.  

			The infamous Bellamont did not look fearsome now, without weapons, standing barefoot in only a loose blouse and breeches, his hair in disarray across his brow and shoulders.  They had surprised him from bed, as intended, and with victory already beating strong in their blood, they renewed their attack on the door.  

			The first man through died from a puncture wound to the neck, delivered almost too quickly for the others to take note.  When the third man fell, just as fast and soundlessly, there was still no hesitation in their purpose.  They rushed into the room, full of pride and future glory, and one after the other, died at Bellamont’s feet.  

			When he had retrieved each of his numerous knives from various sensitive hollows of skin, he stepped carefully around the spreading pools of blood and through the broken door.  The corridor was empty.  He jogged swiftly down the long passages, slowing only when he heard the marching of feet.  

			Five companies of Church soldiers walked by him that morning, each twice as large in number as that he’d left in the guest wing.  In measured intervals they passed, maintaining order with barked commands and gleaming swords.  More than once did Arturo feel that he was finished, as eyes hesitated on him.  

			And yet, with such stillness did he occupy the shadows, he was not discovered.

			The gold-plated doors of the king’s chamber were guarded by only four men, who fell in rapid succession without ever glimpsing their ends.  Arturo slipped through the doors and closed them carefully.  He stood blinking for several moments as his eyes adjusted to the darkness, listening to the murmur of voices in the king’s chamber.  Stepping lightly on the balls of his feet, he crept to the door and pressed his ear against the juncture of frame and wood.

			“Did he tell her where he hid his signet?”

			“No, your Eminence.”

			There was a crash as some piece of furniture was overturned, and a muffled yelp of fear.  “In months of tending to the man, with all the money I paid you, you didn’t discover anything?”  The voice was clearer as it gained volume, and Arturo held his breath as he waited for the other man’s response.

			“I told you, your Eminence, Armando hated me.  I think he knew we were—”

			“Don’t speak it, you imbecile!” roared the High Cleric.

			Arturo straightened, took a step back, and struck the door with his heel above its golden knob.  The wood rocked inward and he followed its path with leisurely strides, walking until he stood face to face with the High Cleric of the Church.  The only indication of the man’s shock was a fluttering muscle in his cheek.  Recovering smoothly, the holy man smiled, radiating practiced benevolence as he spread his arms.

			“God’s blessings upon you on this dark day, my son.”

			Arturo bowed, and when he rose there were knives balanced on his palms.  “Tell me, Luther,” he said idly, “have you come to pay your respects to our fallen king, or to rob the body?”

			The High Cleric’s smile vanished, white brows drawing together over dark eyes.  “If you kill me you’ll be damned for eternity.”  

			“If I’m damned, it won’t be for killing you.”

			Luther’s gaze flickered over his shoulder, where Arturo could hear the other man’s harsh breathing.  “What is it you want, Bellamont?” he asked.  He stroked his white beard with one hand, head tilted thoughtfully.  “I daresay I had thought you’d be relieved at Armando’s passing.”

			Arturo glanced over his shoulder at the man who was trying to creep up behind him.  The physician halted with a small cry, hands trembling around the vase he held ready to strike.  “Put that down,” he snapped. 

			The vase dropped from nerveless fingers, cracking in half on the carpeted floor.

			Arturo turned back to the High Cleric, who had reassumed the role of paternal archetype, hands folded demurely before him, eyes full of false compassion.  “I know your heart is filled with conflicting emotions, my son.  Armando was like a father to you, but in time betrayed your trust.  It is all right to grieve for him, but murder is not the answer.  Why don’t we sit down and discuss the ramifications of violence on your soul?”

			Hatred, blind and pure, clouded Arturo’s vision.  “If you are not gone from this room in ten seconds, Luther, I will cut out your black heart.”  

			Uncertainty sparked for the first time in the cleric’s eyes.  “Don’t you realize that this is all the will of the God?” he asked fervently.  “Join me, Bellamont.  With you and Serephina sharing the throne, the three of us can conquer this peninsula in Anshar’s name.  We will drive every last heretic from the land, securing a future of peace and prosperity, under God!”

			Arturo felt some intangible chord of restraint snap within him.  The knife left his hand before he realized his own intention, sailing in a blur to root itself in the opposite wall.  For a pregnant moment, the High Cleric stood still, eyes wide with shock and blossoming pain.  Slowly, he lifted a hand to the side of his head.  Blood poured through his fingers, saturating his white hair in moments.  

			“You’ve killed me,” Luther gasped, eyes rolling back in his head.

			“Nay, only removed an ear, and if you don’t leave this instant, your lying tongue is next.”  Arturo pointed at the gasping physician.  “Tend to your master.”

			“You’ll be skinned for this, Bellamont,” Luther wheezed as the physician led him hurriedly from the room.

			“Likely so,” Arturo murmured when they were gone.  

			Aware that he had only precious few minutes before the entire army of the Church bore down upon him, he strode to the bed on which Armando lay.  At first glance the king appeared to be sleeping, but such was the illusion of death.  His brow was smooth, mouth in a slack and peaceful line.  Someone had combed his hair, placed a thin circlet of gold on his head.  It soothed Arturo somewhat to know that someone had cared enough to tend to him; that in the end, the king had not been surrounded wholly by enemies.  

			Wary of touching the body with his bare fingers, he used instead the thin hilt of a knife to draw open the king’s mouth.  There was just enough light from behind the curtains for him to see a telltale blue tint on Armando’s gums, a black cast to his tongue.  

			Slow death by poison was not his area of expertise, and as he bent to sniff delicately near the king’s mouth, he could discern no aroma of any herb he knew.  Frustrated, he tucked the knife into his belt and set about searching the drawers of the low cabinets on either side of the royal bed.  There was nothing of interest, no implements of mortar and pestle or stems of plants.  Likewise, he smelled nothing curious, and found no residue of powder that might have spilled.  

			He slammed the last drawer shut and paced across the room, scanning the familiar furniture, trying to think of someplace else the poison might have been hidden.  As he turned his head back toward the bed, a glimmer of light tickled his peripheral vision.  He spun swiftly, senses on alert, but saw nothing.  Slowly, he retraced his steps, gaze roaming as he tried to find the light’s source.

			He reached the window and looked down, and there, tucked almost completely under the edge of the carpet, was a flash of gold.  Kneeling, he peeled back the rug, revealing what lay beneath.  It was the signet ring of House Caville, hidden by the king in a final attempt to thwart the man who’d arranged his death.  

			“Oh, my king,” Arturo whispered, taking the ring in his hand to look upon the great emerald, its surfaced etched generations ago with the standard of Tanalon’s most royal House.  Each line was painstakingly detailed with gold, bringing to life the mythical phoenix with its wings dripping fire.

			 

			When the Church soldiers burst into the room minutes later, they found it empty but for the dead king.  Though the soldiers’ instincts told them Bellamont was long gone, they searched nevertheless, grumbling to themselves as they flung open wardrobes and held candlelight low to see beneath the bed.  

			Upon reporting to the High Cleric their lack of findings, Luther demanded their return to the chamber, threatening death if they did not find Bellamont’s escape route.  Every piece of furniture was removed but the bed on which the king lay.  The carpets were turned up and every wall hanging lifted, and still they found no hidden door.  

			That evening, the thirteen men who had failed in their duty found themselves being led, blindfolded, from the gates of the palace.  On the border between the royal seat and the greater city of Vianalon stood a long, formidable structure of hastily commissioned wood and iron.  With an audience of nervous soldiers, stoic clerics, and frightened citizens, the men were dragged up the steps of the gallows.  

			They were the first of hundreds who, in the next months, would hang from their necks until death.    

			



			

	



Chapter Fifteen

			 

			Isidora could see little of the tunnel through which Hadrian led them.  They’d been walking for ages, only the sounds of their footsteps and the erratic dripping of water from the low ceiling to mark their passage.  Having never been underground in their lives, the Alesians clung to each other, their breathing shallow as they fought panic every time their arms grazed a slick wall, or their boots came down on a soft, squeaking rodent body.  

			“How much longer?” she whispered.

			She didn’t think Hadrian had heard her, and was about to speak again when he said, “We are close.  Five minutes at the most.”

			The cleric predicted rightly and soon the tunnel expanded, allowing them to stand upright without fear of hitting their heads.  The light of the small lamp reflected over damp, uniform walls, until it finally met the dull wooden surface of a door.  

			Hadrian removed from around his neck a thong, at the end of which hung a small metal object.  Handing the lantern to Isidora, he fit the key into the door.  The loud click of a lock being turned was followed by a unified sigh of relief from them all.  

			With a smile, Isidora turned to find Arturo.  Then, questioningly, she met Diego’s gaze.

			“I’m sorry,” he said.

			She searched again, found no one.  “Where is he?” she whispered.

			“Where’s who?” Hadrian asked, turning from the door.  He looked over their company and even in the dim light, it was clear to see that his face drained of color.  “Where’s Bellamont?”

			Diego was shaking his head, gesturing ineffectually.  “I tried to reason with him…”

			“God be with him,” Finnéces murmured.

			Isidora looked away from Diego, from the pain in his eyes.  She strained her sight into the darkness beyond him, searching for some shadow of movement, some sign that Arturo had followed.  Shaking Finnéces’ hand from her arm, she walked into the dark.

			“My lady, come back,” Hadrian urged.  “He did not follow us.”

			“Yes, he did,” she said with certainty, walking faster.  Soon she was running, the lamp swinging wildly in her hand.  In the low visibility, she thought she saw a shape ahead.  As the form became clearer and she recognized the shape of his shoulders, the grace of his stride, she did not slow but ran faster, so that when he caught her he stumbled back several steps.

			“Gods,” he gasped, setting her on her feet.  “What’s wrong?  What’s happened?”

			“Anshar’s great balls,” Diego gasped, skidding to a halt several feet behind them.  “How did you do it?”

			Arturo looked from his partner to Isidora, watched helplessly as her gaze lowered to his shirt, as her fingers registered the stickiness of the linen, the smudges of darkness on his face.  Her nostrils flared and her eyes widened in horror.  He did not stop her as she jerked violently backward.  The lamp swung, its oblong pool of light shifting crazily over the walls and low ceiling.  She lifted her free hand toward the light, rubbing her fingers together, smearing the dark stain across her skin.  

			When she looked up at him, he could only stare back, defenseless again.

			“Is this blood?” she asked, quite calmly.

			“Yes,” he answered.

			“Of how many?”

			“Isidora,” Diego began, “they would have killed him.  He was defending himself, and us.”

			“How many?” she repeated.

			Arturo closed his eyes.  “Seventeen.”

			When the sharp clicks of her boots on the ground faded into the distance, he opened his eyes in the darkness.  “She doesn’t understand, brother,” Diego murmured.  “Her family, her people…”

			“I know,” he sighed.  

			After a moment, Diego asked, “Did you find what you were looking for?”

			“The king was definitely poisoned, but I didn’t find any trace of the toxin.  I did, however, have a spontaneous conversation with the High Cleric.”  He waited several moments for his partner to recover from a coughing fit.  “He is just as insane as I remembered him to be, and still wants me dead.  Only perhaps more so now, as he’s missing an ear.”

			“Dear God, Almighty Anshar, save my sinning soul, bless me in this unholy hour—”

			 “Diego,” he said shortly, cutting off his mumblings.  “Why was Isidora running in the wrong direction?”

			“When she discovered you weren’t with us, she was convinced that you had followed even though I told her you had not.  In fact, I’m curious, how did you know where we would be?”

			He forced words past the strange, sudden lightness in his chest.  “There is a trapdoor behind the headboard of the royal bed.  The passageway connects to this one about fifty yards back.  When I was younger, the king was fond of summoning me for lessons in the middle of the night, and insisted that I use the secret entrance.  Later, he had the bed shoved against it to prevent me from entering.  It’s a damned heavy bed.”

			Diego chuckled, clapping his shoulder.  “I’m glad you made it out, brother.”

			“As am I,” he replied, gripping his partner’s hand.

			The lamp’s light appeared around the bend before them.  “It’s good to see you alive, Bellamont,” Hadrian said.  “But we still haven’t much time.”

			They followed the cleric to the door that now stood open, beckoning entrance with soft, warm light.  The Alesians had already passed through; their voices could be heard from within the chamber.  Diego walked after them but Hadrian paused on the threshold, glancing back at Arturo, who stood rigidly outside the reach of light.

			“There is nothing to fear,” said the cleric softly.

			Arturo focused on Hadrian’s face with effort.  “Why don’t you hate me?” he asked, surprising himself as the words left his mouth.

			“Because he does not hate you,” he replied candidly.  “I did hate you, once, but if my father can forgive…”  He shrugged.  “I still don’t know why you did it, only now I understand that the reason must have been a good one.”

			“Armando was going to expose my identity,” he said in a hoarse whisper, “and name me a traitor to the crown.  My family would have been executed.”

			Hadrian was silent; finally, he nodded.  “I expected as much.”

			In a rush of breath, Arturo said, “I never saw the missive, never asked for proof.  He could have been bluffing.”

			The cleric narrowed his gaze.  “I do not know of any time, in his long reign, that Armando bluffed.  Do you, Bellamont?”

			From within the chamber rose laughter, Isidora’s musical voice joined by a lower one, so familiar to Arturo that his breath hitched.  Eyes stinging, Hadrian’s question forgotten, he walked forward, drawn by invisible strings of longing toward that low, gentle sound.  His hungry gaze fixed immediately on the gray-headed man seated before a crackling fire, hands folded over the blanket on his lap.  Isidora was kneeling at the Scholar’s feet, her hands atop his as she smiled up at him.  

			“Lucero.”  The name came out as a strangled gasp as the pain of the past flooded through his senses.  Isidora stood and stepped away from the chair, allowing him to walk around, to look down on the face he’d thought never to glimpse again.

			The strength flowed out of his limbs and he dropped to his knees before the Scholar.

			Lucero’s nostrils flared, brows arching indignantly over the strip of white cloth covering his eyes.  “You stink of blood and sweat, my boy,” he said.  “Have you been playing with knives again?”

			Arturo knew his laughter held the edge of hysteria as he reached for Lucero’s broken hands.  He held them with infinite care, stroking the scarred skin, the protrusions where bones had healed wrongly.  Dimly, he was aware that Hadrian had led the others from the room.  

			“I was told you did not speak,” he murmured.

			“For a long while, I didn’t,” Lucero replied.  “I was afraid of what I might say.  My heart was full of bitterness, Arturo, my thoughts muddled and vile.  Then I came to realize the gift you’d given me, through love.  You spared my tongue and my life, and I see clearly now, as I never did before.”

			“You cannot mean it,” Arturo whispered, resting his forehead against Lucero’s knee.  “I should have fought, disobeyed.  I could have stopped, but didn’t.  I broke your beautiful hands.  I cut out your eyes, which had only looked kindly upon me.  I cannot forgive myself that, ever.”

			A gnarled hand came to rest on his head, fingers stiff and unmoving as they stroked the bloodstained curls.  “You committed an atrocity to prevent another, greater one.  Would you forgive yourself if you had not acted, and instead had the deaths of your family on your hands?  Your parents, your young nieces and nephews?”

			Arturo looked up through a haze of tears.  “How did you know?” he asked.

			“I told you, I see clearly now,” he replied in a gently chiding tone.  “There could have been no other bargaining piece.”

			The force of Arturo’s tears finally pushed past his throat in great gasping sobs.  Lucero resumed drawing his hand slowly across the dark head in his lap.  Isidora, who had not actually left the room, stood silently in the shadows of a far wall listening to the Scholar give wordless comfort to the man who had maimed him.  And though Lucero had no eyes with which to see her, he had felt her shining presence, and so turned his head, smiling softly for her benefit.  He nodded once, an uncanny gesture that made her wonder if he could, in fact, hear the slow passage of tears on her face.                                                        

			



			

	



Chapter Sixteen

			 

			After Arturo’s grief was spent he slept for a while, head cradled in Lucero’s lap, his legs sprawled toward the warmth of the hearth.  He awoke, stirring with a groan, to the sound of voices.  On the other side of the wide, underground chamber, Hadrian and Diego were bent over a table, examining an unrolled parchment.  

			“Awake, my boy?” Lucero murmured.

			Arturo lifted his head, rubbing his eyes with the heels of his hands.  His hip ached from bearing his weight against the stone floor.  “Is the day gone?” he asked hoarsely.

			“Hard to tell, isn’t it, with no sunlight to gauge?” mused the Scholar, turning his head toward the woman who occupied the chair beside his.  

			Isidora looked down at Arturo, her expression unreadable.  “You slept only an hour or so,” she said.  “Hadrian and Diego are discussing possible routes of escape from the city.  Serephina is here, meeting with her Minister of War in one of the study chambers.”  She leaned forward, eyes coming alight.  “The Vault is incredible, Arturo.  There is such a wealth of history here, dating back centuries before Tanalon’s founding.  Have you toured it before?”

			He nodded, glancing at Lucero.  “Years ago,” he replied.

			The Scholar cleared his throat.  “Now that you’re awake, let’s discuss how you’re going to take back the city.”

			Arturo stared doubtfully at Lucero’s serene features.  “The army of the Church is the finest in the peninsula,” he said slowly.  “It would take years to gather a force capable of usurping them.  Not to mention the fact that we would be laying siege to a city that is home to several hundred thousand innocent people.”

			Lucero did not respond, hearing what Arturo could see: a man and woman presently entering the room.  Serephina was regally composed, her hair styled to perfection, her gown a stunning confection of rose silk and chiffon.  Ignacio Benefice hovered behind the princess, deceptively unthreatening despite smears of blood on his neck and a stained bandage around his left bicep.  

			Arturo gained his feet, wincing as his muscles protested.  He bowed stiffly to Serephina and when he rose, she was regarding him through narrowed, glittering black eyes.  Never one for dissembling, she said, “I have heard you believe the king did not die of the wasting sickness, as my brother did.”  Her fingers trembled just slightly as she accept a glass of water from Ignacio.  When she looked at him again her jaw was clenched tight.  The glint in her eyes was greater now, reminding him vividly of her father famous stare.

			Everyone in the room was silent, Hadrian and Diego having turned from their map to gaze between the princess and him.  Finnéces and Edan looked up from where they sat together on stools near the hearth.  

			For a moment Arturo considered a fantasy being elsewhere, then asked softly, “Who examined your brother’s body upon death?”

			“The cleric who administered last confessional,” Serephina replied stiffly.

			“Luther Viccole,” Lucero offered.

			The princess nodded.  “As Felipe was the crown prince, the High Cleric attended to his final rites.”

			Arturo drew a breath, forcing himself to meet her gaze.  “Your father was poisoned,” he said.  “It is not certain that Felipe met the same end.  He might have, indeed, fallen prey to the wasting sickness.”

			Serephina’s eyes lowered; her shoulders trembled slightly before squaring again.  “I think it more likely that the natural heir to my father’s throne was disposed of, in much the same way as my mother and father were.”

			“Your mother died of grief,” Ignacio interjected gruffly.

			Serephina’s eyes flashed at the Minister.  “My mother was too vain to die of a broken heart,” she retorted, “and much too cowardly to take poison of her own volition.”

			For some minutes, the only sound was the muted crackling of the fire.  

			Then Lucero’s soft tenor broke the silence, “It is important to reevaluate the past in the light of the present; however, I think our main concern should be the future.  Lifetimes ago, Cleric Viccole and I were boyhood friends.  I have followed with interest his rise through the hierarchy of the Church.  He would see every last soul in Tanalon skinned and hung if it meant he would be crowned king.”  The blind gaze turned, unerringly finding Arturo.  “What are we going to do to stop him?”

			“But a cleric cannot be king,” Diego stated needlessly.

			Ignacio took a step forward, fists clenched.  “My title may be a running joke among officers in the Church’s army, and I haven’t commanded men in a decade, but I’m still a soldier.  I say we raise an army and fight.  We’ll travel across the country, petition Argenta and Borgetza for aid.”

			“With what promise to secure their allegiance?” Serephina snapped.  “Gold we do not have, or perhaps my hand in marriage?” 

			To Arturo’s surprise, the Minister turned to him.  “What would you do, Bellamont?”

			Lucero raised one white brow in a mocking echo of the question.  Arturo cleared his throat, massaging his temples with his fingers.

			“There is Rodrigo Vasquez,” Diego said softly.

			“Who is that?” Serephina asked.

			Arturo met her demanding gaze.  “The self-appointed Constable of Vallejo,” he replied, allowing a moment for the words to sink in.  “His compound is some thirty miles east.  He is in the process of raising an army of his own.”

			“For what purpose?” Ignacio asked.

			Arturo shook his head.  “I don’t know, exactly.  He is a revolutionary, a rebel.  His cause is that of the people.”

			Lucero made a sound of complaint.  “Well, is he set to overthrow the monarchy and make a people’s republic of us, or does he just want the High Cleric stopped?”

			“I know Rodrigo,” Hadrian spoke up abruptly.  “We have been exchanging letters for some months.  He would fight for Serephina to be crowned queen.”

			Arturo and Diego exchanged a speculative glance as Ignacio nodded authoritatively.  “Then we will join him,” affirmed the Minister.

			“Not possible,” Hadrian said mutedly.

			“Why?” demanded Ignacio.

			The cleric’s mouth was pinched white around the edges.  “I received a message this morning from a… friend in the Church.  Rodrigo’s estate was attacked last night and put to the torch.  There were no survivors.”

			Serephina made a muffled noise of horror and sunk into a chair.  “What will we do?” she whispered.

			The answer came from the most unlikely of sources, as Lady Fiannan stood and faced the room, fixing her bright stare on the princess.  Her words as she spoke held barely concealed pain, as though it went against her heart to speak them.  “Your army exists, your highness, waiting for you to claim it.  In the north of Tanalon, past the river that runs against nature.”

			Serephina frowned.  “What’s this?”

			There was a heavy sigh from the corner of the room, as Finnéces bowed his head.  Beside him, young Edan covered his face with his hands.  Isidora gazed on her fellow Alesians, last of their line, and her eyes glistened as she said, “Hadrian Visconte, the cleric who is not a cleric, knows of what I speak.”

			“My lady,” Hadrian said, softly, helplessly.  “There are other options.”

			Isidora drew herself up, eyes gleaming from beneath the fiery crown of her hair.  “There are no other options, and we all know it.”  She turned her gaze on Serephina, who suddenly seemed less regal in comparison, appearing small and frail as she sat limply in her chair.  “The blood of my people runs in the north, and however weak the link is, we possess a weapon the High Cleric cannot equal with ten-thousand armed men.”  A soft mewing noise came from Edan.  Isidora registered the sound with a brief closing of her eyes.  

			“And what weapon is this?” Ignacio asked fervently.

			Isidora swallowed convulsively, eyes tightly shut.  Arturo took an unconscious step toward her, but paused as Lucero raised a staying hand.  A single tear escaped her eyelashes and rolled down a golden cheek.

			“I see the road you’ve laid,” she murmured, so low only Arturo and Lucero heard.  “Grant me the courage to pursue it.”

			Arturo felt a building pressure in his chest.  He did not understand its source, which urged him to stop her, to halt her before she said more.  Lucero’s arm grew stiff against his leg and he looked down, seeing the Scholar’s frown.  

			“No,” he said, softly.  “It is her choice to make.”

			Helpless, Arturo watched as Isidora opened her eyes.  “I am the weapon,” she said, in a voice that was void of expression.  “The last High Priestess of Istar, the last of Alesia’s royal line.  I know now why the High Cleric sought my death.  It was not me, specifically, he wanted when he ordered Alesia burned.  It was this.”

			She drew from beneath the neckline of her gown a simple, dark pouch.  Her fingers were steady as she untied the strings and reached within, pulling free the amulet of the Gods.  There was no flash of light at its emergence, no display of sound or power.  It looked exactly like a palm-sized disc of quartz.

			“Is she serious?” Ignacio murmured incredulously, glancing at Hadrian.  The cleric nodded, eyes distant and dark with sorrow.

			“How do you know the destruction of your isle was the High Cleric’s doing?” Serephina asked curiously.  “I have heard it was the Volgsmen, those barbarians from beyond the peninsula.”

			“Because they were searching for something,” Isidora replied.  “My parents were tortured for days, but never once gave up their secret.  The Sanctuary on the Hill of Almhain held no treasure, and yet every stone was upturned, every column smashed.  Each home on the isle was torn apart and burned, the rubble searched again.  We three hid within the deep forest, where even our attackers feared to enter.  By the time the fire reached us and we were forced out, they had taken their ships and gone.”  She turned to Finnéces.  “It makes sense now, doesn’t it?”  He nodded weakly.  

			“All that for a piece of rock?” the Minister pressed.  Isidora’s heated gaze caused Ignacio to lift his hands in a gesture of surrender.  “I’m sorry, my lady, but I do not understand.”

			“It is not some piece of rock,” she replied stonily.  “It is the rock from which the God and Goddess were born into this world.”  

			“If the amulet holds such power,” Diego began hesitantly, “why was it not used to defend Alesia?”

			“Violence is not the way of the Goddess’ priestesses,” Finnéces answered.  “They would never condone its use, even to save Alesia.”

			“But the God is stronger here, on the peninsula,” Hadrian finished softly.  

			“What exactly can the amulet do?” pressed Ignacio.

			Isidora’s gaze flickered uncertainly to the Alesians.  “I don’t know,” she said softly.  

			Finnéces answered with clear misgivings, “There is no record of the amulet having been used for war.  We have only speculation as to what would occur.”

			“It’s safe to assume that Luther Viccole shares those speculations,” Hadrian countered gently.  “We must know what he believes the amulet capable of.”

			Finnéces scowled.  “As Istar guides the moon, the world’s waterways, and the earthly elements that sustain life, so Anshar guides the sun, standing between this world and the Other.  He is the High One, who guards the Gates of Beyond.”

			“And so what,” Ignacio said, clearly irritated by the man’s evasiveness, “does the amulet do when empowered by the God?”

			“It opens the Gates,” Isidora whispered.  She stared mistrustfully at the amulet in her hand, then looked at Finnéces.  The Alesian nodded and sunk back into his chair, reaching blindly for Edan’s hand.  The boy buried his face into the elder man’s shoulder. 

			“What is beyond the Gates?” Serephina asked.  “Is it the army you spoke of?”

			Isidora frowned uncertainly.  She did not look like a queen any longer, but rather young woman with burdens to great for her years.  Falteringly, she said,  “I assumed we would find aid from the descendants of Alesia, that they were the key.”

			Hadrian shook his head, though not without sympathy.  “There are not enough mystics left alive to form an army, my lady, let alone any who have been trained in the handling of power as you have.”

			“What is beyond the Gates?” Serephina repeated more loudly.

			Hadrian shrugged.  “It is impossible to say.”

			“Not impossible,” Lucero disagreed, “merely theoretical.  Right now it is not as important to know what is Beyond as it is to hypothesize as to what the High Cleric believes.  Have you any ideas, son?”

			Hadrian looked at his father, a frown lining his brow.  

			Arturo shifted, drawing unwanted attention.  He cleared his throat, spoke haltingly, “The oldest of scrolls in this Vault speak of the time before the birth of the Gods, when the world was overrun by beasts.  Mythic creatures of fantastic proportion.  The phoenix, a bird whose wings are flame.  Centaurs, beings with human torsos and the bodies of stallions.  Dragons, giants, sphinxes, sea serpents, and the like.  Creatures of nightmares.”  He gave a self-deprecating smile, feeling ridiculous that he was speaking of these beasts as though they truly existed.  “It’s likely they never lived, but were created by the idle minds to scare children into submission.”

			“Or to explain uncommon events,” Diego added.  “Sailors often tell stories of sea serpents attacking their ships.  Usually the tales originate in the North Sea, where glaciers often appear without warning, sometimes rising suddenly from the depths to strike the belly of the ship.”

			“It’s a simple thing to explain with logic what defies explanation otherwise,” Lucero commented mildly.

			Diego frowned.  “Are we to believe Viccole thinks he can summon these creatures forth?  For what purpose?”

			“Ah, the ultimate question,” the Scholar sighed.  

			“He wishes to drive every last heretic from the land,” Arturo supplied.  “It’s obvious the man is taken with madness, to pursue arcane arts in order to destroy the very mystics who use them.”

			As soon as the words passed his lips, his breath paused in his lungs.  His gaze slanted across the room at his partner; Diego was pale beneath his tan.  

			“What is it?” Serephina asked.  “Why do you look at each other that way?”

			Unable to help himself, Arturo looked at Isidora.  She gazed back at him, brows lifting as his stare lengthened.  “Armando is blamed for the Year of Death,” he said.  “Perhaps he was not the sole responsible party.”

			“What are you talking about, Bellamont?” Serephina demanded.

			“It’s too much of a coincidence,” he continued, lost within his spinning thoughts.  “Armando was never a zealous man.  For long years of his rule, he was foremost a diplomat, a voice of temperance.  It changed, he changed, after…”

			Isidora’s eyes grew dark as a roiling sea.  “You’re talking about my parents, aren’t you?” she asked with soft fury.  “You believe they had something to do with the Year of Death?”  She turned sharply to Serephina.  “My parents visited this kingdom years ago, before my birth, and petitioned for an audience with your father.  They stayed not more than a month, then returned to Alesia.  I do not know the purpose of their visit, for they never spoke of it.  When the Year of Death came and passed, to mention it in their presence was anathema.  I never discovered why.”

			Looking at her, Arturo could see that she did know, and was lying.  

			She knows.

			Diego, having reached the same conclusion, made a choking noise, then a show of pounding his chest to clear his airway.  Arturo stood completely still; it was all he could do to keep his expression blank.

			“My father was a temperamental man,” Serephina ventured.  “Perhaps something your parents did, or said—”   With a soft cry, Isidora turned her back to the room.  Her eyes were closed, hand held over trembling lips.  “My lady, I apologize,” the princess said quickly, “I do not mean to associate your parents with what happened after their visit.”  She looked beseechingly around the room.

			“Now it’s all muddled,” chided the Scholar.  “Bellamont, be so kind as to continue your first line of thought, that of Armando’s sudden shift in religious conviction.”

			The reminder hit him like lightening.  His body began to hum with tension, uncoiling from stillness to pace before the hearth.  “Luther is not mad at all,” he murmured to himself.  “He took advantage of the king’s weakness, coerced him to take up a holy cause and uproot mystics across the peninsula.  He called it a crusade, but in truth he was merely looking for the amulet.  But why does Luther want the amulet so badly, and if he finds it, how can he possibly use it?  Unless…”  

			Hadrian gripped the edge of the table.  “Dear God,” he gasped.

			“Indeed,” Lucero said.  With graceful, precise movements, the maimed Scholar stood.  He faced the gathering, turning his head slowly, pausing uncannily on every person gathered.  “Luther Viccole is a mystic, and High Cleric of the God.  He is fueled by fanaticism, and believes himself a vehicle of Anshar’s will.  In his greed, he wishes to eradicate all peoples with blood ties to the Gods.  With the amulet in his control, he will be the only mystic left.  A god of his own making.  He will never stop seizing power, not until there is an empire at his bidding.”

			“He who controls the amulet controls the Gates of Beyond,” Isidora whispered.

			Arturo was at her side in two steps.  He took her hands in his, brought them to his chest.  “If you ask me to kill him,” he murmured fiercely, “I will go this minute.  I will not fail.”

			She shivered at his touch, at the naked, powerful emotion in his eyes.  Without doubt, she knew that if she spoke the words, he would go, armed with knives and silence, to bring death to the High Cleric of the God.  

			“No,” she whispered.  

			The Minister of War made to speak, but Diego shot him such a quelling look that he closed his mouth without question.  The princess Serephina smiled to herself, a trifle sadly, as she watched Bellamont give to another what she had so longed to receive.  

			“No,” Lucero said lightly, effectively shattering the gravity of the moment.  “Bellamont will certainly not assassinate Viccole.  It would only cause the finest army in the peninsula to choose another leader, possibly the esteemed Cleric Rinaldo.  We’d be disposing of a fanatic and replacing him with a lunatic.”

			“Point taken,” grumbled Ignacio.  “Our plan is what, then?”

			“It’s simple, really,” Hadrian said, having regained enough of his wits to speak.  “We leave the city without being noticed by the thousands of soldiers likely searching for us, travel to the north of Tanalon, find an army in pitchfork bearing, mystically attuned peasant-folk, open the gates of Beyond, and ride to glory on the backs of unicorns.”

			Serephina emitted a shrill little laugh.  The Minister of War gave her a peculiar look, then drew his hands over his face in exasperation.  Lucero smiled fondly at his son, who was hastily uncorking a bottle of brandy.  Diego Roldan, having considered the cleric’s pronouncement, grinned at the prospect of riding on a winged animal with his sword in his hand.

			Finnéces and the mute boy Edan clasped hands and bowed their heads in prayer.

			Arturo looked into Isidora’s eyes and murmured, “Whatever you decide, I stand with you.”

			She searched his face.  “Why?” 

			He lifted her hand to his lips, pressing a kiss against her knuckles.  His warm breath passed her fingers and she shuddered.  “You know the answer, my lady.”  He looked up, eyes burned gold by the firelight.  “I cannot help what I am.  There is war ahead of us, and bloodshed.  I fear becoming a monster in your eyes.”

			Isidora touched his face with her free hand, wiping away a speck of dried blood.  He closed his eyes and she saw, with some surprise, a tremor run down his spine.  “If I cannot ever understand you, at least I can accept you as you are.  Perhaps someday you, too, will find acceptance within.”

			He nodded and, with effort, released her hand.  Turning, he spoke to the room, “Leaving the city will be easier than we think.  There is a passage from this Vault that opens outside the walls of Vianalon.  I am fairly certain someone will be waiting to take us across the river.”

			Ignacio frowned.  “Who is mad enough to do such a thing?” 

			“I know a man,” Arturo said.

			



			

	



Chapter Seventeen

			 

			In Vianalon, the weeks following the death of King Armando were marked by unnatural calm.  Since witnessing the gruesome deaths of the Church Soldiers outside the palace gates, the citizens of the capital had affected a subdued presence, as of a city stunned by its sudden occupation by a foreign and vicious enemy.  

			There was a strict curfew in place for sundown, but the streets were often empty an hour or more before.  Taverns, bakeries, restaurateurs, and the poor suffered greatly in those weeks, as crucial imports of fresh meats and grain dwindled and prices subsequently soared.  

			In Thieves Alley, where even the Church Soldiers feared to walk after night had fallen, and meat was cheap if you didn’t mind its age, Lenora di Salvatoré sat on a cushioned stool in a dimly lit room as one of her girls—young Alian, tonight—brushed her long dark hair with an ivory comb.  

			The reflection in the vanity mirror showed a woman in her prime, her beauty having cycled through the awkward newness of spring to settle within the lush, abundant fertility of summer years.  Her eyes were wide, soft black, framed by such an abundance of dark lashes that, with a careful lifting of eyelids, she was often misjudged as a gentle soul.  

			A trick of fate she had used to her advantage more than once.

			Her skin, whiskey gold, unflawed and silky to the touch, was maintained daily by massage of special oils, procured in bulk and brought to her from a foreign land.  She did not care which one, whether there was danger in the undertaking, or what unsavory ingredients lent the oils their earthy, pungent smell.  And, neither, as it happened, did the pirate who brought her package twice yearly.  

			He received ample pay, monetary and otherwise, for his efforts.  So rewarding, in fact, was the illegal import business with Lenora, Mistress of Thieves Alley, that a fortnight after the king’s death and seizing of the palace by High Cleric Viccole, she had turned down the hundredth offer for escape from Vianalon and sent word about that if one more petition came—however heartfelt—she would see its speaker broken and buried alive.

			Alian’s hand paused in its rhythm.  

			Lenora blinked, first at the blank, cold visage of her own reflection, then, smoothing her countenance, at the girl’s startled gaze in the mirror.  The smile that came to her lips was not kind, for Lenora was not known for kindness, but it was familiar.  Alian visibly relaxed, young cheeks flushing. 

			She was a recent import to the Alley, her story a common one.  The eldest of three daughters born to a farmer and his wife.  Her sisters had been successfully bartered into marriage, but not Alian, with her uncommonly pale eyes.  In her home village she had been subject to lashings since age four, blamed for crop failure, a neighbors mule gone lame, the son of the smith smashing his fingers as she walked by.  Her eyes, clear, pale blue, were an anomaly, a curse.  

			Not so in Thieves Alley, whose Mistress took in so many lost, runaway children and gave them succor like a mother to a babe.  A home, an income, a roof over their heads.

			She did not ask much, only obedience, unquestioning and in all things. 

			A knock came upon the door and the combing paused again as Alian looked inquiringly at her Mistress.  Upon Lenora’s nod, she placed the comb carefully on the vanity’s counter before moving across the room.  

			Lenora did not turn her head to greet her visitor; her mirror was positioned in such a way that she merely redirected her gaze toward the man now filling the doorframe.  Her brother’s broad, muscled shoulders were tense under the finely spun cloth of his blouse.  He looked from Alian’s face to the one in the mirror, running a hand in habit through his prematurely graying hair.

			“What is it, Astin?” she asked softly.

			“Another boy’s gone missing,” he said, voice pitched low.

			Lenora took a breath and counted to ten.  When she was certain of her calm, she rose from the vanity and turned.  “When and where?”

			“Two days ago,” he replied.  “He was prone to assignations at night, a gambler by trade.  His crew tells me he has never been gone from the Alley more than a day.”

			“No sudden departure to visit family?” she asked, without real hope.

			Astin shook his head.  “He spoke of collecting a debt before rent, due three days hence.”

			Lenora’s breath hissed through her teeth.  From the corner of her eye she saw Alian standing against the wall, thin body shaking.  “Do you know this boy, my child?” she asked softly.

			Alian jerked, nodding.  “Erico,” she said.  “Last week I heard him boasting about the collection, that he would have coin to spare after his rent.”  

			What she did not say, and did not need to, was that others would be depending on young Erico’s promise of loans.  With no one to pickpocket or swindle after dark, the denizens of the Alley were worried.  Lenora had decided just this evening to lower the monthly tithe.  

			Too late, it seemed.

			“Do you know from whom he was collecting this debt?” she asked.

			Alian shook her head.  “A prominent merchant in the city.”

			Lenora glanced sharply at Astin.  “Get me a name, brother.”

			He nodded.  “This is the eighth boy in half as many weeks, Lenora,” he said gravely.  “What will we do?”

			She spun toward the mirror, heart pumping fury through her rigid limbs.  “It is time to pay a visit to an old friend,” she said, then snarled, “Leave me, both of you.”

			The Mistress of Thieves Alley, known more commonly as the Dark Mistress due to her penchant for poisons and dead lovers, left her domain of Vianalon’s ten most debauched, decrepit blocks near the southern wall for the first time since King Armando’s death.  

			No one saw her slim, black-clad figure leave, though later many would proclaim they’d felt a chill as she passed through the empty streets after curfew, wraith-like and hooded, near the midnight hour.

			 

			                                                                                    *              

			 

			Lenora waited patiently in the shadowy alcove for the midnight prayers to finish.  As the last earnest, young voices of novice clerics faded into the still night, she added her own silent prayer, as she always did, for the safekeeping of memory.  

			Far to the south and west of Vianalon, in the remote province of Avosilea by the Sea where she had been born, memory was the only true prayer.  For without memory, the life-sustaining trades of that windswept coast would not pass from generation to generation.  Those of Avosilea, who measured time with tides and omens in the spray of sea foam, guarded their memories, and their magics, with all the fervor of a race whittled down to a tiny, forgotten ember of an extinguished fire.

			It was Lenora’s hope, and theirs, that the ember could again become a blaze. 

			She listened to the footsteps in the hallway, far away but nearing steadily, and summoned memory.  She cast her mind into the distant past.  Trained as she had been since birth, memory came, vivid and bright.  It was a long, rocky climb she recalled, the wind’s keening in her ears sounding so near to wails of pain that her younger self had nearly lost courage.  

			No one would know if she reached the eyrie.  She could spin a tale of what the enchantress had told her of herself…  

			But as the memories of the Avosileans stood grounded firmly on truth, they would have instinctively sensed her betrayal.  In the end she had woven the scraps of her courage into a rope and pulled herself onto the final ledge, to collapse on stone that was smoothed to a dull sheen by centuries of supplicants like her, young and afraid and brave.  Her mother and father, grandparents, uncles and aunts, her older brother, Astin, who had made the climb two years prior.

			They had come, as she did, for an answer.  The questions were always different, and the same, but despite memory, Lenora could not remember hers.  Only the figure with eyes like fire standing just within the eyrie’s mouth, her robes and knotted hair unstirred by wind as Lenora lay flat on the smooth stone, black hair whipping around her narrow shoulders.

			Then a thin, delicate hand slowly lifted, ivory beads clacking across brown knuckles.  

			Memory faded as footsteps grew near.  As the figure passed the alcove, she stepped forward and matched the man’s stride.  

			Rather than admitting surprise at her presence, the High Cleric smiled, the kind, beneficent smile she so loathed.  “My dear, it’s quite late for a woman to be abroad,” he said.

			She made no comment, merely stopped as he did and waited for him to unlock the door to his private chambers.  Once inside, she strode to the low wooden cabinet and poured herself a glass of brandy.  Turning, she watched dispassionately as the self-professed Savior of Tanalon sunk wearily onto a thickly cushioned couch.  

			“Pour me something, would you, my dear?” he asked, closing his eyes.

			For a moment Lenora thought of the ivory handled knife hanging from her belt.  “Yes,” she said at length, and brought him a glass of the dark wine he favored.

			She settled into a chair opposite the couch.  “What happened to your ear?” she asked.  There was a thick bandage covering the side of his head.  Reflexively, Viccole lifted a hand to touch it, then abruptly lowered his hand to his lap.

			He smiled a true smile, grim and malevolent.  “Bellamont happened,” he said.

			Unable to resist, Lenora smiled slightly.  “Unfortunate,” she murmured, sipping from her glass.

			Viccole sat up against the cushions, eyes bright and feral.  “It has been months since you’ve visited me in the night, Lenora.  What do you want now?  There is no more king to kill.”

			Her smile held, widened even; the expression felt fixed and hard.  “The leash you hold on Cleric Rinaldo is slackening,” she said.  “Eight youths have gone missing from the Alley.”

			“A shame,” Viccole said softly.

			“An avoidable shame,” Lenora snapped.  “I will not have it in my domain.”

			Viccole shrugged.  “What am I to do?  Rinaldo is valuable to me.  I do not see the problem in allowing him his appetites.”  His voice lowered, became dangerously mild, “I do not see why you should mind, either, Mistress di Salvatoré.”

			Lenora rose, leaving her glass on the low table between them.  “You will stop him, Viccole, or I will stop him myself.”

			The High Cleric straightened, his sudden fury palpable on her tongue.  “How dare you, a common whore, tell me what to do?”

			She turned near the door, eyes half-lidded and glinting.  “If you have a care for your own health, cleric, you would do well to heed my words.  Or have you forgotten the many times I’ve poured your drinks?”

			A flash of comprehension, followed by fear, entered his eyes.  Involuntarily, he glanced at the glass in his hand.  Then his expression relaxed, arrogance returning.  “You wouldn’t,” he said softly, lips curling in a sneer.  “Not while our causes align.”

			She smiled slightly.  “Who is to say they align any longer?” she asked, voice a silken whisper.  “Good evening, your Eminence.”

			“Lenora!”

			She paused, halfway through the door, and looked back.  Knowing, as he did, that she had won this round.  Viccole nodded once, and she bent her head in return.  “Good evening,” she said again, and departed.

			Following the private, concealed route from the High Cleric’s chambers to the city, Lenora fought the impulse to quicken her steps.  Instead she walked slowly, shoulders straight and head held high.  She passed Church Soldiers, who upon recognizing her, choked down their catcalls and backed swiftly away.  Through silent residential streets, windows shuttered against what evil prowled the night, she walked, unhurried, until finally the scent and sense of Thieves Alley closed around her. 

			Allowing herself a quiet sigh, she entered the most notorious tavern in the city, the Pirate’s Den, and signaled Marius for a glass of her preferred vintage.  Cool and crisp and rose, the wine had a taste like memory and a color for lost love.  She sat at her usual table and stripped satin gloves from her fingers.

			Marius procured her drink and left her alone.

			Several minutes later, Astin appeared on the landing leading to their apartments.  He met her gaze, and only she, who knew him so well, could see the relief on his face.  He joined her at her table, settling gracefully in his chair, eyes keen and steady.  She was reminded with a tug of nostalgia that when they were children she’d called him Stalker, in remembrance of her first pet, a giant and sleek black cat.  

			Knowing her as well as she knew him, Astin waited for her to finish her wine to speak.  Then he asked, “What says the Tyrant?” 

			She set the glass gently on the table.  “It is well he was never trained in the power he wields, brother, or I do not think we would be sitting here now.”

			Astin blinked slowly, his hazel eyes still reminding her, after all these years, of a predatory feline.  “Perhaps we ought not delay longer,” he said meaningfully.

			Lenora waved a hand, both for caution and dismissal.  “It is not time,” she said, gaze lazily roaming the near empty tavern.  A lone man sat in a booth near the entrance, hat slung low as he cradled a hot mug.  

			“The enchantress—”

			“Be silent,” she snapped.  “I say again, it is not time.”

			There was slow, deliberate movement from the booth as the man sitting there straightened and lifted his hat, revealing a face swathed in veils.  Only his eyes were visible.  He stood slowly and met Lenora’s pointed gaze.  For a moment, stars danced at the edges of her vision, then she remembered to breathe.  It was sheer pain, that first breath, like dragging ice into her lungs.

			She would have recognized him anywhere, despite the inhuman fluidity of his movement, the total lack of his being.  Anywhere on the peninsula, she would have recognized her heart’s memory.

			“Lenora di Salvatoré,” he said, sketching a mocking bow.  “It has been many years.  Your beauty shines as the southern sun, radiant and warming.”

			“Great Gods,” she whispered.  

			Across from her, Astin was relaxed in his chair, fingers playing idly with the knife at his belt.  Uncertainty radiated from him as he glanced between the stranger and his sister.

			“I daresay you won’t need that, Stalker,” said the man, moving toward the light of a nearby torch.

			Astin’s hand paused, eyes narrowing.  “Who are you, to call me that name?” he demanded.

			The man lifted his head and spread the folds of his cloak back from his arms.  His torso and hips were laden with shining knives.  Around his crystalline blue eyes were sketched whirling tattoos, black and sharp like the weapons he carried, like the heart of man himself.

			“You would not recognize the dearest friend of your youth?” he asked softly.

			All at once Astin leapt from his chair, swift and lethal.  But Devlin al’Ven was faster, impossibly fast, and in moments Astin’s knife clanked to the floor and he was on his back on the filthy ground, a foot poised over his throat.  His laughter rang loud and long against the tavern’s walls.

			And Lenora, watching the men embrace a moment later, felt something in her chest that had been hollow for so long shiver and begin to ache.

			



			

	



Chapter Seventeen

			 

			It was a summer many years past, one year to the day before Lenora was to turn sixteen and visit the enchantress’ eyrie.  She had awoken early to set about her chores, for the days were warm and glistening, and the cool blue waters of the South Sea hung like a promise in her young heart.  

			If her mother noticed her haste—the streaks not quite gone from the windows, the tiles of the kitchen floor left dangerously wet—she kept her peace that day, remembering herself at her daughter’s age, and the touch of the sea and sun on her body.  By midday Lenora was gone, stealing out her bedroom window while her mother pretended ignorance, singing to herself a clear, wistful melody as she hung out laundry to dry in the warm breezes.  

			The air was humid, intoxicating, and the sun on Lenora’s head and shoulders felt like a benediction from the God.  As she walked through a field of high grass, she gazed at the world around her through eyes attuned to innocence and beauty.  She hummed her mother’s song as she memorized the clear, glittering sky, the playfully spiraling birds and whisperings of the meadow.

			When she saw the great tree on its low rise of land, the high, sloping branches hung heavy with leaves and vines, she shouted with joy and began to run.  Her long, coltish legs carried her to the side of the giant landmark, and as she passed, the wind lifted vines toward her, reaching out as if to catch her hand.

			At the summit of the hill she stopped, breath catching, eyes wide and bright as they gazed down at her favorite cove.  The waters were pale turquoise, sparkling with invitation.  Far out, past the steep fingers of land that guarded and calmed the cove, the ocean was deeply blue, capped white by the wind.  

			If she had turned in that moment, or been standing just a little nearer to the tree, she would have seen or felt the vines that sought her.  Instead, with a soft cry, she ran down the steep, grassy hillside and onto the warm golden sands.  Her clothes formed a characteristic trail across the beach.  Shoes, then blouse, and finally the long skirts, layer by layer, whose bright colors would beckon to the one who would soon stand where she had stood, by the tree, and gaze down at the cove.

			She hit the water at a run and was submerged, swimming, before her body had the chance to be shocked by the transition.  When she surfaced and turned to look back at the beach, she could barely see the tree, and saw not at all the young man who stood beside it.

			She floated lazily for some time, letting the mild tide carry her parallel to the shore.  Behind her closed eyelids the sunlight was rosy gold; her ears, beneath the water, absorbed the deep, wordless music of the ocean.  When, finally, the sun on her exposed breasts began to sting, she opened her eyes and sunk beneath the water.  With several powerful kicks she surfaced again and began to swim toward the beach.  

			The sand brushed her feet and she stood, smoothing her hair off her forehead.  

			“Lenora.”

			She froze at the sound of her name, heart beating hard against her ribs.  It was not the voice that alarmed her, for it was a familiar one, but the tone, so full of need and wonder.  Sinking quickly into what concealment the clear waters offered, she blinked wide eyes at her brother’s best friend.

			Devlin was sitting beside the last of her underskirts, the fingers of one hand resting against the soft, ivory folds.  His pale linen blouse was unbuttoned, his trousers rolled up to the knees.  Tanned skin and black hair, and his eyes…  Oh, Gods, but his eyes were as blue as the sky.

			“Astin expected you back tomorrow,” she said weakly.  “He is in town, with father, if you were looking for him.”

			His eyes, so unerringly direct, closed briefly.  “I came straight here from the eyrie.  To where I knew you would be.”

			“Whatever for?” she breathed.

			The question rippled in the silence that followed, in the answer in his eyes.  The water, strangely warmer and thicker, seemed to move within Lenora’s body, leaving her tingling and weak.  She opened her mouth and closed it again, frowning.  Her hands moved of their own accord to cover her breasts.  The gesture, diffident and unconscious, caused the blue of Devlin’s eyes to darken.

			“You shouldn’t be here,” she gasped.

			He shook his head.  “No,” he said, voice low and hoarse.  “But I cannot leave now.”

			He moved as if to stand, and she shrieked, “Don’t you dare, Devlin al’Ven!”  She gathered her legs beneath her and kicked off from the sand, body slicing the water as she put distance between them.  He did stand then, walking into the shallows.

			“I just want to talk to you, Lenora.  Please.”

			She shook her head, furious now.  “I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but I want nothing of it!  Find one of the girls in the town to play with.”

			His brow furrowed with anger, shoulders bunching.  “If you will not come back, then I will yell for all the world to hear,” he cried.  “I am to leave tonight, with no goodbyes, and travel the width of this peninsula.  To the north and then east, Lenora!  I am bound for the desert of Dunak!”

			She stopped kicking, sunk low for a stunned beat, then turned her body back to shore.  Overwhelmed by the words, the bright day, the aching shifts in her heart and body, she swam until there was only a thin barrier of water between them.  He stood now up to his waist in the water, the ends of his blouse floating on the calm surface.

			His face, which had been in her dreams for three summers now, was a mask of anguish.

			“Why now?” she cried, unaware of the tears on her cheeks.

			“The enchantress spoke,” he said, soft and pained.  “She dreamed my destiny, and told me of it.  I will be a veiled-one, and will not set foot in Tanalon for another sixteen years.”

			Lenora was undone by his words, which landed like a mallet on her chest.  “No!” she screamed, and launched herself at him, nails scoring his shoulders, feet kicking, until he subdued her with his arms, holding her close and tight with his lips against her neck.  

			She wept against his chest, the skin sun-warmed and smooth beneath her cheek.  And when he lifted her face and kissed her, she was emptied of everything but sensation, and a longing as vast as the ocean.  He drew her from the water, sipping of her tears and salty skin, and pulled her down onto the soft folds of her white skirt.  

			He did not say he loved her, but it was alright.  There was pain, but only for a moment and not again.  What came after was a memory too sweet, too pure, perhaps, for her heart to hold.  

			Lenora tried, frequently in the beginning, then less and less as the years went by, to summon that memory and bring it close.  And now, sixteen years later, it came back, as bright and sudden as that summer day, in a dingy tavern room.  

			 

			                                                                                    *              

			 

			“Lenora.”

			She blinked, looking up into clear blue eyes.  Astin was also looking at her, a little strangely, and remembering herself, she gathered her scattered wits and stood.  If her heart trembled, it did not show.  She offered their guest her famous smile, mild and unkind.

			Devlin, who until that moment had wanted nothing more than to pull her into his arms, felt his conviction falter.  He wished suddenly for the concealment of his veil, which he’d removed at Astin’s request.  He wished even more so that he could see something, anything, of the Lenora he had known in this strange, sensuous woman.  There was nothing of the brightness, the joy in life, she had once possessed.  Here was a woman without emotion, cold and hard, with eyes full of darkness and a mouth to stir the most pious soul to sin.

			He became aware of Astin standing stiff beside him, clearly uncertain of what dark, unspoken thing had entered the room.  “Lenora,” he said gruffly, “you do remember Devlin, don’t you?”

			“Of course I do,” she said, smile widening, but false all the same.  “Welcome back from the desert.”  She looked at her brother.  “I am retiring for the night.  Please offer our old friend the full hospitality of Thieves Alley.”

			With a rustle of silk she turned for the stairs leading to the second level.  There was a strange, quiet hum in her ears as she climbed the stairs, made her way down the dim hallway.   Upon entering her room, she dismissed Alian with a short word.  The girl bobbed a quick curtsy and fled, back to her nearby hostel room, where she would speak nothing of the tears she had glimpsed on the Dark Mistress’ face that night.  

			Lenora was still awake when, as the sky began to lighten with dawn, two sets of footsteps passed her room.  Some time later, she heard the creak of a floorboard outside her door.  She did not move from her chair by the window, not until she knew he had gone away again.

			Only then did she kneel on the floor before the window.  Her fingers hovered a moment, then reached down, gently prying up the false board.  In the shadowed interior of the compartment lay not jewels or gold, but a small, nondescript package, which she removed and placed on her knees.  With jerky movements not at all characteristic of her usual grace, she unfixed the knot of thin, coarse rope and lifted the edges of weathered paper.  

			For a long time she merely stared at the scrap of aged ivory linen, and the small, faded spots that were the blood of her innocence.  Then she carefully rewrapped it and placed it back within the floor.  The board fell into place with a soft click, loud as a scream to her ears.  

			



			

	



Chapter Eighteen

			 

			Astin di Salvatoré watched his sister disappear up the flight of creaking stairs, and thought of how brave and elegant she was in all she did.  He was not disillusioned by the way she carried herself, the coldness of her eyes, the careful speech and movement.  Beneath the guise of the Mistress of Thieves Alley, she was as she had always been, his little sister.

			They had walked a hard, long road together over the last decade and a half, and Astin felt nothing but pride and love when he thought of Lenora.  For her road had been harder by far than his.

			“She has changed a great deal,” Devlin said.

			Astin nodded, turning, and looked at his friend’s face in the candlelight.  Just as Lenora, the man before him echoed very little of the youth he had been.  He stood so still, not blinking, as though all human impulse and passion had been defeated.  The thin black whorls fanning out from his eyes gave him an alien appearance, as though he were not a man, truly, but a vehicle of some greater cause.  He thought of Lenora, and how strangely similar his sister and friend had become, despite their vastly different lives.

			“So have you,” he said, smiling slightly.  “Come, have a seat and I’ll pour us wine.  We have much to talk about.”

			Devlin did not smile, though his eyes warmed as he nodded.  He sat in the chair Lenora had vacated, carefully thinking of nothing until Astin returned from behind the bar and sat.  He uncorked a green bottle and poured the fragrant liquid into waiting glasses.

			“It is my sister’s favorite, from Valta,” Astin said, offering Devlin a glass.  Unaccustomed to causal speech, he merely nodded and sipped the wine.  It was rose in color and the aftertaste was dry, though there was sweetness in its first touch, a hint of something pure and rare.

			Astin was watching him.  Not knowing what he should say, or whether anything needed to be said at all, Devlin nodded again.  His friend leaned back, drawing hands through hair which was white at the temples though he was only older than Devlin by a year.

			“The road has been hard, yes?” he asked at last.

			Astin nodded, sighing with a swift glance toward the stairs.  “How was the desert?”

			Devlin sipped his wine.  “Hot.”

			For a moment Astin stared, dumbfounded, until he saw the twinkle in Devlin’s eyes.  He chuckled softly.  “So it really is you.”  

			Devlin smiled softly, and his gaze grew longsighted, staring into the past.  “There were times in the desert, my friend, when I forgot where I came from.  I forgot the enchantress’ words, that I would find destiny in the sands of Dunak.”

			“Is that what she said to you?” Astin asked, and there was an old hurt in his words.

			Devlin hesitated, said, “I’m sorry I did not say goodbye.”

			“Lenora told us where you had gone, but it did not make it easier for me.”

			He exhaled slowly.  “What, exactly, did she say?” he asked, and though he did not know it, his voice was that of the Master of Knives, soft and slicing.

			Astin paused a moment, registering the strangeness of that voice, then shrugged.  “She never said much, only that she saw you on your way back from the eyrie, and you told her to pass along your farewells.”

			For a long moment Devlin stared into his friend’s eyes, searching for a hint that he lied.  There was nothing of subterfuge in Astin’s being, and so he relaxed, sitting back.  “It was the hardest thing I have ever done,” he said, thinking of the cove, and leaving Lenora there.  “I’m sorry.”

			Astin shook his head.  “Don’t be,” he said.  “Such is the nature of Avosileans, and those who are called to the eyrie to travel the Long Roads.  We did not say goodbyes, either.”

			“You left together?” he asked, and Astin nodded.  “In the year before I visited the eyrie, I wondered often about the enchantress’ words to you.  You never spoke of it.”

			“I was to wait the two years until Lenora’s coming of age, and upon the receiving of her destiny I was to follow where she led.”

			“To protect her,” Devlin stated.

			Astin shook his head, smiling ruefully.  “Lenora does not need protection.  I was, and continue to be, an anchor for her in the swift tides of life.”

			After a moment laden with silent gratitude, Devlin asked, “And so she brought you to Vianalon?”  

			“No,” Astin answered, eyes closing briefly.  When they opened, there was pain there, not quite healed.  “She wanted to go to Dunak.”

			“What?” Devlin whispered.

			Astin nodded shortly, refusing to meet his gaze.  “We never made it.  We crossed the border into Borgetza and planned to go north with a caravan, to cross the desert.”  He stopped abruptly, swallowing.  “Lenora was seventeen, still with a sweetness she could not hide.  We were in Siezo, exploring the capital like the country-bred tourists we were.  We came to the docks, and there Lenora was seen by a captain in Borgetza’s fleet.  He specialized in acquiring… goods for the King’s pleasure.”

			“I do not understand,” Devlin murmured, though he did, and did not know what else to say, to make Astin not reveal any more.  

			It was not that he did not know the story that was to unfold; indeed, he knew, for upon his initiation as Master of Knives he had gathered and pieced together enough rumors and facts about his childhood friends to know much of their trial in Borgetza.  

			There was power in words, though, in the sharing and receiving of them, and both were equally important.  Even so, despite knowing the horrible tale, Devlin had not expected the sudden pain of hearing the details from Astin’s lips.

			“She was seventeen,” repeated his friend.  “There was something in her eyes that day that I could not challenge.  She was fearless, bold, and negotiated her price with that despicable man like she’d been doing it for years.  Such was the captain’s reputation that King Terrin, without ever seeing her face, set us up in a villa near the palace.  Our every need was seen to.  Tutors were hired at Lenora’s demand, to teach us history and language, mathematics and art.  There were other lessons as well, that I was not allowed.”

			He fell silent; Devlin waited, staring at his empty wine glass.

			At length, Astin sighed heavily.  “Her reputation grew to astounding proportions.  Men died in bidding wars for her company.  Just her company, for she was property of King Terrin.  Once, a man snuck past the royal guards, climbed the balcony outside her room, and fell with a crossbow in his back.  Lenora, when I told her, smiled for the first time in a way I did not recognize.”  

			Having been on the receiving end of that smile this evening, Devlin nodded.  “What did she do?” he asked.

			Astin gaze was directed inward, and he spoke as though he hadn’t heard the question.  “I argued, told her that we could escape the city.  I had made friends by then.  We could have stolen aboard a ship and sailed to Greiza, across the sea, or back home, to Tanalon.  I was the older sibling, but that night Lenora held me as I wept, out of sheer desperation and hopelessness.  She did not shed a tear that I know of, not then, not when King Terrin summoned her the following day.”

			“She was his mistress?” Devlin murmured.

			He nodded.  “For one year.”  He met Devlin’s gaze.  “It is not a year I care to remember, though the memories are always waiting.  I came upon her in her room one morning.  She was asleep, and on her neck there were bruises, and on her back was the mark of the lash.”

			Devlin nodded, feeling sick to his stomach.  “In my years as Master of Knives, I learned much of Terrin of Borgetza.  I am not surprised, given the perversions of his court.“

			Astin gave a little, soundless laugh.  “Master of Knives, eh?  How many did you kill for it?”

			“Too many,” he said, thinking of others he’d like to feel his knives.  The captain of the Borgetzan fleet, King Terrin, all those who had ever crossed paths with Lenora di Salvatoré and done her harm.  “But that is neither here nor there,” he continued softly.  “How did you come to leave Borgetza?”

			“One evening Lenora returned earlier than usual.  Her gown was torn nearly to shreds and she had wildness in her eyes.  She said she had done something unspeakable, that guards were coming to arrest us.  We fled to the docks and stole aboard a merchant vessel, bound for Tanalon and the River Viana.

			“We came to Vianalon then, three years after leaving Avosilea by the Sea.  All of the coin we had stolen from the villa was spent in bribes to the ship’s captain and crew.  We were stranded, destitute on the streets of our own country’s capital.  Lenora spoke once of selling her body, and I swear, I almost brought my fist to her.  I told her I would rather starve to death.”

			Astin lifted the bottle of wine.  Not bothering with the glass, he brought the lip to his mouth and swallowed deeply.  He wiped his face with the back of his hand and smiled without humor.  “We would have died had not a passerby taken us under his wing and brought us to Thieves Alley.  He was near to us in age, tall and thin as a whip and clever, so clever.  The Gods only know why he sheltered us.”  Then Astin laughed, a true sound of mirth.  “Bellamont taught us how earn a living by cheating at cards and swindling the rich.  We were young and free again, masters of our destinies and a thriving crime organization.  We made a fortune, and years later we used that money to buy every last block of Thieves Alley.”

			Devlin had stopped listening at the name Astin had spoken.  He felt queasy, lightheaded.  This fact of the story had been unknown to him.  He looked down at his shaking hands as if they belonged to another man.    

			Astin was looking curiously at him.  “What is it?” he asked.

			“Bellamont, you said.  Did you know his first name?”

			“Arturo.”

			The candlelight in the room flared brightly at the edges of his vision.  Fate wove its threads in such strange, unforeseen ways, though part of its design was suddenly clear to Devlin.  “This was before his service to Armando of Tanalon?”

			“About a year before, yes,” Astin said, slowly as comprehension dawned.  “You knew him, in Dunak.”

			Devlin nodded.  “He came to the veiled-ones as I did, a foreigner with very little skill or experience.  Though, to be sure, he knew more of the world than I did when I first set foot upon the sands.  He stayed four months, passing the series of age-old trials faster than anyone before.  For that reason alone, I think, he earned respect, if not fear.  When he left, I realized that he had been my friend, and have missed him.”

			Astin exhaled loudly, brows raised.  He stretched back in his chair.  “Sometimes,” he said, “the world is chaos and I feel as though there are no Gods, and we are being tossed without reason on the sea of life.  Then there are moments such as this, when I glimpse a strange grace at work, the borders of a Long Road holding us straight.”  He reached a hand across the table.  “I am glad you are here.”

			Devlin clasped his friend’s hand.  “As am I.”

			For the rest of the night’s small hours they spoke lightly of their youth in Avosilea, each moment of shared laughter a link to rebuilding the bridge of friendship.  

			Later, Astin led him upstairs to an empty guest chamber.  The room was sparely furnished, but well kept and clean.  Devlin stood for a time at the window, looking at the moonless sky.  Then he turned and left the room silently, walking down the hall to stop at the threshold of the master suite.  There was soft light coming from beneath the double doors.  He stayed that way for a while, imagining Lenora within, breathing softly, alive.  

			



			

	



Chapter Nineteen

			 

			Lenora gazed coolly at the merchant sitting before her.  He squirmed against the ropes that tied him to the chair, eyes darting wildly around the windowless, bare stone walls of the basement beneath the Pirate’s Den.  Astin stood near the door, a menacing figure with his thick arms crossed over his chest, their chorded muscles promising pain.  

			Beside him stood Devlin, only his eyes visible from within the smooth folds of his veil.  

			The merchant had grown white when Astin had entered the room, but still would not answer Lenora’s questions.  Finally, Astin opened the door once more, and the veiled-one stepped inside.  Watching the abject fear which overcame the man at the sight of the assassin, Lenora privately rescinded her earlier objection to Devlin’s presence.

			If the man had been squirming before, now he thrashed.  “I don’t know anything!” he screeched.  “Let me go, please.  Please, I’ll give you anything you want.”  He began to cry, and a moment later the scent of urine filled the air.

			Lenora wrinkled her nose.  “It is well that you are finally willing to talk, Mario,” she said, lifting a handkerchief to her face and breathing through the scented linen.  “I would hate for you to regret your dealings with us.”

			“I have had no dealings with you,” he spat, angry eyes glaring up at her through tears.  

			Lenora clicked her tongue chidingly.  “Now that is a lie,” she said, and nodded to Devlin.  

			He shrugged, and his cloak fell back from one arm, showing the wicked, curved blade in his hand.  The merchant screamed and convulsed so hard the chair would have fallen if it were not nailed to the floor. 

			Eight young boys, sworn to her and under her protection, had suffered, likely strapped down as this man was.  They had not faced the mere threat of violence, though, for from the beginning their ends had been sealed, enacted with vicious precision and sadistic glee.  They had screamed, wept, and begged for mercy, as surely she had with King Terrin of Borgetza.

			But as she had escaped, they would never see daylight again.

			The injustice of it, the helpless fury she felt, made her mindless.

			It was Astin who hauled her away from the merchant.  She struggled in his arms, kicking and screaming, until blue eyes moved into her vision, so full of sympathy that the strength flowed out of her.  She sagged against her brother and looked past Devlin, toward the chair, where the bloodied merchant sat slumped forward, unconscious.

			“Take me from here, brother,” she whispered, and felt the men exchange a glance over her head.  Astin nodded, and Devlin’s eyes dropped to hers.  They were cold and empty and full of death.

			“Is he to live?” he murmured.

			“Yes,” she said, and hated herself for saying so.

			Devlin nodded and lifted a hand uncertainly, as if to touch her arm and reassure her that everything was alright.  He seemed to see in her eyes that it was not—could not be—and his arm fell, gaze shifting smoothly to Astin.  “Upstairs.  A half-hour.  You’ll have your information.”

			He reached to open the door.  The moment they stood in the dim hallway outside, he closed it sharply and they heard the sound of a lock sliding home.  They were almost to the stairs leading up when the merchant awoke, and began to scream.

			 

			                                                                                    *

			 

			Lenora was silent as Astin guided her to her room and ordered a bath.  It took enormous willpower to stand without shaking as her brother directed the three sturdy young men into the room, large basins braced on their backs.  When they were gone, the tub filled with steaming water and fragrant herbs, Astin lifted a privacy screen from the wall and unfolded it.

			“You don’t have to stay,” she said.

			He knew she was lying, so said nothing as he left her by the bath.  She heard the scrap of a chair across the floorboards and the sound of his weight settling, and was relieved.  Discarding her clothes in a heap, she stepped into the tub, lowering herself into the cocoon of heat.  Slowly the urge to shake receded.  A familiar numbness encased her as she stared through a window at the darkening sky.  

			In the tavern beneath came a growing murmur of voices, unrelated to the nearing of Vianalon’s curfew.  The denizens of Thieves Alley were gathering at Lenora’s order, for at midnight she would walk among them, and speak of the future.

			Through the soft haze of sound beneath, and the liquid murmur of the water as she shifted in the bath, Astin said, “You could have had him killed, Lenora.”

			She breathed deeply, feeling the slide of water over her skin, and was reminded of the cove in Avosilea by the Sea.  “Devlin is not like them,” she said, knowing Astin would understand of whom she spoke.  

			Rinaldo.  Viccole.  Terrin.  

			Astin sighed, spoke gently, “Lenora, Devlin was the Master of Knives for seven years.”

			She waited for him to continue, realized belatedly nothing else needed to be said.  Though the society of veiled-ones was largely mysterious, it was common knowledge that to become their leader, you killed until there were no rivals left. 

			As Master, his word would have echoed throughout Calabria, through a deeply imbedded, virtually unseen network of spies.  Whenever the verdict of death was reached in council, the subsequent command came from his lips.

			“Bellamont made a life of killing for his king, but he did not enjoy it,” she said mutedly.  “I have spent the last six years plotting that king’s death.  It was my poison, brother, that killed Armando, and I enjoy that fact.  Moreover, the night we fled Borgetza, I killed the king’s Chancellor in cold blood.”  

			There was a pregnant silence.  “Will you tell me why, at last?” Astin asked, and his voice was full of a need to hear what she had never spoken of before.

			“Ah, brother.”  She sighed, sinking into the cooling water.  She wanted to close her eyes, to rest, but memory was strongest in that place.  “Every night of that horrible year, Terrin did his best to break me,” she said finally, voice toneless.  “He would strap me down and torture me, and when he was through, he would bathe the blood from my body, wrap me in the softest furs, and feed me from his hand.  He spun lies like spider’s silk around my mind, and there were times…”

			Her blood was pounding, in shame for the lust she had felt for Terrin’s dark eyes, the beautiful hands that could bring both unspeakable pain and incredible pleasure.

			“It was a near thing,” she continued mutedly.  “For a time I thought I loved him.  Then, on that final night, as he fastened the chords around my wrists and ankles, he told me that he had other plans that evening, that the Chancellor would be keeping me company.  He told me I was fruit brought to ripeness at his hand, and it was time for others to taste.”  

			“Gods, Lenora—”

			The dam was cracked, the mortar of her will finally failing so that she did not hear him, and memory flowed unstoppable from her throat.  “With his words the restraints on my heart and mind were snapped.  By the time the Chancellor came to me, I had worked the bindings enough so that when I wished, my hands would be free.  

			“I took pleasure it in, Astin,” she said wearily.  “I stabbed him through the heart and watched him die, and laughed as I did so.”

			From the other side of the screen came a harsh noise of pain.  “No,” he choked.  

			Lenora closed her eyes at last, in the sweet mind-silence of confession.  “Arturo and Devlin I know are not like Rinaldo, like Terrin, but I…  I gave the merchant his life because while I cannot help the way I am, I still fight to be unlike them.”  

			“You are not like them,” her brother said sharply.  “What you brought upon that man in Siezo was vengeance.  I wish that you had killed Terrin as well.”

			“Two kings,” she whispered, and laughed weakly.  

			Astin stood and moved near to the screen.  “Lenora, let me tell Devlin.”

			She sat up violently, water sloshing to the floor.  “No,” she snapped.  “You will not tell Devlin for the same reason that I never told you, or Bellamont.  Terrin holds Borgetza in a tight fist and trusts no one.  What he does with enemies—Gods, Astin, you cannot even imagine the fate that awaits.”

			“Devlin was the Master of Knives, Lenora!”

			“Indeed I was,” spoke a cool voice.  

			The door neither Lenora nor Astin had heard opening was closed purposefully behind the veiled-one.  Lenora stepped quickly from the bath and pulled a thick robe around her shoulders.  Tying the sash about her waist, she stepped around the screen.

			He was unwinding the veil from his face.  When he looked up, she saw a tiny spot of blood beneath his eye.  He met her gaze with one of such calm, still blueness, she blurted, “How do you do it?”

			Devlin blinked, glancing at Astin and back to her.  He shrugged one shoulder.  “It is the life of a veiled-one,” he said.  “Those who taught me say it is for the Gods to judge souls upon death, and it is for me to judge them in life.”

			“That’s quite an arrogant presumption,” she said harshly.  “Who are you are you, Devlin al’Ven, to judge anyone?”

			Suddenly it felt as if he were not in the room at all, not standing just ten feet away.  If he breathed, if his heart still beat within his chest, still there was no sense of him.  Lenora fought a chill and forced herself to hold his icy gaze.

			“You do not know the trials I undertook in Dunak,” he replied stonily, “so I will not fault you.  But know one thing for certain, Lenora: do not underestimate my journey, for it is the Long Road I walk.”

			The Long Road.  

			What every child of Avosilea both dreaded and desired to hear from the enchantress’ lips.  It meant a life of great trial and danger, but if one were bold enough, if the blood within sung clearly enough, the end of that road was a rebirth of what had lain dormant for more than twenty years, since the Year of Death.  A rebirth of what they had given up to save themselves from exposure to those who hunted them.

			The power that was birthright to those descended from the Isle of Dusk.

			It was Astin who asked, “You are a mystic?”

			“No,” Devlin said.  “I am a veiled-one.”  He looked at Lenora as he said, “For me, it is not like the stories our parents tell.  I do not summon power to my fingertips with a thought.  I cannot make water run or fire burn, or bring rain and lightning into the sky.  What I can do is align myself with the depth of this peninsula.  I feel the heart of the land, the hearts of the men and beasts that walk upon it.”

			Lenora didn’t realize she had begun to shiver until she heard her teeth chattering.  

			“The veiled-ones are descendants of Alesia?” Astin asked, stupefied.

			Devlin’s lips quirked.  “No, my friend,” he said.  “Alesians are the descendants of them.  The veiled-ones are the Children of Calabria, which was the first home of the Gods, before evil in the hearts of men denied Them love, and forsook the gifts of blood.  Istar, who grieved most, took from Dunak the Stone of Beginning, and thus the land became desert.  She fled to Alesia, and many followed Her, to rebuild Sanctuary.  Those most treasured, however, stayed in the Oasis She left for them, for they were the last of Her love for Calabria.”

			“Unbelievable,” Astin whispered.  

			“That’s what I thought, at first,” Devlin agreed.  “But the Master of Knives read my heart, and set me alone on a dune beneath the moon, and then the sun, and I heard the heart of the land and became a veiled-one.”

			After a moment of silence, Astin asked, “And what of the God?” 

			Devlin spoke to the floor, “The God is as the sky, limitless and static.  He could not remove himself from Calabria, just as the sky cannot refuse to look down on the ground.  Even in the night, when Istar’s moon rises over the peninsula, it is Anshar’s light that shines upon it.”

			“That is a beautiful story,” Lenora murmured.  

			His blue eyes lifted, narrowing on her.  “You know it is true, Lenora, for you, too, walk the Long Road.”

			The core of her, liquid as the sea, became hard and heavy as iron.  “I walk my own road,” she said coldly.  “I know no higher power but memory.”

			“Truly?” he asked, eyes flashing.  “Is that what you think, having heard your destiny from the enchantress?”

			She laughed mirthlessly.  “Do you want to know what the enchantress told me of grand destiny, of the Long Road with its shining end?  She spoke of my heart’s death, which would bring disease wherever I walked.  I did not listen to more, but fled the eyrie.  She is a craven, demented old woman who feeds on youth desperate for purpose in their lives.  That is all we are, we Avosileans, lost souls looking for purpose.”

			“Lenora,” Astin whispered brokenly.

			Devlin sighed, and for a moment she glimpsed something raw in his face, something that threatened the cold core of her.  Then his gaze was empty again as he said, “I am sorry that your road is longer than most, but if it were not fit for you, it would not be yours.  I have watched you from Dunak these many years, and if you think you have not been walking all this time on the enchantress’ path, you are blind.”

			“How dare you!” she hissed.

			“This isn’t—” Astin began, and was stopped when Devlin shot him a dark glance.  

			He turned back to Lenora, whose hands were clenched at her neck in fury.  “I have never been able to reach across the land and read your heart,” he said.  “Perhaps it died in Borgetza, with King Terrin, who even now is gathering an army to march upon Tanalon.  He does not want the land left ripe by the king you killed.  He will destroy everything in his path to find you.”

			Lenora gasped, and the air in her lungs was cold with fear.  “You lie,” she whispered.  

			A line appeared between Devlin’s eyes as he frowned.  “There is no reason for me to lie.  There are veiled-ones throughout Borgetza.  They move freely through Terrin’s court.  Through every court in Calabria.”

			The sounds from the tavern beneath made the silence thicker, more potent.  It was broken by Astin’s curious voice, “Is that how you knew about Armando?” 

			Devlin smiled slightly, but spoke to Lenora, “How else do you think you walked away from Viccole all those times without a knife in your back?”

			It was too much knowledge, and she cried, “No more!” and turned sharply away.  She clapped her hands to her ears.  “I don’t want to hear any more of this.”

			Astin moved as if to go to her, but Devlin lifted a hand to stop him.  Please, he mouthed, and nodded toward the door.  For a moment Astin was torn, but then, glancing once more at his sister, he nodded and slipped from the room.

			She jerked in place as Devlin placed his hands gently over hers, drawing them away from her ears.  Before she could move, he had crossed her arms and covered them with his, effectively trapping her in a gentle embrace.  The top of her head brushed his chin; warmth from his chest radiated onto her back.  She felt stifled and despite knowing he would never harm her, panic began to rise in her throat, shortening her breath.

			He bent his head beside hers, spoke softly against her ear, “You need to hear this, and then I promise I’ll let you go.  I’ll even let you try to hit me.”  When she didn’t laugh, or say anything, he sighed.  This close to her, he could in fact gain a sense of her heart.  It was certainly there, a fragile yet firm beat against his chest.  Of the deeper truths within, though, he saw nothing.  

			“If you had stayed in the eyrie,” he said softly, “to hear of the glory your deeds would bring to the land, you would have faltered when the time came.  You ran because she made you run, because that, too, was destiny.  She told you that you would be the catalyst that brought about the death of kings, did she not?”

			Stunned beyond reason by his words, she nodded.  His hands tightened on her shoulders; she was convinced she was imagining things as he pressed his lips to her hair.  “Armando is dead, and you have avenged a great wrong done to our people,” he said, and she could feel the words resonate through his chest, through hers.  “Terrin of Borgetza was dead the day he touched you, though he has not yet felt my knives.”

			“Devlin.”  The word was torn from her throat, a distant, feeble echo of the heart.  

			“I’m here,” he said, and held her tighter.  “I came back as I promised.”  

			Her body began to tremble, and it was several long moments before he realized she was not crying, but laughing.  As he released her and she turned toward him, though, there were tears on her face even as she smiled.

			“Don’t you see?” she asked, shrugged, laughing helplessly.  “You are finally here, but I am not.  You are sixteen years too late, Devlin al’Ven.”  

			She walked past him to the door and opened it.  There was nothing of humor in her face as she looked at him.  “I wish to rest and compose myself before going downstairs.  Please relay to Astin whatever information you gleaned from the merchant.  If he wishes to speak after me, to provide the people with details relevant to their safety, he is welcome to.  Good evening, Devlin.”

			He walked toward her, but stopped just within the door.  He was standing close enough for her to touch, for her to smell the clean masculinity of his skin.  

			His eyes were as clear and blue as the water of Avosilea.  

			“I did lie when I said your heart died in Borgetza.  I know when it died, and where.  In the eyrie I was told what would become of you if I went to that cove that afternoon.  I did what I did for the sake of Calabria.”

			“How charming,” she said thinly, ignoring the dull, painful throb of her heart.  “You took my innocence because an old woman told you it was destiny.  Do not reward yourself the blame, Devlin.  You are not so memorable.”

			He took a short step toward her, breath hissing through his teeth.  His brow was furrowed, shoulders bunched, and it was the closest she had seen yet to a break in his composure.  “Perhaps the enchantress was wrong,” he ground out, “and there is no redemption for your soul.  Perhaps you are relieved that Terrin rides for Tanalon and you secretly lust for his lash and body.”

			Her open palm connected with his face in a sharp clap of sound.  She gasped, mouth falling open in surprise as her hand began to sting, his cheek to redden.  “You should not have said that,” she said tremulously.  To her shame, her eyes began to water, her shoulders to tremble.  

			In the day since Devlin al’Ven had walked back into her life, she had felt more emotion than she had in over a decade.  Since Borgetza, since Terrin.  The sphere of detachment that had closed around her on that dark, final night in Siezo had become so much a part of her that now, as it cracked apart, she did not know herself.

			“What are you doing to me?” she mumbled, bringing a hand to her head.

			The fabric of his cloak brush her arms as he stepped forward, trapping her against the doorframe.  He bent his head once more to hers, his lips grazing her cheek, cool and silky against her burning skin.  “I am making you feel again, Lenora.”

			He was overwhelming her senses, standing so close.  She clenched her hands against the powerful need to reach out, to move her hands over his waist, to embrace him and be embraced.  To be frail and weak in his arms.  To weep.  

			“I do not want to feel,” she said.  

			This time she could not mistake his intent, as he pressed his mouth beneath her ear.  Warm currents of feeling pulsed down her spine and the breath left her lungs in a rush.  

			His chest quivered as he laughed silently.  “Neither do I, my sweet.  I am a veiled-one.  It is not in our nature to feel, only to act.”

			She lifted a hand to his chest, bracing herself as his head lifted, as she looked up at him.  “Why are you here, Devlin?  Why did you come back?” she asked, and steadied herself for the answer.  

			It was not the one she expected.  

			“Because Luther Viccole used you to kill a king, and in the time since Armando’s death there have been numerous attempts made on your life.  I could not in good conscience continue to order your protection as Master of Knives, so I stepped down.”  

			She opened her mouth but he lifted a hand.  “Furthermore, the Borgetzan ambassador to Tanalon, who died suddenly just days before Armando’s death, was a spy of Terrin’s.  His mission was to locate you and report back to Borgetza.  Terrin received word of his death as sign that his man had found you and been eliminated before returning with your whereabouts.  His mania has only increased in the years since you knew him.  He is half-mad and will stop at nothing to find you.”

			She ignored the renewed shiver of fear his words provoked.  “Did a veiled-one kill the ambassador?” she asked haltingly.

			“No,” he replied.  “Isidora Fiannan, last Lady of Alesia, was God-Touched that night.  She laid a hand upon him and such was the disease of his heart that his life was forfeit.”

			“So it’s true,” she murmured wonderingly.  

			Some of her earliest memories were of her father sitting at her beside, telling stories of the magic of Alesia until she fell asleep, to dream dazzling dreams of color and beauty.  She looked up, and Devlin could see her mind working, putting pieces of the puzzle together.  

			“I received word from a woman across the river that the Lady Fiannan was here.  I never made the time to call upon her.  It was only days after her arrival that the poison reached lethality, and then she fled with the princess.”  She paused, then admitted, “Perhaps I was afraid, to have the truth of Alesia’s ruin from her lips.  She was framed for Armando’s death, did you know?  I found out… after.”

			Devlin nodded.  “Viccole arranged too the burning of Alesia.”

			Lenora’s hand launched to her throat.  “Why?” she gasped.

			“The Stone of Beginning is in the Lady’s possession.”

			Tension lifted her shoulders; blood rushed in her ears like the sound of great wings beating.  “We cannot let him find her,” she said.

			His eyes grew abruptly unfocused, presence retreating from the shell of flesh.  Lenora watched the transition with fear, and some awe.  A long moment later, he returned to the room, and smiled grimly.  “She is well protected, now.”

			“What do you mean, now?” she demanded.

			His brows lifted, expression ironic.  “The enchantress has left the eyrie of Avosilea.”  His gaze narrowed, became challenging.  “She sends her regards.”

			“You jest,” Lenora spoke weakly.

			For the first time in a great many years, she saw Devlin al’Ven grin, and the skin around his eyes crinkled handsomely.  Time had been kind to him, seasoning the angularness of youth into the sleek hardness of manhood.  

			Her heart was uncomfortably warm in her chest.  

			“I will leave you now, Mistress di Salvatoré, to ready yourself.”

			He turned toward the hallway and she caught his arm.  Her heart spoke the words before her mind could overrule them, “You truly are staying?” 

			His gaze flowed over her face to her neck, where her pulse jumped against her skin.  “Yes, Lenora, I’m staying,” he said, and walked soundlessly down the hall.

			



			

	



Chapter Twenty

			 

			The Pirate’s Den was at uncomfortable capacity, and still the doors opened every few moments, admitting more persons of various disreputable appearances.  Whores and thieves, gamblers and pickpockets, common laborers, poor craftsmen, and the very pirates the tavern was named for all gathered around the circular tables until there was standing room only.  

			After leaving Lenora, Devlin had stopped in his room to change into the ensemble Astin had left for him.  In unremarkable trousers and blouse, a hat cocked down to conceal the tattoos around his eyes, he was merely another ruffian come to hear the Dark Mistress speak.

			 I am making you feel again.  

			Leaning against a far wall, face shadowed by ruddy lamplight, Devlin grimaced at the memory of his words, at the presumptuousness of his actions with Lenora not an hour before.  He had wanted more, so much more, and had nearly been betrayed by that need.  And what he had spoken was truth, for at the last, he had seen a glimmer in her eyes that was vibrant and passionate, as young Lenora of Avosilea had been.  

			It was a double edged truth, however, for he, too, was being made to feel.

			In Dunak, personal attachments were a misguided luxury.  At any time a man or woman might be called upon to leave the desert and join the cause in another kingdom of the peninsula.  They might be replacing a friend grown old and dying in a distant land, to allow him or her a final journey back to the desert and the right to final rest.  There was great respect and fondness among the veiled-ones, born of their lineage and shared mysteries, but love was anathema, an emotion they relinquished for duty and destiny.  

			As Master of Knives, Devlin had been expected to join with daughters of the blood, to ensure the continuation of the tribe.  He had attempted once such liaison, but to his private shame had not been able to complete the task.  No more women came to him, and it was soon known that his heart was too tied to the land to pursue such impersonal acts.

			Opening his senses to the room, he let the disjointed conversations float around him.  Male and female tones, young and old, intertwined in raucous harmony.  It was not their words that Devlin drew in like breath into his lungs, but the emotions of their hearts, and the common threads that united them all.

			Urgency and fear and hope.  

			The last emotion surged bright in his blood as a sudden hush fell over the crowd.  Devlin lifted his head just enough so he could view the staircase.  There, on the first landing, stood a solitary woman in black.  Her gown was raw silk, gleaming dully in the light of wall sconces.  Expertly tailored, it hugged her torso and hips like a lover’s hands before falling in folds to the floor.  She had let her hair down so that it coiled like shining black snacks over her shoulders and back.  Only the lower half of her face was visible, and held the barest trace of a smile.  Her brow and eyes were shadowed by a short, loosely knit veil of black lace.  

			The rising murmur of voices was quenched as she gestured lazily with a gloved hand.

			“It is not midnight and you’re already half drunk,” she said with a proprietary sniff.  Beneath the veil, her dark gaze roamed the crowd.  “May I assume you’ve paid Marius for those drinks in your hands?”

			The wizened barkeep straightened from his position behind the long counter.  “I am offering free drinks tonight, Mistress.”

			Her gaze swung and fixed on him, and from across the room Devlin could see the force with which the barkeep swallowed.  “Are you?” she purred.  The partial smile returned.  “Where, then, is mine?”

			So many men moved at once toward the bar that they collided.  Women’s knowing laughter rang out as the men swung friendly fists and shoved each other in effort to reach Marius first.

			“Glad I’m married,” spoke a voice to Devlin’s right.  He grunted noncommittally and the man moved closer, offering a hand.  “Have we met?  I am Elazar Laroque, ex-pirate, dock-manager of L’Sere, veritable jack-of-trades.”

			“Devlin al’Ven,” he said, and shook the man’s hand without turning.

			“Are you new to the Alley, then?” asked Elazar.

			“Yes.”  Devlin could feel the man stiffening, alerted by his reticent attitude.  He wished fervently that he would desist, melt into the crowd and find another conversation.  “I’m an old friend of Mistress di Salvatoré,” he added.

			“Is that so?” he asked, voice sharpening.  “I’ve never heard of you.”

			Sighing, Devlin pushed up the brim of his hat and met the man’s interested gaze.  He watched surprise, then fear pass over Elazar’s face, and finally cautious appraisal.  “Friend of Lenora,” he mused.  “And… Bellamont, perhaps?”

			Devlin watched Elazar’s conspiratorial grin widen, and was distracted by the gold enamel of one of the man’s front teeth.  He opened his mouth to say that, yes, he and Bellamont had crossed paths in the desert, when three events occurred simultaneously in the Den.

			There was a loud cheer as Lenora saluted the room with her glass of wine.  The light refracting from crystal caught at Devlin’s focus, tickling his mind with the sensation of something forgotten.  As Lenora smiled and began to lift the glass toward her lips, from among the din rose a scream, high and wailing and utterly genuine.  Before the sound had died, the front windows of the tavern exploded inward in a shower of glass shards.  The responsible parties, two large bricks torn from the road outside, smashed to the ground, one landing against a man’s leg with such force that there was an audible snap of bone.  

			In another city, another tavern, chaos might have followed.  Women might have screamed and torn their hair, snatching weeping children.  Men might have hollered and rushed to the street to attack the transgressors.  Not so in Thieves Alley.  

			What children there were stayed silent, blinking wide, jaded eyes.  The women traded glances with those nearest them, looking especially long into the eyes of their lovers.  The men were stern and hard.  Eyes glinting dangerously, they rested calloused hands almost casually on their belts.

			Devlin, who could feel the malevolence pouring into the tavern from the street, remembered the knives he had left upstairs.  He glanced swiftly to his right, at Elazar, who alone among those in the room had a weapon in hand: a long, meticulously sharpened knife.

			“Do you have another?” he murmured.

			The pirate nodded, gaze darting from the tavern’s door to the stairs, where Lenora was half-hidden by Astin’s broad frame.  “You can have this one,” he said, voice oddly loud in the silence.  For a long moment their eyes met, dark and light, and Elazar’s heart spoke clearly to Devlin of a woman named Elena, his wife, four months pregnant with their first child.

			Devlin took the knife, and as he did, a loud voice yelled from the street, “Disarm at once, by order of the Church!”

			“What is the meaning of this?” Lenora asked, voice righteously angry, pitched to carry across the room, into the dark street.

			A figure stepped into view, framed by the jagged glass still attached to one of the assaulted windows.  Devlin had no idea of the man’s significance, only a fleeting impression of the wrongness inside him.  A low, terrified murmur began in the Den, and for the first time there were signs of panic as those nearest to the door and windows moved back.

			“Rinaldo,” Lenora hissed.  

			The man lifted his hood, revealing a narrow face and ruddy, pockmarked complexion.  His eyes shone with fanatic bliss as he unrolled a scroll.  Tilting toward the light, he read aloud:  

			“On behalf of the citizens of Tanalon and by order of the God’s Holiest Church, Lenora and Astin di Salvatoré are hereby accused of treason against the crown for the heinous crime of the poisoning and subsequent death of his majesty Armando de la Caville, may he rest in peace.  This order proclaims that Lenora and Astin di Salvatoré be remanded into custody and escorted immediately to the palace for questioning.”

			“You’ll have to get through us first!” cried a nameless woman.  Emboldened by the proclamation, others joined her, yelling out challenge as they formed a wall between the cleric and their beloved mistress.

			Devlin kept to his position against the wall, knife concealed by the skirts of the woman before him.  He looked across the room, met Astin’s gaze, and mouthed Fifty, the number of Church Soldiers waiting in the street beyond the cleric.  Astin’s eyes were despairing as he glanced toward the street and back, searching Devlin’s face as if for a miracle.

			Devlin shook his head slightly, regretfully.  Thirty men, perhaps, with darkness to aid him, but fifty he could not counter.  Not with one knife against sword and crossbow.  Those veiled-ones who lived in Vianalon were scattered throughout the city and palace; it was even possible they lingered nearby, drawn to his presence.  Groomed for anonymity and covertness in foreign lands, they lacked the distinctive tattoos of those brethren reared to kill.  Still, each and every one of them was more deadly than a common solider.

			Even if he summoned their aid through the land-bond they shared, and they managed to arrive in time, he was no longer Master of Knives, to order such a thing.

			Cleric Rinaldo had disappeared back into the street.  “Will you come peacefully?” he called from the shadows.  “Or will you seek escape as we cut down your filthy flock?”

			Devlin looked across the room, straight into Lenora’s eyes as she replied, “You will have me, for Armando’s death was my doing.  You will not take my brother.”

			The room was hushed by her words.  A soft, menacing laugh filled the night.  Devlin was close enough to the street to hear Rinaldo say, “She just signed her death warrant, as the High Cleric predicted.  Kill her, now.”

			Elazar heard, too, and shot from the wall just as Devlin did.  

			“Down, Lenora!” screamed the pirate.  

			Lenora did not move, eyes wide and unseeing as she stared across the tavern at the space Devlin had occupied a moment ago.  Her heart, slowed to a drugged pace by shock, kicked hard and began to race.  Screams filled her ears as her senses expanded, became encompassing.  She watched, seeing all and unable to move, as from the darkness outside there was a wisp of movement, a tiny, blurred disturbance in the warm air of the tavern.

			She lifted her arms futilely as Astin filled her vision.  He was not encumbered by hesitation or fear, and shoved her hard to the ground.  Pain flooded her head as her temple struck hard against a stair.  Her vision tunneled and darkened and she lay still.

			Elazar was halfway across the room when he felt the whisper of air that was the crossbow released.  He saw Astin shove his sister to the ground and turn, a wide, willing target for an unknown soldier’s impeccable aim.    

			Devlin saw nothing of this, for upon Rinaldo’s words he had run for the nearest table and leapt onto its surface.  For the space of a breath he was utterly still, arms flung outward and face turned skyward, and in that moment he descended to the heart of the land.  

			Pulsing and thick like a throbbing vein, the Taproot of the peninsula responded to his presence and purpose, drawing him further down, deeper into its matrix of power.  The depth to which he delved was unheard of, unknown, and for several seconds he was lost in a sensation of infinite time, of all Beginnings, of the essence of life in every blade of grass, chip of bark, every feather of every bird.  

			Teeth clenched, mouth twisted in a rictus of effort and pain, Devlin fought for control of his limbs and finally they answered.  His arms fell swiftly and into his hands surged power, raw and unwilling, and it turned his flesh and bones into conductors of heat and light.  

			His hands clapped together, completing the circuit.

			The shaft of the arrow, born from a tree whose roots took succor from the land, turned to ash a hairsbreadth from the exposed chest of Astin di Salvatoré.  The metal head, which would have pierced skin with its poisoned tip despite loss of balance, had been mined from the land and so fell like a leaden weight to the floor.  

			The current of power rippled from the epicenter, and thunder rolled over the cloudless skies of Vianalon.  In the street outside the Pirate’s Den, Church Soldiers yelped in fear as their bows turned to dust, their swords to the heaviest stone.  Within the tavern the effect was the same, men crying out, dropping their weapons in haste.  Those women adorned by authentic metals and gemstones slid moaning to the ground, their human efforts meaningless against the magnetism of the land.  

			Through a haze of fire and waning endurance, Devlin felt the company of soldiers running for their lives, leaving the street littered with swords and knives.  The cleric stood alone, jaw flapping open and closed in comic disbelief as he stared at the pillar of light rising from a table in the Den, at the core of which flickered the shadow of a man.

			With the last of his mind, Devlin al’Ven focused on the dark heart of the cleric.  

			Deep within the peninsula, the coiled form of the Taproot pulsed brightly, throwing fiery shadows along the ceiling and walls of the great cavern.  From beneath thick trappings of root and rock, a membrane of scaled skin rolled back, exposing one wide, serpentine eye, black and glittering, circumscribed by a golden border.  

			The call the beast felt was one not heard in a millennia, and cautiously, it probed the mind of the man who had awakened it from slumber.  The summons was simple, the message clear.

			Rise and Eat.

			The heart being offered pulsed distant and feeble, filled with soul-rot.  

			With an awakening appetite, the beast reached up, and up, and fed.

			 

			                                                                                    *

			 

			The funeral services for Cleric Rinaldo began the following evening with a nightlong vigil in the God’s Holiest Church.  As Anshar’s face rose across the heavens, bringing a bright spring dawn, the citizens of Tanalon were awakened by the Church bells ringing.  By midday, thousands were gathered—some following curiosity, some coerced by fear of not attending—in the wide courtyard before the Church’s ornate threshold.

			Though the benches within the Church were all spoken for, filled by clerics, bemused noble families, and soldiers of notable ranking, the massive gilt doors of the holy house were opened so that the words within drifted out, to be spread and repeated.  

			Thus did the High Cleric Luther Viccole lead the service in a clear, sorrowful voice, with precise, carefully rehearsed words, declaring the vile denizens of Thieves Alley, down to the last woman and child, responsible for the death of the esteemed Cleric Rinaldo.

			An attack on the body of a cleric, he denounced, was an attack upon the Church.  An attack upon the Church was an attack upon the God Himself.

			Within two days, the ten blocks of the Alley were seized by the army of the Church.  The majority of residents had already fled, predicting the coming persecution, but others in their pride had stayed.  The battle was short, and in the end, one hundred and seven bodies fed the gallows.

			Concealed within the cheering crowd outside the palace gates, four figures, their features shaded by unremarkable hoods, stood and watched the long procession of the condemned.  One among the companions was a woman, features pale and drawn, and beside her stood a large, broad man, his shoulders bowed forward.  The final two stood nearby, only their mouths visible, drawn down in distaste.

			When a willowy girl was led, blindfolded, up the creaking steps, the woman whispered brokenly, “Alian,” and the man beside her fit his arm around her shoulders.

			As the masked executioner adjusted the rope around the pale, slim neck, the crowd’s cheering faltered and all but died.  Those who had been celebrating moments before as criminals and whores fought the rope and suffocated, now turned their faces away.  A woman keened, still more began to weep, and several men, safe within the numbers, began to shout against cruelty.  

			Alian did not make a sound as the planks beneath her opened.  Her death was swift and merciful.  Afterwards, the crowd was stiff, watching each death through eyes made glassy by fear, and they did not cheer again.  They thought of children and grandchildren, brothers and sisters, and wondered what it would be like to watch them die.  

			When the last man hung still, the shortest of the companions spoke, careful not to expose his teeth to the light.  “Sorry business.  Time to push off, eh?”

			The man he’d addressed glanced aside at the woman, who trembled with the force of her grief.  “We must go,” he agreed quietly.  

			The woman blinked her dark eyes and tears rolled down her face, glistening wetly in the afternoon sunlight.  Finally she looked up at the man holding her.  “Home?” she asked, voice so young and lost.

			He nodded.  “Avosilea.” 

			 

			                                                                                    *

			 

			Luther Viccole stroked his beard over his chest with long, controlled movements.  He wanted nothing more than to wring the neck of the soldier who stood, shaking, opposite his desk.  He had considered including him in the ballot of hangings yesterday, but then decided the man deserved a more private ending.

			“Explain again what happened, will you?” Luther asked softly.

			The commander of the two companies that had been dispatched to Thieves Alley blinked at the holiest of the God’s servants.  He was hardly aware that he stood in the private study of the High Cleric of Tanalon, surrounded by finery that included several sumptuous chairs once housed within the chambers of the dead king.  His palms were slick, hands trembling; he kept them locked against his sides, knowing that whatever he said, Anshar had marked this hour with his death.  

			“The lady confessed, as you said she would, and Cleric Rinaldo gave the order for her death.  The shot was fine.  Javier is the most skilled bowman in Tanalon.  I do not know how he could have missed.”

			Luther sighed impatiently.  “Yes, yes, fine shot, I’m sure.  Then?”

			The soldier clenched his teeth against a tremor of fear.  Luther watched the man with impassive eyes, but inside he was raging, believing that the fear was not for him but for someone else.  A man who had single-handedly stopped an arrow mid-flight, disarmed fifty soldiers, and killed Rinaldo without inflicting one mark of death upon him.  

			The loss of the cleric was almost nothing to him.  Lenora had been right, after all, about the man losing control.  Just a week ago, several acolytes had come to him with a terrifying story: they had seen Rinaldo touching himself wrongly in the presence of a young devotee.  Though Luther had not minded Rinaldo’s perversions—he had been a valuable, likeminded ally—it was another thing altogether to make those appetites public.

			It was well he was dead, rather than Luther having to order it for the sake of keeping peace with the younger factions of the Church.  But the manner of the death filled him with impotent rage, so old and deep he did not know its name was fear.

			The soldier was speaking, stuttering a little.  “There was light, very bright, coming from within the tavern.  It lit the whole of the street like the sun in midday.  Our bows turned to ash; our swords tore from our belts and fell to the ground.  We heard thunder in a cloudless sky.”  The soldier shook his head wildly.  “I could not stop the men from running, your Eminence.”

			Luther laid his hands on the desk and leaned forward.  He spoke in a dark murmur, “How could you have stopped them, commander, if you, too, were fleeing?”

			The man’s eyes rolled, and for a moment he looked as though he might faint.  Then he steadied himself, chin trembling and fists clenched as he awaited judgment.  

			Appalled that such a coward had risen to leadership in his army, Luther reached for the small chime on his desk.  The bell rang merrily, and a moment later there was a soft knock on the door.  He called for the summoned man to enter; the door opened on a figure swathed entirely in black.  Only his eyes, black as midnight, and the black whorls that surrounded them, were visible within his veil.    

			At the sight of the man, the soldier gave a high, girlish wail of despair.  He fell to his knees and began to babble for forgiveness, inching toward the High Cleric’s desk.

			Luther, smiling, looked at the assassin and nodded.  

			Later, servants were called for, their severed tongues and weak dispositions suited to such tasks, and the mess was cleaned from the floor.  

			



			

	



Chapter Twenty-one

			 

			In the north of Tanalon, where the vales were steep and rocky, and the River Viana was merely a collection of lakes and smaller tributaries fed by the North Sea, nine people huddled around a sputtering campfire.  

			The last of the noble, shining race of Alesia sat together on a coarse blanket, the old man and young woman trading soft words in a language unknown to their companions.  Opposite them, Arturo Bellamont and Diego Roldan spoke softly as well, in the brief, nearly incomprehensible dialogue born of years of partnership.  Nearby, the blind Adept Scholar lay at ease on the rocky ground, his muted snoring diluting the sounds of wilderness around them; his son Hadrian Visconte slept at his back.  Ignacio Tuturro stood watch just outside the glow of the fire, near to the sleeping figure of the Princess Serephina, and the seven horses on permanent, grudging loan from the private stable of Elazar Laroque.

			Little over a month ago, they had been met by the South Sea pirate in a different kind of darkness, one thick with urgency and the muted rush of the River Viana, just outside the capital’s northwestern wall.  It was the same tunnel by which Arturo and Diego had fled the city six years before.  Neither men spoke on the underground journey, though upon hacking through the overgrowth covering the exit and standing free again under the stars, they had shared a glance of implicit relief.  

			If Elazar had balked at the number of people making their way down the steep riverbank, or the barely adequate size of his skiff, he gave no sign.  He assisted the last passenger aboard, untied the anchoring rope from a thick branch of deadwood, and vaulted over the low railing.  With the particular and immense skills he’d acquired over a lifetime of piracy, he navigated them across the southbound river and landed them at a small, private dock just north of the port town.  

			His wife, Elena, was a solitary, cloaked figure waiting for them.  When the company stood on dry land, and the boat was safely lashed to shore, she rushed forward to embrace Isidora.  The women exchanged a quiet greeting, and later, Elena offered their party saddlebags she’d hurriedly stuffed with food, water, and luxuries like soap and a comb for the women.    

			As the nine refugees mounted their steeds, Hadrian with his father and Edan with Finnéces, the pirate laid a hand on Arturo’s shoulder.  “This time, the debt is paid,” he said.

			Arturo nodded and clasped Elazar’s hand.  “Be careful,” he murmured.  “If there is danger, take Elena south, to Avosilea by the Sea.  Mention the names Ralph and Lucinda de Galván.  My parents are well known in Avosilea, and you will be welcomed at their estate, five miles east of the town proper.”

			Shock opened Elazar’s naturally shuttered expression.  After a moment he nodded.  Arturo, well aware that he had just taken a dangerous gamble, chose, for one of the few times in his life, to trust.  “Friends, now that debts are paid?” he asked.

			“Friends,” Elazar said, fiercely.

			Though the roads leading north were virtually empty of travelers, they struck out over the open plain, heading northwest at first, for the cover of more hilly, forested land.  And when the lowlands began to rise, and mountains grew larger in the east, they drove the horses north, and north still, through the days and some nights.  

			Several times they were forced to alter their route, as Diego, whose eyes were sharpest, returned from scouting with word of travelers.  Once, too, he rode full gallop into their midst, ordering them into dense thicket.  There, they huddled together, covering the horses eyes and mouths as best they could, while a full regiment of Church soldiers passed threateningly close.

			After that, they rode with weapons close at hand.  All but Isidora, who refused.

			Travel through the highlands was slow, the weather turning windy and bitter cold, the road they forged winding and narrow.  The trees around them remained bare of new growth, the soil beneath rocky and dry, making for restless horses and tense riders.  In less than a week, Arturo knew, travel would be near impossible, as the late spring rains would sweep down from the peak of Kilcara, the mighty, cloud covered mountain ever visible to the east.  Beyond that highest, snowy peak of the Kilcaran Range, the border of Dunak lay, and beyond, all its many leagues of scorching sands, red dunes, and veiled-ones.  

			Arturo did not know, could not, that the Master of Knives who had trained him in the lethal arts was dead some nine years, and his successor was the only friend he had made during his sojourn in Dunak.  Despite friendship, there had been many truths left unspoken between them, so neither could he know that Devlin al’Ven had been born in a province both green and warm on the southern coast—the same province in which he’d been born—and had chosen to give up his place as leader of the veiled-ones and follow his destiny south, to Vianalon.  

			There were many things Arturo did not know, about his parents, about Avosilea and its ancient ties to fabled Alesia.  He could not know, either, the reason why his family had moved away from the province-center before his birth.  As a youth he had loved to visit the city by the sea, shining like a pearl against green hills and sparkling waters.  It was a seldom, treasured event, and he was too young then to question the dark, speculative gazes of its inhabitants.  

			For they all knew, as he did not, that Lucinda de Galván, a mature woman of gentle disposition, had visited the eyrie of the enchantress for the second time in her life, and nine months later given birth to a boy.  

			“What troubles you?” Diego murmured.

			“I am thinking of Dunak,” Arturo said, “and my friend, Devlin al’Ven.”

			Diego grunted.  “From what you’ve told me of the time you spent in the desert, this Devlin can take care of himself.”

			Arturo smiled grimly.  “Indeed he can.”

			There was a noise opposite them, and the men fell silent to watch Isidora Fiannan rise and walk stiffly around the fire.  She settled beside Arturo, holding her hands toward the warming flames.  Her hair fell over her shoulders and chest, the curls burnished gold by the light.

			“Why are you still awake, my lady?” Diego asked.

			Isidora looked at him, then Arturo, and said haltingly, “I think… it seems the teachings of Sanctuary bore numerous gaps.  I have waited some time to be sure, before coming to you.”

			Arturo frowned at her.  “Meaning?”

			Her eyes were dark, troubled.  “On Alesia, the power wielded by the priestesses comes directly from the bond they have with Istar.  We are taught this from the first.  When I set foot on the peninsula, my link with the Goddess was broken.  So, too, I thought, was my power.”  

			Arturo cleared his throat, heard a strange humming in his ears.  “And now?” he whispered, and watched Isidora’s blue eyes grow distant.

			 

			 

			She was remembering a morning five days prior.  She had awakened, as was habit, in the last hour before sunrise.  Rising soundlessly from her blanket next to Finnéces, she swung a shawl about her shoulders against the northern chill.  Careful to avoid the others, and the spot where Diego was sitting watch, she walked only as far as she needed for privacy.

			The night was calm, its breath held before the release of day.  Above her, unfelt wind stirred branches.  An owl hooted once, plaintively, and she listened to the faint echoes of that call.  She knelt on the earth and bowed her head to begin her prayers, and as every morning since the fall of Alesia, she could not bring the words to her lips.  

			There was a hollow ache in her breast, and this, too, was familiar.  

			But earlier that night, in Vianalon, Devlin al’Ven had summoned such power from the Taproot of the peninsula that he had inadvertently awakened another power, dormant for millennia since the time when Gods had walked among men.  So long had the serpent slumbered beneath the Taproot, a muted, forgotten thread in the tapestry of Time, that its awakening was not felt by any man, only Beyond, where the Gods dwelled.

			Very briefly, Istar’s grief since Alesia’s ruin dimmed, for the serpent had had a name once, and had flown with its kind in the skies of ancient days.  Before men had fashioned weapons against them, had hunted them in their lairs, destroyed their breeding grounds and killed all but one.  Last of its kind, eldest of all, named Shenlith, Serpent of the Root.  Thus the Goddess’ memory turned again to endings and grief, and the moon which had barely begun to shine was darkened once more.

			And so, kneeling on rocky ground in the north of Tanalon, as Isidora Fiannan reached desperately for the touch of the Goddess, she touched instead upon a dragon.  Newly awakened to hunger, with an appetite that spanned a thousand years of sleep and was whetted for souls.  

			Though she was many leagues from where the Taproot pulsed, its spiraling arms extended beneath the land to every border of earth and sea.  It was along one of those supporting veins that the appetite of the creature extended, so the impressions that came to her were diluted, which saved her life.

			Isidora Sitha Fiannan.

			The voice came from beneath her, within her, in a tone so ancient and cold that she opened her mouth to scream.  No sound came from her throat, which was clamped tight in fear.  Curious warmth surged upward to her head, and the touch was like the breath of fire, though not hurtful.

			Child of Isstar, the voice hissed, more gently, if a voice so old could be gentle.  I am the Eldest.  Do you know me?

			It felt as if the ground was shaking, but it was only her body trembling violently.  She closed her eyes, remembered to breathe.  No, she whispered within her mind.

			I am Shenlith of the Derkesthai.  I am Drakon, the Serpent of the Root.

			At his proclamation, Isidora felt a strange calm descend upon her.  Though she had been taught nothing on Alesia of this creature—could hardly fathom that it was speaking to her—there arose a readiness in her blood, an anticipation, as if it were lore already known but forgotten, waiting for remembrance.  

			After a span of time that was moments, yet vast, the dragon asked, What iss this darkness in which no moon sshines? 

			She could not help but know what he meant.  In a tone she did not recognize, one older and wiser than her own, she answered unthinking, It is Istar’s line broken.  Once, when she took the Children to Alesia, for forgetting, and now forever, with Alesia gone.

			Silence, then a voice no longer cold, but filled with sorrow.  Proud sstar, most bright and treasured, what evil has caused your fall?  Isidora knew there was no answer she could give, for he spoke of a Goddess.  So she said nothing, numbed by his words, this meeting, and she did not feel the small rocks digging into her knees, or the northern air against her skin.  

			When she had just begun to think the dream done, was becoming aware again of the night, of the cold, there was a great hiss of sound.  Intuitively, she knew it was the laughter of a dragon, lightly condescending but made deep by age, by grief.

			A pressure was building, pressing against her lungs, the skin of her face.  There was a warm, static wind of no natural current and it lifted tendrils of her hair.  Her blood coursed feverishly against her skin, defiant and vital.

			Shenlith said, Long before the first Derkesthai took flight, before mortal men walked, before even the Gods opened their eyes, there was domhain lár, the Root I guard.  What iss a broken line of power when the blood of the Taproot sings?  

			The pressure was almost too great to bear.  Isidora felt her spine bow back and dimly she saw stars, twinkling far above.  Blood coursed in her ears, and in its pulsing roar she heard music, the primeval drumbeat of life.

			There was heat again, searing from within, and light throughout the clearing, blazing forth like a star from the amulet beneath her blouse.  

			And from her open eyes flowed tears of release and gratitude, as the pressure broke and power bloomed inside her once more, filling, overflowing that hollow space, there since leaving Alesia.  

			She was made to understand then, profoundly, what the veiled-ones had always known.  Shenlith’s gift to her—she who bore on her person a small, treasured piece of the Taproot he guarded—was the knowledge that service to Istar and Anshar was a choice made through love, but power was a bond between the blood and the heart of the land.  

			It was just past dawn when Finnéces found her, still kneeling, voice soft and calm as she chanted the familiar prayers.  He sat and listened to the ceremonial words of safekeeping and thanksgiving.  When she was through, she opened her eyes and told him of what had happened, of the magic returned.  He wept to see the hope in her eyes.  And when she asked if the servants of the God on Alesia, scribes and history-keepers, had known of Shenlith, and what he guarded, Finnéces nodded but offered nothing more.  There was an old longing in his eyes, a sorrow she did not know, and so she did not press him further.

			 

			                                                        

			                                                                                    

			Of these memories Arturo knew nothing, seeing only the stillness, the ethereal quality of Isidora’s features illumined by firelight.  She stared so deeply into his eyes that he felt naked, exposed to a gaze that was timeless and exacting.  

			Already nostalgic, his memory cycled easily back to the night long ago when he’d undergone the final rite of passage of the veiled-ones.  Naked and defenseless, he’d been made to spend a night in the desert without food or water, with only the heavy mantel of stars and Istar’s blue light to carry him through to the dawn. 

			He’d returned from the rite a changed man; empty where passion had once claimed him, clean where doubt had once festered.  A veiled-one and not, for he’d forged no tie with the heart of the land.  He had left Dunak the following day to present himself, wearing black for the first time, as assassin and courtier to his king. 

			“The power has returned,” Isidora said.

			And she held up her right hand, and before their eyes, sparks crackled along her fingertips.  There was a gasp from nearby; Serephina’s eyes were open and she stared with fear and wonder at Isidora’s hand.  Finnéces and Edan wore remarkably similar smiles; one face old, one young, both matching sorrow with joy.

			It was all Arturo could do not to leap from his seat and back away.  His blood roared, heart pumping furiously.  There was a tingling on his palms and he rubbed them roughly against his thighs.  

			Isidora, watching him, sighed and curled her fingers inward.  Light flared briefly in her palm before being smothered. 

			“What does this mean?” Diego asked, voice reedy with shock.

			Lucero’s snoring turned into a cough, which a moment later became laughter.  The Scholar groaned as he sat up.  Unaware of their conversation, he said, “I had the most marvelous dream, my friends.  There were rivers in the desert, and an army waiting.”

			“Past a river that runs against nature,” murmured Hadrian, eyes clear of sleep as he sat up.

			There was a stunned silence, for over the last weeks of travel they had talked often, sometimes ceaselessly from dawn to dusk, of the portents in Isidora’s dream.  Skepticism of those Calabrian-bred had altered slowly, subtly, as the Alesians wove stories of their lost home, and the magic that lived there.  So while they traveled they had been waiting for some sign of where, in the north, they would go.

			Never once had anyone thought of Dunak, though it lay, as unerringly as a compass needle, exactly north of Vianalon.  

			It was Diego who broke the reverie, saying, “That is quite a dream.  Were there mythical beasts, too, with wings?”

			Lucero alone found humor, chuckling softly.  “Nay,” he said.  “Unless the cloaks of the veiled-ones are wings, and their bodies inhuman beneath their veils.”

			“It is impossible, what you speak.”  Unlikely source, those words, from Isidora’s mouth.

			Lucero cocked his head.  “Unless an attempt is made, how will you know what is possible?”

			She replied, none to steadily, “It would be folly, great folly, to presume myself capable of bringing water to the desert.”  She glanced at Arturo and her voice took on a note of hysteria, “We are talking about a power to change the nature of the land.”  

			“Maybe it’s not a literal idea, but a figurative one,” mused Serephina.

			“Either way, it would mean bringing a foreign army into Tanalon,” Diego muttered.

			Lucero, face still pointed unerringly at Isidora, asked, “Is it so different in Alesia, where rites are performed to ensure rich harvest, calm seas, mild winters?” 

			Isidora stared at the Scholar for a moment, then stood abruptly and walked into the darkness.  She felt raw, her core opened wide by the voice of Shenlith, the truth he had offered.  The truth that power need not come from the Gods, that it was always present, beneath the land, at its heart.  And that heart, from which the gift of her blood had arisen, was not in Alesia, beautiful Alesia, but here, on the God’s peninsula.  

			Calabria.

			She felt like a child again, all the teachings of Sanctuary stripped away.    

			She stumbled over rocks and roots, blinded by tears more than the starry night, until she fell helplessly against the base of a tree.  Cradling her knees to her chest, she lowered her head and wished she knew to whom she should pray.  

			“It is so hard,” spoke a wavering, thin voice, “to want so much, and to be so young.”

			Isidora’s head whipped up, tears ending on a gasp.  The crone of her dream stood several feet away.  Her small body was bundled against the cold; visible only were her creased face and hands, in which danced a necklace of ivory beads.

			It was too much for one mind to accept, and so, thinking this an apparition, Isidora replied, “Yes.”

			The crone cackled, narrow shoulders shaking with mirth.  “Look, then, Isidora Fiannan, upon the gift of Shenlith, and be young no longer!”  

			She flung out one hand, and light exploded from her palm like liquid fire, arching bright and searing.  It was daylight suddenly, so intense was the light that illumined the hillside.  And in the numbing shock, the confusion of the moment, Isidora thought she heard the sound of water, rushing and thick around her, and music, that deep, drumming song.  

			“Isidora!” Arturo yelled, dimly, as though far away.  

			“Behold, child,” said the crone, “for here is a Mystery: the true power of the Gods was given unto Them by the land, for the needs of the land were what birthed Them.”

			 Isidora looked, squinting into the brilliant light, and saw that around her the trees, empty of life before, were now hung heavy with glossy leaves and vines.  Her fingers dug into the soil beneath her, dark and loose and fragrant.  A narrow fissure several yards away was full of rushing water.  There was a child beside the stream.  Not Edan, though.  Laughing lightly, the boy bent to drink.

			The light still sparkled in the air, fading slowly, and as it dissipated Isidora expected the illusion to vanish.  It did not, and neither did the crone.

			It was not a dream, then.  

			“Who are you?” she asked hoarsely.

			The woman shrugged.  “As I told you before, I am nameless.”

			She swallowed, tried to stand and found her limbs would not move.  “What do you want with me?” she whispered.

			The boy lifted his head from the stream and pivoted, face shadowed as natural night returned.  Isidora watched him warily as he skipped toward her, dark curls bouncing around his face.  He sat on the ground before her and reached for her hands.

			Despite all, she was surprised that, indeed, she felt his touch, warm and human.  “You are the queen who will never be queen,” he recited in a light, singsong voice.  “I am Pandion.”

			“I would recommend, young sir, that you move away from the lady.”

			The boy glanced up and smiled brightly at Diego, who stood to the side of the tree, crossbow aimed at the child’s heart.  All at once there was pandemonium, as the bow snapped in half and Diego cried out in pain.  Isidora saw Ignacio lunge at the crone, who gestured casually with one small hand.  The large man toppled soundlessly to the ground, and Serephina screamed.  

			Knowing what was coming next, Isidora cried, “Arturo, no!” and the knife that was to bury itself in the crone’s chest was at the last moment diverted, and sunk into the ground at her feet.

			What might have been surprise briefly took hold of the crone’s features, as she stared at the hilt of the knife.  She looked up at Isidora.  “You are not as foolish as I feared, if you have among your company a veiled-one.”  Then, to the darkness, “Step forward, so that I might know you by your eyes.”

			The phrase was a common one, and ancient as well, among veiled-ones.

			Still concealed somewhere in the starry half-light of the hillside, Arturo spoke the ritualistic response, “To see my eyes is death, unless you name yourself friend.”

			The crone laughed and it was a strange, youthful sound.  “By the light of the stars on the sands, I am friend to you.”

			Suddenly Arturo was there, figure resolving itself from shadow, from nothingness.  He towered over the crone, dark and menacing.  “Who are you, to know the words of greeting among veiled-ones?” 

			“I am the Nameless,” she replied, and the stress on the word brought a new dimension to the night.  Something shifted in Arturo’s posture, a weakening almost, and then, remarkably, he fell to his knees.  

			“Impossible,” he murmured.  “You are dead some five hundred years.”

			The Nameless had not moved, but as Arturo’s words echoed in the night, she seemed suddenly less solid, as though by mentioning Time, she became truly old.

			Her voice was thinner than before, no color at all in it, “A hundred years is a day to one as old as I am.”

			Ignacio stirred on the ground, awoke from stupor with a groan.  “Wha—?” he began, to be hushed by Hadrian, who was crouched beside the Minister.  

			“And the boy?” Arturo asked, still kneeling, body robbed of will.  He felt soulless, empty of everything and indistinct, as surely as he had been on that starry night in Dunak.  

			“He is Pandion, Child of Time, and we are here to aid you on your journey, so that the grief of Istar and wrath of Anshar might not fall together on the land and wipe clean the world of men.”

			Isidora looked down at the boy sitting before her, saw in his eyes an age that she could not fathom, a memory that spanned Time.  She felt reduced, mortal and transitory, as all life was to beings such as these two.

			“Why?” she croaked.

			Old, old sorrow filled the boy’s eyes.  It was not her implied question that he answered, but another one.  “Because the Gardens of Almhain are no more.”

			In the night, free of sound but for the slowing gurgles of a creek, they all heard, and felt deep in their hearts those words.  Lucero Tuturro, standing alone in the shadows, touched the space above his heart with his broken hands, treasuring the fateful stirrings of hope.

			 

			                                                                                    *

			                                                        

			And in that moment, many miles south, Devlin al’Ven left a withdrawn and pale Lenora di Salvatoré in the care of her family, and Elazar and Elena in the care of his own.  He walked through the starry, mild night to sit beside an ancient tree and look down on the shadowed cove of his memory.  

			Unable to think of Lenora, and the constant grief in her eyes, he remembered instead the night in Vianalon when he’d touched a power not felt in the world for a thousand years.  

			 

			                                                                                    *

			 

			In the Oasis of Dunak, where the seven sons of the late king vied for power, Ezekiel ibn Dukari received word from the new Master of Knives that in bordering Borgetza, and western Argenta, final preparations were underway in the armies gathered to pluck the Peninsula’s Rose from the hand of House Caville.  As he gave the order of war to the Master of Knives, he knew that his brothers would raise armies of their own, to fight for the capital in his absence.  

			There had not been civil war in Dunak in a hundred years, but then the king had died, leaving seven sons and no proclaimed heir.  Three were old enough to rule by Dunak law and born of different mothers, they shared no love between them.

			After the veiled-one had gone, Ezekiel stood alone at a window in his chambers, staring southwest, toward Tanalon.  He tried to imagine the lushness there, the exotic and verdant landscapes, the great centers of learning and trade, and could not overcome a lifetime’s memory of sand.  All he saw in his mind of Tanalon was its ruin, all the greenness, the gentle life, bending as the fists of Argenta and Borgetza crashed together on Vianalon.

			Ezekiel, eldest and most beloved of the late king—who had, in fact, been named heir with the his father’s last, private breath—did not know why the thought troubled him so, only that he had felt a wrongness in the world since the night King Armando had passed to the Gods.  

			He thought of the princess who had disappeared, and spoke aloud her name.

			



			

	



Chapter Twenty-two

			 

			Arturo awoke from a light sleep before sunrise.  Predawn light filtered eerily through the high northern landscape, illumining snaking tendrils of fog which moved among dark limbs of trees, swirled around outcroppings of rock, passed thickly among sleeping bodies.  

			He rose and stretched the cramps from his back, then bent to add another damp log to the waning campfire.  As the pitiful blaze popped and struggled and the cold air raised bumps on his flesh, he mused that not so many weeks ago, he’d thought a life of blissful retirement was ahead.  Now, a home of his own, preferably including access to hot water and a large bed, seemed as distant as a dream.

			As he prodded the smoking logs with a stick, the chill breeze swept the indistinct murmur of voices to his ear.  His hand stilled as he listened, but the fog obscured the noise so that he could not be sure who spoke, or where.  

			With growing unease, he rose and walked carefully through the camp until he came upon the spot where Diego sat watch.  His partner was snoring softly, head propped against the rock in a markedly uncomfortable fashion.  Arturo knelt and shook his shoulder.  Diego huffed, still snoring, and rolled away so that his head dropped with a thump to the mossy ground.

			The hairs on Arturo’s neck and arms were prickling as he stood.  He focused on the whisper of voices, turning his head in degrees to pinpoint the sound.  When he was certain of the general direction, he set off slowly through the mist, wary of shadows marking trees or land change.  He walked for what felt an eternity through the shifting, colorless world, and by the time the voices became clear, he was uncertain whether or not he was dreaming.  

			The fog broke suddenly around the base of a large tree.  The crone and boy sat before the trunk, and Isidora knelt before them.  They were enveloped in soft dawn light, a cocoon of clarity around which flowed sheets of damp mist.  

			“A veiled-one with no veil, and no markings of the Mysteries,” said the crone, eyes dark and glittering as she welcomed him with a raised hand.

			Isidora turned to look at him, smiling slightly as she patted the ground beside her.  Arturo knelt, sitting back on his heels, though his eyes never left those of the crone.  “I underwent all trials,” he said, “but left the desert before joining the land-bond of the tribe.”

			“A pity,” said the crone.  “Why leave at all?”

			Words like duty, and honor, seemed trite suddenly.  Perhaps it was the quality of the light, gentle and coming from all around, or the awe he felt sitting in the presence of the veiled-ones most fantastic legend—known only as the Nameless, who had brought the forgotten Mystery of the land-bond to Dunak—but the truth came easy to his tongue.  

			“I was afraid,” he said, and it was no small thing, for he had made a life of lies.  

			Beside the crone, the boy Pandion bobbed his head.  “You walk the long road, long road,” he chanted, until the crone lay a staying hand on his arm.  

			The pressure of Isidora’s fingers on his made Arturo turn to look at her.  He remembered that first night in Vianalon, when they had spoken of things he’d told no living soul.  She was smiling softly now, her eyes bright and young, full of something unfamiliar.  It was as though the grief that had shaped her since their meeting was finally dimming.  

			Released of constant sorrow, her face bore a radiant, hopeful beauty.  His gaze fell to her lips, parted slightly, tinted rose.  Strange, that he’d never noticed how lovely her mouth was, the lower lip sumptuous and full, the upper a perfect bow.  

			Her sudden frown brought him back to himself, to the strangeness of this predawn hour and his company.  “The Nameless has just told me the lineage of the veiled-ones,” she said, her brow clearing of its vertical line, “and the true origin of the amulet of the Gods.”

			“You remember the fable, don’t you?” asked the crone, lightly mocking.

			In the wake of such sudden desire, Arturo felt cold, piercingly clearheaded.  “I do,” he said, and recited tonelessly, “‘In the Age of Chaos, from the ground rose a finger of domhain lár, the Taproot, and from that bulb did Dawn and Dusk emerge, and the seasons, and the elements, given unto the care of the land’s first children, Anshar and Istar, to pass unto those faithful to Them and safeguard against Dark with no Light.’”  

			“But you do not believe, believe,” sung Pandion.

			“No, I do not believe it.”

			The crone cocked her head.  “What, if anything, do you believe?” 

			Memories.  Avosilea by the Sea.  His mother’s tears as he’d left, his father’s quiet pride.  Lenora and Astin di Salvatoré as he’d first stumbled upon them, wearing rags and begging on the streets of Vianalon.  The unlikely friendship formed with Diego Roldan, a bond that was closer than any he’d shared with his brothers.  The trials he’d undergone in Dunak, in dim chambers with his dead king.  Assassinations throughout the peninsula, a dead prince in Borgetza, mercenary work in Argenta and wild, exotic lands far from familiar shores.  His king’s smile as he’d betrayed everything Arturo believed in.  

			Knives and blood and a Scholar’s eyes.

			“I believe in an oath I swore, to protect and serve this lady beside me,” he said hollowly.  “Beyond her, I believe in no cause.”

			Pandion looked at him gravely, eyes solemn and wide.  The crone’s gaze settled unblinkingly on Isidora.  “Were you aware of this man’s oath?”

			Face shadowed by her hair, she whispered, “No.”

			The black eyes fixed again on him. “There is something I wish to tell you, Arturo Bellamont de Galván,” said the crone, and before he could react to her naming his true name, she continued, “something it is past time you heard.”

			Thus did Arturo learn of the true origin of the Oasis of Dunak, forged by Istar to sustain Her beloved children, those She left behind.  He learned, too, of Alesia, the isle to which the Goddess fled, and of the God, who was unable to follow.  Of the Taproot, and the beast who slept beneath it, and of the race of Derkesthai, whose purpose was to safeguard that source of earthly life.  

			The Nameless spoke, too, of the Second Age of Chaos, in which mankind turned against service of the Gods, and in doing so forsook their bond to heart of the land.  The Great Forgetting, she called it, the betrayal of love most sacred, that of the earth’s request for life.  

			It was a long tale, and long in the telling, though the half-light did not change and the dawn was held in pause.  And at the end of it, the Nameless spoke again of the Derkesthai, and the other noble and magical races that had been given life through love, and were ultimately destroyed by fear and hatred.  Fantastical beasts that gathered even now at the Gates of Beyond, readying at Anshar’s command for vengeance upon the insidious race of men.

			“Though the evil of mankind is vast,” spoke the crone, “and for our transgressions against the land we face the eternal judgment, domhain lár does not care for good and evil, except in their relation to the continuation of balance and life.  It is called the heart of the land for one reason only, because its very nature is love.”  

			The Nameless lifted her hands from her lap, the strange necklace of ivory beads clacking lightly across her bony knuckles.  “Thus was I born, a human babe with the blood of Drakon within me, and so were you born, Isidora Fiannan, and you as well, Bellamont.  We are workings in a tapestry of unfathomable proportion, brought together by destiny to turn away the ending of all beginnings.”

			Isidora looked at him, they all looked at him, and he shook his head.  “Do not include me in your design, Ancient One,” he said, without rancor.  “I am an assassin, but without the holy cause of a veiled-one.  I have committed many evils in my life.  Whatever judgment is to come, I will not be excluded.  I seek only to protect this lady beside me, to defend her against other men of my ilk.  Perhaps, if I do not sway, my soul will be led someday to redemption.”

			“But you,” spoke the ageless boy, Pandion, “you possess the power of self without self.  No-self.  Touched by Anshar, Touched.  One gift He gave, one only, to a woman beloved.”  The boy closed his eyes and began rocking back and forth, humming softly to himself.

			Arturo glanced at Isidora and saw with some relief that she appeared as bemused as he.  “What is he talking about?” he asked.

			The crone laid a hand gently on Pandion’s shoulder, gazing with sympathy upon his keening.  “He speaks of a reality even I, who possess the gifts of dreams and destiny, can hardly understand.  He is the only being, save the Gods—though They have not walked the earth since the end of the Second Age—who may pass to and from Beyond.”

			“Who is he, exactly?” asked Isidora.

			They were told, then, of the Child of Time, and had no choice but to believe, even Arturo, for sometime in the eternal dawn he had lost all resistance of intellect and ego.  After, they sat quietly, Pandion’s wordless song fading, and the mist began to clear.

			It was a dazzlingly clear northern morning, sunlight streaming down the hillside, through branches finally showing the first buds of spring.  Arturo stood, wincing at muscles made sore from long disuse, and helped Isidora arise.  Her fingers lingered in his, or perhaps his stayed overlong in hers, but they felt the same hesitance to leave the gentle dawn just passed.  

			The sounds of twigs snapping beneath heavy feet sundered their last ties with the morning, and presently Diego and Hadrian appeared at the base of the hillside, looking up against the bright sunlight.

			“Anshar’s balls, Bellamont, where have you two been!” Diego shouted, his voice strained with fear and relief.  

			The warmth of Isidora’s hand left his as she stepped lightly down the hill, joining Hadrian.  Arturo watched them a moment, feeling a strangeness at the sight of them together, two servants of sibling Gods, before following.

			Diego sprung forward the moment he neared, embracing him fiercely.  “Gods, man, we’ve been searching for a day.  I thought you were lost.”  He stepped back, scanning his face.  “Why do you look that way?  What’s happened?  Where on earth have you been?”

			Arturo turned, his movements sluggish with shock, to meet Isidora’s wide eyes.  Together they pivoted, looking back and upward, and where there had been a massive tree was nothing, and no crone sat before it, nor was there any sign of a boy.

			“Where is the crone?” he asked.

			Diego and Hadrian exchanged a worried glance.  “What crone?” asked Hadrian.

			“Last night,” Isidora began, but halted, frowning.  “Two nights, then?  Do you not remember the crone and the boy?”  Diego shook his head in bafflement.  “Your bow snapped in half, Ignacio was felled without weapon, and there was light…”  She trailed off, turning her gaze to Arturo.  “You remember?”

			He nodded, silencing her with his eyes, and looked at Diego.  “After Isidora told us that her powers had returned, what happened?” he asked.

			Diego, still scowling, said, “Nothing.”

			Hadrian nodded agreement.  “My father had had a dream, and awoken from it, and we spoke briefly of Dunak.  In time we bedded down again and slept, only to awaken and find you and the Lady Fiannan gone without trace.”

			“What’s going on, brother?” Diego asked softly.

			“I don’t know,” Arturo replied, thinking of magic, and forces he’d reckoned false all his life.  

			He thought of the canteen that had overflowed in the desert, and of the amulet flashing bright across the quay in L’Sere.  Without knowing he did so, he echoed the Nameless’ words, “It seems we are a part of a much greater design than we thought.”  He would have continued, spoken of what he and Isidora had experienced, but into the quiet morning rose a piercing scream.

			Serephina.

			“Stay with Isidora,” he rasped to Hadrian, even as he pulled two knives from their sheaths at his belt and was running, Diego at his side, branches whipping against their shoulders and faces.  As they neared the small clearing where they’d made camp, they heard Ignacio’s voice raised in a shout, and a man’s voice answering, soft and commanding.  

			They slowed and moved cautiously, keeping behind the trees.  Diego held up seven fingers, the number of men in the woods beyond the clearing, and touched his sword to mark they were armed.  Arturo braced his back against a tree, his fingers humming, the knives trembling for release.

			Out of the corner of his eye he saw a blur of movement.  Golden hair, dark clothing.  His stomach seized in an incredible spasm of fear and he reached out, futilely, forgetting the knife in his hand.  The blade caught on the fabric of Isidora’s light cloak, snagging it but not halting her momentum.  She ran through the trees and the branches did not touch her, and he remembered her descriptions of the Gardens of Almhain, and the lush, thick forests of Alesia where she’d been reared.

			With astonishing speed and fleetness of foot, the Lady of Alesia slipped between two of the armed men and into the center of the clearing, where Serephina, Ignacio, Lucero, and the Alesians were being held at sword-point.  She stopped so abruptly that her cloak swirled around her shoulders, and any reaction the bandits might have made was halted as she raised her hands.

			Arturo blinked, and blinked again, and finally realized that what he was seeing, what they all were seeing, was something no one Calabrian-bred had witnessed for centuries.  The magic of Alesia, of the truest of all bloodlines who had kept faith with the Gods and been gifted with power over the land’s elementals.

			From the palms of Isidora’s hands rose columns of flame, a foot high, blue-white weapons that hungrily licked the air.  Her curls moved in an unfelt wind, stirring around her face.  Her eyes brimmed with power, pupils condensed so that the blue shone radiant forth, circling like sunlit whirlpools.  

			Great Gods have mercy, Arturo thought, hoping that somewhat of the Isidora he knew existed within the sorceress before them, for Isidora would not wish to wield that flame against living flesh.    

			“Who among you will answer for this offense?” she asked, and her voice was riding the currents of power, borne upon it so that her words rung like bells in the clearing.

			“I will,” spoke a voice, oddly familiar, and a tall, hooded man stepped forward from the trees, opposite Arturo and Diego.

			The flames responded to a movement of her fingers and condensed, forming spheres the size of a strong man’s fist, preparing for release.  

			“No, Isidora!” Arturo cried, fearing those blue orbs and the horrible damage he knew they would inflict on skin and bone.  She did not respond to his call, though her head turned slightly.  He wished suddenly and deeply that he’d completed the training of a veiled-one, and possessed the power to read these men’s hearts, to proclaim them innocents.  

			But he was no veiled-one, and neither was Isidora, for the Goddess had left a faction of the faithful in Calabria, and taken the rest to Alesia, and the bloodlines had grown distinct over Time’s passing.

			The stranger walked with purposeful strides, showing no fear as he came to stand before Isidora.  As he lifted his hands to pull back his hood, he spoke in a clear voice, “I am leader of these men.  We are scouts of Duke Damáskenos, whose lands these are, and have been charged to bring all trespassers forthwith to the duke.”  He paused, a wry smile turning his mouth.  “Lady Fiannan, it is a pleasure to meet you again.”  

			The weapons in Isidora’s hands dissolved with a hiss as Rodrigo Vasquez, erstwhile Constable of Vallejo, knelt and bowed before her, offering the full obeisance reserved for utmost royalty.  The six other men dropped their weapons and followed suit.

			“There is only one queen present here,” Isidora said softly, and her words were an echo of fallen Alesia.  “Constable, meet Serephina de la Caville, heir to the throne of Tanalon.”

			Rodrigo lifted a face much thinned since last they’d seen him, and his expression was a picture in pained surprise.  Still, when he unbent his broad frame and faced Serephina it was with utmost dignity, and he looked upon her for a long moment before kneeling again.

			“Your majesty,” he said softly, gently.

			 

			                                                                                    *

			                            

			Two figures stood a hillside not far away, in the shade of a massive tree identical to one near a certain cove of Avosilea.  The leaves above them danced, shimmering, then slowly faded, followed by the highest branches.  The melting of illusion coursed down, until the wide trunk shifted and shone, dissolving without sound, and the companions stood alone on the rocky summit of the hill.

			With effort, the Nameless drew back to herself the last tendril of her outreaching power, releasing focus on the clearing where Arturo Bellamont clasped the hand of a bandit, and Isidora Fiannan was being tended to by Finnéces, the old Alesian, who alone was not afraid of the power she had wielded.

			Beside her, Pandion squirmed and tugged her sleeve.  “Why didn’t you tell him about this mother?” he asked.  

			She placed a hand on his shoulder, more for her own support than to placate him.  Removing Isidora and Arturo from the reality they knew and maintaining the illusion for so long had taxed her greatly.  So, indeed, had telling the long tale.  

			“It was too soon,” she replied softly.

			Pandion huffed, but did not press her.  “Where do we go now?” he asked.

			She fixed her gaze on his earnest face.  “Would you travel south with me, Pandion, to Avosilea?  There is a woman even now climbing the path to the eyrie.”

			“Who is she?” he asked, ever curious.

			The Nameless clenched her fingers around her beads, remembering Lenora di Salvatoré.  A dormant sorrow surged within her, and pride, too.  

			“She is a mighty catalyst, the mightiest since the first root-pulse of domhain lár.  We must treat her gently, for of all the Long Roads, hers may be the longest.”

			Pandion nodded gravely, expression at odds with the youth of his face.  “Take my hand, then, and we will go.”

			The Nameless reached for his small fingers and closed her eyes, and the world tilted strangely, blurring about her as the Child of Time drew her through It, south to Avosilea.

			



			

	



Chapter Twenty-three

			 

			The estate of Duke Alvar Damáskenos was as remote as the man himself, an unassailable fortress in the highlands of Tanalon.  Arturo had never met the man, but had heard stories aplenty about the great eccentric.  Scorned all his life by the ruling Houses of Tanalon, he’d spent much of his youth pursuing a passion for traveling abroad, all the while collecting artifacts and scrolls of history to rival the wealth of the Academe.  

			Upon the death of his avaricious father the Duke, as sole heir Alvar had returned home to take control of the crumbling estate.  In the past fifteen years, he had transformed the duchy into a thriving city unto itself, reviving its coffers and population, all the while displaying contempt for the nobles of Tanalon who spent their lives devoted to vices of greed, hypocrisy, and sloth.  

			Along with his distaste for the appetites of the wealthy, Duke Damáskenos discouraged all contact with the Holy Church of the God, and maintained a state of free worship and speech.  It was this last facet of Damáskenos’ eccentricity that had led Rodrigo Vasquez to travel so far north after the burning of Vallejo and appeal for placement of his men among the duke’s infamous guard.  

			In Vianalon it was rumored that the core of the duke’s guard were barbarians, men with skin like ebony and giant proportions, honor bound in some distant land to serve him until his death.  Arturo was thinking of this intriguing possibility as they approached the fortified city on horseback.  He scanned the high parapet, noting that the walls were well maintained and manned in intervals by alert, pale-faced sentries.

			Rodrigo halted their progress a safe distance from the dry moat defending the front face of the castle.  Beyond, a sheer crag guarded the rear of the fortress, the barren, jagged rises gleaming in the late afternoon sunlight.  Forests spotted the landscape east and west; south, on more even land, stretched well-tended fields awaiting the growing season.  

			At a nod from Rodrigo, one of his men stepped forward and lifted a horn to his lips, blowing three long notes.  The bursts of sound expanded through the valley, echoing against the rock.  As the last note faded away, the call was answered from within the castle, two long notes ending on a sharp burst.  

			With a heavy grind of iron and groaning of wood, the drawbridge began to descend.  The horses stamped nervously, snorting and tossing their heads.  There was a resonant thump as the thick wooden bridge slammed onto the packed earth their side of the moat.  Rodrigo tapped his heels to his horse’s sides and approached the bridge only to stop abruptly several feet from its edge.  

			Looking forward, Arturo mused that some rumors among Armando’s fanciful court were, after all, based in truth. 

			Seven men occupied the mouth of the fortress, astride magnificent stallions whose coats shone as brilliantly black as their riders’ skins.  The men’s faces were wide and proud, with smooth features and pronounced bones.  The whites of their eyes were bright against black irises and skin.

			The central man lifted his reins and his stallion strode with immaculate grace across the bridge, stopping in its center without any visible command of its rider.  Arturo shared a glance with Diego, and for a moment neither were thinking of the exotic warrior, but of his horse, and acknowledging with a certain awe that they’d never seen a beast such as this, not even in Argenta, known for its incomparable horseflesh.

			Atop the magnificent animal, the dark eyes of the rider passed over their company, measuring and calculating, before coming to rest on Rodrigo.  

			“What have you found hiding in Damáskenos’ hills, Vasquez?” he asked, his voice accented by no familiar tongue, though the words were both precise and deeply sonorous.

			Unfazed, Rodrigo gave a partial bow from his saddle.  “My lord Mufahti, these men and women are refugees of Vianalon.  They seek an audience with the duke.”

			Mufahti smiled fiercely, teeth vividly white.  “Refugees are always welcome here.”  His dark eyes scanned their company once more; suddenly he stiffened, gaze locked behind Arturo, where Isidora sat astride.  Even with the distance between them, Mufahti’s hiss of breath could be heard.  Beyond him, the six other men began to murmur.  

			“What’s this?” roared a voice from within the distant courtyard.  There was a heightened level of activity beyond the moat, women and men dashing back and forth across the wide yard.  

			A man walked in their midst, bareheaded and undistinguished but for the mantel of worldly command that rested on his shoulders.  He was of no impressive height or build, with thinning hair and a thick midsection.  At his approach, the six men touched knees to their stallions who, in perfect concert, pranced apart to allow access to the bridge.  

			“Mufahti!” exclaimed the man, in a voice seemingly too large for his small frame.  “Why are you keeping my guests out in the cold?”

			It was not, in fact, cold at all, with the sun shining warmly on their heads and backs.

			In such a way were they introduced, by a subdued Rodrigo Vasquez, to Duke Alvar Damáskenos, who gazed up at them, smiling, then welcomed them into his home as would a man his wayward children after a parting of many years.

			 

			                                                                                    *              

			 

			Serephina di Isabelle y Armando de la Caville was singularly relieved, for the first time in more than a month, to be alone.  It was not that she disliked her companions on the road; in her own way she had grown fond of each of them.  Only, for too many years she had acted a certain way, ever conscious of eyes watching, ears listening, unable to take confidence with any cleric or lady in waiting.  

			She was her father’s daughter, and it was not in her nature to give freely of her thoughts, or to invite familiar bonds.  She did not imagine they knew it, but in truth, those she’d taken flight with from Vianalon were the closest she’d ever come to friends.

			Old Finnéces, with his gentle eyes and soft, deferring speech.  Young Edan, who had taught her some of the words he made with his hands, and with whom she shared rare laughter at her fumbling fingers.  Arturo and Diego, both of whom she’d known for years, and trusted implicitly.  Hadrian Visconte, another man of honor, and his father, the Scholar whom her own father had ordered maimed.  

			She did not know how she felt about that, as yet.

			There was Isidora Fiannan, too, and she was not settled on her feelings for the woman, either.  There had been a moment on the road, when the lady had refused to take up a weapon of defense, that her expression had reminded Serephina of her father, so uncompromising it had been, even in clear folly.  

			There was no cruelty in Isidora, though, that much she knew.  There was much of unheard music in her being—inheritance of fabled Alesia—in the blue eyes and golden hair, and lilting voice.  It was also a cause for envy of a different, more personal sort.  She felt it in the wound already half-healed, whenever Arturo Bellamont looked upon the Lady Fiannan.

			And then there was Ignacio Benefice, her father’s Minister of War, whose loyalty she had come to realize was now hers, whatever that foretold.  It was yet another path of thought she had shied from this last month, for it brought her back—so swiftly back—to mourning bells ringing, to all that she knew coming to an end.

			Walking untended through castle Damáskenos, warded by the word of the Duke, Serephina de la Caville, last of the noble House that had ruled Tanalon for more than six generations, came upon the arched entryway of a chapel of the God.  Above, there was carved into the stone a phrase, one she could not know had been uttered by the last Lady of Alesia to the new, upon her coronation as High Priestess.

			The sun must rise.

			She passed beneath the arch and through the small antechamber, walking in the shadows of a few fluttering torches, and entered the chapel proper.  It was not a large place, and was sparsely adorned with three stone benches and an altar, but she was alone, which suited her.  

			Above the modest altar was the only testament that the holy space was, in fact, maintained by a noble house.  There, mounted cleverly so that it seemed suspended away from the wall, was a large golden disc of the God.  With an eye trained to wealth, she knew it was gold through and through, its surface polished and detail rendered intricate by some artisan’s tiny tools so that each small divot and rise caught the meager light and held it, then gave, just as the sun brought light to the land day after day.

			She had never been overly fond of the God as a child, much to the chagrin of her late mother, whose family bred more clerics than noblemen.  As she grew older, though, and the tensions of politics rose from beneath the opulent, flighty surface of court life, Serephina had learned that faith was not so important in Vianalon as appearing to be faithful.  She formed the necessary habit of attending daily services, even grew to enjoy them as respite from the demands of court, listening to the droning liturgies with half an ear as she daydreamed of foreign princes and new ribbons.  Her clerical tutors had looked more kindly upon her, and for a while, before Felipe’s death and her own, it was marked that Queen Isabella greatly loved her eldest child.

			The truth, as ever, was at odds with popular view.  Isabella de la Fontina, prior to her royal marriage, had protested loudly against the union, stating her piety and wish to remain unwedded to any but the God.  She was also, in stark contrast to her public persona, a surpassingly vain and sensuous woman, and during the lengthy process of negotiations between Houses Fontina and Caville, entertained any number of noblemen in her bedchamber. 

			Despite rumor, Armando had wedded his chosen queen, whose House had bloodlines dating back, as Caville’s did, to Tanalon’s founding.  

			Years later, his daughter would realize that Armando had not cared at all for Isabella, only for the children she would produce.  The Queen, young and free and ill-suited to motherhood, had bent beneath the royal command and emerged a bitter, hateful woman.  What kind of person her mother might have been, had she been loved, there was no telling.

			It was a confusing mix of emotion and politics, and merely another bit of information about which Serephina did not know how to feel.  She was schooled in policy and rule, and there was little room left for the deciphering of personal sentiment.

			Kneeling now before the altar, she touched her fingers to her breast and bent her head.  She did not pray—there was too much pain tied up with the God’s Church for her to seek Him—though she sought peace by diminishing her thoughts, clearing away as best she could the haze of tragedy, of her kingdom’s peril.

			Much later, when all but one torch had burned down, and her legs were near numb, Serephina stood and turned to discover she was not, after all, alone.

			Duke Alvar Damáskenos had visited Vianalon only once in her life.  She had been young, young enough that protocol hadn’t bound her, and she’d been sitting on her father’s knee in one of the many gardens that occupied the palace’s open spaces.  They were alone but for the customary guards when the herald had arrived to announce the duke.

			Her father had gently deposited her on the ground and touched her shoulder.  She remembered that touch—every little touch that spoke of what he would not say aloud—and also that she’d begun picking flowers for a wreath as the nobleman was escorted into the garden.

			Her father and the duke had been close enough for Serephina to hear their low, clipped conversation, though far enough away that the words were unclear.  She doubted that she would have understood them, at six years of age.  Still, it had seemed that the bright afternoon grew suddenly dim, vivid colors of flowers growing muted as above, clouds rolled in to obscure the sun.    

			The duke was much older now, and smaller in the way that perspectives change as a child grows.  He was sitting on the last bench, nearest the chapel’s entrance.  An unimpressive figure, though his eyes were quick and bright.  As she walked toward him Serephina thought of that sunny afternoon grown dark.  

			The duke had never returned to Vianalon, though the details of his meeting with the king were never clear.  Once, years later, she’d asked her father what had transpired, and he’d replied, in his usual obscure way, that there were some choices that once made altered a good man into something other.

			She had known then, as she knew now, that he’d been speaking not of the duke, but of himself.

			Serephina reached the bench and bowed her head slightly.  “My thanks, and the thanks of House Caville, for this refuge.”  The words were oddly toned in the chapel; more to do with the shadows of life than the sudden sound of her voice.  

			An echo of a smile crossed the duke’s face.  “Come if you will, your highness, and sit beside me.  If it’s not too late and you are not too tired, there are words we must exchange.”

			Knowing that this moment had been coming did not make it easier for her.  She had expected, at the least, to have a day to prepare.  Sitting on the stone bench, she wished that she were more tired, that she could beg off the meeting.  It was not to be, so she sat composed—her father’s daughter—and prepared to make a friend of her father’s enemy.

			The duke’s first words, however, shattered whatever poise she might have claimed.

			“I loved your father a great deal,” said Alvar Damáskenos.  “I was aggrieved to hear of his passing.”

			Without waiting for a response, without even looking at her, the duke told her then of that meeting in the garden, the words exchanged between two men who had been inseparable as children, only to be divided by choices made in adulthood.  

			By the time Serephina found her bed, it was close to dawn.  She did not sleep, but lay atop the soft mattress staring sightlessly into a past of which she had no part, and forward to a future that was wrought with darkness and war.

			“I have never forgiven Armando for the Year of Death, though in my heart I knew he was merely a tool of rage wielded by someone else.  He knew, too, I think, and perhaps that was the worst knowing of them all.  He carried great grief in his heart for the past, a wound that no mortal touch could seal.  He was a good king, a steady and far-sighted ruler.  What greatness might he have achieved if not for his one act of hatred, his subsequent self-loathing?  I will never know, and it is perhaps my most private and greatest sorrow.  

			“Why do good men commit atrocities?  There is no answer for that, either, though the philosophers may argue through days and nights.  Myself, I have searched, and found no answer.  It does not matter now.  It is a thing for others to speculate on.  It is my wish, princess, to see that the histories do not tell of the fall of Tanalon, and the end of House Caville.  It was your father’s wish, as well, which he detailed by letter.  It was that missive which brought me storming into Vianalon so many years ago.

			“He asked for my oath, the greatest of oaths, that upon his death I would commit myself to seeing a child of his blood upon the throne.  He was clever, your father, so dreadfully clever.  He knew, even then, the evil nesting in the heart of Tanalon’s Church.  He anticipated the rising up of Borgetza, of Argenta.  

			“He knew that war was coming, a backlash of his own crimes against the country.  He asked that I allow his child, his heir, to have a chance to make right the wrongs he’d committed and restore the name of his House.  He asked, Serephina, if I would use all my worldly skill to build an army behind you.”

			She had spoken, then, words that welled from an aching place inside.  The duke had been silent for some moments, then nodded and said yes, he had kept his word.

			Lying atop her bed, Serephina tilted her head toward the windows to watch the first gray light of dawn touch the sky.  She shivered, remembering.

			Ezekiel ibn Dukari, eldest son of the late king of Dunak, was even now leading an army of veiled-ones through the desert, bound for the mighty Kilcaran mountains and thereby, Tanalon.  The traveling would be hard, the passes still carrying snow.  It would take them several weeks to overcome the treacherous range, and another week to reach Damáskenos.  

			Serephina wondered if Bellamont had known of this, the last of Armando’s great machinations.  She did not think so, for a person would have to be very wise, indeed, to have formed a connection her father had shared with only one man.  That man being the most controversial figure of Tanalon’s nobility, who’d publicly denounced his king and removed all traces of himself from courtly life, who’d built a world of his own in the mountains.  

			Who, alone of them all, had kept love in his heart for Armando de la Caville.

			They will come, her father had written to Damáskenos, so long ago, in his inscrutable way.  The veiled-ones will come because it will be written in the stars for them to read.  When the time arrives, send word.  

			When a courier had staggered into castle Damáskenos on the eve of Armando’s death, a sealed letter written years before had left its walls the following dawn.  Bound east, far east, for the Oasis of Dunak.  

			Just this day, the duke told her, just hours before their own arrival, a man of his own guard had come forward and revealed himself desert-born and land-bound.  The veiled-one had offered him a slip of parchment, which the duke in turn offered to Serephina, and she took it in cold fingers, unfolded it to read by the flickering light.

			We come, ten thousand strong, behind Ezekiel ibn Dukari, true king of Dunak.  For good or ill, we come to the defense of Serephina de la Caville, true queen of Tanalon.

			She fell asleep just after dawn, wondering, and unable to fathom why.  When she dreamed, it was of a river running against nature.  Only the waters were thousands of veiled-ones, winding like a river of pitch across rolling red dunes.

			



			

	



Chapter Twenty-four

			 

			The evening of their arrival, after sharing a meal in Damáskenos’ large, bustling dining hall, Isidora felt certain she had never been more fatigued in her life.  Her eyelids felt heavy, her stomach drugged by several courses of delicious fare and a mug too many of sweet mead.  

			It was becoming increasingly difficult to follow the conversation flowing between the gregarious Duke Alvar and Arturo Bellamont.  The Princess Serephina had already escaped, claiming in her soft, eloquent voice that she wished solitude and rest.  Ignacio had retired shortly thereafter, as had Diego and Edan.  

			Seated across from her, Finnéces’ was nursing a cup of mead, eyes closed and head swinging in time to a lute’s light-hearted melody.  Watching him, the slight, unreserved smile on his beloved face, Isidora felt her heart warm.

			The long, stressful journey north was finally, for the present, done.  For the first time since Alesia’s fall, she felt somewhat like her younger, more carefree self.  Her growing sense of safety and ease had as much to do with heavy walls and a steep moat between her and the High Cleric as it did with the return of her magic and the Nameless’ long tale.  

			She had not felt the presence of the Serpent Shenlith since he had awakened her elemental powers, but it was the lingering sense of his touch, too, that calmed the anxiety she’d felt since stepping foot on Calabria.  As she thought of the Drakon, and the knowledge granted both through him and his human descendant, the Nameless, Isidora found her gaze falling upon the blind Scholar.  

			Lucero enjoyed his meal with the help of his son, relying on Hadrian’s soft-spoken observations to fill the void of sightlessness.  Seated side by side, illumined by the generous light in the hall, she saw clearly the resemblance between them.  It was easy to imagine Lucero young as Hadrian was, his white hair dark, his face unlined, eyes sparkling with intelligence.  

			Looking at the thin, concealing white band stretched across his empty sockets, she saw no deformity; instead, she saw the heart within him, whole in purpose and will, beating firmly, gentle and kind as the man.  

			Knowing what she felt resonated with more clarity and strength than would a mere fancy, she wondered if Shenlith had given her back more than she’d lost.  It was like being Touched, this feeling, only without the violent explosions of image and foreign thought.

			Curious, she let her gaze travel to Arturo.  For a moment she watched him, not exerting or questing, but simply watching.  His features were animated as he conversed with the duke, his focus intent as he extracted information and gave back in turn.  They made a strange pair, the two men, one aging and portly with a convivial air, the other in his prime, tall and strong, with more subdued, relaxed manner.  As she focused on them together, however, they radiated similar veins of power.  Mortal power, that of the mind and wit, and entwined in both were darker currents, testaments to lives with much hardship.  

			Isidora tried to narrow her focus on Arturo, to seek within him alone, but found she could not.  The harder she tried, the more aware she became of herself—aching muscles, itching eyes, a persistent urge to yawn.  

			“My lady,” spoke Hadrian, breaking the last of her concentration, “May I escort you to your room?”

			She smiled, a trifle guiltily.  “I confess I’m quite tired.”

			From the head of the table came an aggrieved voice, “Lady Fiannan, you cannot retire yet!” proclaimed the Duke of Damáskenos, “The night has just begun!  They’ll be dancing and music here in the hall, and I’ve yet to give you a tour of the library.”

			Arturo, seeing her startled, slightly dismayed expression, gave her a sympathetic smile and murmured, “Perhaps a tour can wait for tomorrow, my lord?”

			 “Nay!” exclaimed the duke, darting to his feet, a grin splitting his round face.  “Dancing, mayhap, but not a tour.”  Rounding the table, he reached for her hand.  “Come, come, all of you.  Let me do you this honor without further suspense.”

			“I’m of the mind to enjoy more of your talented musicians,” Arturo said.  Isidora had never seen the smile he wore; it was one without prescience, wide and genuine.  He glanced at the man seated beside him, eyes still closed, head still swaying.  “Finnéces and I should like to stay, my lord.”

			Alvar bobbed his head.  “Very well.  Come, then, scholars, clerics and foreign ladies!”

			Lucero, wearing a slight smile, was aided to his feet by Hadrian.  They joined Isidora and the duke at the entrance to the hall.  The cleric met her eyes briefly, his own mirroring her puzzlement.  

			The duke chatted happily as he lead them through the fortress, down several flights of stairs, through long hallways, and down more stairs.  Initially they passed many servants and residents, guards and squires, all of who bowed to their liege.  The further they walked, the fewer souls they saw until it was them alone.  

			Though she tried hard to retain the endless flow of information Duke Alvar offered, on the geography of Damáskenos, on its founding and first family, her attention was focused on the wide stone passageways, the walls bare but for torches, the floors immaculately swept and scented in corners by urns of dried herbs.  

			The duke noticed her inquisitive gaze, halting his litany to say, “The keep was built by my great-great grandfather during a period of Calabria’s history fraught with war.  It was constructed primarily for defense, thus the antique moat and drawbridge.  We are beneath ground level now, but above, the lowest stories have no windows, no curving corridors or stairs to aid an enemy if the walls were breached.”

			“Fascinating,” murmured Hadrian.  

			Duke Alvar made a noise of agreement.  In a surprisingly sober tone, he said, “Indeed, Damáskenos is the last of its kind.  Once, every lord in Tanalon boasted similar strongholds.  But with the spread of populations and formation of the army of the Church over the last generations, the Noble Houses have become soft, preferring pleasing forms for their estates rather than defensive architecture.”

			“And you, my lord?” asked the Scholar in a low voice.  

			Alvar was silent a moment, then spoke without turning, “I am too well versed in the past to retain optimism for a peaceful future.”   

			Isidora, deciding that she was not very tired after all, stared thoughtfully at the back of the duke’s head.  His words were familiar, and she remembered the banquet hall, the similarities she’d visualized between Duke Damáskenos and Arturo Bellamont.  Whether exhaustion or honeyed mead was the cause, it was suddenly too much to think about, so she chose not to think at all, on any of it.  

			The duke halted at last, and when he turned to face them he was smiling again.  She was glad for it, and smiled in return.  “Well,” he said grandly, “here we are!”

			They stood before an arched doorway, modest in size and without embellishment.  The duke pressed his fist to the door and pushed, the heavy wood rotating on well oiled hinges.  Light spilled into the corridor, a warm golden glow, reminding Isidora of the passageway beneath Vianalon, and the door Hadrian had opened in a similar way, granting them access to the Vault des Viana.

			At the Duke’s gesture of invitation, they followed him within.  For close to a minute, as Alvar greeted the library’s ancient steward, the three of them stood still, framed by the shadow of the doorway.  

			Around them rose a vast underground chamber, easily three stories in height and with a depth of more than a hundred yards, partitioned loosely into three rooms by shelving units easily four times as tall as a man.  Ladders were spaced randomly throughout, hinged to a railing suspended near the top of the shelves, braced by a narrow groove which ran the length of the floor.  

			Someone cleared their throat softly and Isidora looked down, seeing that she had missed the Duke’s departure.  The small, bent-back man who was obviously keeper of the library smiled brightly when she looked at him, displaying crooked teeth and childlike pleasure.  Despite his age, his eyes were dark and clear, framed by the wrinkles of a lifetime of squinting at words.

			“It is so wonderful to have you here,” he said in a soft, quavering voice, and she could not help but smile back at him, realizing how rare visitors must be.  “I am Julio, keeper of this library.”

			“We are honored,” Hadrian said, bowing his head.  

			“Julio Morino?” Lucero questioned lightly, turning his head toward their voices.

			Julio’s mouth opened and closed in surprise.  “Why… yes.  How do you know me, sir?”

			“We entered the Academe des Viana together.  You don’t recognize the only man who could challenge your cataloging record of a hundred volumes in six minutes?”

			The small steward looked perplexed, then astounded.  Finally, his eyes widened.  “Lucero?” he whispered.  His dark eyes traveled from the band of blindness to the broken hands clasped above the Scholar’s chest.  “Dear Gods,” he said, flinching.  “I’m sorry, I had heard… I’m sorry.”  His eyes filled with tears, understanding perhaps better than anyone what the deformity would mean to a Scholar.

			Lucero moved carefully, a hand lifting to pat the steward awkwardly on the shoulder.  “No need for that, Julio,” he said gently.  “It is good to hear you again.”

			Julio laughed, sniffled, and wiped his eyes roughly with his sleeve.  “Indeed,” he said, clasping Lucero’s shoulders before taking his arm.  “Come, I will talk until I am hoarse to describe to you the grandeur of Damáskenos’ library.”  The men walked slowly forward, heads bent together.  Isidora and Hadrian followed, listening.

			“When Alvar inherited Damáskenos, one of the first things he did was have this chamber expanded, ventilation shafts installed, its walls and ceiling reinforced with beams.  You’ll remember my sudden departure from Vianalon?  The Duke had heard of my cataloging and conservation genius.”  He chuckled softly.  “Little did I know that I would learn manual labor and construction skills.  There are over a thousand shelves around us, separated by divisions into three rooms.”

			“What is the significance of having three rooms?” Lucero questioned.

			Julio’s voice became softly reverent, “The first room is named Present, Past is the middle, and the last, of course, is Ancient.  The shelves of this first, largest room, are not quite filled with scrolls and bound volumes of art and text.  We are now walking by various tables and workspaces, which dominate the area.”

			Isidora and Hadrian glanced at each other, then at the tables, upon which sat groupings of thick wax candles in glass orbs.  Atop each desk rested implements of the craft, quills and ink, canvas cured from animal hides and thinner, more delicate parchments.  

			For remembering.

			Looking at the blank pages, Isidora drew a shaky breath.  Hadrian was watching her closely, a peculiar expression in his eyes.  As Julio led Lucero further into the library, the two of them stayed still, standing close together by one of the tables.  

			After some time, in which Isidora fought to breathe evenly, Hadrian touched her arm, his fingers warm and gentle on her skin.  She looked up into his hazel eyes and he stared down at her, his features tight with emotion.    

			“My lady,” he murmured.  “It was I who heard your call.”

			Nearby, Julio was laughing softly at something Lucero said.  The two men paused at the threshold of the second room, and then entered the Past.  

			She wondered if fatigue was dampening any surprise she might have felt.  “You are the messenger my mother spoke of,” she stated.

			Hadrian nodded stiffly.  “When your parents came to Vianalon, on their last day in the city they took a tour of the Church.  I was the acolyte picked to be their guide.  Your mother…”  He swallowed, blinked hard.  “Your father had walked ahead, and your mother, Gwendolyn, took my hand, drawing me into an alcove.  She gave me this.”

			He lifted his right hand, showing her the ring on his third finger.  The golden band was thick, engraved with tiny, indecipherable lettering.  

			“May I?” she asked weakly.

			He nodded, slipping the ring from his finger and offering it.  The residue of power within it had long since faded, but there was just enough echo left for her to sense the initial ritual.  She would have known the taste of her mother’s mind anywhere, no matter how faint.  

			Tears filled her eyes and she closed her fingers around the ring, wishing above all else that she could hear her mother’s voice again.  “What did she say to you?” she whispered.

			“She said it was a gift from Alesia, and to wear it would bring her great honor.”  He glanced at the ring she held.  “Obviously there was more purpose to it than that.  I have never taken it off, since that day.  There was something about the way she spoke, an urgency in her eyes, that stalled me every time I thought to remove it.”  

			“How did she know?” Isidora asked, frowning.  “How could she have known that Alesia would fall, that I would come to Calabria and send that call?  How did she know that you would be friend and not foe?”

			Hadrian shrugged, eyes troubled.  “Perhaps she did not, and was merely preparing for the awful possibility,” he replied.  “I know only that when you sent the message, I was occupied with my morning meditation.  I heard your words like my head was a bell and each syllable a hammer.  I was living in Cartenía, the port city where the Viana spills into the South Sea.  It was a long journey upriver, so that I arrived in Vianalon mere days before you.”

			“I’m sorry,” she said softly, “to have torn you away from your life.”

			He smiled with real mirth.  “Do you know, when you summoned me, I felt that I had been waiting my entire life for that moment?  I rode to Vianalon absolutely certain that the capital was where I needed to be, with absolutely no proof but for a voice in my head.”

			Caught by his humor, Isidora smiled a little.  “Did you think yourself mad?”

			He chuckled.  “Once or twice, yes.  Then I saw you in the palace, and you were Touched by the Gods, and I was sure that grace had led your mother to give me that ring, had guided me all my life.”  He gestured idly.  “The Church does not recognize the possibility of communion with the God without a priestly intercessor.  I have seen proof to the contrary, here, in the north of Tanalon, and have witnessed mystics—descendants of Alesia—performing their magics.  I have seen someone Touched read the hearts and minds of men, and have felt the presence of Anshar in them.  Now, since meeting you, I have felt the presence of Istar as well.”

			The voices of Julio and Lucero could be heard again as they moved out of the Ancient and reentered the Past.  Isidora bowed her head, “So it is you, a cleric of the God, who will tell my story.”

			Hadrian cleared his throat.  “I have already begun the telling,” he said, and she looked up sharply, remembering the journey north, and the notebook Hadrian scribbled in every evening.  She’d thought it a private journal; in a way, it was true.  

			“Already the fall of Alesia is recorded,” he told her.  “Tomorrow I will meet with Julio and inquire as to a scribe who might copy my words, for storing here, in Damáskenos.”

			Eyes welling with tears, Isidora touched his arm, saying, “Thank you, Hadrian.”

			His sympathetic gaze met hers; surprising her, he bowed over her hand, grazing his lips across it.  “I am your servant, my lady.”

			When he straightened, there was more revealed in his eyes than he knew.  For a moment, a brief, fleeting moment, Isidora imagined herself in Hadrian’s arms, his compassion enveloping her.  She was very tired, and heartsick again, and when she imagined relief, it was not Hadrian who offered it, but the visage of Arturo Bellamont.

			Later, she lay awake in her bed, thinking that it was much more than stone that separated her from Arturo, whose room lay adjacent to hers.  She thought, too, of her mother, and of Armando de la Caville, but in the shadow of them was her father, and she felt the tears come silently from her eyes, sliding onto her pillow even as her mind slid into sleep.

			



			

	



Chapter Twenty-five

			 

			Arturo tasted the crisp morning air on his tongue and was touched by longing for his distant southern home.  Though the high, northern valley he stood in was stubbornly holding its springtime chill, the southern air would be warm now, the orange trees in full bloom.  The modest farm run by his parents would be undertaking the familiar seasonal chores.  Preparations for the spring harvest festival would be underway; perhaps his mother waited to aid in the birth of fowls.  His father and brothers were surely breaking in a young colt or two; the younger children would be escaping household duties for lazy afternoons of shore fishing and swimming.

			It was not often that Arturo succumbed to nostalgia, but there was a quality to Damáskenos that reminded him of home.  The boisterous, bustling hall where he’d broken his fast at sunup, the familiar smells and noises of a well-run stable as he saddled his stallion for a ride.  

			The most pointed reminder of all, however, was the lack of pretense in the people here.  The citizens of Damáskenos lived mostly in tightly packed, multi-tiered houses clustered about the castle like flowers at the base of a tree, bright awnings shading porches and plants, laundry hung between narrow balconies.  Children ran through safe streets, the women sung and laughed, sharing gossip from porch to porch with their men gone to the fields or into the castle for duties.

			It was clear that most had never heard of Black Bellamont, and even those who knew his name—Rodrigo’s men, Alvar’s strange honor guard—treated him no different than they would any guest of the duke.

			The thought made him smile, lift his face to the sun and breathe deeply, savoring anonymity.  Here, he felt he could be exactly who he was.  No legend, no past, just a traveler passing through this northern province, a man riding a fine beast through the dawning day.  As the echo of life from Damáskenos receded behind him, he denied the past and future both, content for these moments, this easy morning.

			He saw her then, walking before him, alone on the road that wound through pastures, angled downward toward the bordering woods.  Her hair was free and curling down her back, blazing bright gold in the sunlight.  

			Shirking the drab clothing essential to travel, she’d donned a gown of purest white, slit in the front and back to reveal warm, fawn colored leggings.  Her bare arms were draped with the sash he’d retrieved from Elazar’s wife and had restored.  The tiny threads of gold shimmered, like her skin, like her hair.

			As the sound of his horse’s approach reached her, she stepped delicately from the road to give him passage.  Instead, Arturo drew to a halt, waited for her to turn.  She did, lifting a hand to shade her eyes.  Her smile, or the sunlight on his head, made him momentarily dizzy.  

			“Arturo, good morning,” she said.

			He tapped his heels gently to the stallion’s hide and the beast pranced forward.  As they neared her, the stallion huffed and strained forward to chomp on her hair.  She laughed, batting questing lips from her face as she lifted one hand to stroke the shining neck, close to Arturo’s own fingers.  

			Battling the urge to demand she return immediately to the safety of the castle, Arturo gave into an equally potent urge.  “Care for a ride?” he asked.

			He couldn’t see her eyes clearly, but her lips quirked.  “I would love one,” she said, offering him her hand.  As if she’d done it a thousand times before, she gripped his fingers, touched her foot atop his in the stirrup, and swung up gracefully behind him.  

			For a moment, the sweetest, briefest time, she fell flush against his back.  Then she found purchase on the saddle and sat back, balancing her feet just behind his.  With a twitch of the reigns in his fingers, the stallion moved into easy, rocking steps.  

			The road before them began to turn southwest, through fenced pastures and tilled farmland, toward the distant, jagged hills.  Arturo eased the stallion away from the road, west onto the softer purchase of a grassy field.  

			Before them, some thirty yards away, was the forest line.  It was an old wood, its guardians rivaling the height of the fortress’ walls, its interior thick and shadowed.  Though sunlight banished its inherently forbidding aspect, Arturo thought it likely the children of Damáskenos often called upon its wildness to frighten one another in the night.  

			Isidora murmured, “I like it here.”  Her words were soft, little more than breath near his ear.  “The land feels… right.”

			He nodded agreement.  “The land reflects the people who walk upon it.”

			“Did you learn that in Dunak?” she asked softly, hesitantly.

			“Yes,” he said, quite easily, the words as simple and freeing as the sunlight, the breeze, the woman behind him.  He could feel her curiosity and so said, “Is there something you would ask me, my lady?”

			She was silent a moment, then, “You told the crone you didn’t join the land-bond of the tribe because of fear…”  She halted in uncertainty.

			“You are wondering what I was afraid of.”

			“Yes.”

			They were nearing the border of the forest.  The reigns were slack in his hands as the stallion passed the first trees, into dappled sunlight and the music of the woods.  Leaves rustled in a soothing tempo; above them, birds sung greetings to the day.    

			Despite the idyllic setting and ease of the morning, Isidora could not help but notice that her words had tensed Arturo’s shoulders.  Helpless, she watched the gulf widen again between them.  The sensitive stallion reacted to his riders’ agitation, falling into a clipped, heavy pace, startling a family of rabbits from a bush as he crunched the undergrowth.  

			“I’m sorry,” she offered weakly.

			Arturo made a short noise of humor, forced himself to relax.  The stallion stepped more lightly, instincts honed by mountain breeding guiding him gently through the forest.  “It is I who am sorry, my lady,” he said at length.  “It is not easy, for me, to look into the past.”

			“I understand, Arturo.” 

			If she were deeply honest, some part of her, from the moment she’d first seen him, had understood all too well the shadows in his eyes.  It was one of the reasons she desired him near.  He knew what it was to grieve, to survive when all he loved seemed lost.  

			The admittance brought a sudden, sparkling clarity to the moment.  Her senses, enhanced by the reborn powers in her blood, opened wide like a flower touched by light.  She could feel the heat of his body, see the slide of muscles in his back with each movement of the horse beneath them.  

			It was agonizing, the closeness, the separation.  

			What makes a woman a fool, papa?  

			Love.

			Her feelings for Arturo de Galván were helpless and astounding, growing brighter with each passing day even as she tried to vanquish them.  With the burning of Alesia, her heart had been set adrift, directionless, and had come to rest against this man.  

			With effort, she summoned memory of that first night in Vianalon, of the moonless vigil as she had waited for him to return from the company of the princess, the mingled desire and pain of standing in his arms and smelling the scent of another woman.  And the morning prior, the keen, compassionate knowing in Elena’s eyes as the woman had told her Bellamont was no common man.  She brought back, too, forcefully, the horror she had seen in his eyes when she was Touched.

			Presently, Arturo looked over his shoulder at her.  He might have spoken, asked a question, and turned when she did not reply.  His eyes were without guile, so very dark and warm, like amber reflecting flame and shadow in equal measure.  Caught in the rise of emotion she’d kept closeted for months, her wide, anguished eyes met his.  

			“My lady?  What is it?” he asked sharply, gaze darting past her and forward, scanning the forest for what had alarmed her.

			Isidora held a hand to her face, covering her eyes.  She felt the slowing of movement beneath her as Arturo drew the horse to a halt.  “Nothing, I’m well,” she mumbled.  

			“You are not well,” he said roughly, jumping to the ground.  

			His hands caught her waist and lifted her free of the saddle, setting her on her feet.  Long, graceful fingers were still slanted over her face, hiding her eyes.  He could still see them in his mind, though, the deep, despairing look that had seared through his gut like a blade.

			With more force than he intended, he pulled her hand away, forcing her chin up.  She drew a shaking breath and asked without thought, “Why do you fear magic so?”

			His grip loosened minutely though his dark gaze did not break from hers.  She had never felt so focused upon, wished to believe that in that focus was meaning, feeling beyond an oath he’d sworn to protect her life.  

			“Why?” she repeated, the question different, though she could not form the words for it.

			“Because I cannot explain it,” he said, and his eyes closed briefly before opening again, focusing again.  “I have only, ever, relied on what I can see and touch.”  He paused, and his hand dropped from her chin to her shoulder, resting there, heavy and warm.  “I have experienced too much to have faith, Isidora.  And though I’ve witnessed magic since meeting you, it is too closely tied to faith for my comfort.”

			His words saddened her, though there was no pain in the sorrow.  She could not bring Alesia back to life, but she carried its legacy and could offer it into the world, gently and with hope in her heart.  

			Slowly, subtly, employing skills taught over many years, Isidora summoned wind.  Leaves rose from the ground, born up on the unnatural drafts to swirl around their shoulders.  She sent several small leaves dancing over his hand and his eyes widened, fingers digging into her skin.

			“There is nothing to fear here,” she whispered.  There was so much emotion inside her she could not contain it any longer, and her eyes grew blurred with tears.  She heated the wind with strands of fire and embraced him in warm, phantom arms.

			“Isidora, I need—”  His throat tightened as he fought the maelstrom of wanting, of desire kept too long at bay.  He was cocooned by bands of tingling warmth that he somehow knew was magic—unnatural, inexplicable—and still he felt no revulsion or fear.  Only want, so much that he burned with it, bones humming, skin too tight, his chest compressed so that his heart beat feverishly, madly.

			“God,” he choked, as a great tremor ran through him, followed by heat and blinding, searing pain.

			He is not ready, child of Istar, rumbled a voice, coming from all around them, invading his mind like a great bolt of flame.

			Arturo felt his knees buckle, knew he fell but did not feel the impact.  Dimly, he was aware that the magic Isidora had wrought with the air had vanished, and the breeze against his face was just that and nothing more.  

			Slowly, his mind reassembled itself and he blinked, looking up at the woman laying almost atop him, head pressed to his chest, golden hair splayed across his torso and neck.  He tried to move his arms, to hold her, but his limbs would not respond.  

			Speech was just as difficult, but after several attempts, he whispered, “What was that?”

			Isidora lifted her head, showing him a face streaked with tears.  “Shenlith, the Serpent of the Root,” she said tremulously.  

			“What did he mean?” he asked, but forgot the question almost as soon as it was spoken.  

			The feeling was returning to his body with a sharp tingling.  He raised his head and wished he hadn’t as it began to pound.  Groaning, he turned his face to the soft ground and saw the stallion standing nearby, grazing contentedly.  The beast lifted his head, blinked lazily at him, and returned his mouth to the grass.

			“Arturo?” Isidora asked.  

			He reacted sluggishly, turning his head, but in the instant their eyes met, his body regained complete awareness.  Primarily sensitized were the areas she pressed against.  “My lady, you must rise,” he said, but was too slow in speaking, for comprehension dawned suddenly in her eyes, and wonder, which only kindled him further.

			Their hearts beat so fast it sounded like thunder in their ears.  

			The stallion lifted his head with a snort, ears cocked.  He stamped the ground in the direction of his rider, softly at first and then again, more urgently.  When there was no response, he bunched his powerful legs and reared, then slammed his hooves into the ground just inches from the man’s head.  

			Arturo felt the impact against the earth in the same instant he realized that the thunder was not his heart, but the far-off rumble of many horses galloping.  He grabbed Isidora by the arms, hauling her to her feet as he leapt to his.

			“What is that?” Isidora gasped.  

			Even if they mounted now and rose straight for the bridge, they would be easy prey for an archer as they crossed the open meadow.  That is, if it was a regiment of the army of the Church, or an enemy uncounted for.  If it was an enemy at all, and not men loyal to the duke.  

			There was too much he didn’t know.

			He whipped around to face Isidora.  “Can you use your power to see who approaches?  Does the bloodline of Alesia carry such skill?”

			“I—I’ve never done such a thing,” she stammered.

			“Try,” he demanded.

			Sensing his sudden fear, which kindled her own, she cried, Shenlith, help me!

			For a moment there was nothing, and she despaired.  Then the Drakon’s ancient, faintly irritated voice asking, What do you require, child of Issstar?

			I have no bond to the land, she moaned.  Help us, tell us who comes to Damáskenos, friend or foe?

			“Isidora!” Arturo snapped.

			There was silence in her mind, then she gasped as between one moment and the next, her blood ran fast through her veins.  Though her vision of the forest didn’t dim, she saw suddenly through Shenlith’s eyes, or perhaps he merely allowed her a glimpse of his mind.  

			The mighty serpent gathered his will and spun it outward from the Taproot, the dizzying distance taking only one blink of her eyes.  Her body jerked suddenly as the ancient mind reached Damáskenos and tore upward in a blinding arch, exploding just beneath the land’s surface.  

			Isidora gasped and would have fallen if Arturo were not supporting her arms.  “What’s happening?” he asked tensely.  Then, in a whisper, “Holy God.”

			FLEE! roared Shenlith a moment later, and the flame of his voice scorched her mind, shocking her muscles into action.  She saw the shadow of men and horses breeching the border of the woods.  

			Panic shortened her breath.  “Go, Arturo, now!” she cried, shoving him toward the horse.  He was already swinging into the saddle, but when he would have pulled her before him, she wrenched her arm away.

			“Isidora!” he yelled, reaching for her.  

			She shook her head, eyes wild, irises already spinning, pupils condensing.  With a strangled cry of helpless fury, she flung her fingers toward the horse.  Lightning arched from her palm, blazing brilliant blue, and seared the stallion’s flank.  Though the shock was superficial, the beast screamed and bolted into the forest.  

			“Live, Arturo,” she whispered, watching the horse’s flight until they were gone.  

			The thunder of hooves was so near she could feel the vibration through her feet.  What had been a wide, weaving shadow darkening the forest a mere minute before now separated, gaining distinct forms.  There were at least fifty soldiers of the Church riding for her, led by a man veiled in black.  

			Isidora faced them and knelt, hands clasped in her lap, mind empty of all thought.  Even Shenlith’s voice had faded to a dull, indecipherable echo of anxiety.  She did not wish to perish by sword, and though the power was hers, she could not enact a slaughter.  

			Despite all the rage of her parent’s death, of her people’s fiery end, she was Lady of Alesia, and would not extend power to kill, only to defend.  

			Closing her eyes, she reached, sending her consciousness as Shenlith had done, outward from the epicenter of her body, across Tanalon.  She sent the information to any and all who would hear, for she knew why the ancient Drakon had told her to flee; knew now the greatest weapon possessed by the enemy.  

			It was not the man swathed in black who led the soldiers, though he was darkness through and through, but the small figure lashed to the saddle behind him.  A child with no eyes, in whose blood was power of incredible potential, a tiny spark of pure beginnings perceivable beneath a lifetime of perversions and torment. 

			Her mother’s voice, the faint, fading words, Do not stop, ever, or what hunts us now will follow you, to finish what has begun.

			“I cannot run anymore,” she whispered.

			Carefully, she lifted her hands and pressed palm to palm, feeling rather than seeing the blinding magic resulting from the connection.  Her last thought before lowering her hands to the ground was unexpected, even to her: not a prayer of safekeeping to Istar or even Anshar, but a request of the land.  Protect me, Calabria.  And the land answered.

			Several soldiers had outflanked their leader, striving to be the first to reach her.  When their straining horses met with the invisible barrier, their necks snapped instantly, powerful, compact bodies crumpling like puppets.  The impact was so sudden, so violent, that both riders flew from their saddles and together they slammed against the barrier.  

			To the men behind them, who even now threw all their strength into pulling to a stop, it seemed that those unfortunate firsts hung suspended for a moment, limbs akimbo, before sliding to the ground in a most unnatural manner.  

			One man could not control his horse in time, and the beast came against the barrier with a scream, which was cut off abruptly.  The rider managed to throw himself from the saddle before he, too, met the wall.

			In seconds the party had ground to a halt, horses swarming in distress.  Men’s voices called out clipped commands, their bodies arched and stiff in effort to control the beasts.  Only one horse stood still in the chaos; it was a stillness forced by magic, for the animal’s eyes showed white around the edges and his front legs quivered visibly, mere inches from the now-shimmering wall.

			Isidora watched, numbed and awed by the land’s protection, as the foremost rider dismounted gracefully.  She had never seen a true veiled-one, and the effect of the swirling robes, the headdress in which only eyes were visible within dark whorls, was stunning and frightening.  She was at once grateful that her will was not linked to the protective barrier, for it would have surely faltered.  

			The man moved with a grace that reminded her of Arturo, though this figure was shorter and very slim.  He moved near to the wall, lifting a bare, bronzed hand as if to touch it.  He hesitated, but there was no fear in him, only curiosity.  

			Black eyes focused on her and his voice as he spoke was raspy, as though he rarely used it.  “Lower the wall, my lady,” he said, and the words were without civility, the title of lady twisted by his tongue.

			Isidora felt an odd calmness as she shook her head in denial.  She considered what it might be like to awaken now in her bed, to find the morning had been a dream, first beautiful with hope, then a nightmare of fears.  

			Behind the veiled-one, a soft voice spoke, “You must persuade her, Ummon.  Our time is limited.”

			“Do something, then,” growled Ummon.

			The boy shook his head and spoke again in that too-calm voice, “This power is of no origin I know.  I cannot disassemble it.”

			Isidora could not help but look at the face of the boy, maimed and sightless.  Though sharing blindness, so different was his deformity from Lucero’s that she could imagine the Scholar’s eyes had been removed with care.  From the deep, long-healed scarring radiating from the boy’s empty sockets, it was clear whoever had performed the travesty had intended agony.

			Ummon’s gaze remained level on Isidora.  “Lower the wall and you will not be harmed,” he said.

			She shook her head again, voice steady as she replied, “I will not do as you ask.”

			Ummon lifted a hand in unspoken command and a handful of riders launched from the main group, galloping south and north.  Minutes stretched by with dreamlike fluidity, Isidora sitting alone in the glade of dappled sunlight while dozens of anxious, armed men gathered just ten feet away.  She did not know how far the wall stretched or the longevity of its life; curiously, with the unknowing came a deeper level of serenity.

			She had done all she could, and it would either be enough or it would not.

			There was shouting from the last of Ummon’s ranks.  The riders dispatched to the north were returning at full gallop, had almost reached the last line of men when they fell, melting from their horses’ backs.  

			All at once there was chaos as the Church soldiers tore free their swords.  Arrows whistled through the forest, most hitting marks in arms, chests, and necks.  The air was filled with the cries of battle and pain.  

			Ummon leapt for his horse and was astride in moments, the boy’s arms coming tightly around his middle.  The horse reared as the veiled-one yanked the reigns.  Isidora saw the flash of his eyes upon her, and the dark promise within them, before the horse sprinted south, flanked by other riders.  The small group disappeared quickly into the thicket and was not followed by Damáskenos’ guardsmen, who even now rode through the enemy, driving them down with their superior numbers and skill.  

			Rodrigo Vasquez was at their head, roaring animalistic challenge and leaving carnage in his wake.  Around him fanned Duke Alvar’s personal guard.  The giant, ebon-skinned men sung in low, ritualistic harmony as they killed with their curved swords and spears.

			Isidora could not watch but could not close her eyes.  The blissful, fearless void came crashing down around her, filling her ears with savage sounds, gruesome cracks and thuds, the screams of horses.  

			Her mind remembered Alesia afire, its people casting themselves to the ground to dampen the flames of their clothing and hair and dying, dying by the hundreds.  Horses fleeing from the communal stables, their bellies ripped open by swords, eyes pierced with arrows, dead already but still running.  

			Mother, oh, mother… they are killing for me.  
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			The land’s barrier of protection dissolved when Arturo instinctively brought his hand to bear against it.  It fell like a sheet of water, soundless, invisible, though he could feel the disturbance of its passing, and its absence as it rejoined the land.  

			He carefully checked his face and hands for blood, stepping lightly as to not startle Isidora.  She was curled on the ground, senseless and moaning.  He knelt beside her, touched her bare arm; her skin was cold, her eyes open and unseeing.

			He spoke her name, several times, and still she did not respond.  When he lifted her from the ground she weighed almost nothing.  He turned and Diego was there, holding the reigns of his horse.  With his aid, Arturo gained the saddle with Isidora still in his arms, her head tucked beneath his chin and one arm secure beneath her knees.  

			He met his partner’s troubled gaze.  “It’s the shock,” he said.

			Diego nodded.  “Alesia,” he said, and did not need to say more.

			Arturo turned the horse toward Damáskenos, skirting around the worst of the carnage.  They left the forest and a cool, cleansing breeze washed over them.  To the far north, dark clouds boiled through the skyline, obscuring the mountaintops and lending the stone fortress a forbidding aspect.  

			Behind them, the fifty men who’d ridden out of Damáskenos minutes after Arturo had sounded the alarm were gathering the dead and scouting for survivors.  The barbarian honor guard of the duke he’d last seen moving away from the site on foot, their voices raised in a spine-tingling chant.

			Isidora moaned as the horse’s hooves thumped against the wood of the drawbridge and he held her more tightly, sheltering her from the inquisitive gazes of the hundreds of citizens gathered in the courtyard.  They made way as he road through, up the low grade to the castle. 

			The duke was standing atop the steps before the entry, his small figure in shadow, dwarfed by the mighty doors.  A groom reached for the stallion’s reigns as Arturo came to a halt.  He dismounted, drawing Isidora with him.  She cried out softly, pressing her cheek against his neck; her skin was no longer cold but feverish.

			The duke turned and rapped his fist against the doors, which were pulled open from within.  Alvar gestured him inside.  “Take her to the lowest level of the west wing,” he said.  “We’ve contained natural hot springs.  The vapors will aid her.”

			“She is feverish,” Arturo said doubtfully, but even as he spoke she began to shake, and he touched her brow and found it cool.

			Alvar watched with worried eyes.  “There is only so much a heart can bear,” said the duke, motioning an attendant near.  “Lead them to the springs, please, and spread word that they are not to be disturbed.”  The attendant, a kind-faced woman, curtsied and waved Arturo forward.

			“This way, sir,” she said.

			By the time they reached their destination, Arturo’s arms and legs were weak, the rush of battle-strength having faded.  The emotional intensity of the last hours had taken their toll; he felt unclean and dizzy with fatigue.  

			Isidora was now dead weight in his arms, barely conscious, her heartbeat irregular.  He was immensely relieved when the woman left them alone, having lit the numerous sconces along the walls and demonstrated the hanging chord he could pull for assistance.  

			With a heavy sigh, he sank onto a bench, resting his aching back against a wall.  The stone beneath and behind him was warm, slightly damp from the steam that drifted up from the wide, manmade spa.  Before being allowed to fill from the spring’s waters, an artisan had inlaid tile along the bottom of the pool; the waters flickered luminescent green and ivory in the candlelight.  

			Though he could feel sweat begin to bead on his face and chest, still Isidora remained cold, shivering.  He watched her face, frowning, anxiety swimming in his chest.  He looked at the pool and again at her face, wondering if this was more than shock, if he should pull the chord and summon a physician.

			It was a very long distance to the chord, so he sighed, bending to gently manipulate the sandals from her feet and unwind the scarf from her arms.  He kicked off his own boots, unhooked his belt and pried it off, then carefully removed the knife-sheathes from his forearms, thighs, and calves.  

			He stood with a groan, adjusting her in his arms, and walked into the pool, mindful of the possibility of slippery tiles.  He needn’t have worried, for they were not slick in the least, their surfaces scoured so that they provided sufficient tread without being abrasive.  

			Arturo had walked waist deep into the water before the heat fully penetrated his skin, melting the tension from his body.  The strength went out of him and he sunk down.  He had thought to gradually submerge Isidora, but the water rushed over them both in a surge of heat and earthy aroma.  Her gown swirled around them, a cloud of white mixing with the trailing gold of her hair.    

			Pushing his feet against the tiles, he moved backward to the gently curving wall of the pool.  Once he was propped comfortably, he tugged the soaking shirt from his back and held it beneath the water, then brought it up over Isidora’s chest and arms.  She shivered, but her skin was growing warmer, a flush filling her cheeks.  He repeated the gesture, squeezing the hot water over her chest, heating the source of her circulation.  

			Only distantly mindful of doing so, Arturo whispered aloud, “Please, awaken.  Open your eyes.  I’m sorry I didn’t protect you.  You’re alive, everyone’s fine.  Finnéces and Edan are worried.  I’m worried.  I’m sorry I failed you.”

			Finally, her eyelashes flickered, drew apart, and she looked up at him. “You did not fail me,” she murmured, lips barely moving.  “You came back.”

			He shook his head.  “I should not have left your side.”

			Her lips quirked.  “I didn’t give you much choice.”

			Arturo sighed helplessly, suppressing an absurd need to grin.  He loosened his hold on her, preparing to help her sit beside him.

			“No,” she said, tightening her arm around his neck.  Shadows played over her face, the blue of her eyes flickered in and out of visibility.  Arturo narrowed his gaze, sure he had seen an unnatural glimmer in their depths.  She smiled, softly, disarmingly, and moved against him.

			“My lady?” he asked uncertainly.  

			“I cannot run or fight anymore,” she said, moving her other hand over his heart.  “I do not care that I am not quite myself yet.  You swore to serve me, yes?”

			He swallowed.  “Yes.”

			“I wish to be served, Bellamont.”

			Arousal surged through him, hotter than the waters and steam.  “Isidora, you are not yet well.”  He heard his own voice, hoarse and forced, even as blood rushed to his loins, his chest tightening in anticipation.  

			In response, she moved of her own accord, away from him, into deeper waters.  He clenched his teeth against disappointment and closed his eyes, reminding himself that it was not right, that she was his liege.  That he would wait forever if he must.

			“Arturo.”

			He opened his eyes and saw the pale leggings and white gown rippling over the surface of the water.  Conscious of a tingling in his palms and feet, he let his gaze follow the path of clothing.  

			When he found her, he memorized in an instant the sight of her bared shoulders, the wet hair hanging flush against her chest, her shyness as she met his gaze and looked away.  Gathering his courage, more than he’d ever needed in his life, Arturo waded forward.  She had turned her head and was watching him, her hair like a lion’s mane flowing from her brow.  

			He was close enough to reach out and touch her; then she was in his arms, all silky skin, long legs around him, driving him roughly against a wall.  His pants landed in a wet heap on stone.  The tie in his hair was torn out but he felt no pain, only need, such need.  

			Her lips grazed his neck, teeth finding skin, biting hard.  Arturo pushed his fingers through her hair and pulled her head back.  Her eyes were smoldering on his, lips glistening, body arching.  She was moving against him, whimpering softly, and it was all he could do to be still.

			“Isidora, wait,” he said, breathless, aching.  “I can’t do this without—” Her fingers found him, cupped him, and he bit back a groan.  He tightened his grip on her hair and she went motionless, hands leaving him and her eyes clearing momentarily.  There was sorrow there, behind the desire, and he wished more than anything to take it away.

			“Do not leave me,” she said softly.  

			He shook his head, took a ragged breath.  “I cannot ever leave you.”

			“You swore an oath,” she stated, looking away.

			Suddenly, with realization he felt from his toes to the crown of his head, he understood what she refused to say aloud.  He felt again like grinning, like laughing.  He gentled his hands instead, cupping her slender neck to feel her rapid heartbeat, then moved his hands slowly down, savoring the slide of water, the fullness of her breasts, the satiny tips that hardened beneath his palms.  His eyes remained on her face, still turned away from him, and he traced every line, the slight bump on the bridge of her nose, the sprinkle of freckles on her cheeks.

			“I love you,” he breathed, inaudibly.  His hands encircled her waist, moved up her back, drawing her arms over his until he cupped her head in his hands.  “Look at me, please.”  Her lashes lowered, then her chin came up and she met his gaze, a challenge in her eyes.  

			He again stifled the urge to smile.  

			“I love you,” he said, aloud, defenseless before her but no longer afraid.  He knew in his bones that he was safe.  Her lower lip went slack and she moved closer, eyes searching his, needing to know it was the truth as much as he himself did.  “I will never leave you of my free will, Isidora Fiannan.  I love you, with all that I am.”

			She released a long breath, eyes closing briefly.  Her fingers traced his jaw, held his face, and her lips came onto his.  “And I love you,” she whispered, lifting her legs around him.  

			As graceful as water, as breath, they found each other, and when she cried out his name, her nails scored his back and her eyes flashed brilliant blue.  His skin was hot, hotter than the water curling around them, but there was no hesitance or fear, no pain as earlier in the day.  

			It was just her, just Isidora, and he was safe in her heart.  

			The heat reached an unbearable pinnacle and shattered; release took him by surprise, undoing him, remaking him.  He clung to her, helpless, murmuring words that came easily for the first time in his life, over and over, and he was freed from the past, forgiven and redeemed.  

			Arturo could not know, would not for some time, but Isidora was watching him, sated and smiling softly, as the pleasure broke upon him and his eyes flashed gold.  

			Bright gold, like the dawn, pupils constricting to pinpricks. 

			



			

	



Chapter Twenty-six

			 

			Lenora di Salvatoré took the cup being offered by the Child of Time.  He watched her bring the rim to her cracked lips, watched her throat work to bring the water into her body.  More was spilled than consumed, her hands shaking hard, body insubstantial after a week’s long fast.  

			It was well there were no mirrors in the eyrie, for Isidora was sure if she looked, she would see through herself to all the darkness within.  It would be too much too bear.  Already the long, rocky drop outside was dangerously tempting.

			When she could stomach no more water, she handed the cup back to Pandion.  He gave her a guileless smile, which she tried to return and failed.  “Thank you,” she whispered hoarsely.  He nodded and jumped to his feet, tireless though she’d not yet seen him rest, or eat except in small quantities and in a distracted fashion.

			Settling herself once more against the stone wall, Lenora turned her head sluggishly toward the Nameless, who sat some feet away, studying her patiently.  They had been having a conversation when suddenly her vision had tunneled.  She’d regained consciousness to find Pandion lifting a cup toward her lips.

			“Do you feel well?” asked the Nameless.

			“No,” she replied, grunting because she had no energy to laugh.

			The crone cocked her head in bemusement.  “You were preparing to answer a question when you fainted,” she said dryly.  “Do you recall?”

			Lenora’s memory of the last days was a haze, up to and including moments ago.  All that was clear were the first hours, the horrific climb up the rocks to reach the eyrie.  Legs and arms scraped bloody, her knuckles swollen and face streaked with grime and tears, she’d fallen upon the flat, weathered stone just as she had a decade and a half before.  

			As lost and hopeless now as she’d been then.

			“No,” she answered, shutting her eyes.

			“We were exploring the root of your suffering,” the crone continued, unperturbed.  “You were arguing that there is no such thing as destiny, or divine will, and I pointed out that you’ve lived your entire life under direction of self-will and it hasn’t turned out very well.  Denying destiny doesn’t stop it.  It only makes the road harder to walk.”

			“You are a self-righteous bitch,” replied Lenora.  

			A piece of crockery shattered against the ground, fallen from Pandion’s nerveless fingers.  From the corner of her eye she could see him standing against a distant wall, thin body trembling and mouth agape. 

			The Nameless sighed.  “Fetch the broom, Pandion, and clean that mess.  I am not upset.  Lenora is correct, after a fashion.”  The piercing black eyes turned on her, the full force of power in them shortening her breath.  “I am righteous because I have lived longer than you can fathom, and have earned certain truths with my blood and tears.”

			“You dream dreams,” Lenora murmured.  “They’re just dreams, nothing more, only we Avosileans want so badly to believe in something that we believe what you tell us.  How do you know the future?  You are not a god.”

			“There’s no trick to it, really,” said the Nameless.  She lifted a hand, displaying the long chord of ivory beads.  “Every surface, pore, point, and line of these beads is a memory or a dream.  I’ve been collecting them for centuries.  Seeing into the future is as easy as remembering the past.”

			“You speak in riddles,” Lenora sighed, dropping her head back against the wall.  The small firepit nearby cast shadows over the Nameless’ wrinkled face; it was hard to decipher her expression, if she wore one at all.  “I do not care to remember the past.  In fact, I thought you might help me forget it.  Work some of your sorcery on my mind so I can live the rest of my days in blissful ignorance.”

			“That is not why you journeyed here.”

			“Sorry to disappoint you,” she said raggedly.  

			“I am sick of your dissembling,” snapped the Nameless.  “It is unbecoming of a descendant of the Isle of Dusk.  When Alesia fell, Isidora Fiannan did not spend her time whining about it, waiting for others to fulfill her duty.”

			“I am not her!” Lenora fumed, sitting up.  Shadows thickened around her eyes, shot through with little stars.  She breathed slowly until the dizziness passed.

			“Who are you, then?”  The ivory beads were dancing, blurred white spheres clacking between, around swollen knuckles.  “You do not believe in fate, have fought through life every step of the way.  In the end, what have you gained?  You have done everything I warned you would do.  So, choose your rebellion.  Either you believe you have control over everything, or you are powerless.  Either you fight, and die a barren, heartless woman, or you surrender and are free.”  

			Lenora drew a short, stunned breath.  “I am afraid,” she whispered finally.  “Something inside me is twisted, like a bone once broken and set wrong.”

			“There is only one remedy to follow such an ailment, though it is quite painful,” said the Nameless calmly.  “Do you grasp its nature?”

			Lenora scowled, but was too tired to hold her fury.  “Break the bone at the same point and reset it.”  She snorted contemptuously.  “Do you suggest I smash all the bones in my body?”

			“It is not your body that must break,” replied the crone.

			The shadows were growing.  Lenora felt her eyelids beginning to fall together, her muscles become liquid with fatigue.  “Tell me,” she whispered.  “The rest of the story…” she trailed off, mouth too numb to move, and wondered what had been in the water.  Nevertheless, she was certain the Nameless understood her words and asking.

			As she slipped closer to unconsciousness, she heard the crone’s voice clearly.  Caught in that void a moment from sleep, unable to regain awareness but not yet dreaming, the Nameless’ voice was mild and soothing, nothing like the content of her words.

			Alarm came first, but did not breach the languor of her limbs.  Then, when the enchantress’ tale was finished, Lenora felt a calm settle within her, deep and abiding.  The cold core of her heart warmed but did not soften.  It grew even harder, hot like metal before the melting point, crystalline with the stirrings of purpose.

			 

			 

			When Lenora awoke next, sunlight slanted through the opening of the eyrie, and she was alone.  Beside her was a plate of cut fruit, nuts, and a thick, buttered slice of bread.  She ate ravenously and without care for manners.  When her belly was stretched full and its initial cramps of protest gone, she levered herself from the ground and waited for vertigo to pass.

			Nearby stood a small tub filled with fresh water, a sliver of soap and a cloth resting on its lip.  She walked forward gingerly, bending to touch a folded bundle of clothes and beside it, a pack filled with provisions for travel.  

			With a grim smile characteristic of the Dark Mistress of Thieves Alley, Lenora set about scrubbing the dirt from her body and hair, taking time to clean herself thoroughly, from her toes to beneath her fingernails.  The air in the eyrie, so high and thin, was cool on her exposed skin, raising bumps over her arms and chest.  The wind was a constant, whistling murmur as it passed before the cave’s opening, moving along the rocky heights.  

			Far below and to the west, in Avosilea, the breeze would be warm and salty, the sands of her favorite cove soft and warm beneath her feet.  

			She gave in to the memory, savoring it, giving it the full focus of her mind until the sights, sounds, and smells of her heart’s resting place were complete, multilayered and glistening with clarity.  Then she tucked the kernel of time away, deep and safe, and rose from the bath to dress.

			 

			                                                                                    *

			 

			Devlin swam parallel to the shore, his body cutting through the gentle swells.  The sun was a tingling heat on his back, relieved each stroke by a sheet of cool seawater.  Every day for the last month he’d come to the cove, sometimes just to sit and stare at the water, but mostly to swim, and to wait for Lenora.

			Having lived near half his life in the desert, mostly underground, it was only in the last week that his body had regained its harmony with the sea.  His limbs, unused to being immersed in the element, had floundered, fighting to regain long unused dexterity.  His skin, likewise, had burned and blistered painfully before finally darkening to its youthful complexion.  

			When he felt the last tension of waiting drain from him, he turned on his back and kicked lazily toward the beach.  Soft sand scraped against his feet, lifted against his back until he lay supported, breathing heavily with his arms behind his head.  

			There was someone standing on the beach.  He sensed who it was, struggled not to be disappointed as he sat up and swiveled toward them.  The water was shallow enough that the echoes of waves against his back had minimal force.  He sat cross-legged, feeling his torso rocked gently by the currents, and suddenly knew he didn’t want to hear what Astin would say.

			“She’s gone, isn’t she?” he asked softly, meeting his friend’s agonized gaze.

			Astin nodded, holding up a piece of parchment.  In Devlin’s mind the bright day dimmed and grew dark, as infinite as the night sky.  Across the sand was strewn a blanket of stars, and he saw Lenora running across them, toward him, shedding the layers of her skirts.

			He blinked, found himself standing before Astin, water streaming from his shoulders and chest, dripping from his shorn-off trousers.  The parchment was in his hand, the edge absorbing water from his fingers.  He stared at the familiar handwriting until the shapes became letters, the letters became words.

			The enchantress finished the telling of my Long Road.  Guard my memory, for I must break that which healed wrongly and set right the imbalance of the past.  Know that if I am able, I will come home again.    

			Her initials were scrawled beneath the last line. 

			Devlin looked up, the awful truth rising, gaining form and a face.  “Terrin,” he said, and Astin gave a jerking nod.  “We must find her.”

			Astin’s eyes grew glassy with tears and he looked away, struggling for composure.  “The letter was dated two weeks ago, delivery requested for today,” he murmured.  “We won't be able to track her.”

			“We must,” Devlin snapped.

			Branches of fate, twisting and serpentine, spun and coiled around him.  There was a way, laid out by his own Long Road.  But if he followed the path even now opening before him, gaining purpose, Devlin knew it was likely he would lose Lenora forever.  

			But she would be alive and safe.

			He closed his eyes, balling the parchment in his fist.  He beseeched the land, the Gods, the stars above Dunak, Please, show me another path.  He heard a voice of memory, that of the Master of Knives before him saying that the heart of the land, the sacred Taproot, was love, and thus only a heart filled by love was capable of true sacrifice.  

			Devlin opened his eyes, looked inland across the beach, up the slow, green rise to the solitary tree standing watch over the cove, its drooping branches swinging, lush garlands dancing in the wind.   

			He walked past Astin without speaking, but touched his friend’s shoulder gently as he passed.  The tree beckoned him, lifting its many arms in supplication.  As he walked, he thought of a day long gone, when he’d stood beneath the shelter of those branches and watched Lenora swimming.  

			As he passed under the wide canopy of the tree, the wind blew more fiercely, cooler without the warming rays of sunlight.  Soft, thin leaves grazed his drying skin, tickling across his body like the touch of a thousand hands, like the whisper of a thousand voices.

			Palm against the gnarled trunk, Devlin dropped his chin to his chest and sighed.  

			Using the connection of his flesh against the tree as an anchor, he descended toward the heart of the land.  He was careful not to allow his urgency to overwhelm control, as it had in Vianalon.  There was no need to touch domhain lár itself, to risk reawakening the Serpent of the Root.  Resisting the urge to plummet deeper, to explore the Root he’d so briefly touched weeks before, Devlin stabilized his focus.  

			The deep, timeless heartbeat of the land became clear, began to beat in his chest, high above ground.  Here, near domhain lár, Time was a drop of water in the ocean and there were no conflicts in his heart as to the choice he was making.  

			It was not one road among many, but the road.  

			Children of Calabria, hear me!

			He sent the summons from his heart, which beat in time to the land’s heart, which in turn moved his call through the countless arteries, veins, and vessels of the land.  

			 

			                                                                                    *

			 

			It was some moments before Ezekiel ibn Dukari realized that the front ranks had stopped.  He halted and turned, tugging his hood close to his face against the downpour.  For a man desert born and bred, the sheets of water roaring downward from the bellies of low, dark clouds was an awesome and terrible sight. 

			At least, that was how he had felt a week ago, when they’d entered the Kilcaran pass and the rains had unleashed upon them.  Now, he was merely sodden and tired, sick of walking, sleeping, and eating in the rain.  

			Almost, he wished they still traversed the merciless, blistering desert.

			It was hard to see through the deluge, which struck the ground and his body with force, sending up tiny geysers that were almost immediately quenched by more rain.  Hunching his shoulders against the pounding, Ezekiel forced his aching, wet body to walk until he could see people rather than shadows.  

			“What’s happening?” he yelled over the rush of water.

			No one acknowledged him or spoke.  The foremost ranks of veiled-ones stood clustered together and motionless.  Several of them looked to have been frozen in the middle of action.  One figure’s arm was lifted, cocked up, as if to wipe the water from their face.  Another’s eyes were scrunched tight, body bowed slightly forward, poised on the edge of a sneeze.

			Ezekiel shuddered, took another step forward, then stopped again.  He held his hands over his eyes and squinted into the distance.  As far as he could see, the entire army was immobile.  

			Ignoring the tingle of fear that tried to unravel his sanity—already much frayed by the persistent, torturous drumming of the rain—he made himself take the last steps separating him from the Master of Knives.  The man’s eyes were open, unseeing and unblinking, even as Ezekiel saw raindrops strike the exposed surfaces.  

			Panic closed his throat on a cry and he reached out, grabbing the man by the shoulders.

			A familiar voice, reedy and slicing, boomed in his mind.  

			I am Master of Knives, my word is law.

			Ezekiel bit his tongue as a chorus of voices, thousands upon thousands, spoke: Your word is law.

			Is there one who would challenge me?

			No, replied the veiled-ones.

			There was a moment of silence, then, Name yourself.

			There was no question to whom he spoke.  “Ezekiel ibn Dukari,” he whispered.

			I remember your heart, son of Dunak, the reedy voice replied.  Your cause is pure, and I do not require use of the souls with you.

			“I—I don’t understand,” he stammered.

			It is not for you to understand, replied the Master of Knives.  I release these men and women from the land’s call.

			The shoulders beneath his hands jerked, the man’s eyes blinking roundly at him.  Before Ezekiel could speak, the veiled-one who had been Master of Knives tore from his grasp and turned to his people.  

			“You have my death if you wish it,” he yelled, “for I took the title of Master and was not worthy!”

			Awareness spread like a ripple through the army as bodies came awake.  The frozen sneeze was completed, throats coughed, and men and woman stared around them, sharing emotions without words.  There was another disturbance, this time flowing from the end ranks to the first.  

			It was several minutes of heavy silence, with only the constant waterfall in their ears, before the front line parted for an old woman.  No veil concealed her face, but it was not uncommon for the greatly aged.  She walked unsupported, her steps delicate and careful, back stooped by time.

			Ezekiel was shocked that one so frail had made the journey across the blinding desert, much less survived the arduous climb into the mountains.  Feeling less like a prince than a foolish interloper, he stood as still as he could, hoping not to draw notice.

			The ancient woman stopped before the former Master, looked up into his face.  Her voice was dry and raspy, “It is not that you are unworthy, young one.  It only happens that there is another also worthy, and more needed by the land.”

			The man dropped to his knees and the thin river of water on the ground splashed against his legs.  “Forgive me, ancient mother,” he said, bowing his head.

			She laid a gnarled hand on his brow.  “You are forgiven.”

			The crone turned as if to reenter the ranks, and for a moment Ezekiel thought he was safe from her scrutiny.  Then she lifted her head and looked straight at him.  It seemed the rain lessened, enough for him to see eyes like a starless sky staring through him, finding his heart and reading his every secret.  Gold blazed in a circle around her irises, then was gone.

			Ezekiel stood shaking as she closed the distance between them.  He could see the many wrinkles of her face, the water running through each crease.  “I do not like the rain, much,” she said.

			“Neither do I,” he whispered.

			“Very well,” she replied, and lifted her arms.  The sleeves fell back from her wrists, revealing a thick ivory necklace clutched in one hand.  She said nothing, made no gestures, but after a moment the air began to change, the fixed, dusky gray growing lighter.  A moment more and the downpour began to soften, sprinkling gently now against their faces.  

			Ezekiel looked up, felt simple, childlike joy as he witnessed the clouds dispersing, the sunlight now cascading down, painting the misty air with rainbows.

			“Thank you, ancient mother,” he said, looking down with a smile.

			She grimaced, pushing more wrinkles against her eyes and mouth.  “Don’t like that name much, either,” she replied, then lifted a bony finger.  “Travel swiftly, prince-who-would-be-king.  The ending has begun.”

			The sunlight hit a pool of water beside him and sent a blinding glare into his eyes.  He gasped and turned his head, and when he looked back the crone was gone.

			 

			                                                                                    *

			 

			Devlin came to on his knees, gasping for breath.  The day was nearly gone, shadows lengthening around the tree like the fingers of a hand unclenching.  He shivered and stretched his spine, feeling bones pop from the pressure.  

			Astin was crouched beside him, gripping his shoulder hard enough to bruise.  

			“I’m back,” he wheezed.

			Astin made a harsh noise.  “Where did you go?” 

			Devlin gained his feet, leaning against the tree for support.  He looked at his friend and away, unable to meet his gaze.  “The veiled-ones answer to me once more,” he said, watching the shadows slide thickly over low hills to the east.  A flock of birds lifted from a grassy crest and beat dark wings into the sky.  “I am Master of Knives.”

			Astin lifted himself gracefully from his crouch, moved until Devlin had no choice but to look at him.  “Tell me what that means.”

			“It means I must take up the veil again, live once more in the shadows.”  It felt odd, saying it aloud, not yet accompanied by emotion.  “But the order has been sent to find Lenora.”

			“They will find her,” Astin said, not quite a question.

			He smiled tiredly.  “Yes.”

			Astin dragged a hand through his graying hair.  “You were muttering to yourself, at the end.  Something about the Church.”

			Devlin shuddered, and the reaction had little to do with the air on his naked torso.  For a moment he battled years of instilled discipline that told him Astin was other, not like him, that what he had just learned was no business of his.  Yet it concerned him, concerned every descendant of the Isle of Dusk, every soul that traveled the Long Road.

			He spoke hesitatingly, letting the truth stumble out.  “As I moved to return, I was seized by a call sent weeks ago into the land, by Lady Fiannan of Alesia.  Though she is not bound in the way of the veiled-ones, she possesses a tie, of sorts, with the Taproot.  Thus, the call was not received immediately, but stored in the Root.”

			What he did not say, was too tired to explain, was that Lady Fiannan’s bond was with the Serpent of the Root, the ancient Drakon Shenlith, who was very much awake, brought from a millennia of slumber by Devlin’s own summons.  

			Aloud, he told Astin, “The Lady Fiannan was attacked by a company of Church soldiers.”  His friend stilled, his gaze sparking with alarm.  “She survived, was rescued,” he added quickly.  “But among the soldiers were a boy and…” his tongue thickened with shame, “…a veiled-one.”

			Astin’s eyes grew wide, “One of your people, riding with the Church?”

			“Not one of mine.  A rogue, too full of greed and selfishness to accept the discipline of the land.  His face is not known to me.  Yet.”

			Devlin no longer felt the cold; need and fear clawed through him, warming his bones.  He felt the mantel of Master of Knives settle more deeply upon him.  “The rogue will be dealt with,” he said tonelessly.  “It is the boy that concerns me.”

			Astin only continued to stare at him.  

			“The boy is a mystic of incredible power, perverted from birth,” he spoke, and though his voice was neutral, he felt horror within as he remembered the glimpse of the boy through Lady Fiannan’s eyes.   “He is the High Cleric’s greatest weapon, an instrument trained to seek magic and destroy it.”

			“Great God,” Astin hissed.

			Devlin nodded in irony.  “Indeed, for this child is the High Cleric’s own son, and Luther Viccole is a mystic.  He seeks the Stone of Beginning, which is in Lady Fiannan’s possession.”

			 Astin grunted.  “Lenora told me of that,” he said, frowning.  “What is the significance of the Stone, beyond its symbolism?”

			Devlin paused, wary of speaking the words, as if in giving them voice it would release the final floodgate that sheltered all of Calabria from doom.  Finally, he bowed his head. 

			“Whoever possesses the Stone of Beginning holds the power to remake the world.”

			



			

	



SUMMER

			 

			Chapter Twenty-seven

			 

			Isidora stood in the dawn, a light shawl draped around her shoulders.  A crisp wind, driven down through the valley from the snowcapped Kilcaran range, had flushed her cheeks rose and made a floating golden corona of her hair.  Though passing servants watched her from the corners of their eyes, and once outside her hearing whispered amongst themselves of her tremendous beauty and queenly grace, Isidora herself was struggling not to tear at her hair as she watched Arturo fight Mufahti, head of Damáskenos’ honor guard.  

			Despite the lingering cool of the past night, the air was warming fast.  The rising sun burned fiery gold overhead, shining off the castle’s walls, heating Isidora’s head and back.  Sunlight moved like a flow of glittering water around her, peaking over the ramparts and chasing the last shadows from the large training arena.  

			The two figures locked in combat in the center of the arena were so absorbed in each other that their only concession to the glaring dawn was a tightening of their eyes.

			The black skinned barbarian wore only a brightly beaded loincloth, his massive, muscled frame gleaming with oil and sweat.  Arturo, though not a small man, appeared frail in comparison.  Also shirtless, his hair was pulled back in a severe knot at his nape, his chest and shoulders straining as he blocked another vicious blow from Mufahti’s staff.  

			Isidora glanced at the man beside her, trying to read Diego’s stoic expression.  The soldier merely patted her hand awkwardly where it clenched the wooden fence before them.  

			“He is holding his own, my lady,” he murmured, eyes never straying from the men.  

			She compressed her lips against a need for reassurance, her gaze drawn back to the arena just as Mufahti gave a roar and lunged forward.  Arturo barely managed to avoid a downward slash of the staff, diving gracelessly to the side and rolling across the ground.  He came to his feet panting, sweat running tracks through the dirt on his chest.  

			Isidora groaned and shut her eyes.  

			For the last two weeks she had been awakened before dawn by the warmth of Arturo’s body fading from their bed.  She would watch in sleepy silence as he stoked the fire in the hearth, then dressed quietly as to not disturb her rest.  

			Before he left, he would come to the bedside and look down on her.  She was always careful to keep her eyes loosely closed and her breathing even, so that he’d think her still asleep as he trailed his fingers lightly across her face and over her lips.  Finally, he would bend down to kiss her brow, and whisper that he loved her.  

			An hour after dawn he would return, usually limping and covered in dirt, and at the sound of the door Isidora would rise from bed to ring for hot water.  Arturo protested her ministrations, quite stubbornly at first, then later with less conviction.  It came to be that they both looked forward to the private hour each morning when she would kneel behind the bath to wash his hair and massage the sweat and grim from his aching shoulders and arms.

			Yesterday, as she carefully cleaned a laceration on his chest, she had asked why it was necessary to abuse his body this way.  Drowsy from the bath and her touch, Arturo had offered a flippant reply regarding stamina, then yanked on her arm so that she fell, sputtering, into the water.  

			Much to Arturo’s surprise, this morning after tending to the hearth, he’d turned to find Isidora dressed and waiting for him.  Instantly realizing her deception of the previous mornings, a flush had risen through his face and before he could bite his tongue, he’d ordered her back to bed.  She’d merely lifted her brows and walked from the room, beating him to the training arena.

			Now, as Isidora’s fingers began to lose feeling from gripping the fence so tightly, she regretted her own rashness.  Even though she knew the men would deal no lasting harm against each other, the sight of violence made her stomach knot in dread.  She could still hear the cries of the Church Soldiers in the forest, first those who’d died against the land’s shield, then the scores of others who’d fallen beneath the weapons of Damáskenos’ men.  

			The nightmares those first nights had been terrible, vividly real except in their end.  In her dreams the veiled-one reached through the land’s protection and seized her, held her immobile for the maimed child to lift pale hands and touch her face.  She’d awoken every night just before contact, thrashing and screaming in the darkness.  Only Arturo’s body encasing hers kept her from injuring herself, his nonsensical words of comfort bringing her slowly back from the pit of despair.

			A shout of pain snapped her focus to the present.  Diego stiffened beside her, clearly struggling against the urge to join the fight.  Through a haze of nausea, Isidora watched Arturo rally from a vicious blow to the abdomen and snake inside Mufahti’s long-armed defense to strike downward across his shoulder.  The giant grunted but otherwise showed no signs of injury.  His sinuous movements were like an exotic dance, something dangerous and riveting to watch.  The staff was a dark blur as it sailed forward.  

			Arturo was too slow this time to avoid the weapon, and the wood met his shins with a thick crack of sound.  He fell, air whooshing from his lungs as he landed hard enough to send a thick spray of dust into the air.  Mufahti leapt forward, staff raised high, the muscles of his back quivering with intent.

			Diego saw the movement of Isidora’s hand but reached for her too late, his fingers making contact with her shoulder instead.  A hair-raising rush of power fell over him, the same tickling storm he’d felt as a child, and again, more recently, when she had been God Touched.  This time, the sensation was immeasurably more potent, and effectively froze him where he stood.

			Isidora’s fingers were lost in light, as if a tiny sun rested in her palm.  Thinking only that Arturo was defenseless and injured, she spread her fingers, releasing the power of the brilliant orb.  

			Mufahti’s staff blazed like a rod of white flame.  He cried out and dropped the weapon, which hit the ground and burned to a line of ash.  

			Around the arena stood a loose crowd of stable hands, squires, soldiers, and maids, all of whom had paused in their duties to watch the fight.  They stood in shocked silence, most staring uncomprehendingly at the small pile that had been Mufahti’s signature weapon.  Others, though, mostly Damáskenos’ soldiers, had turned speculative gazes on Isidora.

			Diego, released from the hold of her power, moved forward a step so that she stood mostly behind him.  In the arena, Mufahti was helping a grumbling Arturo to his feet.

			“What have I done?” Isidora whispered.

			“It will be well, my lady,” Diego replied, though his tone was unconvincing.

			The two combatants stood looking down at what had been a staff.  They spoke for a moment, words indistinct, then as one turned their gazes toward the woman at the fence.  

			Arturo’s first words made Diego’s knees weak with relief.  “Now, my lady, was that really necessary?” he asked, strong voice full of humor.

			Mufahti’s wide face was split by a grin.  “Seeing as how your skull was about to be cracked open, I would say so,” he said, clapping the shorter man on the back hard enough to make him sway.

			The silence of the arena shattered.  Young boys vaulted over the fence, chattering loudly as they surrounding the two men.  Maids dropped their pails and laundry sacks to clap and whistle.  The soldiers grouped together to discuss the fight and the event which had ended it.

			Diego turned in time to catch Isidora as she fainted.  

			Arturo was at their side seconds later, scooping her into his arms.  Unmindful of his injuries and Diego’s protests, he walked as quickly as his aching shins would allow.  Much of the castle was awake, setting about morning routines, but thankfully the hallways of the guest wing were clear.  

			By the time he reached the door of their chamber, he wasn’t certain he could walk another step, let alone manage the knob.  He was about to holler his frustration and pain when a door further down the hallway opened, revealing Hadrian’s startled face.

			“Is she all right?” asked the cleric, taking an uncertain step forward.

			“Fine,” Arturo ground out.  “Will you open this blasted door before I collapse, and you have to carry us both inside?”

			Hadrian moved with due haste, holding open the door for Arturo to stumble inside.  He made it as far as the bed before his knees gave out.  Isidora fell limply to the mattress, and he managed to twist so that his hip, instead of his knees, hit the stone floor.  

			He forced his eyes open to slits and looked at Hadrian.  “The lady will be absent from your daily sessions.”

			Hadrian nodded, his concerned gaze lifting to the bed and down again.  “It is of no import,” he murmured.  “We were only reviewing the manuscript of her accounting.”

			Despite his various pains and near catatonic mind, Arturo stirred at the news.  “The tale is finished?”

			Something crossed Hadrian’s face, too quick to name.  “For now, yes,” he said cryptically.  Isidora stirred on the bed, moaned faintly.  The cleric colored and cleared his throat.  “I’ll leave you then, to…”  He waved a hand vacuously.

			Arturo found he could grin.  “Clean ourselves up?” 

			Hadrian dipped his head.  “Indeed,” he said, mouth turning in a wry smile.  “Good day, Bellamont.”

			When the cleric was gone, Arturo closed his eyes and let his head fall back onto the mattress.  His chin ached from catching the tip of Mufahti’s staff, a steady throb that radiated over his head and down his neck.  His arms and chest felt leaden, bruised, every inch of his skin tender, chafing against the fabric of his pants, the wood of the mattress frame against his back.  From the knees down, his legs were tingling and half-numb; he was grateful for the reprieve, for in time the pain would claim notice.  Hopefully by then he’d be scrubbed clean, drunk, and lying down.  

			Arturo turned his head carefully, focusing on Isidora’s foot where it dangled over the side of the bed.  Lips quirked in a soft smile, he contemplated that the High Priestess of Istar had just summoned elemental power under the God’s light, and likely fainted from the shock of it.  All because she’d thought to protect him in battle.

			Surely she was the most extraordinary creature he’d ever encountered.  

			The last Lady of Alesia acted with consummate gentleness, grace, and compassion in all she did, treating the lowliest scullery maid with the same deference she treated the Duke himself.  In the past several weeks, she’d unknowingly commandeered the respect of every last soul in Damáskenos.  

			She had also acquired several admirers among the Duke’s men, not the least of whom was Eduardo Vasquez, Rodrigo’s young son.  The boy had become fast friends with Edan, who much to everyone’s surprise, after an evening spent closeted with Lucero, had emerged with halting speech.  

			The Scholar, when questioned by an ecstatic Isidora on his methods of coaxing language from the boy, had replied gently that he had offered Edan the means through which to share his own harrowing story of their flight from Alesia.  Lucero’s blindness had been the key; Edan had been able to finally release his stores of grief and rage, safe from the pity he feared to find in someone’s eyes.

			Arturo had held Isidora that night as she’d wept in gratitude and lingering sorrow.  He’d cried himself, silently, in wonderment for emotions he’d long thought himself incapable of experiencing.  From that first night in the baths weeks ago, to every night thereafter, he was slowly reclaiming that which had been lost to him.  

			His honor and, infinitely more valuable, his heart.

			By day he was Black Bellamont, Champion to the Lady of Alesia, confidant and friend to Duke Damáskenos and Princess Serephina.  He was also, through repeated torment and defeat, becoming accepted by Mufahti and his men.  He had not yet learned the mystery of the barbarians’ vow to the Duke, but he understood well the process of initiation, having lived through a similarly arduous training with the veiled-ones. 

			As his mornings were spent being brazenly beaten and ridiculed by the impervious Mufahti, his afternoons were an ordeal of a different kind, passed mostly in the company of the Duke.  His discussions with Alvar were long and turbulent, often consisting of speculation rather than certainties.  Ignacio, Diego, and Rodrigo Vasquez were frequent visitors as well, and every so often Mufahti and one or more of his men would lend council to their Duke.  

			The imminent arrival of the veiled-ones, lead by Prince Ezekiel of Dunak, was now common knowledge.  There was a nearly palpable undercurrent of anticipation throughout Damáskenos, from the keep’s kitchens to its outlying settlements.  

			Following the pronouncement of the Duke, the castle had been scrubbed top to bottom, its hundreds of unoccupied chambers outfitted with cots and amenities to serve as a massive barracks.  In the city at large, the streets were swept and gutters cleaned of winter debris.  Doorways and window trims received new coats of paint and awnings were swatted with brooms until clean. The most farseeing guards kept watch day and night on the ramparts, poised to raise a cry the moment signal fires were visible on the mountain pass.  

			As they waited, the fledgling council deliberated a range of issues: the logistics of keeping secret the veiled-ones’ arrival in Tanalon, recent word of the Borgetzan army in route toward Vianalon, and King Manual of Argenta.  

			Not a week ago, an Argentan emissary had arrived in Damáskenos bearing a sealed letter by the king’s own hand.  Manual, in very politic prose, had professed himself on bent knee, awaiting word of Tanalon’s rightful liege.  When asked by Arturo how the king might have known of Serephina’s whereabouts, the Duke had given him a bland smile.     

			The Princess Serephina, present much of the time in the conference room, rarely joined her voice to the discussions.  She preferred instead to listen, her quick mind absorbing facts and theories, rarely revealing emotion.  Neither Arturo nor Alvar were bothered by her prudence; they had known her father well and were aware that she was very much Armando’s daughter.  

			When asked, however, for her opinion on Argenta, the princess had spoken with candor.  With a disarming smile, she’d concluded that it was no secret that the Argentan prince was of marriageable age and his father an ambitious man, but those details were shadowed by the promise of having the finest cavalry and archers in Calabria joined to her cause.  

			Thus, the Argentan emissary had been shown the full hospitality of the keep for three days, and on nightfall of the forth had ridden from the gates with an escort of twelve of Damáskenos’ guard, who’d shadowed him as far as the Wasteland.  Strapped to the courageous man’s skin beneath his armor was a letter of gratitude and joy from Serephina, tempered with worry for her country and outrage at the both High Cleric’s actions and the approach of the Borgetzan forces.

			Nothing was said of Dunak.  

			The vote had been unanimous that Manual need not know, as yet, that Ezekiel ibn Dukari and the veiled-ones were crossing the Kilcaran range.  The challenge of uniting Argenta, Damáskenos, and Dunak was not as pressing as garnering support however they might.  Fusing two elite armies on foreign soil, without disastrous backlash, would be the burden of Serephina and whoever she chose to stand as commander.  

			For now, it was enough that there would be, as promised by a mystic in a dream, an army in the north.  

			 

			 

			On the bed above him, Isidora was finally rousing.  Arturo detached himself from his musings, the sound of her voice reminding him that there were things more compelling than war councils.  Like every day from sunset to sunrise, when he was able to shed Bellamont and she her title, and they came together as man and woman.

			“Arturo?” she murmured.   

			He cleared his throat to speak, turning a little.  What he might have said was drowned out by the awakened pain in his body.  Groaning, he let his head fall back to the mattress.  Her foot retracted from his view, replaced a moment later by her face.  A golden curl brushed his cheek, tickling, and her blue eyes were wide.  

			She stumbled from the bed to the door, pulling hard on the ivory chord which hung from the ceiling.  As they waited for a servant to answer the summons, she bent beside him to carefully slip his boots from his feet.

			“I’m sorry, I'm sorry,” she said, over and over until he grabbed the hand that was floating aimlessly around his torso.  

			“By the God, woman, I’ll be fine,” he grumbled.

			There was a quick knock on the door and Isidora rushed to open it, heaving a sigh of relief at the maid’s familiar face.  The young woman grinned, a sparkle in her dark eyes and a basket of soaps and towels in her arms.  She gestured to the four boys behind her, each of whom had steaming basins of water braced on their shoulders.  “Thought you might be spared the extra wait.”

			“Gertrude, thank you so much,” Isidora breathed, moving quickly aside to allow them access.  

			The youths kept their eyes averted as they filed past Arturo and into the adjacent bathing chamber.  Gertrude bustled after them, her voice floating back into the room as she directed the pouring of water.  Minutes later, they reappeared with the empty basins, walking quickly to escape the bossy maid.  

			The last boy paused at the door and turned to give an awkward bow.  “That was a brilliant fight this morning, my lord,” he said, grinning.  Gertrude reappeared in the doorway with a scowl; he fled with alacrity after his fellows.

			“I’m terribly sorry, my lord Bellamont,” Gertrude clucked, shaking her head.

			Arturo kept his expression neutral as he replied, “I’m no lord, Gertrude.  And it’s no bother about the boys.”

			The maid smiled hesitantly, the expression softening her rosy face.  She glanced between Isidora and Arturo, and blushed scarlet.  “Forgive me,” she said, “Good day.”

			She was partway through the door when she collided with Diego, whose momentum as he walked into the room sent her spinning into the doorframe with a squeal.  Diego darted forward as she tripped, grabbing her by the arms to steady her.  

			“Have I hurt you?” he demanded roughly.

			Gertrude stared open-mouthed at the soldier, whose fearsome, scarred face was mere inches from hers.  She swallowed visibly and began to tremble.  “No, I’m fine,” she mumbled.  The color that had drained from her face roared back, much to her obvious embarrassment.  

			Diego, taking her reaction as abhorrence, quickly released her, offering a muttered apology.  He stepped inside the room and stood stiffly, eyes darting around the room.  Behind his back, Gertrude stood a moment more, staring thoughtfully at his leather-clad shoulders, before vanishing into the hallway.  

			Isidora slowly closed the door and leaned against it, sharing a small, considering smile with Arturo, who asked mildly, “What’s so important that you knocked poor Gertrude senseless to gain entry?” 

			Diego cleared his throat and looked up, a strange gleam in his eyes.  “The signal fires have been sighted,” he said.

			“They are days early!” Isidora gasped.

			“They are veiled-ones,” Diego replied with a shrug.

			Pain forgotten, Arturo pushed himself from the floor, then sat on the bed with a hiss.  “Anshar’s balls,” he cursed, earning a reproachful look from Isidora.  “When?”

			“Just now,” Diego replied, voice tight with anticipation.  

			Arturo scratched at his face, wincing at the dirt that came away beneath his fingernails.  “How long until they arrive?”

			“They’ll enter the valley by nightfall,” he said, and finally released a grin.  “It’s happening, isn’t it?”

			Arturo couldn’t help but respond to Diego’s excitement, feeling it thrill through his blood.  Not long before, as Armando lay dying, he’d had no hope for Tanalon’s future or Serephina’s cause.  But with the awakening of his heart had come an awakening of another sort, that of love he bore his country, and a deep sense that he would do what he must to free Tanalon from tyranny.  

			Isidora’s expression, however, instantly sobered him.  She averted her eyes and walked across the room, into the bathing chamber.  His heart clenched a little at the stiffness in her shoulders, the tension in her usually fluid walk.  

			He met Diego’s knowing gaze.  “May I assume the Duke wishes a conference?”

			He nodded.  “Your presence and Lady Fiannan’s are requested.”

			“Give us half the day,” Arturo spoke softly, glancing toward the inner doorway.  

			Diego nodded again and let himself out.  Arturo gripped the bedpost and hauled himself up, carefully testing the pain in his shins.  Deciding it was manageable, he limped across the room.

			Isidora sat calmly on a stool beside the large tub, a cloth and bar of soap in her lap.  She did not look at him as he unfastened his trousers and gingerly eased his legs free.  He slowly levered one foot, then the other into the bath, and lowered himself into the steaming water.  For some minutes he lay unmoving, head fallen back and eyes closed, letting the heat sooth the worst of his soreness.  

			When he hazarded a look through his eyelashes, he found Isidora watching him.  She noticed his gaze and turned her head quickly, wiping roughly at her eyes.  

			“What is it, my love?” he asked softly.  

			She refused to turn back, but extended the cloth and soap in one hand.  He felt a curious tightening in his gut when as he took the offering, she snatched her hand away before he could touch her.  “Isidora—” he began.

			She lifted a hand to stay his words and rose, exiting the chamber.  

			Knowing there was nothing he could say to bring her back, he unfastened the chord in his hair.  He worked the soap into a lather on his scalp, then scrubbed the grime from his face and neck with more force than necessary.  

			As he rose from beneath the water and leaned back against the tub, his breath stilled at the touch of her hands on his shoulders.  She reached out and he placed the bar of soap in her hand.  

			“I apologize for my behavior,” she said softly.  Distracted by the feel of her fingers running lather across his back, Arturo merely nodded.  “I reacted very childishly to the news of the veiled-ones’ approach.  The truth is I do not wish for their arrival, nor do I wish for the future that rushes toward us.  It is a future of war, and holds no place for us together.”

			“That’s not true,” he whispered, grabbing her hands and swiveling toward her.  He looked into her eyes, read the deep fear there.  “Whatever you’re afraid of, I won't let happen.  I am your Champion and nothing will come between us.”

			Isidora knew he believed the words, would live by them no matter the consequence.  Yet she could not let him.  There were others who needed him more; Calabria needed Black Bellamont.  

			“I release you from your vow,” she said somberly.  

			His amber eyes sparked with anger.  “You cannot,” he said stiffly, clenching her hands more tightly as she tried to move away. 

			This was not how Isidora had imagined the conversation unraveling.  Over the past week she had played out the scenario many times, complete with her quiet acceptance and his sincere remorse.  She would live as she might, possibly retreat further north and seek out other mystics with whom she might find a home, taking herself and the amulet of the Gods far from the High Cleric’s reach.  Her separation from Arturo would be one more grief for her heart to endure, but she would bear it for the sake of Calabria.  

			The needs of the land were greater by far than the needs of her heart.    

			All of her confusion and fear sharpened her tongue.  “Do you not see the road that fate has laid before you, Arturo?  Just who do you imagine will lead the joined armies of Dunak, Damáskenos, and Argenta?  Who do you think Serephina has in mind for commander?  Ignacio?  The Duke?”  She tore her hands free from his and stood to pace before the bath.  “It must be someone close to House Caville, someone known in all three nations who leads this army.”

			Arturo stared at her in bafflement, then gave an abrupt laugh.  “Are you mad?” he sputtered.  “Of course Ignacio will lead Serephina’s army.  He is her Minister of War.”

			Isidora halted, spun to face him.  Her entire frame trembled, her hands balled into fists.  “Do not belittle yourself,” she snapped.  “There has never been anyone else capable of this feat but you.  Lucero knows it, Hadrian knows it, the Duke himself knows it.  You are Black Bellamont, the sword of Tanalon.  The only one who refuses to see the truth is you!”

			Her outburst had an effect opposite of what she’d expected.  Arturo relaxed in the bath, calmly retrieved the soap and cloth, and resumed scrubbing himself.  

			“You have nothing to say?” she demanded.  

			He glanced at her before applying the cloth behind his ears.  She watched him warily as he rinsed a final time and stretched to reach for a towel.  Water sluiced down his chest, chasing the dark line of hair on his abdomen.  By the time he had stepped from the bath and was leisurely drying himself, her quivering had nothing to do with anger.  

			Arturo, very much aware of the effect he was having on her, spent an unnecessary amount of him wringing the excess water from his hair.  He straightened finally and looked at her, saw her shallow breathing and the spots of color high on her cheeks.  An intense surge of possessiveness and need coursed through him, washing away the vestiges of pain in his body.  

			She didn’t move as he walked toward her, as the towel slipped from his hips and fell to the floor.  Her eyes had darkened to midnight blue, raised to his with such defiance in their depths that when he kissed her, his intentions of gentleness were banished.  

			Her gown tore as he pulled it from her body, as he lifted her against the wall and yanked her legs around his waist.  When he was sheathed inside her, he stilled, held her immobile until she opened her eyes.  He was used to the flare of power that rose with their coupling, which constricted her pupils and circled in her irises.  He was familiar by now, as well, with the tingling warmth that radiated down his spine.  

			“Nothing will take me from you,” he whispered intently, and the emotion in her face told him he’d been right on the source of her fear.  “Do you understand?”

			She looked away, compressing her lips.  “You will lead the army to retake Vianalon,” she said tightly.

			Arturo shifted his body and thrust into her, bringing a ragged cry from her throat.  She writhed against him, nails digging into his shoulders.  Her eyes came back to his, drowning blue, and he captured her mouth, holding her tightly to him.  

			“Nothing will take me from you,” he repeated against her lips, then echoed his conviction with every inch of his being, until his legs weakened and they collapsed to the floor atop the pile of towels.  

			She rose above him, moved against him with her hair curtaining them both, fiery in the sunlight from the room’s small window.  And when she gasped and went rigid, she flung back her head so that the line of her body was exposed to the light, golden and glowing.  

			Arturo struggled to dampen his response to the sight, but it was of no use.  His body reacted as it wished, forcing his hips from the floor as release shattered through him.  Isidora collapsed atop him, pressed her face into his neck.  It took an absurd effort, but he managed to lift his arms around her and turn his mouth to her ear.

			“Do you believe me?” he whispered.

			Her body shuddered; he felt the spill of tears against his skin.  “Yes,” she breathed.

			Gently, he lifted her face until he could look her in the eyes.  Without a thought for anything but what lived in his heart, he said, “Let tomorrow bring whatever it will.  Right now, today, is all that matters.  Be my wife, Isidora.”  Her eyes widened in shock and tears trailed down her face.  He kissed the salt from her cheeks, pulled her close to him, burying his face in her hair.  

			“Say yes, my love.”

			“Yes,” she whispered.

			



			

	



Chapter Twenty-eight

			 

			Not three hours later, nine people gathered in Damáskenos’ small chapel of the God.  The six witnesses stood in silence as Finnéces led the marriage ceremony.  Princess Serephina was smiling whimsically at the couple who were stumbling nervously over their vows.  Beside her, Duke Alvar dabbed repeatedly at his eyes and nose with a kerchief.  Neither Diego nor Edan made any move to quench the tears that ran down their faces.  Both were perfectly content to sniff loudly every few moments, earning them not a few glares from Finnéces.  

			The final witnesses stood just behind the others.  Lucero Tuturro was clasping his son’s hand tightly, for he knew Hadrian’s heart belonged to Lady Fiannan and was sorry for his pain.  

			His own heart, however, was bright with joy for the two pledging themselves to one another.  There was no event he could imagine enjoying more on the eve of war than the marriage of two people who were so obviously in love.  

			There was deeper emotion within him as well, that encompassing gratitude felt when a selfless wish finally bears fruit.  For so long he’d prayed for Arturo’s happiness, fervently wishing that something of the youth he’d known would return, restore the passion and life that had been crushed by his king’s betrayal.  In the end, the last Lady of Alesia had found Arturo’s heart, unknowingly cut through the bonds of indifference and brought it beating to the surface.  

			Now Lucero had a new prayer, which he offered solemnly to the God as the ceremony drew to a close.  Let them live through this war, and someday find peace.  And though he no longer had eyes with which to see, his tear ducts remained, and the strip of cloth tied about his face slowly dampened.  

			  

			                                                                                    *

			 

			Serephina sat before the modest vanity in her bedchamber.  Alone in the last hours before the arrival of the veiled-ones, she fretted over her appearance as young women are wont to do; except perhaps more so, as she was preparing to present herself for the first time as Queen of Tanalon before a foreign prince and his army. 

			Staring into the mirror, Serephina watched the play of emotions across her face.  Better to let them rise to the surface now, she mused, for there was no telling when, if ever, she would be allowed to indulge in such weakness again.  She did not mourn the idea as some might, for from the time she could walk and speak her first words, her father had been methodically, painstakingly preparing her for this day.  

			She could not truly mourn what she had never known.  

			There was no proper gown or jewels for this eve, nor did her face boast the vivid makeup appropriate for public appearances.  Earlier in the week she’d surprised the duke by refusing his offer of a seamstress, preferring instead to wear the simply cut fashion she’d grown comfortable with.  The long-sleeved tunic was dyed a deep green, belted at her waist and dropping to mid-calf over full, dark skirts.  Her hair was likewise without adornment, braided loosely and held from her face by a simple golden circlet.  It was the only piece of jewelry she had brought with her from Vianalon, and had belonged to her mother.

			Arturo had returned her father’s ring, but as yet she could not bear to look at it. 

			A growing cacophony was rising from the courtyard below her room.  She stood and walked to the open window, pulled aside a gossamer drape to look down.  The setting sun caste a reddish glow over the scene, cutting sharp, surreal figures of the two men surveying the activity.  

			The duke’s boisterous laughter reached her ears as a solider running across the yard slipped on a cobblestone made slick with flower petals, knocking down a boy with milk pails balanced across his shoulders.  The milk had barely spilled when several flustered maids ran from the keep with mops and buckets.  

			Fanning away to either side of the castle proper, the city’s visible balconies were thick with women and children, who giggled at the embarrassed soldier and continued to pluck flowers from their mother’s hands, tossing petals through the air.  The maids paused to glower at the mess on the streets.  Duke Alvar said somewhat to them; they blushed, laughing, and disappeared through the castle doors.

			Standing beside the duke, Arturo was shaking his head in mirth as he watched the incident resolve itself.  Presently, another figure joined the men, her hair burned red by the fading sun.  A sad smile turned Serephina’s lips as she watched Arturo clasp Isidora’s hand, then lean close to whisper in her ear. 

			She wondered if, by the end of the evening, they would hate her.

			 

			                                                                                    *

			    

			Rodrigo Vasquez stood with his son atop the eastern wall, squinting at the line of torches snaking their way toward the castle.  They were still some miles distant, looking like hundreds of tiny firebugs floating down the mountainside.  There was no telling where the numbers of the army ended.  They’d been watching for the better part of the day, since Eduardo had first sighted the thickening shadows of figures on the pass.  

			Diego Roldan had been the only other sentry to detect those first movements, and much to Eduardo’s lasting pride, had requested that the youth to keep his post as first lookout on the eastern rampart.  Rodrigo kept company with his son, his hand firmly braced on Eduardo’s shoulder, as they watched the coming army with hope of vengeance to come in their hearts.

			Every few minutes a guardsman would approach, and Eduardo would give a new estimate of the numbers of veiled-ones.  The guards, under specific orders, would not tarry, but took the information forthwith to the duke.  

			Though a part of Rodrigo greatly wished he were in the company of the duke and his council, he rested on the knowledge that he stood at the forefront of history untold.  It was enough that he would be able to offer his sword and his life to the rightful Queen of Tanalon, to take as many Church Soldiers to the Beyond as he was able before his death.

			Lost in his thoughts, Rodrigo didn’t notice at first when his hand slipped from Eduardo’s shoulder.  Then he heard a hiss of breath, and saw that his son had leaned forward against the low wall.  

			“Father, look!”

			Rodrigo followed the line of his son’s finger, down to the ground just outside Damáskenos’ moat.  There, camouflaged by the night, barely visible as disruptions of space in the darkness, a small band of figures moved stealthily toward the extended drawbridge.  

			Rodrigo fumbled with the horn at his belt, shock slowing his reflexes.  He finally wrenched the instrument free and flung it to his lips.  

			 

			                                                                                    *

			 

			Serephina looked up as the horn’s call reverberated through the castle.  The light meal she’d just consumed turned immediately to lead in her stomach.  All around the private dining room, heads jerked up and turned, eyes narrowing on the far doors.  Hands slowly lowered utensils and goblets.  Conversations halted mid-sentence, their topics forgotten.

			At the head of the table, Duke Alvar slowly pushed back his chair and stood.

			The doors were flung open, the wide space dominated by Mufahti.  The barbarian wore a savage grin, dark eyes steady on the duke.  “They come,” he said.

			Chairs screeched against the stone floor as the occupants of the table stood.  Serephina held a fluttering hand to her stomach and met the gaze of Lady Fiannan, who smiled and gave an encouraging nod.  As the duke, Arturo, Ignacio, and Diego strode with purpose from the room, Serephina paused, anxiety rippling through her, shortening her breath.  

			“I will stand with you,” Isidora offered quietly.

			Serephina swallowed.  She tried her tongue, which was painfully dry, and finally worked her voice free.  She meant to thank her for the offer, but said instead, “I’m so sorry, my lady.”

			The stunning blue eyes darkened a little.  Isidora walked around the table and when she was close enough, reached to capture Serephina’s hand.  “I know,” she murmured, squeezing her fingers gently.  “There is no one else.”

			Until that moment, Serephina had not been fully aware of her own expectation of Isidora’s loathing.  She had been prepared to bear it, had rationalized it in her mind so that it did not matter what the lady thought or felt, only that she gained what she needed.  Now that it was compassion being offered her, she realized that she did care, more than she’d thought possible.  

			Perhaps it was that there existed a quality to Isidora that reminded Serephina of her father, a wholly illogical sense that nevertheless made her long for a friendship, for a closeness she’d never known with another woman.  Overwhelmed by sudden feeling, she felt a strange, prickling sensation in her eyes.  

			She realized, with surprise, that she wanted to cry.

			The doors opened again, revealing Arturo, but whatever he might have said was halted by the looks on the women’s faces.  He stepped inside the room and bowed.  “My ladies, I apologize for the interruption.”

			Serephina glanced at Isidora, drawing strength from the urging in her eyes.  “Arturo,” she said haltingly.  “I beg a word with you.”  His dark eyes moved between their faces before coming to rest on hers.  He said nothing, only walked forward and touched one knee to the ground.  His gaze lifted, stalling on Isidora, who smiled softly.  

			He looked at Serephina and said, “I am yours to command, my queen.”

			Serephina’s fingers tightened compulsively around Isidora’s.  “I would have you lead my army, Bellamont.”

			He bowed his head, shoulders falling briefly before squaring again.  For several moments he was silent, so still it appeared he did not breathe.  Finally, he murmured, “As you wish.”

			She released the breath she’d been holding, feeling slightly dizzy as the worst of her anxiety lifted away.  “Rise, then.”

			Arturo stood and offered his arm.  The warmth of Isidora’s fingers faded as the lady stepped back.  Serephina could not bring herself to turn, for fear of glimpsing sorrow or worse on her face.  

			Instead she spoke to Arturo, “I wish for the Lady Fiannan to accompany us.”

			His eyes snapped to hers, and for the briefest instant, it seemed they glowed.  Then he blinked, and it was just the firelight reflecting in his irises.  

			Taking a steadying breath, Serephina spoke aloud that which had been germinating in her heart and mind for weeks, “We go to war for more than my crown, Bellamont, for more than securing House Caville’s royal line.  We fight to make right the grave injustices suffered by this country under rule of the High Cleric,” she took another breath, “and my father, the king.  We answer as well to the grievances of the lost race of Alesians.  We fight for Lady Fiannan, your wife, and all those who bear ties to the Isle of Dusk.”  She smiled ironically.  “I think it fitting that she stands beside me, the two of us together, sovereigns without thrones.”

			Arturo’s expression was rigid, though the look in his eyes was raw.  “Do you truly mean that?” he asked.

			Serephina nodded, feeling again the damnable prickling in her eyes.  “Yes, Bellamont, I believe I do.”

			His grin was sudden and bright.  “Then who am I to question my queen’s wishes?” he asked, then slanted a glance at Isidora.  “Either of my queens, I should say.”

			Isidora made a noise between a groan and laughter.  Serephina felt a laugh bubble to her throat and work its way free.  “Shall we, then?” she asked, turning to gesture Isidora forward.  

			She came, smiling, to clasp Arturo’s free arm.  He bent his head, murmured softly, “Did you hear her, my love?” and Serephina saw the modest nod of her head.

			Arturo escorted them from the room, his gait steady and unhesitating down an empty hallway where torches flickered brightly.  They crossed the large, austere antechamber, hung from ceiling to floor with ancient tapestries, each depicting slightly different renditions of an identical theme.  Colored artfully in Damáskenos’ standard threads of green and gray, the scenes dated back to the fortress’ founding, and detailed engagements of war.  The significance of the tapestries was not lost on them, teasing their vision as torchlight danced across their surfaces.  

			Neither was the tone of the room lost on Diego or Ignacio, whose expressions were grim as they waited before the massive, iron-bracketed doors.  At Serephina’s curt nod, the men pulled the doors open and stepped into the night.  Arturo didn’t linger on the threshold, but immediately drew them forward onto the first of the wide steps.  

			The first thing Serephina noticed was that although the wide, cobbled yard was thick with people, it was strangely silent.  It took several moments for her eyes to adjust to the dimness, and when they did she saw that near the drawbridge, Mufahti and his men stood in a loose circle around a group of six figures.  Five were veiled-ones, while the one standing just before them wore a concealing hood.  

			These were not the first of the infamous tribe of assassins Serephina had seen in her lifetime.  In her youth, Armando had procured several tutors from the bloodline to teach her the rudiments of their trade.   They, however, had not worn veils.  As she grew older, she’d come to understand that they had been spies, likely discovered by Armando and delivered an ultimatum.  Once the lessons were finished, she’d never heard or seen them again.

			Those who wore the ritual veils had exotic whorls of dark ink outside their eyes, radiating across the temples.  It was hard to tell sex beneath the voluminous black robes.  The longer she studied them, however, the more she was able to discern small, telling distinctions.  Three were nearly the same height and weight, but two were shorter, and one among the last had narrow shoulders, thicker eyelashes.  

			Arturo’s lips didn’t move as he whispered, “Four men, one woman.”

			Serephina nodded.  “All my training did not go to complete waste,” she breathed.

			He made a small noise.  “Then you must know, your majesty, that their silence is deference.  They wait for you to present yourself.”

			Lifting her chin a fraction at the deserved rebuke, Serephina took the one step necessary to draw forth the future into the present, and proclaim herself a queen among men.  

			And as she took that step, all in the courtyard witnessed a strange convergence of light, which blazed from the golden circlet on her brow.  Some believed it a purely natural effect caused by the torches mounted nearby, while many others felt deeply it was a benediction from the Gods.  No matter the difference in opinion, in those moments thousands of silent prayers drifted up from Damáskenos and into the night sky.  

			Rodrigo Vasquez, standing with his son among the refugees of Vallejo, saw the flash and thought of his wife’s wedding ring by candlelight.  Some distance away, Duke Alvar closed his eyes for a moment, thinking of Armando de la Caville, and hoping that somewhere, somehow, he was watching.  Mufahti and his six brothers touched their fingertips to their chests in a simultaneous gesture of which only they knew the meaning, while the five veiled-ones sighed with one breath.  

			Standing anonymously in the crowd, Hadrian Visconte sighed as well, and for the first time since his father’s maiming felt his faith shed the chains of the Church and awaken.  He uplifted his face to the God’s light, reflecting off millions of stars, and offered again his life and soul into service of Anshar.  The ache of his heart eased at once.

			Isidora Fiannan, standing behind Serephina, did not see the full effect of the circlet’s glow.  She felt it instead as a wave of heat, then coolness, radiated down her body.  Beneath the collar of her gown, the amulet of the Gods was a shivering current against her skin.  The sudden tension in her arm made Arturo look at her, and in her eyes he saw endless landscapes of stars, spinning and falling through midnight blue.  

			He touched her face and her eyes were her own again, full of wonder.  “Shenlith says They are listening,” she whispered, and he knew she spoke of the Gods.  

			The knowledge, strangely, did not upset him, for though she spoke plainly of an ancient dragon burrowed beneath the land and sibling creatures of divinity, he felt only the rightness of her words.

			There were only two, among the many thousands of souls gathered in and around Damáskenos, who were in the exact position, looking in the exact place, to witness the heavenly face of the Goddess.  

			The Nameless and the Child of Time stood on a narrow, snowy ledge high in the Kilcaran range.  They had been following the progress of the veiled-ones into the valley below when both had been seized by the same need.  Turning about sharply, their heads jerked up, gazes locked on the same space of dark sky, far east over Dunak.

			It lasted no more than a heartbeat, and clouds obscured much of the sight, but for one instant, they felt upon their faces the light of the moon.  Neither spoke; what they felt in that moment—as the Goddess looked upon them—was too terrible to voice.  

			Pandion began to keen softly.  The Nameless felt an unfamiliar stirring of the need to comfort and be comforted.  She took his slight body against hers, holding him until he quieted.

			 

			                                                                                    *

			 

			Ezekiel ibn Dukari was one of those to witness the flare of light on Serephina’s brow and think that torchlight had played a fanciful, if significant trick.  Though not an overly zealous man, he was still prince of Dunak, and he offered silent thanks to the Gods that They should so clearly mark the trueness of his path.

			When several moments had passed, he took a cautious step forward, eyeing the ebony skinned warriors around him.  The largest man turned dark eyes his way, though Ezekiel could read no message in them.  Beyond the barbarian stood the Duke of Damáskenos, who nodded acceptance of his passage.

			Each step Ezekiel took across the silent courtyard seemed prolonged, all the days and nights of walking compacted so that his lungs ached, his muscles screamed as he approached the young queen.  

			Young she was, with not a line on her fair face, whose fragile beauty was framed by errant strands of thick hair.  Her eyes were dark and luminous as she watched him, seeking his features beneath the hood of his cloak.  

			Just when he knew he could not walk another step, the queen took half a step forward, bringing her to the lowest tier before the cobbled ground.  He sunk to his knees, too tired to react as the impact jarred him, and threw back his hood.  She was a queen, and he a prince, and so he kept his head bowed, listening to the beat of his heart as he awaited her words.

			“You have traveled a great distance,” she said at last, voice clear and deceptively light.  “Why have you come?”

			Ezekiel was so surprised by her question that he looked up, and in doing so, was overcome by the sudden knowing that he would gladly stay on his knees for all time, staring up at her face.  So diminished was his control that he did not know what expression he wore, but he saw its effect as the queen inhaled sharply.  

			He bowed his head, fought to regain his mind.  “I am here to offer you an army,” he said, hearing his voice sound shallow in his ears.

			Slippered feet moved into his line of vision as she descended the last step.  “I did not ask what you have brought,” she said darkly, “I asked why.”

			Dear Anshar guide my tongue, he prayed.  “I do not know,” he said aloud, and his proclamation rippled outward, stirring murmurs through the crowd.

			Serephina looked up sharply and the voices fell silent.  As she turned her attention back to the man kneeling before her, not a few in the courtyard likened the power in that one glance to memories of Armando’s stare.

			“You have not come to conquer Tanalon, to add our wealth and trade to your desert?” she pressed mercilessly.

			It was far easier, he decided, to speak the simple truth than summon pretty words.  He was much too tired for diplomacy.  “Certainly not.” 

			Serephina made a noise of blatant disbelief.  “You’ve brought the finest tribe of assassins at your back to help me gain my stolen throne?”  Her voice was rising in volume with each word, though the tone of it was still coolly controlled.  “You wish me to believe that you will not turn against me in my time of greatest need, rear up and take what is mine?”

			Ezekiel was now feeling the cold press of stone against his knees.  His back and shoulders were afire from maintaining his obeisance.  No longer caring for protocol, he lifted his head and eyes to her lovely, stern face.  

			“I want nothing from you, your majesty, except a hot meal and a bed.”

			The entire courtyard held its breath as Serephina blinked in shock.  Ezekiel had barely begun a litany of private curses when she laughed.  The sound, so abrupt and unfeigned, rippled through his senses so that he did not immediately see her outstretched hand.  Her fingers twitched at him.

			“Rise, Ezekiel ibn Dukari, eldest prince of Dunak,” she said, smiling down at him, dark eyes glistening with mirth.  “On behalf of House Caville, I welcome you to Tanalon.”

			



			

	



Chapter Twenty-nine

			 

			As it happened, the first of Ezekiel’s needs to be met in Tanalon had nothing to do with his rash request for food and sleep.  Moments after the queen’s laughing welcome, the short, portly duke and two of his barbarian guards ushered him and the veiled-ones into the castle. 

			In the bustle of movement, Ezekiel had looked back, once, to see a tall, darkly handsome man take Serephina’s arm.  Then the massive doors were yanked closed, and the duke was striding beside him, plying him with an endless catalogue of questions as they walked through wide, elegant hallways.  

			Ezekiel managed to give replies, though he would later question their coherence.  He was solidly grateful for the soundless wall of veiled-ones at his back, for in his present fatigue he imagined he would walk readily into a jail cell, unknowing until a lock turned behind him.  Luckily, the duke seemed bent on gaiety, exclaiming at one point that his stables smelled fresher than his newest guests.  

			At this, Ezekiel managed only a bemused nod.  He wondered if such directness was a characteristic of Tanalon’s nobility; in Dunak, such a statement could lead to a blood feud.  Certainly he would never allow any of his brothers to go unpunished after voicing such a crude comparison between his person and horse manure.  

			The duke must have sensed somewhat of his thoughts, for he grinned, saying, “I am a crass old man, your highness, and in no way a model of Tanalon’s hospitality.”

			Ezekiel had no reply, though he thought he could sense relief from the veiled-ones, and, though he might have imagined it, a snort of humor from one of the barbarian guardsmen.  

			At long last, the duke led them up a short flight of stairs, at the top of which was a brief hallway ending in large double doors.  A smooth-faced man awaited them, of indeterminate middle years and lean, lanky build, which he bent low before the duke.  He straightened, blinked indifferently at Ezekiel and his companions, and finally offered another bow, though not as low as before.

			“Here we are!” proclaimed the duke.  He stepped forward to clap the impervious servant on the shoulder; the man swayed a little though his features remained pleasantly blank.  “This is Gerard, my chief chamberlain.  Anything you might require, he will be only too happy to accommodate.  Isn’t that right, good man?”

			Gerard gave another slight bow.  “Yes, my lord,” he said, and his voice was like the rest of him, calmly detached.  

			“Good, good,” the duke nodded, then faced Ezekiel.  He gazed down the length of him, from his disheveled and knotted hair to the mud-caked hem of his cloak.  “First order of business is a bath for you and your companions.  When you are finished, ring for Gerard and he will escort you to the feast we’ve prepared for your welcoming.”  

			The duke’s eyes then narrowed, and Ezekiel had his first glimpse of the shrewd intelligence of the man.  The sharp gaze flickered toward the veiled-ones and back.  “Your army will camp beyond the moat tonight.  I would have us speak candidly, and in the presence of the queen and her advisors, before welcoming them into Damáskenos’ halls.”

			Ezekiel bent his torso, then straightened, doing his best to hide his consternation.  A feast, followed by a council with the queen, was hardly a soft bed.  He only hoped his frayed concentration wouldn’t cause another embarrassment this evening. 

			“As you wish,” he told the duke.  He glanced a question at the veiled-one nearest him, he who was the former Master of Knives.  The man nodded.  Ezekiel returned his attention to the duke.  “It is done.”

			The duke smiled.  “Enjoy your bath, your highness,” he said, and strode back down the stairs.  The two barbarians spun smartly and followed.  

			Gerard cleared his throat, “This way, please,” he said, and led them through the doors into an antechamber conjoining two more doors.  The room was austere, though the floor was swept clean and the bench set against the opposite wall was cushioned for comfort.  

			The sumptuous, exotic furnishings of his Dunak residence seemed very far away.  

			Gerard opened the rightmost door, gesturing impatiently at the veiled-ones.  Though it was brief, Ezekiel caught a flare of surprise in the former Master’s eyes.  He met the man’s gaze and nodded discreetly.  The veiled-ones shared an inscrutable glance before filing into the room.

			Gerard cleared his throat again, a nervous tick, it seemed, before opening the other door and proceeding Ezekiel within.  The chamber, though large, was furnished simply with a desk, dresser, and a wide canopied bed standing against the far wall.  Set beneath the bed and spreading halfway across the room was the only luxury presented, a thick, soft rug of forest green.  

			Firelight from the hearth caste a bright, warm glow, reinforced by shining glass lamps mounted in intervals along the walls.  To his right was a bay of narrow windows, one pane among them opened to lend a fresh, pine-scented breeze.  

			As the chamberlain disappeared through a narrow door, likely the bathing room, Ezekiel walked to the open window and looked out.  His room faced east and boasted a view of the Kilcaran range.  Though the peaks were indecipherable in the night, they were given ethereal distinction by the tiny, glittering stream of torches as the army marched on.  

			Gerard’s voice jolted him from reverie, “Your bath is prepared, your highness.”

			“Thank you,” he replied, turning.  The man gazed calmly at him as he hesitated, suddenly and acutely aware of his state of dress.  “Is there perchance…”  He trailed off, discomforted by making further demands.

			Gerard’s thin lips stretched in an unexpected smile.  “Leave your clothing near the door.  I will send a maid to wash and return them to you.”  At Ezekiel’s puzzled expression, he added, “Your boots and cloak may be brushed clean, but your other garments we will find suitable replacements for.”

			Immensely relieved he would not have to don his filthy clothing again, Ezekiel bowed.  “Thank you, kind sir,” he said meaningfully.  Gerard blinked, cleared his throat as if disturbed by his deference, and made haste from the chamber.

			By the time Ezekiel emerged from the bath, a maid had returned his boots and cloak.  Atop the bed was a long-sleeved black tunic and matching trousers.  He dressed, pleased and surprised to find the dimensions well suited to his form.  Running fingers through his short, damp hair, he mused that despite its lack of opulence, Damáskenos had certainly found a rare gift in his chief chamberlain.

			His opinion was confirmed as, when he was halfway to the door, the entrance opened on Gerard.  The man looked him up and down, then nodded approval.  “Come with me, please,” he said.

			The veiled-ones occupied the small antechamber.  They’d declined the offer of new attire, of course, but the worst of the travel stains had been removed from their cloaks and headdresses.  

			Opposite them stood two of the duke’s barbarian honor guard, the same who’d escorted them earlier.  From their vacant expressions and piercing dark eyes, it was impossible to tell whether they guarded the exit or blocked it.  Either way, they had succeeded in their intent, for the irritation of the veiled-ones was palpable.

			Gerard sighed loudly.  “Enough theatrics,” he said exasperatedly.  It was a peculiar sight, the lanky, smaller man shoving and prodding until the guards were finally irked enough to step aside.

			With a grunt of success, Gerard opened the door and moved into the hallway.  One of the guards quickly followed, shifting his bulk with surprising agility.  A pair of veiled-ones moved smoothly before Ezekiel, the others forming a loose semicircle at his back.  Thusly reassured of security, he strode after the rapidly diminishing figure of the chamberlain. 

			As they neared the stairs, Ezekiel murmured beneath his breath, “I do not think the barbarians mean us ill.”

			He wasn’t sure the former Master of Knives had heard him, but then came the whisper, “We cannot read their hearts.”

			To that, Ezekiel could think of no rejoinder.

			The walk was long, and despite the soothing bath, he found himself wincing with every step.  A nerve in his back was radiating pain down his spine.  The raw skin of his feet chaffed against his boots in new ways, as if in punishment for the illusion of reprieve.  

			As they passed the keep’s entrance and walked up another long flight of stairs, he decided that he was ten leagues past the need for food.  He only hoped the queen did not expect an engaging audience; somehow, he knew that was exactly what she would demand.

			Finally, Gerard came to a halt before double doors.  The foremost guard knocked loudly on the wood, the sound echoing down the hallway.  As they waited for a response, Ezekiel glanced back along the corridor. 

			It occurred to him then that they’d not passed a living soul.

			The doors creaked as they were opened from within, spilling light and sound.  On the threshold stood a man—it was he who had taken the queen’s arm in the courtyard.  Gathered around long tables in the great hall beyond looked to be a majority of Damáskenos’ population.  The initial din of voices and clanking dishes had subsided dramatically.

			Whisky colored eyes passed over their company before coming to rest on Ezekiel.  He straightened under the scrutiny, forcing his shoulders back and uplifting his chin.  Exhausted he was, and sore beyond suffering, but he was still first of the princes of Dunak.

			“Welcome to Damáskenos, Prince Ezekiel ibn Dukari,” spoke the stranger.  “I am Arturo Bellamont, commander of the Queen’s army.”

			Ezekiel heard the rustle of cloth as the veiled-ones exchanged glances.  His own mind was spinning, placing legend with the face of the man before him.  

			Black Bellamont.  

			“We met once,” he continued, “when I visited Dunak for a time, some years ago.”

			A hazy memory confronted Ezekiel, of standing behind his father’s throne as a young, foreign man had kneeled.  Then his father’s words, after, when Ezekiel had questioned the king’s offering of hospitality.  

			Better he friend than foe.

			Indeed, Ezekiel mused now, thinking of rumor and legend, of a Borgetzan prince found dead in his bed.

			“Well met, again, Arturo Bellamont.”  

			Through the doors, he glimpsed hundreds of faces peering back at him, silent and intent.  On the far side of the hall stood Tanalon’s queen.  Mindful of his audience, of his father’s thoughtful words, Ezekiel extended his hand in friendship to Black Bellamont.

			Strong fingers clasped his, eyes crinkling as he smiled.  He leaned close, hiding Ezekiel’s view of the hall.  “Your father was kind to me.  I am sorry for his passing.”  Before Ezekiel could respond, he stepped back, turning his sharp gaze on the line of veiled- ones.  “Step forward, that I might know you by your eyes.”

			The former Master spoke, “To see our eyes is death, unless you name yourself friend.”

			Bellamont smiled slightly.  “By the light of the stars on the sands, I am friend to you.”

			The veiled-ones took a step forward, emerging from the shadows of the corridor in a way that had ever unsettled Ezekiel.  Bellamont met their gazes one by one, nodding greeting to each.  “Tomaz, Gidon, Jeb, Muraz, Sival,” he named.

			Heads bowing briefly, together they replied, “Bellamont.”

			Enacting a custom Ezekiel had never witnessed, the former Master—Tomaz, he now knew—bent a knee to the ground.  The movement of his hand was so fast, so smooth, that by the time the duke’s guardsmen responded, a knife had sailed forth and hit its intended target.

			The hilt bobbed merrily, its polished silver winking with firelight.  The shaft was embedded less than an inch from Bellamont’s feet.  

			Inside the hall there was pandemonium as hundreds of voices cried out.  The guardsmen gave a piercing cry and tore free their swords.  Bellamont’s laughter froze them mid-step.  “Peace, Ghali, Otieno!” he said, still laughing as he bent, yanked free the knife from the ground.

			Tomaz had not moved; his gaze was trained not on the guards but on Bellamont.  Though Ezekiel had never seen the former Master laugh, it seemed that his eyes twinkled, that beneath the veil he grinned.

			Bellamont turned in the doorway, lifted the knife to show those gathered.  The murmurs softened, grew speculative and pitched with relief.  As he turned back there was a flash of light.  That was all Ezekiel saw before he heard the thunk of the knife again, impaling the ground between Tomaz’s booted feet.

			This time, the laughter of the veiled-ones was audible.

			“Welcome to Tanalon, Children of Calabria,” Bellamont said.

			The line of veiled-ones bowed low as their ancient name was spoken.  As they rose, Tomaz said, “Our Master sends his greetings, wishes you to know that he will join us when he is able.”

			Bellamont asked in smooth, empty voice, “And who is Master?”

			“Devlin al’Ven is Master of Knives.”

			Surprise softened Bellamont’s aristocratic composure, made him look younger and more fallible.  He recovered with a brief, contemplative nod, then swept his arm toward the hall.  Looking once more at Ezekiel, he said, “Enjoy the generosity of Damáskenos, your highness.”

			It seemed to be a sort of cue, for as Ezekiel was led by Gerard across the threshold, all those gathered within rose from benches and began to clap.  Softly, at first, then louder, as they raised their voices in yells and whistles until the very walls seemed to vibrate with the noise.  

			Across the hall stood the queen, and she was smiling.

			 

			                                                                                    *

			 

			Late that evening, as the wax candles burned low in Duke Alvar’s conference room, Arturo sipped from a mug of tea and looked discreetly over its rim at Serephina.  She had seemed distracted this evening, though he could hardly blame her.  It wasn’t every day that a queen usurped from her throne invited a foreign army to retake it.

			“What do you think of him?” he asked, setting his cup on the great oak table.  

			Serephina looked up, blinking, then shrugged a narrow shoulder.  “I think our Dunak prince is not entirely certain why he is here.”

			Alvar, slumped in his chair at the table’s head, chuckled softly.  “A valid assessment, your highness.  Why did you not question him further?” 

			Serephina shrugged again.  “He has been walking for weeks.  The least I can do is offer him a night’s recuperation.”

			Alvar grunted noncommittally, then mused aloud, “I wonder if the prince believes he leads the veiled-ones, or they lead him.”

			Arturo replied, “I have no doubts as to that.  It would be great folly to presume himself leader of the Children.  I do not think our prince is that large a fool.”

			At his words, Alvar sat a little straighter in his chair, while Diego and Ignacio turned from the glowing hearth.  It was Serephina who spoke, though, her dark gaze speculative.  “You called them the ‘Children of Calabria’ earlier this eve.  Do you care to explain that title, or will you allow your queen her ignorance?”

			“Well spoken, your majesty,” said Hadrian Visconte, quietly proud.  The cleric, seated beside the queen, looked at Arturo with a sardonic smile.  “Shall I?”

			Arturo nearly asked how it was that he knew the meaning of the obsolete title, when he himself had not known it until the Nameless had told her long story.  Then he recalled Isidora’s daily sessions with Hadrian in Damáskenos’ library, and some of the first words he’d heard her speak.  

			For remembering.  

			And he recalled, too, his own challenge their first night in Vianalon.  Once you have found your scribe, once the fall of Alesia is recorded and its scroll locked away to rot, what will you do?

			The bitter words they’d exchanged that night seemed long ago, separated from the present by a tide of change from which neither of them had been immune.  Thinking of his wife, and of his rapidly waning wedding night, Arturo nodded at the cleric.  “Please,” he said.

			Diego and Ignacio exchanged glances, then moved to chairs.  There were some things a man inherently knew he should hear while seated.  When they were comfortable, Hadrian began his own telling of the origin of Dunak, of Istar and Anshar’s beloved Children.  

			In a voice practiced in recitation, the cleric spoke fluidly of domhain lár, the sacred Taproot and heart of the land, which had summoned the birth of the Gods.  He spoke of the Great Forgetting and the Second Age of Chaos, and what the Nameless had revealed lay behind the Gates of Beyond.

			“Dragons?” Diego interjected.

			Hadrian only smiled and continued, telling them of the breaking of Istar’s line, the exodus to Alesia, and the distinction of mystics over centuries.  Alesians, who had once been called Calabria’s Children, and the veiled-ones, who had been their brothers and sisters.

			All of what he said was a death sentence, had he been speaking within earshot of the Church or its followers.  Still, the cleric was unhesitant in speech as he proclaimed the greatest blasphemy of all, “It is my sincerest belief that domhain lár is extending Its will once more, here and now, to bring together a nation of people, mystics among them, to overthrow evil and restore harmony to the land.”

			For a long time, no one spoke.  

			Then, unable to dampen his surprise, Arturo asked, “And Isidora agrees?”

			Hadrian’s gaze fell to the table.  “I have not discussed my belief with the Lady Fiannan.”

			A chill crept along his scalp, raising hairs.  “And what role do you suppose Isidora plays in this reclaiming?”

			The cleric looked up, expression guarded.  “She holds a very piece of domhain lár in her possession, a key to unlocking the Gates of Beyond.”

			“The amulet,” Ignacio murmured consideringly.

			The sky was deeply dark above Damáskenos, stars obscured by heavy clouds.  But though no moon shone, Istar still ruled the night and Isidora Fiannan had once been Her High Priestess.  

			Thus, no one knew of her presence until she spoke.  Arturo, attuned to the sounds of silence, had felt her approach.  He was the only one who did not gasp or cry out.   

			“I would not have disregarded your thoughts, Hadrian, but there is something you all must know.  I have dreamed an uncommon dream.”

			She stood near the hearth, the firelight making flames of her hair, flickering against the white of her fur-trimmed robe.  “It could be that domhain lár fights more than ignoble men, the false doctrine of a Church.  Perhaps… perhaps the land fights, too, the very Gods It birthed.”

			There was a pregnant silence as her words sunk in.  They all knew, suddenly, of what she spoke.  It was not extrasensory instinct, or even intellect, though each of them was clever.  It was in the way Isidora stood—a slight rounding of her shoulders, an inward curling of her arms—as if she bore again the weight of Alesia gone.

			Serephina was the first to break the silence.  “You mean to say that the Gods do not share domhain lár’s love of Calabria.” 

			Isidora’s head bowed suddenly and her knees gave.  With no conscious memory of leaving his chair, Arturo was at her side, lifting her into his arms.  She blinked up at him, brilliant eyes glazed with agony.  

			“My love,” he whispered.

			“The Nameless came to me,” she said vacantly.  

			Her eyelids fluttered closed, then snapped open.  She regained her verve, struggling in his arms until he set her down.  He kept his arm deceptively loose around her waist.  

			“Whatever the wishes of the Taproot,” she said tightly, “the Gods’ do not agree.  The Stone of Beginning has been growing warmer these last hours, since the arrival of the veiled-ones in Damáskenos.  When I touched it last, it was nearly too hot for me to bear.”

			“What does this mean?” Alvar demanded.

			Isidora looked at the duke, and there was blue fire in her eyes.  “I can only speculate that it heralds the opening of the Gates.”

			“Isn’t that what we want?” Ignacio asked dubiously.

			“No,” Hadrian said in a hushed tone.  All could see the swift change in the cleric, who had been so certain just moments before.  “Unless we want the ancient wrath of deities on our heads.”

			Serephina was sitting erect in her chair, hands splayed across the table.  “Lady Fiannan, what must we do to prevent the Gates from opening?”

			Isidora swallowed; with every passing minute, her features grew paler.  “I was... told, in my dream, how to stall it.  Just before I came, I attempted to do so.  It worked, though my strength was greatly taxed.”

			“Can you continue to keep them closed?” Ignacio asked.

			“I have no choice,” she replied grimly, then turned her gaze to Serephina.  “I do not know how long I will be able to maintain.  I am no councilor to you, but still, I recommend immediate action.  All might be for naught, but I hope…” she faltered, grew weak in Arturo’s arms.  “Let the Gates open upon Luther Viccole and his allies, and perhaps the vengeance of the Gods will be assuaged.”

			Isidora was dead weight in Arturo’s arms.  Without a backward glance he carried her from the room, leaving the council mute and shocked.

			At length, Serephina commented, “I no longer think, but know, that our Dunak prince is unaware of why he is here.”

			“He is not alone in that,” said the duke, his grim expression barely eased by a tired smile.  

			Diego gave a loud, beleaguered sigh.  “So I guess this means I won't be riding any dragons.”

			Hadrian Visconte did not share in the strained laughter, but bowed his head over clasped hands.  Gwendolyn’s ring bit deep as he beseeched his God for guidance, begged Him for mercy.  

			He spoke into the silence of the room, murmuring, “Mighty Anshar, let there remain a space of Your heart untainted by grief.  Show us the path of righteousness, so that all that is good does not perish with all that is evil.”

			Surprising them all, Alvar Damáskenos bowed his head, whispering, “Amen.” 

			



			

	



Chapter Thirty

			 

			 

			Lenora kept the hood of her cloak close to her face as she walked the busy lane.  Sprawling across both banks of Viana and miles of coastline, the port city of Cartenía was Tanalon’s crucial gateway to the trade routes of the South Sea.  Like the mouth of a seagull snapping closed upon darting prey, so was Cartenía, its plentiful and varied inhabitants taking full advantage of both the river’s heavy traffic and the many galleons, schooners, and sleek merchant ships moving ceaselessly in and out of its wide, calm bay.

			She had been in the chaotic city twice before and both times only briefly.  Once, as a girl hopelessly following a dream of finding her lover, and again, when she and Astin had fled Seizo as criminals.  In the present she was neither blinded by youthful fancy nor driven by fear and shame.  

			Though ingrained caution led her to travel anonymously, still she felt a new calmness.  Astin would have said it was the enchantress’ doing, that the clarity of her thoughts was an effect of knowing she walked, at last, the Long Road.  

			She was not certain of the cause, only of her mission.  

			The air was heavy and humid, thick with the scents and sounds of countless industries.  Tanneries and smithies polluted the skyline with steady columns of smoke.  A tepid breeze spread pungent aromas from the Spice Quarter, which mingled unpleasantly with odors from the multitudes of overpriced bakeries, restaurants, and taverns that catered to tourists.  And beneath them all was the lurking scent of rotting fish, pushed into the estuary’s muddy shallows where the tide eventually abandoned them, leaving them to gasping, flapping ends.

			Just north of the city sat tens of heavy mills, built almost atop each other as they vied for waterfront space where their machinery could spin with the southbound currents.  Hundreds of carts, either empty or heavily loaded with fleece and grain, clogged the roadways as laborers hauled their raw goods to the mills for finishing.  So the cycle began and continued, with flat river barges transporting fortunes in fabric and flour to rendezvous with ocean trade merchants. 

			The crowds on foot were dense and loud, predominantly unwashed tradesmen and women with a colorful scatter of bejeweled merchants, exuberant sailors on day leave, and heavily escorted ladies bound for Trade Square.  

			Lenora moved innocuously behind one of the latter party, sharing their destination.  Six armed men bearing the mark of seasoned professionals guarded a heavily veiled female patron.  The men in front cleared a wide swath with little more than glares, while the men behind kept gawkers at a safe distance.  Discounted as a threat by the rear guard, Lenora found herself in a pocket of travel undisturbed by jostling and clumsy feet.  

			It wasn’t long before she realized that her caution was justified and Cartenía not unaffected by the High Cleric’s control of the capital.  The more Lenora observed, the more uneasy she grew.  

			Nowhere did she glimpse a vagabond begging for change or the quick darting movement of cutpurses.  None of the doorways she passed housed women dressed for the fancy of sailors, flaunting their skin and scented hair.  Though the lack was camouflaged by the port’s undaunted activity, it was nevertheless apparent to the former Mistress of Dark Alley.  

			              An entire portion of the population was missing.

			As they neared Trade Square, the street narrowed and the crowds became dense once more.  The sudden press of bodies was stifling.  Despite the skills of the lady’s guardsmen, passage ground to a halt.  Rising to her toes, Lenora tried to glimpse the front of the crowd.  She could see nothing but a sea of bodies narrowing before the high stone walls of the Square.  

			It was sheer chance that as she lowered, her eyes were teased by a sparkle of light.  She tensed, raised up again in time to see three men climb onto the top of a merchant’s cart, near where the crowd bottlenecked.  The glare she’d seen had been the sun against their brilliantly polished swords.  Their black uniforms were a crisp backdrop to the streak of vibrant green stretched diagonally across their torsos.

			Lenora dropped to the balls of her feet and scanned for a plausible exit, simultaneously rethinking her strategy of gaining passage east.  All around her were impassible human walls.  Sweat beaded at her temples and tickled her neck.  Claustrophobia had never bothered her before, but now she felt helpless panic rising.  Fighting to control the sudden harshness of her breath, she twitched again, seeking an opening into which she could dart.  

			Someone next to her spoke in a voice of concern.  She couldn’t decipher the words over a curious humming in her ears.  To her horror, her eyesight began to dim.  

			Dear Gods, don’t let me faint, she prayed.

			Strong arms grabbed her up as she sagged.  Lightheaded, she let herself be supported as she gasped for air, trying not to vomit.  There were more voices, abrupt movement of the man’s arms, and suddenly she could breathe again.

			She opened her eyes to a woman’s face.  It was the lady she’d been trailing.  The colorful veils had been lifted to reveal a plain visage, lightly marked by time.  But what she lacked in prettiness, she made up with the unmistakable beauty of a kind heart.

			“Are you well?” she asked concernedly.  Not waiting for a response, she turned to one of her escorts.  “Give her the water flask, please.”

			Unable as yet to steady her shaking legs, Lenora gratefully opened her mouth as the flask was pressed to her lips.  The water was cool and fresh, washing away the bitter taste of bile.  When she’d drunk her fill, she whispered, “Thank you.”

			The lady had a radiant smile.  “Thank Simeon.  It was he who grabbed you.  The grouch has a soft spot for fainting maidens.”

			The man behind her grunted, and to second his point, released his arms from around Lenora.  She stumbled a little before finding her footing.  Outside the small sanctuary provided by the guards, the crowd milled ever more thickly.  More than once one of the guard’s arms shot out to clasp his fellow’s shoulder, effectively blockading the masses.  

			“I am Tivia, Duchess of Tuscena,” the woman said.  

			Lenora gave a clumsy curtsy, not bothering to pretend peasant ignorance.  Tuscena was a fairly new House of nobility, not more than a hundred years old.  The first Duke of that name had distinguished himself as a commander in decade-long series of skirmishes against Borgetza.  

			The Borgetzan King, Terrin’s grandfather, had shared the familial madness, pushing his army to suicidal extremes in his desire to conquer Tanalon.  At the end of the war, Tuscena was one of three men honored with lands and titles by House Caville.

			“What is your name, dear?” Tivia asked.

			“Esmi,” she replied.  “I’ve never been to Tuscena.”

			Tivia beamed with pleasure.  “You simply must visit,” she said, her exuberance reminding Lenora of a much younger woman.  “It is in the foothills many miles east, fertile terrain laden with orchards and fields.  Our modest holding and outlying town occupies the most lovely stretch of coast…” She trailed off, chuckled self-deprecatingly at the look on Lenora’s face.  “But that hardly matters to you, I’m sure.”

			“It sounds beautiful, my lady,” she said quickly.  

			The man behind her snorted derisively.  “Shush, Simeon,” Tivia admonished.  She leaned forward, spoke in a conspiratorial whisper, “Simeon is worried, as we all are, at news of the Borgetzan army’s approach.  It is why we are here, really.  Tuscena is near the border.  Thus, my husband has sent me away.”

			“That must be terribly hard,” Lenora murmured.

			Tivia’s air of frivolity subsided, revealing that she was worried indeed.  She glanced at the backs of the guards.  “They say Cartenía’s watch has been called to the capital for integration into the army.  I have seen many soldiers of the Church, here and traveling the roads of Tanalon.”  

			Though Lenora found it odd to be so abruptly confided in, she didn’t take Tivia for a gossip.  The lady was obviously under a tight reign; it was more plausible that she was starving for conversation.  The Duchess continued in a whisper, “They say they are maintaining peace, but in truth they are imprisoning people by the hundreds.  Suspected traitors to the crown, they say.”

			“Arrogant, ignorant, prissy—” Simeon’s growling tirade was stopped by his mistress’ hiss.  

			Tivia looked inquiringly beneath Lenora’s hood.  “These are uncertain times, dear.  Please take no notice of my guard’s sour temperament.  He is only mad that he must nursemaid me as my husband prepares for war.”

			Unable to help herself, Lenora asked, “Do the nobles rally for the High Cleric, my lady?”

			Tivia drew a breath.  “It is a difficult question,” she hedged.  And it was, for if she admitted Tuscena’s allegiance to the Church, she admitted its betrayal of House Caville.  Absent though Serephina was from Vianalon’s current politics, Lenora had heard many rumors on the road and in the city.  Most of them were whispers of Queen. 

			Blaming her risk on the Duchess’ kind eyes, Lenora murmured, “Would the Houses follow a cleric to war, or a queen?”

			She felt rather than saw the stiffening of Simeon.  The other guards responded too, shoulders betraying sudden tension.  Tivia herself grew pale despite the balmy air.  Lenora knew she had made a grievous error as the Duchess glanced over her head and nodded.  Simeon tugged her hood off, tearing several hairs from her head as he exposed her face to the light.  

			“Oh my,” Tivia gasped, lifting a lace-gloved hand to her mouth.  

			A broad hand encased Lenora’s shoulder, jerked her about.  She stared up at the broad face of Simeon, half of which was covered by a bushy white beard.  His eyes were black and piercing, framed by tanned, sun-wrinkled sun.    

			“Lenora di Salvatoré,” he grumbled.  “Your face is on a thousand posters and a thousand cleric’s lips.  The Church has branded you a traitor to Tanalon, a spy of Borgetza.  It is said you were once the mistress of Terrin, the evil bastard himself.  What do you have to say for yourself?”

			She could think of nothing, so she laughed.  “I am no traitor!”

			Simeon was undaunted, maintaining his bruising grip.  “What are you doing in Cartenía, if not seeking escape to Borgetza?”

			Knowing that whatever she said would condemn her, she spoke the truth in a fierce whisper, her eyes never leaving Simeon’s.  “I am not fleeing to Borgetza but hunting its king.  Betray me to those Church soldiers yonder, if your loyalty be with them.  Mine, however, is with Tanalon’s queen.”  

			“Simeon,” Tivia murmured uneasily, “We near the soldier’s post.”

			The soldier said nothing for a pregnant moment, then snapped, “My lady, give over one of your veils.”

			Tivia passed him a swath of dark blue veil, which he draped over Lenora’s head and shoulders.  The fabric was lightweight and surprisingly breathable.  Simeon turned her to face Tivia and said, “Esmi here is your new maid.”  And then, bending so that his lips pressed near her ear, he murmured, “Tuscena waits for the queen.”

			Lenora felt a disproportionate surge of triumph, as though she were, indeed, an emissary of the queen.  Even as she realized her childish folly she understood that it was, in some obscure way, undeniably true.  

			Somewhere, she knew, Bellamont was raising an army.  There was no way this side of Beyond that he would allow the High Cleric sovereignty.  If they both succeeded, turning back Borgetza and disposing of Luther Viccole, Serephina de la Caville would take her throne.  They might all have a future then.

			“Long live the queen,” she whispered.

			Simeon gave her shoulder a final squeeze.

			 

			 

			Their passage into Trade Square was swift once Duchess Tuscena presented her signet ring to the Church soldiers.  The men’s gazes slid over Lenora’s veil disinterestedly, already searching faces in the queue behind their party.  

			Once inside the spacious open-air market, Tivia and her guards took her as far as the first planks of the marina.  She made to return the veil but Tivia insisted she keep it.  With tearing eyes, the duchess gave her a fierce embrace.

			“Blessed is this day of my life, to have met you, Lenora di Salvatoré.  You are more brave than a thousand men.”

			Simeon grunted and shooed Tivia onward, though not before pressing a heavy purse into Lenora’s hands.  “May the God speed your journey and guide your hand,” he growled in parting.

			Gaining passage on an eastbound vessel was more easily done than she’d anticipated.  As yet, the lucrative trade between Tanalon and Borgetza remained unhindered by political animosity.  In fact, by the number of merchant ships either at anchor or preparing for departure, business was booming.  

			That evening Lenora was invited to dine with the captain of the Fancy, a shallow bellied ship dealing in silks and spices.  To her relief, Yimmel was an aged, happily married man from Greiza and had no interest in her physical person.  Clearly pleased to have polite company, he entertained her with fine wines and a history of his life.  

			He also made it clear that he cared not a wit for the intrigues of the Church, or for Tanalon and Borgetza’s imminent conflict except its inevitable hindrance to trade.  He remarked it was only a matter of time before taxes soared to support the needs of war.  

			As all good merchants, he had a contingency plan in place.  Once trade on the Calabrian peninsula slowed, he would shift his route to the east and his cargo to the raw foodstuffs and oils which were preferred commodities of those distant nations. 

			It was after dinner, getting late into the evening, when he finally asked after her purpose.  Over the course of the afternoon, while occupying the small cabin allotted to her, Lenora had rehearsed the speech so many times that even to her ears it sounded sincere.

			“I have lived in Vianalon for several years, making a living as a lady’s maid,” she said unhappily.  “When the king passed, dark times fell upon the city.  I’m sure you know that princess Serephina fled the capital and the Church enacted martial law.  Many people were hung for treason outside the palace gates, mostly landless emigrants.  I grew afraid that my patron would turn me out, as she and her family knew my origins.”

			“You are from Borgetza, then?” he asked, rings winking in candlelight as he drummed fingers on the table.  

			She nodded.  “When I return, I hope to find my brother in Seizo and stay with him until I find a new career.”

			Yimmel blew air heavily from his nostrils and regarded her from beneath thick, dark eyebrows.  “It’s not going to work, you know,” he said mildly, reaching to refill her goblet.  

			Her heart pounded once, hard.  “Whatever do you mean?” 

			“You’re famous, Mistress di Salvatoré.  Or did you not wonder why I ordered you immediately below upon stepping aboard?”

			She let the façade drop.  “I did not,” she conceded. 

			“The Church patrols the harbor, demands accounting for all passengers before giving clearance to make way.”  Surmising her thoughts, he added, “Did you presume to go unnoticed in Borgetza as well?”

			“Yes,” she said, certain she was about to receive another shock.

			“Impossible,” Yimmel said, not unkindly.  “If you are well known here, it is nothing compared to your fame in Borgetza.”

			“Gods damn it,” she muttered, dropping her head into her hands.  

			All of her carefully thought strategies had been obliterated in a minute’s frank conversation.  She had planned on joining with one of the continual caravans that would be cycling between Seizo and the moving army, providing supplies, fresh servants, and new recruits.  A serving wench would have been an ideal disguise.  She would have been able to move virtually unnoticed within the army, to observe and memorize Terrin’s routines, the changing of his guards.  

			To slip within his tent and plant a knife in his neck as he slept.

			“If you need respite, you’re welcome to stay with my family in Valta,” Yimmel said softly.  “It’s not an idle offer, either.  We’ve an expansive vineyard and are always looking for help.  It’s a peaceful place, mistress.  There’s hasn’t been war in Greiza for a hundred years.”

			Lenora looked up, feeling twice her age and more than hopeless.  “I will be hanged upon disembarking in Seizo, then?”

			He gave her an odd look, goblet stalling halfway to his lips.  “Nay, mistress.  In Borgetza you are a hero.”

			It took several stunned moments before realization struck.  “I am accredited with Armando’s death.”  Terrin, in addition to being mad, was a brilliant orator, and could spin words as skillfully as any bard.  Thus, she anticipated Yimmel’s next words.

			“Before leading the army from Seizo, King Terrin revealed in a public address that the circumstances upon which you fled Borgetza years ago were staged, that all this time you have been operating as his most valued spy.  That Armando’s death was your great success.”

			He didn’t ask the obvious question, but she answered anyway.  “It is a lie.”

			“But not the last part, yes?” he asked shrewdly.  Lenora felt her face lose expression, knew her eyes grew glittering and cold.  “I’ve offended you, lady.  My apologies.”

			Affected by his sincerity, she drew a breath and gazed sightlessly at the remains of her dinner.  “Did you know that Armando de la Caville was responsible for the deaths of thousands of innocent Calabrians?”

			In the following silence, she listened to the creak of the ships planks, the soft lap of calm waters against its hull.  From above deck came noises of sailors returning from leave in Cartenía, rowdy with drink and song.  

			“I am not overly familiar, but I believe you’re speaking of the Year of Death?” he asked at length.

			She looked up, read compassion and intelligence in his eyes.  “Yes,” she replied.  “He burned at the stake hundreds of men as their families watched.  Then he beheaded their women and children.”

			“An atrocity,” he murmured.  

			Lenora gave a soft, humorless laugh.  “It was not my hand that killed Armando, but many hands.  Though I will not lie to you, as you have been so honest with me.”  She spread her hands in a helpless gesture.  “I am not ashamed of the truth, nor do I have remorse.”

			“I will not pretend to understand, mistress,” Yimmel said with a sigh.  “You Calabrians are a strange lot, from the veiled desert folk to the wily Argentans to the excesses of Borgetza.  And Tanalon sitting prime to them all, with your Academe, hospitals, and Church.”  He smiled softly.  “In thirty years of offering my services to the peninsula, I’ve grown no nearer to understanding your cultures than I was at a boy of twenty.”  

			He reached forward to lay a weathered hand atop hers.  It was so long since she’d been touched in such a way that memories of her father surfaced, drew tears to her eyes. 

			“I do know somewhat of your sibling Gods, my lady.  My advice to you is to seek your solace with Them.  I fear there is no human power that can answer the questions in your heart.”

			The Long Road stretched before her and behind, revealing itself as having always been present, always beneath her feet.  She recalled Devlin’s words in Vianalon, how she’d rejected them outright.  You ran because the enchantress made you run, because that, too, was destiny.

			He’d been right, of course.  

			Lenora parted ways with Yimmel a short time later.  As the sailors finally sought their bunks, and the ship slowly quieted, she lay atop the thin mattress and stared into the dark.  She thought of Devlin al’Ven and the Long Road, and of the death of kings.

			By morning she knew what she had to do.

			



			

	



Chapter Thirty-one

			 

			Damáskenos played barracks to its foreign army for one month.  The warm season came late in the north, so while Vianalon was preparing much subdued midsummer festivities, the spring rains were just loosening their hold on Damáskenos.  It was a long and waterlogged month of speculation and strategy, of egos brushing and exploding, of war councils ending with assaults on furniture and more than once, physical blows.  

			There was dissension among Damáskenos’ extensive guard, young soldiers pressed ruthlessly to finish their training while seasoned men vied for dominance, each hoping to win positions of leadership.  As tensions mounted and the loose chains of command faltered, Rodrigo Vasquez offered a solution.  His plea was that for the sake of unity, the outdated custom of knighthood be reinstated.  

			“Most of the guard,” he argued, “are experienced horsemen, bowmen, and are well accustomed to a variety of hand-to-hand weapons.  Sword, knife, lance.  They are also familiar with regimental war tactics.  You have trained them for war, Duke Alvar.  Give them the honor and distinction they deserve.”

			Though no one in the council room remembered the time when knighthood was a common incentive for soldiers, the custom appealed to them all.  The duke spoke passionately of a distant ancestor who’d risen from humble beginnings to the title, and had been eventually awarded a duchy for his service.  The tradition had dissipated several a generations prior, with the Church’s cultivation of an army that eclipsed that of the crown.

			It was Serephina who ended the meeting, saying, “Let them fight for House Caville, but let them fight as well for the promise of betterment, both for themselves and for their families.  It is a new age, gentlemen, and we’ll treat it as such.”

			The entire guard of some thousand men, including refugees of Vallejo, was invited by public announcement to engage in a series of tests.  Mufahti, leader of Alvar’s personal guard, and Arturo, as commander of the queen’s forces, sat as judges for three days.  

			The contestants presented their weapons and combat skills, both in display and in carefully arranged combat scenarios.  Finally the competitions moved from the main hall to the soggy arena, where the men demonstrated both their proficiency on horseback and their tolerance of mud.   In the end, an even one-hundred men were knighted by the queen in a ceremony recreated from the pages of one of the library’s historical texts.  

			A new concord began to flourish among Damáskenos’ men.  Unfortunately, the mood did not extend to the ever-worsening animosity between the Duke’s personal guard and that of Prince Ezekiel.  The veiled-ones chafed at the nearness of Mufahti and his men, whose hearts they could not read.  The barbarians, sensing their unease, were not above baiting the veiled-ones at every opportunity.  

			Given the conceit of the involved parties, the queen and Arturo despaired.  The veiled-ones refused orders from any but Arturo himself, which did not bode well for a merging with King Manual’s forces.  The Argentan cavalry, not to mention its renowned archers, were a commodity the queen could not afford to offend.  When she was finally at wit’s end, she went to Ezekiel and demanded obedience of the veiled-ones.  

			The foreign prince laughed.  “Did you think I led them?” he asked, and was still grinning as the queen strode from his chamber, slamming the door.

			As much as she wished to use her new regency as leverage and command the veiled-ones herself, Serephina did nothing.  Virtually confined to the keep because of the weather, she spent many of her free hours in the company of Hadrian Visconte.  She learned much from the cleric, some of it difficult to reconcile.  Her father had not raised her to be humble or patient.  In this matter, however, she had no choice but to admit defeat and hope for the best.  

			The Children of Calabria were not her army, after all.  They were, as their ancient moniker expressed, Calabria’s.  

			Though Serephina had achieved some equanimity with the issue, the duke finally reached the limits of his extensive patience.  Taking matters into his own hands, he ordered Mufahti and Tomaz to spend a night locked in the same prison cell.  

			After passing the same night sleepless with worry, Alvar unlocked the door, expecting to find one or both men dead.  Instead, they merely rose from the floor and left the cell, walking in opposite directions.  

			Nothing was said of what transpired between the two very different warriors.  The veiled-ones still deferred only to Arturo but open hostilities ceased.  It was even witnessed that Mufahti possessed one of Tomaz’s knifes, which he turned thoughtfully in his hands when he deemed no one was looking.

			In addition to the various troubles of servants screaming when veiled-ones appeared and disappeared as if by arcane trick, and the seemingly endless work of counting and preparing stores and building supply wagons to house them, there were other battles being waged on more private stages.

			The Lady of Alesia did not appear publicly very often, and when she did it was noted that her radiant beauty was substantially dimmed.  Her bright eyes were now dull, her skin lackluster, and her grace diminished by heavy fatigue.  It was feared that she was possessed of a strange illness, one which consumed like a fire from within.  

			Those who knew the truth likewise knew of no remedy.  

			Instead, their war councils grew ever longer.  Tomaz offered the insights of thousands of spies seeded throughout Calabria.  King Manual’s army was behind schedule.  They were presently traversing the Wasteland, still two weeks from the rendezvous point agreed upon through a constant cycle of daring couriers.  

			As yet, there was no word of Ummon, the rogue veiled-one in employ of Luther Viccole, or of the disfigured boy who was his father’s greatest weapon.  It was as though they’d disappeared into the void from which they’d emerged.  

			Reports from Vianalon were dour.  The High Cleric commanded the Noble Houses and swayed the minds of the masses with impassioned speeches from the pulpit.  The only news which might have been called welcome was that every able-bodied man in the country had been rounded up and herded to the capital.  It seemed almost possible that Argenta would enter Tanalon unmolested, as the full focus of the Church was pointed east.

			The Borgetzan army had ceased advance and was camped just across the border near Tuscena, three days southeast of Vianalon.  The details, however, ended there.  The informant within King Terrin’s inner circle had died, not of treachery, but of old age on the march from Seizo.  Though other veiled-ones moved within the Borgetzan army, it could be years before a replacement earned the trust of the suspicious king.

			There was one other rumor that reached them from Borgetza, a fact both flaunted by Terrin and used as fuel by Luther Viccole in his sermons.  

			Lenora di Salvatoré, former mistress of Terrin, had murdered Armando di Caville at her patron’s bequest and fled Tanalon.  She was now ensconced within Terrin’s camp, rarely seen to stray from his side, and was accepted as his queen in everything but name.  

			It had taken three days for the men to calm Serephina’s rage, to explain Lenora’s origins and true allegiance.  The queen remained skeptical, but at least rescinded her vow of killing the woman herself.  

			That selfsame evening, which was midsummer’s night, Arturo and Diego met to share memories and a flask of potent liquor, toasting the Mistress of Thieves Alley and her mad quest for vengeance.

			In time Diego nodded off, and Arturo left his friend for the chamber he shared with his wife, where he slumped into a chair beside the bed.  Isidora slept fitfully, as she had every night since the first stirrings of heat from the Stone of Beginning.  Her efforts to keep closed the Gates of Beyond had wasted her flesh, making hollows of her eyes and cheeks.  Her golden hair was dry and brittle, her skin leeched of moisture no matter how much fluid she imbibed.  

			Often in the night her breath would catch, and it would be moments, sometimes a minute before she breathed again.  So attuned was he to the sound of her breath that every time it ceased he would jolt awake.  He’d learned not to disturb her, however, for the only thing worse than his continual panic would be to rob her of the little rest she was able to have.

			Drunk as he was, this particular night Arturo did not waken when she stopped breathing, did not know that it was long minutes before her chest rose again.  What finally stirred his slumber was dawn, slanting into his eyes from the eastern windows.  

			He blinked blearily, stifled a groan as his body protested hours slouching in a straight-backed chair.  The first thing he noticed was that Isidora was breathing normally, and he smiled with relief at the look of peace on her face.  

			Forcing himself from the chair, he sat carefully on the bed.  Usually at the movement, Isidora awakened.  This morning she did not.  Still unperturbed, he bent to kiss her brow.  Her skin was cool and dry against his lips.  He sat up quickly and laid his wrist against her cheek to make sure.  It, too, was cool and dry.  

			“The fever’s broken,” he whispered.  He reached for her hand, brought it to his face.  Still she did not rouse.  “Isidora,” he murmured, squeezing her hand gently.  “My love, wake up.”

			Her breathing remained at a slow, even cadence, as though she slept deeply.  He shook her by the shoulders, rattled the bedposts, and still she did not awaken.  

			Not a flicker of her eyelashes or a twitch of her fingers, not even when Finnéces, Diego, and Hadrian were brought running into the room by Arturo’s ear-splitting cry. 

			 

			 

			Arturo stalked past the guards outside the queen’s chamber.  He threw open the door, its crack against the wall drawing gasps from both Serephina and her companion, the prince of Dunak.  Sometime in the last month, it had become ritual for the two of them to take breakfast together and spend an hour playing cards and conversing.

			The only other occupants of the spacious sitting room were Ezekiel’s guard.  Tomaz’ dark eyes lifted from the floor, a twitch of a smile revealing his pleasure at the end to boredom.

			Arturo nodded to the veiled-ones, then bowed stiffly to his liege.  “Forgive my interruption.”

			“Of course,” Serephina said calmly.  She placed an uneaten strawberry back on her plate.   “What’s amiss?”

			He kept his hands tightly clasped to disguise their shaking, spoke hoarsely, “Isidora will not awaken.”

			The queen straightened.  “What?”

			Ezekiel carefully placed his napkin on the table.  Looking between their stricken faces, he asked, “Has she succumbed to this strange sickness?”

			Every day for three weeks, Arturo had asked for immediate departure from Damáskenos based on his wife’s declining health.  Every day, Serephina had denied his request, repeating that the timing was off, they must wait.  Now, hand trembling over her mouth, she said helplessly, “Bellamont, I—”

			“Prince Ezekiel,” Arturo interrupted crisply, “My wife, the Lady Fiannan of Alesia, is in possession of the Stone of Beginning.”  Ezekiel’s gaze flickered to the veiled-ones and back.  “The amulet holds the awesome power of controlling the Gates of Beyond.  The wrath of Anshar and Istar press against the Gates.  My wife is the only thing keeping the destruction of Calabria at bay.”

			“Why wasn’t I told of this?” Ezekiel demanded.  Serephina flinched but said nothing, staring at her lap.  The prince stood abruptly, his chair screeching across the stone floor.  “Tomaz, did you know?”

			The veiled-one’s voice was grim, “We knew of its location and caregiver, but it is not in our ability to sense the machinations of heavenly bodies, only those of the land.”

			Scowling, Ezekiel spun to Arturo.  “Is she… alive?”

			“She sleeps but does not waken,” he snapped.  

			There was a soft knock on the outer door.  Serephina called out sharply, “Come!”

			All occupants started at the sight of the old woman standing in the doorway.  Beyond her, the two guards sat slumped on the ground, snoring loudly.  The visitor walked gingerly into the room, back bent by time, gnarled hands enwrapped with a length of ivory beads.

			“You!” Arturo hissed, taking a step toward the crone.  “This is your doing!”

			The veiled-ones bowed to the floor in a whisper of robes, while Serephina looked wide-eyed at the woman and Ezekiel blinked in bafflement.  He recognized the wizened face from the journey through the Kilcaran pass, recalled the clearing of the skies seemingly at her command.

			“Who are you?” asked the prince.

			“I am no one, Nameless.”  Her dark, piercing eyes rested on Arturo.  “The Lady Fiannan could no longer maintain her vigil while competing with the demands of waking life.  She walks before the Gates now, for it is there she will succeed or fail.”

			“When will she awaken?” Serephina asked haltingly.

			“When, and if, she succeeds.”

			Arturo gave a hoarse cry, collapsing beneath the weight of his grief.  Serephina darted from her chair and she knelt beside him.  She touched his shoulder gingerly, felt the trembling in his back.  

			With growing horror, she realized that Bellamont was weeping.

			“Leave us!” she yelled, flinging her arm toward the door.  Ezekiel paused, hesitant to abandon the queen, but allowed the veiled-ones to guide him from the room.  

			The crone stayed a moment more, watching with glistening black eyes.  Serephina glared at her, impervious to her powers.  

			“I said get out!” 

			“The ending draws near, young queen.  Be your father’s daughter and act without hesitation, without mercy.  Let Lady Fiannan lie preserved in Damáskenos but take south the Stone of Beginning.  It must pass into the hands of the High Cleric before the opening of the Gates.”  She paused in the doorway, not bothering to look back.  “Will you do this?”

			“Yes, yes,” Serephina stammered brokenly.  “Leave, please!”  The door closed softly and she draped her arms around Arturo, murmuring, “I’m sorry,” again and again.

			 

			 

			Later that day, three men led weary mounts across Damáskenos’ drawbridge.  It was a peculiar group, one man as large as Mufahti, his proud features commanded by oddly catlike eyes.  Another was whip-thin and small, his grin at the sentries revealing a flash of gold.  

			The final traveler was the strangest.  He wore the headdress of the veiled-ones but not their customary robes.  As he dismounted, the wind lifted the edges of his cloak, revealing tens of knifes strapped across his chest and hanging from his belt.  The glistening metal winked as clouds passed swiftly overhead, partnering dancing shafts of sunlight with shadow.

			Before the sentries could summon the duke, the doors of the keep opened and countless veiled-ones poured like smoke into the yard, surrounding the three horses.  More disturbing than the silence of their arrival was their deference.  They knelt without regard for puddles or patches of mud and manure.  

			Still the Children of Calabria came, drawn into the day by this man’s presence.  

			When there was no inch of the courtyard or nearby streets not occupied by prostrate figures, the traveler spoke.  “I have come.”

			“Master of Knives,” spoke thousands of voices.

			Devlin al’Ven looked across the yard, to the man standing alone on the threshold of the castle.  “Arturo,” he said, as though no years had passed since last they’d stood face to face.  And because he’d received a communication from Tomaz that morning, and had sought his own answers in the land, he said, “The Serpent of the Root is with her.”

			Arturo gave a short nod.  “Welcome to Damáskenos, Devlin.  Your arrival is well timed.  We march for Vianalon at dawn.”

			It had taken ten-thousand veiled-ones six days to filter into the valley from the Kilcaran pass.  Even with the addition of seven companies of two hundred men each, fifty supply wagons of foodstuffs, and hundreds of assorted personages—squires, cooks, pages, maids, scholars, and attendants—it took only three days for Serephina’s army to depart.    

			 

			 

			The forth day dawned bright and clear on Damáskenos’ stone walls, against the iron of its drawbridge, over the valley of trampled fields and abandoned farms.  The courtyard was empty, a swift breeze teasing the expected debris of so many passing people, horses, and wagons.  The city streets were vacant, women and children closeted in prayer for brothers, fathers, husbands.

			The sole residents of the castle were gathered its highest chamber.  Two men and one woman stood in the room around a large bed, watching the sleeping face of Isidora Fiannan.

			Gertrude sniffed, lifting her sleeve to her eyes.  Damáskenos’ chamberlain, Gerard, took her shoulders in his arms and drew her close.  Near the foot of the bed stood Eduardo Vasquez, who to his father’s shock had insisted on staying to guard the Lady of Alesia against any foe.  He took his new role seriously, and wore his weapons even while he slept on a pallet outside her door.  

			The final observer did not appear until early evening that day.  

			It began with sound from the forests: the howling of wolves.  Gertrude wept with fear while Gerard sank to his knees and prayed.  Only Eduardo was brave enough to run to the ramparts.  There, his uncommonly keen sight discovered a strange depression in the valley, a great circle of disturbed earth that had not been present an hour earlier.  

			Soon a deep rumbling joined the wolves’ song.  Thousands of birds took flight from the forests and keep, darkening the sky with their wings.  Eduardo clung to the stone wall, frozen with terror as the entire fortress began to shake.  Stones ground against each other, sending mortar dust in clouds from the walls.  From the houses below he heard women screaming, the sound soon swallowed by a growing roar.    

			Suddenly it was quiet.  

			Eduardo straightened his trembling legs, ashamed of the tears that dampened his face.  Wiping his cheeks roughly, he peered again into the valley.  At first, he thought the quake had opened a great, dark chasm in the ground.  

			Then the darkness moved.

			A giant head lifted from near Damáskenos’ dry moat, black eyelids slitting open on blazing golden irises and thin, diagonal pupils.  The massive form moved again, muscles rippling, long forked tail slicing through the air.  Dirt slid in waves from its body.  Darkly metallic scales were exposed to the light, glinting like pewter with prisms of color trapped within.

			Immobilized with renewed terror and awe, Eduardo watched as the beast struggled.  The long neck arched, razor-like teeth snapping at the sky.  Finally, it roared success in a multi-tonal voice, a noise so foreign and jarring that Eduardo screamed, clapping his hands over his ears.  

			The fortress trembled as clawed feet found purchase, stomping craters in the ground.  Massive, leathery wings exploded from the beast’s spine in a spray of blood and bone.  Its chest heaved, head drooping with pain.  With a final mewling sound, it dropped back to the ground.  

			Eduardo became aware of himself weeping loudly.  The harder he tried to stop, the greater and more wracking his sobs became.  

			Do not be afraid, youngling, a voice whispered sibilantly.

			He jerked at the voice, fingers fumbling for the hilt of his sword.  “I will not let you kill her!” he screamed.  

			Cease! the beast roared.  Eduardo froze, peered through his tears at the golden eye uplifted toward him.  The woman who ssleeps is dear to me.  No danger sshall near her, no weapon sshall touch her.  Will you guard her with me, Eduardo Vassquez?

			Dazed, he nodded, hands falling limply to his sides.  “What are you?” 

			The dark pupils dilated, galaxies upon galaxies of stars spinning in their depths.

			I am First and Last of the Derkesthai, answered the dragon.  I am domhain lár, Calabria’s heart.

			



			

	



Chapter Thirty-two

			 

			High Cleric Luther Viccole was much relieved that the day was near finished.  The leaders of the Noble Houses were a constant annoyance, battering him with endless queries and concerns.  The older, stauncher generation harassed him with their opinions on everything from taxes to trade.  Younger dukes and barons debated issues more mundane, full of false bravado as they argued whose House should be stationed where on the field of war.

			Luther pretended attentiveness to whomever’s voice was the loudest at any given time.  He nodded and murmured appropriate responses, all the while gleefully imagining their horror when his first decree as king was to abolish their class.    

			Despite the torture of his days, evenings were a balm.  At sundown he led services for the common people, seamlessly weaving sermons with themes of nationality, equality, and the need of the common man for guidance by a firm, fatherly hand.  After the services he retired to his study for meditation and prayer, as was befitting his station.  The guards stationed within and outside the doors were among his most loyal, and assured that he received no unwanted petitioners.  

			The High Cleric’s evening communion with the God was an intentionally widespread rumor through the city and palace.  The people were soothed by his humility, the nobles resentful but unwilling to risk public humiliation by calling him out.  

			It was an ideal time of repose for Luther, but not, as the masses believed, of the pious sort.  

			Directed to use concealed routes and a concealed door, the army’s foremost scouts and commanders reported each evening.  Since the charade in Thieves Alley and the subsequent hangings, his men consistently took great measures to please.  

			To his credit, Luther was no longer so quick to punish unwelcome news.  

			In addition to issuing orders and strategizing, once a week he met with Ummon and his son.  It was never a comfortable meeting, for the veiled-one had ever unnerved him.  The man’s utter lack of human feeling, though a valued asset, was difficult even for Luther to digest.  More repugnant by far than the assassin’s empty eyes, however, was the presence of his son.

			Regret was an emotion Luther had long decided pointless, as was pity.  For the child of his body he felt only disgust and anticipation for the time when his usefulness was at an end.  It was becoming bothersome to keep up the pretense of paternal care, especially when the boy only reported failure after failure.  

			The Lady Fiannan of Alesia was still alive, the Stone of Beginning safe in her pocket.  It’s impossible to retrieve, the child whined, on his knees beside Luther’s chair.  Ten-thousand veiled-ones surrounded the sorceress and her amulet in Damáskenos, and would sense their approach miles away.  Impossible was not a word Luther tolerated, though he’d swallowed the urge to smash the boy’s head repeatedly against the edge of his desk.

			Reliving the memory, and the fury, Luther slammed his fist onto the desk, surprising a startled yelp from his current guest.  The man had arrived in the city two weeks prior and since then had occupied a particularly rank prison cell.  

			Despite horrible treatment and loathsome conditions he had not broken under torture, maintaining that he was a sinless Borgetzan ambassador.  Finally, after receiving word from the torturer that death was the only option left for his craft, Luther ordered the prisoner bathed.

			There was not much to be done about the Borgetzan’s filthy attire or the many visible bruises and abrasions—both ears scabbed where lobes had been—but at least his face and hands were scrubbed clean.  Dark hair was swept from a high forehead and combed wetly.  Beneath thick brows sat deeply set eyes, their gaze never staying in one place long but continually sliding.  

			Minus two weeks of torture without a shave or decent meal, Franco Santiago was a near image of his elder brother, Juan, who’d had the misfortune of dying mysteriously in Vianalon this spring.  

			“Please, have more wine,” Luther drawled, delighting in the fear in his guest’s eyes, the violent shaking of his hand as he lifted the glass.

			Franco took a quick sip, licking cracked lips.  “It is a lovely vintage.”

			It amused Luther to think that he struggled against the desire to gulp it down and the equally compelling fear that it was poisoned.  “There are many other, less expensive ways to kill you,” he said, smiling kindly.  “Poison is not my forte… unlike King Terrin’s mistress, Lenora di Salvatoré.”

			The man’s swallow was audible.  He set the glass carefully on the desk, as if it might shatter upon contact.  With nothing to offer on the subject of his king’s lover, Franco demurred, “Thank you for allowing my appeal, your Eminence.”

			In the spirit of dialogue, Luther said engagingly, “I admit I was intrigued by your letter.  I’m terribly sorry it has taken so long to arrange a meeting.  I do hope your accommodations weren't terribly unkind.”  The Borgetzan bowed his head, but not fast enough to hide a flash of contempt.  “Do tell me, Ambassador Santiago, what exactly King Terrin has in mind.”

			At last given a means to voice his true purpose, Franco straightened in his seat.  Luther had to admire his dedication, for he was likely in much pain.  

			“His majesty’s foremost wish is to avoid bloodshed,” he began.  “He requests the disarmament of Tanalon’s forces pending his arrival and upholds that no murder shall be done to any member of the Noble Houses.”

			“Very kind of him,” Luther agreed.

			Warming to his subject, Franco continued, “The Church will remain unmolested, of this you may be assured.  In fact, his majesty offers a generous tribute to the God’s coffers.”

			Luther clicked his tongue chidingly.  “The wealth of the God is found in the faithful heart, my son.”

			“Of course,” Franco amended quickly.  “Though the servants of the God may further His cause with gold enough to build a thousand churches, no?”

			Luther grinned, leaning forward to steeple his fingers beneath his chin.  “Indeed.”  Franco smiled broadly, displaying small white teeth with several notable gaps where the torturer’s clamp had fastened.  “Continue, please.”

			 The ambassador gave a small bow.  “Lastly, his majesty offers an appointment of Regent to a native of Tanalon.  This position would not be limited to the nobility, but open to men of faith such as yourself.”

			Pretending to miss the bait, Luther queried with surprise, “He does not want to be king of Tanalon?”

			Franco flushed, his smile faltering.  “Well, yes, of course.  His majesty would be king, though he would maintain his stronghold in Seizo.  Tanalon would become a territory of Borgetza.”

			Luther gazed idly at the sputtering flame of a candle on his desk.  It was moments such as these that made his blood sing.  He allowed a full minute more of silence before looking up.  When he did, it was to see beads of sweat visible on Franco’s receding hairline.  

			With a bland smile, he said, “These are generous offers, Ambassador Santiago.  Having considered them most carefully, I will decline.”

			Franco jerked in his seat.  “But—your Eminence, you’ve hardly had the time to consider—”

			“Do not insult me, boy,” he snapped.  

			Franco dropped back listlessly, understanding dawning in his eyes.  He knew now the cleric had never intended to negotiate.  The only desire left to him was that he would die here, in Tanalon, rather than present his defeat to Terrin.  No torture at the enemy’s hands could be worse than the fate that awaited him upon the king’s displeasure.  

			With nothing to lose he made a final effort, appealing not to the Church’s pocket but to the cleric himself, a man of holiness.  “I beg you, your Eminence, to reconsider his majesty’s offer for the sake of your people.  War will be avoided.  Tanalon will remain at peace, with you as Regent.  You would be a king in everything but title, with power to effectively guide the spiritual wellbeing of your congregation.”

			“And break this kingdom paying exorbitant tithes to Borgetza,” Luther said dismissively. 

			Nonplussed, Franco shrugged.  “Yes, there will be taxes, but you will have enough gold to pay tithes for eternity and still build your thousand churches.  Think of the benefits.  With King Terrin as your liege, you would be invited to spread your doctrine throughout both states.  Mayhap, with the merging of our armies, the entire peninsula could be united under God.”

			“Ah,” Luther sighed, “and now we reach the heart of the issue.”

			Franco felt a brief stirring of hope.  “Your Eminence?” he questioned.

			“You see, my son, Terrin and I wish for the same thing.  The unity of this peninsula under God.  No Argenta, no Dunak.  In fact, no Tanalon or Borgetza.  Just Calabria, under one ruler.”

			“It can be done!” he exclaimed expectantly.

			The cleric smiled slightly.  Whether it was a trick of the candlelight or Franco’s imagination, he saw something terribly sinister in the man’s eyes.  He was suddenly glad that, to his knowledge, Luther Viccole did not perform tortures personally.

			“It will be done, my son, only Terrin will not wear an emperor’s crown.”  The holy man’s smile widened.  “Calabria will stand together under the rule of the Church.”

			Franco opened his mouth, drew breath as if to speak.  Instead he made an odd, gurgling noise.  He began to frantically attack the laces at his throat.  Unable to breathe, his eyes bulged from their sockets, fingernails digging bloody channels in his neck and chest.  His legs stiffened, feet scrambling on the carpet.  A violent contortion threw his chair back.  There was a ripe thud as his skull hit the stone floor just inches from the rug’s end.

			When the pitiful burbling ceased, Luther stood and walked around the desk to stare down at the swollen, grotesque features, the slowly widening pool of blood.  “I will wear Calabria’s crown,” he told the dead man.  With a disdainful kick at the man’s leg, he snarled, “Waste of money.”

			The High Cleric straightened his robe and passed his fingers through his hair, careful to arrange it over his severed ear.  When he looked up, his composure was in place.  He gave the two guards the blessing of his compassionate gaze.  “Please, my sons, arrange for removal of the head.  Wrap it in silk and find a nice package for it.”

			The guards regarded the cleric with cool, impassioned eyes.  With a vein of anticipation not quite concealed in his voice, one asked, “And where will we take the package?”

			“To Tuscena, of course.  Throw it over the border at Terrin.”  With a strange giggle, the High Cleric added, “Aim for his whore.”

			 

			                                                                                    *

			 

			King Manuel di Lucía was jerked from light sleep by a scream.  

			For a moment he did not know his surroundings.  He felt hard ground beneath his back, barely buffered by a thin bedroll.  All of this was not unusual, as he spent many weeks of the year leading hunting parties through Argenta’s difficult terrain.  

			They were not trips of leisure but hard days and cold nights tracking such beasts as the native boar, possessed of great speed and tusks that could embowel a man with one swipe.  Last season, his young nephew Eriko had been on the wrong end of those ivory skewers.  Bringing the news to his sister had been deeply upsetting, the memory still painful.   

			It was a disturbing thought to have upon waking.  He had not thought of his nephew in months.  He and his men had done all they could to save the boy, who had unwisely dismounted in the path of the beast.  Eriko had presumed himself immortal, as all young men did on their first hunt.  Small injuries were usually arranged to discount the most inflated egos.  Some, however, were not arranged or foreseen, and often ended with disaster.  

			Manual groaned as he sat up.  Recently, he’d begun to feel the full fifty-one years of his life.  His muscles complained in the evening, joints swelling at the merest touch of cold.  He no longer joined his captains in their vigorous morning runs.  Instead, he’d begun spending more time with his wife, Carmen, a small, lively woman with gray just starting to spread through her raven hair.  

			It had been an arranged marriage, as most were, and in their years together he’d hardly considered her past her ability to give him a son.  But Victor was grown now, no longer requiring the steady attentions of a father.  Released from his foremost duty, Manual had found himself in the strange circumstance of falling in love with his wife after twenty-eight years of marriage.  He smiled in the dark as he thought of the maidenly blush that stained her cheeks when he brought her pleasure.  

			He was still smiling softly when torches neared his tent.  “Majesty,” spoke a man urgently.  “Are you awake?”

			“I am now,” Manual grunted.  He heaved himself to his feet and pushed through the flap.  “Get that light out of my eyes!”  The torch swung low, revealing the face of one of his captains.  “Rafe, what the devil was that unmanly noise?”

			Rafe’s mouth moved soundlessly.  He fell to his knees, gasping as if in panic.  “Maj—Majesty, your son…”

			Manual grabbed the man by his collar and lifted him to his feet.  The myriad aches of his aging body were gone.  “What—about—my—son?” he hissed.

			“He cannot breathe, sire,” spoke Gustav the Red, oldest of his captains.  He’d been a playmate of Manual’s youth, was as close as a brother.  Manual stared at Rafe’s agonized, reddened face and abruptly released his collar.  The man fell in a heap at his feet.  

			He spun on Gustav, who stood with five more captains at his back.  Torches were blossoming across the army’s extensive encampment.  Calls of treachery echoed through the night.  Soldiers sprinted through the narrow space between tents, leapt over the stirring bodies of their fellow soldiers as they sped outward to strengthen the sentry.  

			Gustav looked at his friend and king, saw his confusion and rising fear, and wished the words did not have to be said.  But dissembling had never been a skill for him.  

			“Victor is murdered.  Stabbed through the heart.  No weapon was left.  The assailant was seen leaving the prince’s tent.”  Gustav drew a breath, for the next words were by far the worst, “It was a veiled-one, sire.”

			Manual stood still as a statue.  Finally, he asked, “How did they know—” and then halted, for he knew, and saw the knowledge reflected in the eyes of his men.  

			The standard of Argenta had flown over his son’s tent, while he, the king, had slept in an anonymous tent among his captains.  “Dear God,” he gasped.  His knees felt weak and he reached for Gustav’s shoulder.  In his mind he pictured Carmen’s face, ravaged with grief, blaming him for the death of their son.

			His friend seized his arm in a firm grip, stepping close so that the men did not see their king’s tears.  “The soldiers have already begun talk of Serephina’s veiled-ones.  Word spreads like a brushfire, my liege.  They whisper of the queen’s treachery.”

			Gustav sighed in relief as Manual drew back, his expression thunderous.  “Ridiculous!  She would be undermining all possibility of victory with my death.  Ten-thousand veiled-ones or no, the army of the Church is thirty-thousand strong.  Not to mention the manifold threats of Borgetza.  Serephina needs us.”

			“I agree,” Gustav said, nodding.  “We must put a stop to the rumors.”

			A man came forward at a run, halting to kneel so abruptly that he slid on the dry, caked ground of the Wasteland.  He wore the uniform of a scout, dark fabric almost white with its coating of dust.  The man gasped for air, hand fisted over his heart.  “My liege, the veiled-one has escaped.  Do you wish us to mount a pursuit?”

			“Let him go,” said Manual, surprising even Gustav.  He met his friend’s gaze.  “Let it be known that the High Cleric Luther Viccole has in his employ a rogue veiled-one.  His ploy to set us against Serephina has failed.”  He looked beyond Gustav at the circle of captains.  “Josue, prepare a courier and bring me paper and ink.  We must alert the queen that her army is no longer unknown by the enemy.  Gaspar, double—no, triple—the watch.  Franz, Andre, Dalmas, mobilize the regiments.  We do not wait for first light but move forthwith.”

			When the men were gone, Gustav murmured, “Perhaps the ploy was not to indicate Serephina, but to draw us into a trap.”

			Manual grunted.  “It had occurred to me that the…”  He paused, swallowed thickly.  “That the removal of my son was indeed the goal, to drive me without caution into Tanalon.”

			“We could—”

			“No,” interrupted the king.  “We do not turn back, old friend.  I will not face our people, much less my wife and daughters, as a coward.  If the entire army of the Church waits for us at dawn, so be it.”

			“We would be overwhelmed.”

			Manual’s eyes narrowed, perceived the true reason of his friend’s concern.  “I will grieve when the High Cleric is dead, Borgetza driven back to their opulent hell, and Serephina crowned queen of Tanalon.”  He sighed, dragged a hand over his face.  “I was a fool, Gustav, to play this war like a game, and my son like a piece on the board.  I am clearheaded now.  We both know that if we do not march against tyranny it is only a matter of time before it marches upon us.”  

			“I never knew you for an idealist,” Gustav said wryly.

			He almost smiled, but grief was too large a thing to allow brevity.  “I did not know myself for one, either.”

			“To war, then,” said his oldest friend.  “To victory and valor, and the God’s Eternal Hunt.”

			There were no crypts in Argenta, no graveyards for the bereaved to gather.  In keeping with the ancient custom of his people, Prince Victor di Lucía was burned atop a pyre.  The barren Wasteland offered no wood so a supply wagon was deconstructed, its horses joined with the herd of replacement steeds, its goods separated between the other wagons.  

			Stars glittered in the cloudless night sky, obscured only a little by the column of smoke.  A wind came up, spreading the ashes across the silent army of fifteen-thousand souls.  Every last man breathed deep, touched their brows and hearts in remembrance of their prince, now free to ride unburdened through the forests and vales of the afterlife.  

			



			

	



Chapter Thirty-three

			 

			Where Isidora’s spirit dwelled, she might have witnessed the passing of the young Argentan prince.  As it was, she did not have the learning, so thought nothing of the ribbon of light that streaked past, upward and toward the shining portal of Beyond.  

			The occurrence was not uncommon in this place, though the place itself was certainly that.  

			The meadow was an exact image of one she’d played in as a child, its rolling green pastures extended eternally.  Trees dotted the landscape, their long, flexible arms dipping and lifting in a temperate breeze.  Though blessed with the fixed, golden light of summer, the sky above the meadow was that of deepest night.  It was a firmament never beheld by mortal eyes, a black so deep it was brilliant, wearing millions of heavy, gemlike stars.  The colorful array blazed and pulsed, sometimes seeming so close that they might brush against her uplifted fingers, touch upon her upturned face.

			And set beneath the most vibrant crown of stars was a full, glistening moon.  

			When first Isidora had opened her eyes and seen the heavenly face of the Goddess, she had wept for joy.  The thought that she was dead did not dampen her emotion.  The life behind her was a small, painful thing compared to the glory of the divine.

			The first glimmer of doubt came days later, when there had been no change in the land but the gradual waning of the moon.  The only events to break monotony were occasional spectral lights, comets of color and beauty which streaked across the sky.  Always the lights vanished into the moon’s cool glow.  

			Upon the seventh day, as she watched the shadowed portion of the celestial globe, it occurred to Isidora that she might not be dead.  She felt no hunger or thirst.  Awareness of bodily form was minimal.  She had assumed that it was a comfort manifested by the mind to ease the soul from earthly life.  Now she was not so certain.

			Five more days and the moon sat half-full.  For the first time, Isidora saw what gathered in its growing shadow.  She watched, trembling, as a red stain touched upon the white orb, spreading slowly like ink atop water.  

			 

			                                                                      *

			 

			In Damáskenos, Gertrude had just finished spooning broth into the Lady Fiannan’s slack mouth.  She never stirred, but enough habitual function remained that she was able to swallow.  At the same time every day, Gertrude fed and bathed the lady, then spoke aloud to the deaf ears.  Each afternoon she spent talking until her voice was hoarse.  There were always small gaps of silence in her speaking, usually filled with imagined responses.  

			On the day she ran out of folk lore and fables, Gertrude began telling the lady of her life, how lucky she was to have found a home with the duke.  She admitted as well her feelings for Diego Roldan, confessed that on the morn of the army’s departure she had gone to him weeping.  He had kissed her and told her not to fear, that he would return.  

			Broth leaked from a corner of the lady’s mouth.  Gertrude placed the spoon in the half-full bowl and rose to fetch a damp towel.  She was halfway across the room when the figure in the bed gave a soft cry.  The bowl slid from her fingers, contents splashing against her skirts.  She spun and darted back to the bed. 

			Lady Fiannan lay as still as ever, breathing deeply.

			Thinking the sound had been some effect of the wind against the high tower, she fetched two towels.  One for the lady and one for the floor.

			 

			 

			Outside the castle, Shenlith stirred, tail twitching and eyes opening.  Since his arrival, the last Derkesthai had barely moved.  In one of their brief dialogues, he’d told Eduardo Vasquez that it would take time to recover from a millennium of hibernation.  

			Pausing in his usual rounds high atop the windswept ramparts of Damáskenos, Eduardo called down to the dragon.  “Is all well?”

			It was a long while before the creature replied.  Finally, his voice whispered in Eduardo’s mind.  I must leave for a time, but I will return.

			Now that he’d grown accustomed Shenlith’s mighty presence outside the wall, the thought of his absence provoked fear.  “But, what if—”

			Worry not, youngling, the dragon interjected.  In my absence you will be presserved.  

			Eduardo clamped his mouth shut on an undignified plea.  The castle foundations shook as the dragon lumbered to his feet.  Suddenly he could not remember fear, so awesome was the sight of the creature stretching to full height.  The sinuous neck turned and flexed, flat head rising up and up toward the wall on which Eduardo stood.

			He was barely aware of breathing and blinking as the dragon’s eye appeared before him.  The diagonally slitted pupil was easily as long as he was tall.  Seen from a distance, the iris had appeared golden.  Now, from just feet away, he saw that it was many colors combined, greens and blues and deeper hues, and across them all were golden swells fanning from the pupil.  

			Have you sseen the flight of Derkesthai, youngling? Shenlith asked, a deep hissing in his voice that Eduardo had learned was humor.  Dizzy from the beauty of the dragon’s eye, he shook his head mutedly.  We ssshall ssee if I can remember how.

			The head swung up and away, back toward the body.  Dark wings extended with a snap, curved bone structure visible through leathery membrane.  Eduardo was reminded of a visit to his mother’s family near Cartenía, of sitting on the docks to watch the graceful sails of galleons anchored outside the bay.  

			The two sights did not compare, really.

			His fingers dug into the rough stone of the wall as, with a loud huff of breath, Shenlith turned about and launched into a run.  Sunlight glanced from the scaled body, heavy muscles rippling over the sides and haunches.  Teeth jarring with every impact, Eduardo couldn’t help a whoop of triumph as the ancient beast gained grace and speed with every step.

			“What in the—Dear Gods have mercy!” gasped Gerard.  The chamberlain stumbled against the wall, eyes riveted on the valley and the incomparable sight of the dragon running.  

			Eduardo continued to holler and laugh.  “Fly, Shenlith!” he yelled.

			There was a final impact of clawed feet upon the ground, then silence.  The dragon was a distant, dark shape at the valley’s end.  Slowly, it began to rise, and rise, until its silhouette resembled a large bird.  The path of its flight veered east, then north.  From such a length away it seemed to move slowly, even lethargically.  

			“What’s wrong with it?” Gerard whispered.  

			Eduardo grinned.  “Nothing, absolutely nothing.” 

			Soon enough the dark shape grew larger and they could see the relaxed lift of its wings, hear the displacement of air as they beat down hard.  

			“What on earth is happening now?” asked Gertrude, voice pitched in displeasure.  “I was down speaking with the women about our food stores when I heard… Oh!”  She fell against the wall much as the chamberlain had, expression one of slack-jawed wonder.  “It’s flying!” she gasped, and began to laugh.

			Indeed, it ssseems sssome thingss are never forgotten.

			The beat of Shenlith’s wings was loud now.  He dipped low over the forested hillsides, the trees beneath bending as if beset by gale-force winds.  

			“He’s not…” Gerard began.  “Is he coming...”

			“Yes!” Eduardo shouted, raising his arms to wave them madly in the air.  He felt the chamberlain take a firm hold of his belt.  It was a sensible precaution, for Shenlith loomed before them, flying straight at the castle.  Gertrude’s laughter turned sour and Gerard began to curse.  

			In the last possible moment the Drakon thumped his wings and rose steeply, blotting out the sunlight.  His scaled belly grazed the wall to which they clung, his wings barely missing the jutting stones of sentry points.  The sound of his passing was an all-consuming deluge, eliciting involuntary cries from them all.

			Within moments the dragon was a high dot in the sky.

			“Not above a bit of grandstanding, is he?” Gertrude muttered.

			Gerard straightened from his crouch, forced numbed fingers to unclench from Eduardo’s belt.  “Where is he going, do you think?”

			“Somewhere beyond this world,” Eduardo said.

			Gerard and Gertrude shared a glance, then looked bemusedly at the boy.

			  

			                                                                                    *

			 

			The fields of the eternal meadow were slowly turning the dark, garish color of a nightmare.  When the growing band of sickly, pulsing crimson light neared her feet, Isidora turned and ran.  In her logical mind, she knew there was no escape from opening of the Gates.  She ran because the alternative was too staggering to contemplate.  

			It was a long way to the first tree and when she reached it she sagged against its base, curling into a fetal position.  Her head tucked down against her knees, she shut her eyes tightly so as to not see the bloody advent of the army of Beyond.  

			“Arturo,” she whispered brokenly, knowing she had failed.  

			Child of Isstar, hissed a familiar voice.

			Her head jerked up.  Shenlith! 

			Above, a massive, dark shape streaked through the sky.  Its wings undulated slowly, broad head set like a compass needle on the gates of Beyond.  With every beat of its wings it grew nearer to the moon’s spreading stain.  Panicked, Isidora leapt to her feet and ran once more, back in the direction she’d come, screaming, No, do not!  You will perish!

			The dragon flew high and straight, passing into the red haze.  Isidora sunk to her knees, shaking uncontrollably.  She felt her sanity unraveling, barely heard the numbed litany of, “No, no, no,” coming from her lips.

			ISTAR! ANSHAR! roared the first and last of a once beloved race.  

			The voice of the Gods was one sound, a fusion of starlight and turned earth.  Grating, hauntingly beautiful, soprano and baritone blended in answer.  

			We….  Will… Not… Abide…

			Shenlith replied in a voice of power, opening his maw to release a tidal wave of flame.  Liquid in the absence of atmosphere, the fire churned like a waterfall toward the throbbing shadow of the moon.  

			The Gods slammed closed the Gates and the fire dissolved harmlessly before the serene white of the moon and its crescent shadow, which was only that.  The meadow’s grasses shone wetly green with the return of summer’s glow.

			Some time later, Isidora became aware of the ground shaking as the dragon approached, his light, prancing gait bespeaking diffidence.  She looked up as he neared, watched his forelegs fold, his head slide over the grass and come to rest beside her.

			In spite of residual terror, she reached out to touch the silken, scaly skin of his jaw. 

			 I am lost.

			Narrow ribbons of smoke curled from the elongated nostrils.  I have found you.

			“Is this… real?” 

			Look into my eye.

			She gazed into the black pupil, around which pulsed waves of gold.  In the blackness an image began to form of a tower, and the cold stone room at its apex.  Within was a bed, and upon it her body slept.  The vision dissolved.  Disquieted, Isidora stared at the soft, dark fold of the dragon’s eyelid. 

			Why? she questioned at length.

			Your body wass dying, its frail flessh no match for the opening of the Gatess.

			I do not know how to stop it.

			The beast sighed, breath blowing her hair from her face.  It cannot be sstopped, he said sorrowfully.  The only way is to desstroy the Stone of Beginning, which cannot be desstroyed.  The Gatess will open, regardlesss of our effortss.

			“I don’t understand.”

			Shenlith continued as though he hadn’t heard her, his tone as old as time and as tired.  My death would sseal the Gatess, but I am the Root.  My death is the death of Calabria.  

			“The Root,” she echoed.

			The golden eye blinked, focusing on her.  She saw a distorted reflection of herself in the pupil, a small waver of light amidst the blackness.  Yes, he replied.  I am domhain lár.

			Isidora said nothing, letting the truth find its own standing.  She looked along the giant body, the glittering scales, and finally understood.  “The amulet from which the Gods sprung,” she murmured.  “The needs of the land, the bond of the veiled-ones.”  She smiled, felt the warm prick of tears.  “You are Calabria.”

			It was my name once, agreed Shenlith.

			They sat for a time in silence, the dragon’s breath sighing against her face.  Finally, Isidora asked, “How do we combat the Gods?”

			We cannot.

			“Then why am I here?” she asked helplessly.

			Because it wass necessary for you to ssee the Gates.  I am ssorry, but I had to know that you would resisst the lure of Beyond, that you would sssacrifice to keep closed the Gates.

			Isidora shook her head.  “But there was no lure.”

			There wass a time when your heart told me it wass all you wanted.  When the only causse keeping your sspirit bound to the land wass the final requesst of your mother.  

			“For remembering,” she whispered.

			Yess, and now?

			With dawning clarity, Isidora said, “I am bound to the needs of the land.”

			Yess, he whispered.  The soft eyelid closed, liquid gathering at the inner corner of his eye.  Hold out your hand, Isidora Fiannan.  She did, and the dragon’s tear fell, slapping against her palm with the weight and feel of crystal.

			She stared at the palm-sized disc, near in shape and size to her amulet.  But this crystal was a sparkling blue, shot through with bronze and gold.  “What is it?” she asked, though a part of her knew, had always known.  It was in the eyes of the man she loved.  It was in her eyes.

			The tool of Calabria’s need, Shenlith said.  

			“Arturo.” 

			And you, child.  And you.

			Blinking tears from her eyes, she stroked the dragon’s jaw.  “What must I do, Calabria?”

			Awaken.

			 

			 

			Gertrude settled the sheet around the Lady Fiannan’s shoulders.  “Never in my whole life did I imagine to witness a dragon flying,” she said idly, watching the sleeping face.  “I wish you had seen it.”

			“I did,” croaked the figure on the bed.

			Gertrude yelped and jerked back, tripped over her own heel and fell hard on her backside.  Almost as soon as she landed she was up again, bounding forward to stare into open blue eyes.  

			“My lady?”

			“Water,” Isidora said hoarsely.

			At dawn the following morning, Eduardo returned to his post on the wall.  There, sleeping soundly, mist curling about his wings and sloping spine, was Shenlith.

			



			

	



Chapter Thirty-four

			 

			Arturo stood on a gentle slope of land looking over the army spread across the plains.    Dawn moved through low clouds, touched hesitantly there, and there; a sea of black that was the veiled-ones of Dunak followed by waves of green and grey, the men of Damáskenos.  The bulky grouping of wagons was touched by light, which then passed beyond to the hundreds of snorting, resting horses, bordered thickly by sleeping laypersons and the shadows of sentries.

			To the west, as the land dipped and lifted into low hills, the sun finally broke through in full glory, casting into sharp relief the spearhead of a moving army as it topped the highest rise.  Sentries whistled, horns were blown.  Beneath Arturo, the ocean of men stirred, jerking and lifting as water around the impact of a large rock.  The amorphous din of moving bodies, clinking weaponry, and raised voices lifted from the land.

			“They come,” Diego Roldan said needlessly.  Arturo nodded, watched as a small group of men broke from the vanguard, turning their horses unerringly toward the northern hill.  

			Serephina rubbed her hands together against the moist dawn air.  Her quick breath sent puffs of mist from her mouth.  Standing with her were Duke Alvar, Mufahti, Ignacio, and Ezekiel ibn Dukari, who watched the approaching Argentans with wary eyes.  

			A courier had found them days ago, moving loudly and undisguised on the northwestern plains, had delivered a letter from Manuel di Lucía and departed again before its reading.  Despite the king’s written support of Serephina’s innocence, they all wondered, and could not help but be anxious.  Prince Victor di Lucía had been murdered while he slept in the midst of an army, and the assassin had been a veiled-one.  

			The Master of Knives was the only figure standing somewhat apart from the rest, near to but not quite beside Arturo.  Of the group only they appeared at ease, though their eyes stayed trained on the advance of horses.  The light was enough now that they could count fifteen men astride, led by a herald who carried the royal standard of Argenta.

			Finally, Devlin’s eyes moved, glancing a question at Arturo.  Bellamont nodded, and a message was sent through the land-bond.  Moments later the eastern front of veiled-ones moved into action.  The sea of black broke almost in two, flowing in wide rivers north and south.  Their speed and fleetness of foot was such that in minutes, they had abandoned the east and formed a solid barrier against the advent of Argenta.  The first regiments were still leagues away, closing fast at full gallop.  

			“The cavalry will abolish them,” Mufahti muttered.

			Arturo spoke for the first time, “Unlikely,” he said, and Devlin smiled beneath his veil.

			Over the distant drumming of hooves, one pair grew distinct.  A rider was approaching the hill from the encampment, cloak flapping and hair in wild disarray.  Hadrian Visconte checked his steed some feet away, dismounting to lead the beast toward the others, who were grazing nearby, disinterested in politics.

			“I thought I might be of some service,” said the cleric.  “I spent close to a year with the di Lucía’s and helped deliver one of Manual’s daughters.”  Strained silence answered him, though the duke gave him a curt nod.  

			“Here we go,” Diego murmured, hand falling to the hilt of his sword.  

			The riders slowed and stopped fifty paces from the hill.  With the exception of the youth who carried Manual’s standard, the men were armored and helmeted, visors lifted on hardened, weathered faces.  Words were exchanged, tempers checked, and finally two riders broke forward at a canter.  

			Arturo recognized Manuel from his brief foray into Argenta.  It was only months ago that he and Diego had stood in the cold, drafty hall of the Argentan palace among its tall men and pale woman, and in particular one magistrate’s daughter.  He wondered idly if she had ever admitted her role in the seduction or, more importantly, her lack of supposed innocence.

			Next to the king rode a barrel-chested soldier of middle years, though his ease in the saddle suggested the dexterity of a much younger man.  Not by his face, but by the scarlet trimming of his cloak, Arturo placed him as Gustav the Red, Manual’s closest advisor and lead captain.

			The men halted ten feet away, dismounted lightly as though they had not been astride for days with only minimal stops to rest the animals.  Manual walked first, a towering figure in the dawn, muddied boots leading to plain leather leggings and blouse.  His bear-skin cloak was likewise without adornment, spilling heavy and dark from his broad shoulders.  

			Serephina did not come forward to greet the king, electing to stay in Mufahti’s shadow.  Manual’s dark eyes sized up the barbarian.  In a grating voice he commented, “I’ve never seen a man with ink in his blood.”

			Startling everyone, Mufahti gave a great, bellowing laugh.  “How many rabbits died for your cloak?” he asked, accented voice carrying mockery.

			Gustav the Red took a threatening step forward, was blocked by a careless lift of Manual’s hand.  No one else moved, though Diego’s fingers tightened reflexively on his sword.  “One rabbit,” said the king.  “He was about your size and disposition.”

			Mufahti continued to grin.  “It is well, then, that I do not have fur.”

			Manual’s lips quirked, gaze moving to the queen.  She stood still and straight under his scrutiny, a light breeze coaxing wisps of hair across her brow.  “I thought to win Tanalon for you, your majesty,” he said bluntly, “and marry you to my son so that, upon my death, our kingdoms would be united.”  

			Serephina’s chin raised a fraction.  “I would not have agreed, but never would I have wished for Victor’s death.”

			Manuel inhaled deeply and nodded.  “I know.  The price of my support has changed.”

			Serephina asked coolly, “And what do you require?”

			On the field below, the Argentan army loomed like a rising wave, showing no sign of slowing.  Damáskenos was mobilizing fast, horses saddled and mounted, knights’ voices ringing loud and crisp as they commanded their men into formation.  A stream of archers took position behind the veiled-ones, arrows aimed high and nocked loosely for release.  Squires and pages ran the line, depositing stores and relaying orders.  

			“I require vengeance for my son,” Manual answered.  “The death of the veiled-one.”

			The tall, slim figure of the Master of Knives turned from his surveillance of the field.  “It is my pleasure to assist you in that goal, your majesty,” he said, reedy voice monotone.

			Manual studied the visible portion of the veiled-one’s face, pale eyes and skin.  “You do not have the coloring of the desert people,” he observed, with a pointed nod at Ezekiel.

			Devlin shrugged.  “I am Master of Knives.”

			The king’s gaze shifted, narrowed speculatively on the prince.  “And what does Dunak gain by assisting the queen?”

			“Nothing,” Ezekiel answered.  “It is likely, even now, that one of my brothers has taken the ivory scepter.”

			“Then why are you here?” asked Manual, echoing the question that did not have an answer.

			The prince smiled blithely, glancing at the queen.  “I don’t rightly know.”

			“Most interesting,” Manual said wryly.  A snort of laughter came from Gustav the Red as the king’s restless eyes found Hadrian.  “Cleric Visconte,” he acknowledged, and Hadrian nodded perfunctorily.  “Duke Damáskenos.”  Alvar bowed with courtly flourish.  “And,” the king continued as he turned, “Black Bellamont.”

			Arturo did not bow, but said mildly, “If you do not wish to lose your army today, call them off.”

			The king said nothing for a long moment, studying the proud profile.  “You have changed, Assassin des Viana.”

			Arturo nodded, still without looking at the king.  “Give the signal, your majesty,” he said in the same, mellow voice.

			Manual raised his left hand skyward, fingers fisted.  Horns echoed, horses reared, and the Argentan vanguard executed an impressive halt.  Only then did Bellamont turn to the king and bow.  

			“It is a pleasure to see you again.”

			“Likewise,” Manual drawled.

			Clouds roiled, joining and dispersing on the sky’s canvas.  Shadows played on Bellamont’s face, lending an unearthly golden glow to his eyes.  

			“How much rest do your men and horses require?” 

			For the first time, Manual looked to Gustav, who asked, “I assume we ride on Vianalon with all possible haste?”

			“You may assume that, yes.”

			Gustav grinned tightly, answering, “The day and the coming night to recuperate.”

			“Very well.”  

			Manual, watching the exchange, gave an uneasy chuckle.  “You do have a strategy, Bellamont, don’t you?  Or will we waste away outside the capital’s walls until Borgetza slams us against them?  The High Cleric would be pleased, I’m sure, if his enemies destroyed one another.”

			The commander blinked, and again Manual was struck by the oddness of his eyes.  “We have something Luther Viccole wants above all things,” he said cryptically.  “Tomorrow we move east to cross the Viana by bridge.  From there it is a week’s march to Vianalon.”

			“No one will stand in our way?” Gustav inquired.

			“All able men of Tanalon have been drafted to arms.”  Bellamont smiled slightly.  “Unless, of course, you are afraid of women and children.”

			“The only woman I’m afraid of is my wife,” Gustav replied offhandedly.  “But what of the towns we pass?  Are we to restrict looting?”

			“There will be no looting,” said Serephina de la Caville coolly.  “Not a hair on one girl’s head is to be touched, not one field burned, not one home violated.  Do you understand, sirs?”

			Gustav nodded, taken aback by the fierce and real threat in her voice.  Manual murmured to his friend, “I suppose there are two women, now.”

			Gustav ignored the jibe and bowed to the queen.  “As your majesty commands.”

			Serephina lifted her gaze to the western hill.  “Your men will camp where they stand.  Tonight, your majesty, you and your captains are invited to dine with us.  Further questions you might have will be addressed at that time.  Good day.”  

			The queen strode to her white palfrey.  Ezekiel assisted her to the saddle then mounted his own horse.  They rode side by side down the hill.  The duke, Mufahti, and Ignacio followed at a respectful distance.

			Manual turned lifted brows toward Bellamont.  “I suppose the prince wants to be king.”

			The commander’s expression remained impassive.  “Perhaps he merely wants the woman for herself,” he said, and strode away, mounting his horse and wheeling south with a skill that made Gustav whistle.  The silent man with the scarred face followed, glaring at the king as he rode past.

			“What did I say?” Manual grumbled.

			The Argentans stood alone in the company of a veiled-one and a cleric.  Hadrian Visconte cleared his throat.  “Bellamont is recently married, your majesty, to the Lady Fiannan of Alesia.”  He glanced at the still figure of the Master of Knives.  “There is much of this war as yet untold to you, concealed from courier letters for your safety.”

			“Obviously.”

			Hadrian paused, choosing his words carefully, “The Lady Fiannan escaped the ruin of Alesia.  The last of her noble line, she is perhaps the greatest mystic alive.”

			Gustav grunted as Manual cocked his head thoughtfully.  Mystics were not unknown to the Argentans, for during the Year of Death they had accepted hundreds of refugees from King Armando’s wrath.  Those descendents of Alesia had intermarried over the years, were now fully enmeshed in all manner of class and occupation.  Honest to a fault and aloof to temptations of treachery, they were invaluable physicians, capable accountants, and successful farmers.  Manual never hunted without at least one man with the power in his blood to predict turns of weather and locate watering holes. 

			As such, he asked differentially, “The Lady does not travel with you?”

			Hadrian shook his head.  “She was left in Damáskenos, gravely ill from battling forces not of this world.  Forces that would destroy us and the enemy alike.  That would leave the whole of Calabria a Wasteland.”

			Manual was annoyed, grief-stricken, and saddle-sore.  The cleric’s words, though, lifted the hairs on his neck.  He glanced at the veiled-one, saw that the blue eyes were steady on his own.  

			“What forces?” 

			Devlin al’Ven realized belatedly that the question was directed to him.  He had been thinking of Arturo and his wife.  And, as always, of Lenora, who also fought a private war.  Since the death of his highest Borgetzan informant, word from Terrin’s camp was ineffectual.  Lenora was rarely seen outside the king’s pavilion; what little was known confirmed all of Devlin’s worst fears. 

			Distracted, he told Manual bluntly, “Lady Fiannan battles the Gods, who are opening the Gates of Beyond.  They will wipe the stain of mankind from Calabria in vengeance for Alesia burned.”

			“What?” hissed Gustav.

			Beyond surprise, Manual asked softly, “Is there no one to help her?”

			The Master of Knives made a gesture, touching his fingers to his heart.  “Calabria aids her,” he replied.  “As it aids us all.”

			 

			                                                                                    *

			 

			That evening, while Serephina, Alvar, and Ignacio dined with Manual and his captains, Arturo stood alone on the same hill.  His back turned on the light of hundreds of campfires, he gazed northeast toward Damáskenos.  

			A voice spoke his name in the darkness; he had heard the whisper of Devlin’s approach.  His friend moved soundlessly to his side, following the direction of his gaze.  “Do you recall the story I told you, of that night in Vianalon when the Church came for Lenora?”

			“Yes,” he replied, still somewhat mystified that the Master of Knives had been the childhood companion of Lenora and Astin di Salvatoré.  And more so, that they had grown up in Avosilea by the Sea, just miles away from the Galván family estate.

			“The myth of the Serpent of the Root is as vague as that of the Nameless,” Devlin continued.  “The oral history of the veiled-ones speaks of the Serpent as a metaphor, not an actual being.  It was believed that in the Second Age of Chaos, man destroyed the last of the Derkesthai.”  

			“Forgive me, but what is your point?”

			Devlin lifted a hand to draw aside his veil.  Breathing deeply, he savored the touch of air on his face.  “The metaphor of the Serpent is closely tied with that of domhain lár.  In fact, they are considered interchangeable.”

			“Your point,” Arturo grated.

			“Shenlith, who I awakened from a millennia long sleep, is domhain lár.  The Taproot, the heart of the land, the pulse of life from which Dawn and Dusk emerged.”

			After long moments, Arturo replied in a new tone, “I see.”

			Devlin murmured, “He brought her back, my friend.  Near dusk, this day, she awakened.”

			Arturo spun fast, grabbed hold of Devlin’s robes at the throat.  Diego Roldan, who’d been keeping watch nearby without his partner’s knowledge, did not know whether the action had been allowed by the Master of Knives or had surprised him.  He watched the two figures, near mirrors of height and build, and decided it was well they were not enemies.

			“What’s this?” Arturo asked with strain.

			“Isidora is recovering even as we speak,” Devlin replied calmly.  “I have been asked to deliver a message.  First, I require you to remove your hand.”

			Arturo jerked his arm back, stared at his hand as if it belonged to another man.  He shook his head disarmingly.  “I forgot myself.”

			“It is no matter,” Devlin said softly, thinking of Lenora.  “I know how worried you have been.”

			Sensing something in his voice, Arturo looked up.  “And who is it who worries you?” he asked, but did not require the answer.  “Oh, Devlin.  It is Lenora who has your heart.”

			“Calabria has my heart,” the Master of Knives said tersely.  Then, so softly Arturo almost didn’t catch it, he added, “And yes, Lenora.  It has always been so.”  He swallowed, met his friend’s compassionate gaze.  “Of all the men on the earth to love like this, we are surely the most unlikely pair.”

			Arturo’s teeth flashed in the darkness.  “Agreed.  Now give me the message.”

			“Look for her, three days hence.”

			Stunned, Arturo gasped, “Impossible,” and then remembered Devlin’s first words to him in Damáskenos.  Shenlith is with her.  “Impossible,” he repeated, but weakly.

			Devlin grin vanished beneath his veil.  “Unlikely,” he corrected.  “Astounding, even ludicrous.  But not impossible.”

			As the veiled-one turned away, Arturo couldn’t help but ask, “And Lenora’s quest?”

			His friend halted, so silent and still that he blended into the darkness around him.  Finally, he said, “The enchantress of Avosilea, who is the Nameless… I’ve told you of the Long Road, the pact we Avosileans made to escape the Year of Death?”

			“Yes.”

			“Lenora’s is the longest,” he said, and moved silently away.

			Arturo stayed a while more, thinking of Shenlith, who was also domhain lar, the land’s heart, whose needs had given birth to the Gods.  The Gods who even now plotted ruin.  He wondered, too, with a feeling that was both sinking and soaring, why the Derkesthai had brought Isidora back from Beyond, was bringing her south to him.   

			Then he heard Diego’s distinctive snore somewhere on the hillside, and his train of thought was broken.  He went to wake his partner and tell him that he would see a dragon after all.

			



			

	



Chapter Thirty-four

			 

			The old woman moved with a slow, shuffling gate through the Borgetzan encampment.  Her narrow back was bent, head jutting forward and eyes caste down in concentration.  Balanced on her outstretched hands was a gleaming silver tray, atop which rested a covered plate of food.  A short distance behind her walked a merry boy, whistling as he followed with a tall, stoppered decanter of wine and a sparkling crystal goblet.  

			Their progress was unremarkable to the soldiers and servants sharing the crowded pathways between brightly colored tents; Terrin’s lords and chancellors often required the delivery of specially prepared meals.  The particular tent that was their destination, however, was much larger than that of the highest lord, a stark white that stood out among the garish collage.  

			At its entrance, the old woman and boy were stopped by two guards.  

			“No meals were ordered here, grandmother,” said the shorter of the men.

			The woman looked up, black eyes moving slowly, pointedly, between the men.  “We are invited within.” 

			“Of course, grandmother,” the same man said in a vacant tone.  The guards’ spears dipped, arms reaching back to spread aside the tent’s doorway.  When the woman and boy had passed within, the men closed the flaps and resumed vigilant stances.  

			The interior of the tent was shadowed, heavy material blocking nearly all natural light.  Animal skins padded the hard ground.  An assortment of colorful divans, pillows, and silken partitions furthered its impression of a lavish prison.  

			“Who goes there?” called a soft, steely voice.  Beyond a diaphanous screen of pale gold, a woman’s figure straightened from a cushion.  

			“Friends, we are friends,” sang Pandion.

			The figure jerked in shock, then rose slowly and walked around the screen.  The abundance of her unbound hair curled darkly around her torso, not quite concealing the insubstantial gauze of her gown.  

			“Am I dreaming?” she asked.

			“Nay, Lenora,” spoke the Nameless.  

			Shaking fingers rose to cup a tear-wet cheek.  “Have you come to end my misery, then?” 

			“In a manner of speaking.”

			With a wince of pain, the Nameless bent to place her tray upon a low stool.  Swollen fingers seized the lid and lifted it, casting it to the cushioned ground.  Set stop the empty plate was a slender knife, its hilt thin, hammered silver, its shaft gleaming black.  

			“Use it once and wisely, not a moment too late or soon.”

			Lenora took a step forward, squinting in the low light.  Her dark eyes widened, lifted to seek those of the Nameless.  Instead of speaking, she began to tremble, and finally collapsed.  One hand, wound in the partition, dragged the screen down with a soft tearing noise.  Beneath her face, a velvet pillow slowly darkened with her tears.

			It was hours before she roused from her misery.  The Nameless and Child of Time were gone, as were the silver tray and its gift.  Certain that in her desperation she’d conjured them, she cried anew.  Her sobs disturbed the guards, who shifted uneasily, glancing at each other to remind themselves of the punishment of interference.  

			In time her cries softened and ceased.  The men were exceedingly grateful, for night was falling and soon King Terrin would come.  

			Within the tent, Lenora lay dispirited on the ground.  The dream had dissolved the last of her waning courage.  As she thought of the coming night, she knew a hopelessness so vast it was suffocating.  It made her body curl inward, arms come up to shelter her head as if, by some miracle, her flesh might protect her from the sharp edges of her conscience.  

			There was a sudden pain in her hip.  She shifted lethargically, passing her hand along the ground.  Her fingers closed on the hilt of a knife.  

			 

			                                                                                    *

			  

			Terrin of Borgetza listened with half an ear to conversations of his council.  Concealed beneath the massive table, his hands idly stroked the hair of the woman crouched between his knees.  The texture was almost as soft as Lenora’s.  The thought made his teeth clench, his neck flush darkly.  Several men cleared their throats, looked away from their king’s pleasure.  Most, however, grinned in the torchlight, hoping that the woman might come their way next.  

			Sated, Terrin pushed the whore’s head away.  She crawled from beneath the table and stood smiling unashamedly, her ochre-lined eyes passing along the table.  “Who shall I service next, your majesty?” she asked, and received a chorus of cheers.

			Terrin adjusted the lacings of his breeches and stood.  The fantasy of Lenora’s mouth stayed with him, made him feel buoyant and generous.  “Why, all of them, my dear.”

			The whore curtsied and slipped back beneath the table.  As Terrin made his way to the exit of the tent, he ignored the startled queries of several of his more officious councilmen.  He left them to squabble amongst themselves, pausing to tell a squire to bring more whores and wine.  

			Four guards dispatched themselves from their posts, trailing behind the king as he walked the short distance to his pavilion.  The white fabric glowed from within, a servant having entered at dusk to light the numerous oil lamps.  Lenora preferred darkness; were it up to her, the tent would stay pitch dark, every pillow a trap for his feet.  

			Smiling, Terrin passed the sentries and ducked within.  Lenora was seated on a divan, a plate of succulent fruits on her lap.  She looked up at his entrance and Terrin drew a quick breath, amazed once again that she’d returned to him.  Her figure had fulfilled the promise of beautiful youth, ripening into curves that dried his mouth.  The famous face, too, had matured, though not a line marred its surface.  She was the most beautiful woman alive.   

			It was her eyes, above all, that drove him forward to kneel beside her.  Cold and hard and glittering with malice.  He saw the same affectations in every looking glass; thanked his ancestors daily for the blessing of Lenora di Salvatoré, who was his perfect mate.

			Her carefully painted nails lifted a ripe grape from the platter and offered it.  Terrin opened his lips to take it onto his tongue.  Before she could retract her hand, he seized her wrist and covered her fingers with his mouth.  Rolling his eyes to her face, he saw the flush of anger on her high cheekbones, the unmistakable racing of the pulse in her smooth neck.

			Slowly, he slid his tongue over the sharp nails.  He anticipated the attack of her left hand, grabbed it before she could rake his face.  The small, fine bones of her wrists in his much larger hands made him feel immensely masculine and powerful.  Smiling, he jerked her hands above her head, his knee forcing her legs apart.  The platter of fruit fell to the floor, grapes scattering.  

			She turned her head away to hide her both her revulsion and desire as he shifted forward, pressing himself against her.  In a coupling of instinctive effort and a play to his passions, she struggled, testing the strength of his hands.

			“Lenora, Lenora,” he chided softly, head bending so that his lips grazed her neck.  “How well you know me.”

			She tossed her head back, away from his seeking tongue.  “We have an agreement,” she snarled.  

			Terrin chuckled with real mirth, rocking his hips to torment her with the threat of penetration.  “Yes,” he agreed, “and I will continue to uphold my end.  Destroy the High Cleric and you will come willingly to my bed.  And you will never run from me again.”

			Her hair flung across his face as she stared at him in haughty challenge.  “I will never come willingly,” she retorted.  “But if you do not kill Viccole, our bargain is null and I will not come to you at all.”

			He lifted his face to laugh, loud and long.  “And what will you do instead, my pet?” he asked, eyes crinkled with humor as he gazed down on her.  

			Lenora felt again the edge of a wide precipice before her.  It was always the worst when he laughed, for then he was truly handsome.  In his sparkling dark eyes she could not help but see a younger man, a man who might have been good and kind.  

			“I will kill myself,” she made her voice say.

			Though she meant the words, she knew immediately her mistake.  The humor about his eyes died, was replaced with something infinitely more threatening.  “I would not live,” he whispered, “were you to do such a thing.”

			Lenora knew of the many rumors, both in Terrin’s camp and abroad, of his unhealthy obsession with her, begun when she killed his chancellor and escaped to Tanalon.  In the years since, the king had become introverted and cautious, even paranoid.  While his court continued its compulsive displays of intrigue and debauchery, Terrin’s personal exploits remained strictly private.  Still, where there were servants there were wagging tongues, and it was said his penchant for sadism had grown ever more lurid and violent.  

			It was widely accepted that he had succumbed to the madness of his forefathers.

			Rumors were dangerous sources of information, especially when its subject and creator were one and the same.  They led to faulty assumption, like the madness of King Terrin.  

			She’d known it the moment she’d seen him again, upon being presented like an exotic gift by the caravan master who’d taken her west from Seizo.  

			The lines of truth were blurring again, as she’d not thought possible.  And she was as powerless to stop it now as she had been at seventeen years old.  Her hatred was all that kept her from going mad herself, though it was more elusive now, harder to reach and hold.

			Terrin released her hands, brought the chafed skin to his lips.  “There is no one for me but you, Lenora.”

			Closing her eyes on the sudden pain of her heart, she thought of the cove in Avosilea and the boy who’d followed the trail of her underskirts.  Devlin, she whispered, deep within.  

			Aloud, she spoke what she feared above all things to be true, “And there is no one but you for me, my king.”

			Terrin stilled at her tone, looking up to see the tears which leaked from the corners of her tightly closed eyes.  A melancholy he could not name descended upon him.  He mused ironically that perhaps it was a symptom of the mind-illness that haunted his line.  

			Carefully, he tucked Lenora’s arms to her chest, lifted one of her legs and moved it atop the other so that she turned onto her side.  He positioned himself behind her, encircled her with his arms.  “I will conquer Calabria for you,” he spoke into her hair.  “You will be my queen, the mother of kings, and will never want for anything.”

			The tension in her body slowly faded until she lay quiescent in his arms.  Terrin kissed her neck, breathed the scent of her hair.  She shuddered slightly; thinking it a shiver of cold, he held her more closely.  “I waited so long, Lenora,” he whispered, “for you to come home to me.  When I heard of Armando’s death, the voices of my ancestors cried, ‘She offers you a kingdom!’  Was it not so, my love?”

			Lenora took a slow breath, kept her muscles relaxed despite the alarm she felt as his words.  It was the first she’d heard him speak of voices in his head.  She murmured, “It was so, Terrin.  And what else did your ancestors say?”

			His voice was dreamy and soft, “That you were a gift of the Gods, a woman shaped perfectly for me.”

			“Do they speak to you often?” she breathed.

			Warm breath tickled her neck as he tucked his head.  Though he made no noise, she could feel the laughter in his chest vibrating against her spine.  With candor, he said, “All the time.  They tell me amazing things, like the world is a giant sailboat floating on a starry sea, chasing a fish in the shape of a moon.”  By the last word, his voice had broken with hilarity.  “Oh, woman, you really think me mad?”

			“Not in the least,” she said, relief not quite hidden in her voice. 

			Terrin was a ruthless and brilliant king.  In private circumstances, he was a lover both skilled and cruel.  He’d shaped her life and warped her heart, but she found herself almost pitying him.  For he did not know—would not, until his life’s blood poured out—that she was indeed his mirror, and the perfect catalyst of his downfall.

			On her first journey to the eyrie of Avosilea, the enchantress had said that her heart’s death would bring disease wherever she walked.  Lenora had run from the eyrie, unwilling to face the rest.  On her final visit, the story had been finished, the Long Road laid out.  

			Devlin had broken her heart and Terrin had set it wrongly.  

			It must break again to be healed aright.  

			She listened to the soft breathing of the man at her back, thought of the knife concealed beneath a rug just feet away, and whispered, “I love you, my mad king.”

			He was asleep and did not hear.

			



			

	



Chapter Thirty-five

			 

			Arturo and Devlin stood on the Viana’s muddy western bank, studying the bridge.  It was a forgotten artifact of Tanalon’s past, its length barely adequate to span the present day waterway.  There were cracks visible on the stone pillars, their foundations stressed from years of shifting underwater terrain.  The graceful arches of the support beams whispered of skilled hands and proud builders, but above, the heavy wooden planks were disintegrating.  In places the disrepair was so dire that the shadowed water below was touched by unintended shafts of sunlight.  

			Already, twenty or so veiled-ones had braved the bridge and gained the eastern bank.  Even with their lightest of steps, their feet had disturbed the decrepit boards, sending chunks of splintered wood into the water.  

			“The river is still flooded from spring runoff,” Arturo said, rubbing his face with his hands.  “I didn’t want to risk the horses and wagons in a water crossing.”

			Devlin made a noise of agreement in his throat, gaze darting over the muddy shallows to the dark progress of the strongest currents.  “The alternative is swing back north, to cross at the level marsh.”

			“Which is probably a lake after our recent passing,” Arturo grumbled.  “We would lose more than a week.  We cannot afford it.”

			The Master of Knives shrugged.  “Either way, we’ll lose time.  We’ll have to take our chances in the water.  Move the horses and wagons north to a safer crossing; mount a dozen rope pulleys for the men to haul themselves across.  If we kept up the crossing day and night and the average crossing took three minutes or less…”  He squinted in thought.  “Over twenty-six thousand men would take approximately four days.”

			Arturo unclenched his teeth.  “And days on top of that for the crossing of gear and horses.  I should resign, let a man lead who wouldn’t have made this error.”

			Devlin slanted him a pointed look.  “It wasn’t your decision alone, if I remember.  Should your queen resign for refusing to allow us to commandeer the barges of L’Sere?”

			“It was a problematic proposal,” he hedged.  “Archers on Vianalon’s walls would have mounted assault from above.”

			“No less problematic than this,” Devlin said dismissively.  “It isn’t as though anyone expected you to conjure a crossing or change the course of a river.”

			A spark of memory flitted like a firebug in Arturo’s mind.  He rubbed his suddenly tingling palms on his thighs, felt thickness in his throat as his heartbeat accelerated.  Months ago, in Vianalon, Isidora had dreamed, and in the dream the Nameless had directed her north.  

			Toward a river that runs against nature.  

			Looking at the veiled-one, he said haltingly, “I saw the Nameless once bring springtime to a barren ridge.”

			Devlin, deducing the direction of his thought, shook his head slowly.  “I’m sorry, friend.  The unique gifts of the Nameless originate in the time before the sundering of mystic blood.  We veiled-ones are possessed of ties with the land, yes, but it is the Taproot that calls to us, moves through us.  The particular power you’re addressing belonged to Alesians alone.”

			Belongs, Arturo corrected privately.  

			Instead of disproving his theory, Devlin’s words only served to solidify his resolve.  Gazing at the water, he let the muted rush of its passage fill his ears, cloud his senses.  Whitewater bubbled around the central current, which flowed like dark glass.  He imagined the trough beneath, rock and debris worried away by the river’s patience to finally create an illusion of menace.  

			It was just water, though, as changeable an element as any.  Trees may be felled, rocks deposed from the ground, earth moved to reshape mountains and valleys, to redirect rivers.  And in his bones, Arturo knew that this river was the one referred to in Isidora’s dream.

			Before his thoughts could cycle further, a rider approached the foot of the bridge.  Manuel di Lucía dismounted on level ground and strode purposefully down the bank.  Indifferent to his muddying of his cloak’s hem, spoke as he walked,  “I’m disappointed, Bellamont.  I would have thought Tanalon capable of maintaining civil roadways.”

			Deciding he quite liked the forthright Argentan king, Arturo snorted in humor.  “It’s a bridge in the middle of nowhere, likely built with the intention of harvesting that forest.”  He squinted up the hillside.  “There,” he said, pointing.  “Do you see where the trees grow evenly spaced?  The hill was replanted.”

			“Fifty-years ago, I’d say,” Manual said with a bark of laughter.

			“Unfortunately for us, this is the only bridge in Tanalon,” he added.  “The rest were torn down by Church order some sixty-years past.”

			“Whatever for?” the king asked, thick brows lifted in surprise.

			Devlin turned from watching the river, lines of mirth showing about his eyes.  “It’s just a guess, but I’d imagine they wanted to discourage armies.”

			The talk of cutting forest sparked a sudden inspiration, and before Manual could retort, Arturo whistled for one of the scouting party.  The man, Rodrigo Vasquez, moved nimbly down the bank.  He bowed to Manual before saluting Arturo.  “Your orders?” he asked.

			“Swing back to the columns, find me Astin di Salvatoré and Elazar Laroque.”  

			“Sir,” Rodrigo said, and jogged up the bank to his horse.

			“And who are these men?” Manual inquired.  “Giants whose backs we may walk across?”

			Thinking of Elazar’s small stature, Arturo grinned.  “Fresh eyes, you know.”

			As morning passed to midday and the sun grew warm enough for them to discard their cloaks and gloves, three riders finally approached the riverbank.  Their horses left to graze, two men came forward.  When they had slid their way to the water’s edge, Arturo said politely, “Thank you for coming.”

			Astin shrugged, while Elazar displayed his gold tooth in a grin.  

			“Tell me again,” Manual murmured, eyeing Elazar, “what their purpose is?”

			Arturo gestured to the shorter man, who bowed.  “Elazar Laroque, former dock manager of L’Sere.”  His hand swept toward Astin, who likewise bent forward.  “Astin di Salvatoré, craftsman.”  Astin lifted a sardonic brow in reply but said nothing.  Smiling, Arturo continued, “They’re going to thwart nature and get our army across the river.”

			Astin gawked while Elazar turned to look at the waterway, then at the forested hillside.  He said perfunctorily, “I’ll need four-hundred strong men, each with an axe.  Another hundred to cut and haul rock from that ridge yonder.”

			Manual groaned.  “Even if we had four-hundred axes, are you planning to cut the entire forest?”

			Elazar turned back, lifted a narrow shoulder.  “No one said it had to be a refined crossing.”

			The king’s eyes widened in understanding.  “You’re going to dam the river?” 

			“Why not?”  Elazar grinned.  “It would take longer to build a bridge.”

			Manual turned to Arturo.  “This is what you had in mind?”

			“Not exactly,” he replied easily.

			What he did not say aloud, but what the Master of Knives read easily in his heart, was that tonight marked three days since Isidora’s message.  Devlin watched Arturo speaking with Elazar, his expression animated as they discussed organization and tactics.  All the while, beneath the façade of commander beat a strange symphony of heart language.  

			The line of power on the peninsula had been broken, almost forever when Alesia burned.  But a woman, last of her distinctive blood, had survived.  Devlin picked up other messages as well, none of which he completely understood.  They were enough, however, to lift his heart with unexpected hope.  

			Images of the Lady Fiannan, the swirling blue of her eyes.  Water in the desert from an empty flask, beams of fire balanced on her palms, the protection of the land raised against Church soldiers, the rod of Mufahti scattered to ash.

			And in Devlin’s mind whispered a voice, sibilant and course, and he knew it instantly.

			Child of Calabria, do you lissten?

			Yes, Devlin said humbly.

			I carry a treassure of the land, flessh born of my needss, to join it with another treassure of the land, born alsso of my needss.  Do you understand?

			Skin pricking with comprehension, he replied, I understand.

			Guard them well, commanded Shenlith.

			With the beat of my heart and skill of my knives, Devlin answered.

			Your oath iss valued and accepted, whispered the dragon.  For your sacrificess, I offer a gift and a boon.  If you uphold your oath, I will grant the boon your heart sspeaks.  The gift iss thiss, for you to do with as you ssee fit…

			The voice faded but the presence of the Derkesthai loomed, expanding until Devlin gained a distorted impression of sky, of dark wings.  Then Shenlith’s message was communicated in an instantaneous assault on Devlin’s mind, hundreds of moments of time compacted into the space between beats of an eternal heart.    

			When it passed, Devlin opened his eyes.  Slowly, as identity returned, he realized that he lay flat on the ground.  Mud oozed between his clenched fingers, clung in wet globs to his face.  He blinked at the figure crouched above him, the sun shining brilliantly over his shoulder.

			“Devlin?” Arturo asked.

			He heard, but could not reply, for he knew now who Arturo Bellamont was, and could not yet reconcile that knowledge with the man he called friend.  A youthful, singsong voice ricocheted within him, the words of the Child of Time to the Nameless, which Shenlith had offered him.  

			“There is a chance,” said Pandion.  “It is a small path, a narrow, high path, laid by the High One with all that remains of his love for this world.”   

			All that remained of Anshar’s love was domhain lár, and thus, one last time, the God had answered the need of the land.  A path had been laid down, the cruelest, most narrow of all Long Roads, before the feet of Arturo de Galván and Isidora Fiannan.  

			And as the main root of a robust tree sent tendrils of support into the earth, so did all Long Roads branch from and sustain this first one.    

			It occurred to Devlin, as he grabbed Arturo’s offered hand and gained his feet, that he was not responsible for awakening domhain lár.  That the Taproot did not sleep and did not rest, any more than a tree could be ungrown or an adult returned to the womb.  The Longest Road had its beginnings generations before Alesia’s fall, perhaps even before Istar’s flight from Calabria.  

			“Are you well?” Arturo asked, with the grating tone of a question repeated several times.

			Devlin nodded, tested his tongue against his teeth.  The silent queries of the veiled-ones pressed against his mind, edged with panic.  He sent them a quelling assurance.  Aloud, he said, “I do not know what came over me.”

			Arturo frowned, plainly skeptical.  “Are you certain you’re all right?”

			Beyond, in a nervous spectator’s half-circle, stood Manual, Elazar, and Astin.  Of the three, only Astin met Devlin’s stare.  Having witnessed a similar episode at the cove in Avosilea, his gaze was curious rather than concerned.

			“I’m fine, really,” he told Arturo. 

			The river rushed on, the sun glancing off its surface.  Birds squawked overhead, dipped low to survey the water.  Somewhere, high above and distant, dark wings rose and fell like waves, like a dream that was Calabria.

			Looking into Arturo’s eyes, Devlin remembered what he’d glimpsed of his heart.  The fragile certainty of a man who stood on unfamiliar ground, resting his hopes on faith.  

			Low, so that only his ears might hear it, he said, “You are right, Arturo.  We need no bridge or dam to traverse this river, for it runs against Nature.  Nature comes, even now, to reset its course.”  At the look on his face, Devlin’s lips twitched, finally released in a grin.  “Astounding, even ludicrous—”

			“But not impossible,” Arturo breathed, then, head thrown back, he hollered, “But not impossible!”  Laughing, he slung his arm over Devlin’s muddy shoulders, and the river rushed behind him, and the sun found home in his eyes, burning them bright gold.

			 

			                                                                      *

			 

			The steps of the last Lady of Alesia were lighter even than those of the veiled-ones.  She walked by aid of starlight through the encampment, and where she passed no sentries looked, no horses whinnied, no sleeping bodies stirred.  The only man to notice her progress was lying awake in his tent; Devlin did not hear or see her, but felt the resonance of her heart, strong and pulsing in time with the land.  

			Arturo Bellamont was awake as well.  Wrapped in a heavy cloak, he sat on the ground outside his own tent and watched the night sky.  The stars glittered in their abstract constellations, and he was trying to remember the name and story of the one shaped like a horseshoe.  In his youth, his mother had been fond of telling the sky-stories and Arturo had been fond of hearing them.  He was sure this particular one had something to do with a brave warrior and his horse, and a great battle in the sky.      

			Thus, Isidora’s voice came to him like memory of a much beloved and missed story.  “Did you expect me to catapult down from the sky, husband?” 

			Arturo lowered his gaze as she drew back the hood of her cloak.  Distant torchlight and the stars above gave aspect to her face.  It was as he remembered it, only more beautiful, perhaps, for the time that had passed since seeing it.  

			Nevertheless, he was immediately aware of a new quality to her beauty.  Like the story of the horseshoe constellation, it was hard to pin down.  Perhaps it was not that her face was changed, but something more innate, translating into the way she stood, so straight and tall, or the grace of her nervously clasped hands.  

			“Will you not accept me?” she asked, and there was a hint in the words of the Isidora he’d first met, brave and battered and heartbroken.

			Arturo stood, moved forward from the shadow of the tent so that she might see the wetness on his face.  They stood facing each other for a moment more, mirrors of longing.  Then he opened his arms, and she darted forward, and they whispered words between kisses, incoherent but no less meaningful for it.  She pushed, and he dragged, and they tumbled through the flap of his tent, onto a narrow pallet of blankets.  Their bare skins, charged with heat both natural and not, did not feel the night’s chill.  

			Overhead, the constellations passed slowly, the horseshoe dipping toward the horizon, its former place in the sky filled by other designs.  Not far from Arturo’s tent, Eduardo Vasquez sat in the company of his father, Duke Damáskenos, Prince Ezekiel, and Queen Serephina, retelling in stammering words of the arrival of the ancient serpent, its subsequent flight and Isidora’s awakening.  

			The recounting of their journey south was eerily articulate compared to the previous babbling.  Eduardo told them concisely and articulately what it was like to ride a flying dragon.  No detail was spared, and thus those present came to know that between Shenlith’s first and second spinal ridges there was a large depression of tensile, soft skin, where he and Isidora had sat in total comfort.  

			It was near dawn when Arturo asked for Isidora’s own story.  Her head on his shoulder, lips near to the pulse in his neck, she told him all she could remember of her time in the eternal meadow, of Shenlith’s words, of the awesome flight south.  

			“He’s gone, then?” Arturo asked.

			She was silent for moments, then, “Not gone.  At least not far.”

			He turned his head, kissed her brow.  “And the new amulet?  ‘Tool of Calabria’s need’?  Did he tell you what we’re to do with it?”

			Drowsy and content, she murmured, “I assume we’ll know, when the time comes.”

			“And how much time, my love, until the Gates open?”

			Her head lifted, blue eyes dark with memory.  “Where the moon still shines, it is half-full.  When it is shadowed and new, the Gates will open.”

			Arturo sighed.  “On the morning when you did not awaken, the Nameless came.  She told Serephina that the Stone of Beginning must pass into Luther Viccole’s hands before the Gates open.  At your approximation, we have just under two weeks.”

			“Yes,” she confirmed.

			He turned on the pallet so that their bodies pressed close, pushed his fingers into her hair.  She squirmed closer still, breath sighing over his mouth.  Distractedly, he told her, “I’ve found the river that runs against nature.”

			Isidora slid her leg over his, hooked it over his hip.  “I know.”

			Startled, he leaned back to stare at her.  “You do?”

			She smiled coyly.  “A strange anomaly has occurred this night,” she stated in a playfully grave tone.  “The mighty Viana has dwindled to a trickle.”

			He jerked.  “What?  Where has the water gone?”  And in darker voice, “When did you accomplish this?”

			Isidora laughed delightedly, moved her free hand over his chest, tracing her fingers lower.  “Not in moments of engagement, I assure you.”  Words were banished from his head as her fingers found him.  “There is a marsh northeast of here, well clear of any settlements,” she continued idly.  “For a few days, it will be a true lake.”

			Arturo grabbed her hand, bringing it safely to his chest before he lost all ability to think.  “You said once that it would be folly to presume yourself capable of changing the nature of the land,” he reminded her.  “What has changed?”

			“I don’t know,” she said frankly.  “The power is the same and different, just as I am.  Something happened to me—inside me—when Shenlith reawakened the elemental bond.”  In a soft tone, she added, “I am no longer a priestess of Istar.  The power, it comes not from the Goddess but from the land.  It is more natural, more…”

			“Undiluted,” Arturo offered.

			She nodded.  “It was so easy, Arturo, and that frightens me.”

			“Power of any kind should always be a little frightening.”

			“And you, commander?  Are you frightened?”

			The truth came surprisingly easy to his lips.  “Terrified,” he said.

			Her lips quirked, but it was fleeting.  “With Alesia and Istar gone from me, I do not know what I am, anymore.”

			“You are a priestess of Calabria,” he said forcefully.  “And you are my wife.”  

			Some of the darkness left her eyes, which scanned his face as if memorizing it.  “I am that,” she whispered.  She touched her lips lightly to his.  “I missed you.”

			“And I you, my heart.”

			 

			 

			Dawn broke against low clouds, holding their line against rising sun.  Heavy dew lay upon the encampment as the bulk of the army, sleeping out of doors, woke to running noses and stiff limbs.  The grumbling of complaint was communal, uniting men of Tanalon, Argenta, and Dunak alike around sputtering cooking fires.  None relished in the idea of the heavy labor ordered upon them; they were here to fight the Church, not build a dam.

			When the first scouting party returned to the camp, the story they told of a river turned to a stream was met with a variety of curses and once, a sodden loaf of bread thrown by an anonymous hand.  

			It was only when the third group of scouts returned and reported the same tidings that the men began to speak of miracles.  Eduardo Vasquez, Edan of Alesia, and several pages from Damáskenos darted from fire to fire, spreading word of great mystic, the Lady Fiannan, until Isidora herself was roused from sleep.

			“They’re shouting your name,” Arturo murmured.

			She listened for several moments, caught between embarrassment and pride, then grinned against her husband’s shoulder.  “And yours, Bellamont,” she whispered.

			



			

	



Chapter Thirty-six

			 

			The God’s Holiest Church was at full capacity, as it had been every last-day of the week since the raiding of Thieves Alley.  High Cleric Luther Viccole knelt with customary piety before the altar, listening with half an ear to the swelling hymns of his flock.  Though his knees hurt from prolonged contact with the marble floor and a fiery pain radiated from a cramp in his neck, the discomfort was dim, his mind traveling twisted roads.  

			In the front pews, packed like bright, jeweled flowers in a bouquet, were the heads of the thirteen Noble Houses and their extensive families.  They listened with apparent devotion to the sermons and prayed as earnestly as any novice cleric, all the while struggling to hide their growing anger for a war which would bring increased taxes and decreased labor forces.  Yet they still came, week after week, a sparkling and solemn parade.  

			Luther could feel their hatred for him simmering beneath each pious exterior—indeed, he relished it—for without him they were sitting ducks before the arrow of Borgetza.  As long as the only standing army within Tanalon was his, they had no choice but to bend to his will.  Not even the formidable Duke Alonso of Tuscena, who stood with his pale, forgettable wife at his side, could rise against him.  Luther reminded himself of that fact even as he sent a private litany of curses down on the man’s head.

			Since the duke’s arrival five days prior—and that of his eight-hundred loyal liegemen—unrest in the capital had grown threefold.  Their appearance had stirred dangerous chaos in the city streets and caused upheaval in the palace’s overcrowded stables.  To make matters worse, the dour, blunt-mannered duke hadn’t even paused for refreshment or rest, but strode through the palace like a man bent by obsession.  

			There had been no time for Luther to intercept him; instead, he’d arrived flushed and harried at the council chamber just as the duke had begun his address.

			Within the vaulted, circular room that had been the meeting place of the Houses for a hundred years, Tuscena had stood like an unmovable pillar in a tide of his restless peers.  His voice, rough and uncultured but compelling nonetheless, had rung piercingly through the tumult.  

			The report he gave was crisp and factual.  Pandemonium had ensued.  Terrin was three days away; already, scouts estimated his numbers at forty-thousand.

			If it wouldn’t have been so problematic, Luther would have ordered the duke executed immediately.  Unfortunately, his eight-hundred soldiers would likely complain.  The duchy of Tuscena was a favorite among the people; they had guarded Tanalon’s most dangerous border for generations without error or complaint.  Civil wars had begun over much less; it was a risk Luther could not take, not with his dreams so close to reality.

			And although Tuscena was the only duchy allowed royal funds to maintain a garrison, Luther had learned that the other Houses could exacerbate unrest in more discreet, infinitely more bothersome ways.  

			Like reddened, itchy skin with the promise of a boil beneath, Luther could no longer avoid the truth of the last weeks: the noble Houses were turning from him.  Unless drastic measures were taken, it was only a matter of time before one among them seized the kingship with popular support, effectively robbing the cleric of power.

			As it was, the council no longer waited for his arrival to begin their discourses and debates.  They no longer deferred to him on matters of warfare and policy; rather, they sought the commanders themselves and men such as Alonso of Tuscena.  They spread nasty rumors to bloat their own egos and pride: that the army of the Church was a tool to wield, the Church Itself a wealthy relative to exploit.  Though the gallows were still operational—Luther took care to have at least one round of hangings a week—intentions of control were backfiring, igniting instead centuries-dead nationalism.

			Just this morning, an informant had alluded to rumors of secret meetings among the heads of the Houses.  Too afraid for his life to speak clearly, it had finally taken Ummon’s gentle skills to coax from the dying man’s throat the content of the clandestine council.  

			The topic on the table was an election, hitherto unheard of in Tanalon succession, of a new king.  With his last breath, the informant had spoken the name of the most popular contender.  Luther’s hatred of Alonso of Tuscena had eclipsed, if briefly, his feeling for Arturo Bellamont.

			The familiar series of hymns gave way to silence before the service’s end, drawing Luther from his reveries.  His knees began to ache, his neck to throb.  The congregation was growing restless, waiting for him to rise and dismiss them.  

			Luther could not move.   

			The weight of the mantel of office on his shoulders was like a yoke, binding him to illusions of goodness and charity.  He lifted his gaze above the altar to where Anshar’s effigy hung, a bright and gaudy sunburst etched in its center with the cold, haughty profile of the God.  Sunlight refracted from the hundreds of precious stones and gleaming gold of the disc, dazzling his vision.  

			As Luther stared at the God’s image—strangely blurred by the convergence of light—a sudden, electrifying infusion of warmth radiated down his body, easing his aches and lifting the pressures of the vestments.  

			His thoughts were abruptly cohesive and clear, filled with shining purpose.  There was one, irrefutable way to gain back the power leeched by the Houses.  They would not, could not, defy him, for they would be defying the God Himself. 

			It had been many years since he had last received such direct communion with the God.  For a moment, he was humbled and awed, grateful beyond comprehension.  Then he rose, limbs humming with vitality, and faced the congregation.  

			“Praise be to Anshar,” he intoned, and power hummed in his voice, his tone reverberating, changing as it traveled the acoustic channels of the building.  

			There were flickers of unease in the faces of those nearest him.  Several figures, mostly women, rubbed their hands unconsciously over their arms.

			After a brief hesitation, the flock echoed a disjointed, “Amen.”

			Luther looked past the Houses to the pews beyond.  From wall to wall stood seventy decorated commanders of the army of the Church.  Their crisp uniforms and rigid, untiring posture were symbolic; the swords on their belts were not.

			“I have received a vision, my children,” Luther began softly.  

			His gaze roamed over the soldiers, touching upon the hundreds of laypersons clustered near the doors.  He spoke to them, bending his voice so that they shivered at its closeness.  They saw his distant figure as an embodiment of fatherly love; a corona of light shone from his white hair and beard, the subtle gold-threading in his mantel furthering the effect.

			“Anshar has spoken to me, and He has shown me terrible things.”

			Disquiet rippled more strongly through the foremost pews.  Fine gowns rustled, men exchanged glances, and the soldiers touched their hands to their belts.  And behind the altar, shadowed by the great sunburst, the rows of clerics and acolytes stood stiff and pale.       

			Luther, caught in the moment, warped his voice further, evoking the foreboding of a storm, the far-off stirrings of thunder.  “The God has shown me Tanalon as a bright star grown dim, plummeting from the heavens to be snuffed by an ocean.  My brave people, Anshar has revealed that the dimness is our empty throne and the dark sea, Borgetza.”

			Murmurs surfaced and sunk.  Tanalon’s nobility now stood as still as the lines of clerics opposite them.  Luther took several moments to enjoy their inner trembling, feeding on their uncertainties, their fragile hopes, and the acid of their fear.

			“Our brave Duke Tuscena was forced to flee his duchy,” he continued sadly, “his lands overrun by the pounding feet of the enemy.  Borgetza comes for us, my children, ready to march into our nation’s crippling fault line.  We will crack apart, our bright star snuffed.”

			“What should we do?” cried a distant voice, a nameless peasant seized by uncharacteristic impulse.  Later, the man would tell his wife of the moment, of a strange feeling inside his skull, something with a spider’s touch and numbing poison.

			“Ah,” Luther sighed, spreading his hands.  “But we have no king to sit upon our throne.  Armando de la Caville is gone, may he rest in peace, and his cowardly daughter fled the troubles facing us.”

			In the second row of pews, Tivia of Tuscena moved her hand carefully, concealing it with her skirts as she found her husband’s cold fingers.  He returned her clasp, squeezing tightly, for he too realized what was coming.

			“But rest your hearts,” spoke the High Cleric, “for I am the God’s servant, and He has spoken to me.  His demand is great, a burden I will accept with hesitance and humility.”

			From the line of clerics came a soft, fervent prayer: “Dear God.” 

			Luther bowed his head, savoring the fading echoes of that voice.  “I will do my best not to fail you, my children.  As your High Cleric, and as your king.”

			 

			 

			In the chaos that followed, four nobles—two old men and two young—were killed when they charged the pulpit.  Eight peasants were trampled, one child among them.  An elderly woman collapsed, dead from heart failure, but otherwise there were no casualties.  

			It was no more than an hour after the proclamation that the heads of the Houses and their families, including those of the fallen traitors, were escorted by soldiers toward the altar.  They knelt before their king, swearing fealty with false cheer or whispered strain.

			Much later, when the Church was shadowed with night and only the altar candles gave aspect to the darkness, eighty-seven clerics and twenty-four acolytes walked slowly down the central aisle.  They were the total number of devotees in the God’s Holiest Church, and they moved with the heavy, shuffling gait of those afflicted by sudden, intense emotional suffering.

			When the last man and boy had found a place in the first pews, they looked with one gaze upon the altar.   The thick wax candles sputtered, sent plumes of smoke drifting up, which passed across the God’s sunburst like storm clouds through the sky.

			“God deliver us from sin,” spoke the eldest of them.

			“Amen,” they intoned.

			“God deliver us from pride,” another murmured.

			“Amen,” they answered, and their voices were stronger.

			“God deliver us from evil,” wavered a youthful voice.

			The clerics said a final, fervent, “Amen,” then knelt together to pray.

			And as the clerics and acolytes beseeched an absentee God for deliverance, in the royal apartments of the king, Luther Viccole sat in a gilded chair sipping wine.  Beside him, the massive bedchamber hearth was cold, but the glittering golden ambiance of the room was maintained by numerous sconces.  

			Taking a hearty swallow, he rested his head back and sighed.  “Do quit skulking, Ummon,” he spoke to the empty room.

			The veiled-one materialized from a narrow shaft of shadow near a curtained window.  Through slitted eyes, Luther watched him move, mused that with each step the assassin gained more distinction.  When he perched on the opposing chair, he nearly resembled a human man.

			Luther lifted his head, rolled the remaining liquid in his glass.  “What news, my friend?” 

			“I am not your friend,” Ummon rasped.

			“But you are not my enemy,” he rejoined, half-questioning.  

			The veiled-one hesitated.  “No.”

			“Not my enemy but not my friend,” Luther mused.  Finally, he smiled.  “It is well.  So, what news do you bring me?  Or are you here to offer congratulations?”

			“Yes, congratulations,” replied the assassin wryly.  “Shall I call you your majesty?”

			Luther grinned.  “After the formal coronation tomorrow, I should like that.”

			Abruptly, Ummon snapped, “Be wary of false pride, not-my-enemy, lest it knock the crown from your hands before it reaches your head.  The news I bring is from your son.”  

			The humor faded from Luther’s face as he sat upright.  “Speak.”

			“The child slept, and dreamed, and awoke.  He said: ‘Calabria flies, bringing the awakened ghost of Alesia’s ruin to your door.  The Stone is no longer the Stone, for it is no longer Beginnings but Endings.  The heart of the land beats the drums of war.’  Then he fainted.”

			The glass of wine hung suspended in Luther’s fingers, secured from habit rather than effort.  “What does it mean?” he hissed.

			Ummon shrugged.  “How am I to know?  I revoked my bond to the land upon entering your service.”

			Luther became aware of his glass, deposited it with a discordant note on the cold stone of the hearth.  “You’ve still the eyes and skills of the desert, Ummon,” he said harshly.  “What have they learned?”

			The assassin shrugged.  “It is as your Duke Tuscena warned.  Borgetza is less than three day’s march from Vianalon.”

			A flutter of anxiety quelled the last of Luther’s exultation.  “And Bellamont?” 

			Ummon hesitated, gaze flickering curiously from the hearth to a spot on Luther’s chest.  “They crossed the river several days ago and are four days behind Borgetza.”

			Tingling cold traveled across Luther’s neck and shoulders.  “The awakened ghost of Alesia,” he echoed.  Focusing on the visible portion of Ummon’s face, he grated, “You said the bridge would not support the army’s crossing.”

			“It did not,” the assassin said, then confirmed Luther’s suspicions, “The Viana herself ceased to flow for two days and one night.  The riverbed was temporarily filled for crossing.”

			Furious, Luther snarled, “I can no longer gamble on Borgetza crushing Bellamont for us, not with the sorceress Fiannan among them.  The boy said she was trapped Beyond, unable to return!”  

			With suspect emphasis, Ummon retorted, “The boy was wrong.”

			By force of will, Luther reined his emotion and cooled his voice, “Take the wretch north and deal with the witch.  Bring me her amulet at all costs.  I don’t care how you do it, or whether the boy comes back alive.  Do not fail me in this.”

			The black eyes glittered.  “And is this my last task, not-my-enemy?”

			He ground his teeth, forced out, “Yes.  Kill Isidora Fiannan and bring me the Stone of Beginning.”

			“And our contract will be fulfilled?” the veiled-one repeated.

			“Yes, Damnit!” Luther roared.  “Now go, get out of my sight!”

			Ummon rose slowly and bowed.  He moved so fast and fluidly that between one blink and the next, Luther was alone with the empty hearth, the flickering flames of sconces the only evidence of the veiled-one’s departure.

			Luther was still sitting, awake and sleepless, when a hesitant knock sounded on the door.  Behind thick drapes, the first gray fingers of dawn reached to hold the sky.  The man who stood on the threshold was a thin, beady-eyed soldier who swallowed compulsively.  He had the look of a new recruit, his uniform ill-fitting, his hands calloused from field labor.  At once, Luther knew him for a lackey, forced by his superiors to deliver bad tidings.

			After several false starts, the soldier stammered, “It’s Tuscena, your Eminence… er, your majesty.  The duke has disappeared, along with his men.”

			Luther jerked in shock, his foot clipping the wine glass.  The sound of its shattering was oddly delicate, almost musical against the hearthstone.  

			“Are you certain?”

			The soldier’s head bobbed, nostrils flaring.  “The duke rode out close to midnight, taking the back avenues to the western gates.  He was challenged by the guards.  He told them he was on a scouting mission approved by you… your Eminence.  The guards have been arrested.”

			“You’ve done well,” Luther said with effort.  “Send me the arresting officer.  You are dismissed.”

			The man fled with no pretense of pride.  Luther strode across the room, yanking back the nearest curtain.  Vianalon was spread like a misty dream before him, her many zigzagging streets gentled by the dawn.  

			Across the waking city, hundreds of chimneys coughed thin streams of smoke.  He imagined water kettles set to boil over carefully tended fires, husbands and wives joining to share the rare quiet before children woke and the day’s duties began.  Even balanced on war’s jagged precipice, the people held to the patterns of their silly little lives.

			Only when the sun glinted brightly from whitewashed stone and the streets below began to fill with morning traffic did Luther turn to gaze at his own cold hearth.  

			A young maid, feet trained to discretion, paused near the open door and risked a glance into the royal bedchamber.  Upon seeing the figure by the window, she curtsied quickly and made a hasty retreat.  

			Luther did not notice her presence, was not aware of his unguarded expression.  That day, the maid resigned from the coveted duty of servicing the king’s chamber.  

			For all the long years of her life, she would never forget that glimpse of Luther Viccole.  For she saw not the face of the High Cleric—nor of Tanalon’s new king—but that of the man beneath.  And while the other girls wheedled and begged the chamberlain for the honor she’d declined, and while she never rose again past the title of ordinary maid, she would not regret her decision.  

			



			

	



Chapter Thirty-seven

			 

			Horns blared loud sequences through the heavy, still air, calling Serephina’s army to a midday halt.  Men gave thanks beneath their breath for the reprieve.  Those on foot dropped immediately to the ground, stretching their legs and massaging sore feet, while riders dismounted and rummaged through saddlebags for refreshment.  Flasks of water were poured over heads as much as down throats; more potent remedies were passed discreetly from hand to hand.  

			The formerly crisp lines of regiments blurred as fringes broke from formation, Argentans mingling among the men of Damáskenos.  Days of relentless pace and nights of campfire talk had given birth to tentative fellowship between the two factions; among other, more basic qualities of life, they commiserated on how their cool, rocky northern climes compared to the sodden heat of Tanalon’s rolling midlands.  

			The veiled-ones, whose desert home held heat aplenty but no humidity, suffered the worst in their dark robes.  Though the Children of Calabria continued to hold themselves apart, traveling by day in loose columns and sharing no fires but their own, they were not excluded from sympathy.  The public friendship between Bellamont and the Master of Knives was much witnessed, and before long it was not uncommon to see veiled figures taking rest in the saddles of Damáskenos’ knights or Argentan soldiers.  

			Even while stationary, the army was abuzz with purpose.  From the vanguard to the supply trains, young pages in bright vests scurried among darker-clad soldiers.  Heralds galloped the sizable length and breath of men, banners flapping from pikes attached to their saddles.  The pennant colors varied from Argenta’s bold blue and gold to Damáskenos’ more muted standard, but attached above them all waved House Caville’s phoenix wreathed in fire.  

			Finnéces of Alesia was taking advantage of the break to chew on his dwindling supply candied fruit, a treat he’d come to favor in Damáskenos.  Luckier than most, he was able to fit his slight body into the narrow shaft of shade caste by his horses’ shoulder.  The earthy scent of animal sweat mingling with the sweet fruit in his mouth, he watched a herald’s disembodied flags traveling fast on the outskirts of the army.  

			“A strange sight, is it not?” Isidora remarked, stepping to his side.  

			Finnéces turned to offer her a bow, “Indeed, my lady.  How do you fare?”

			Though her eyes were following the progress of the herald, a tawny eyebrow rose.  “I’d fare better if I had one of your fruits.” 

			Finnéces smiled and offered her the small pouch.  She took it, peered inside, and finally selected a shriveled orange mass that in its former life had been a peach.  She chewed with relish, sucking the moisture from the skin before taking a swallow of water from her flask.

			“I am well as can be, Finnéces,” she said finally, aware that he’d been waiting for an answer.  “Arturo is confident that we will reach Vianalon within two days.”

			“And his plan?” he asked hesitantly.

			Isidora’s expression was masked by a fall of curls as she turned her head away.  “Crush Borgetza, lure the High Cleric to death, and celebrate.”  Her tone was carefully monotone, and Finnéces wisely kept his lips sealed.  At length, she sighed.  “He does not know.  He asks me for answers when I have none.  When exactly will the Gates open?  How will we deliver the amulet to the High Cleric?  When Istar and Anshar descend, how will we protect ourselves?”

			She looked at him then, and he flinched at the deep conflict in her eyes.  “How do you maintain your faith, old friend?  You, who are a devotee of the God?”

			Finnéces drew a deep breath and wished he hadn’t as the myriad, potent smells of the hot day assaulted his nose.  “I will not lie to you, my lady, and say my faith is unchanged since coming afoot on Calabria.  How could it not change, with all the remarkable trials we’ve endured, the revelations uncovered?  It is well that faith does not depend on fact, for I would be doomed.  Rather, it lives in my heart, with hope.”

			“I—” Isidora began, but halted.  She cocked her head, brows drawing together.  “Do you hear that, Finnéces?  They are horns of distress.”

			He began to shake his head, then paused, listening.  Beneath the steady din of horses and men, he discerned it.  High, sharp bursts with no rhythm, as though the man responsible was merely blowing as hard as he could with every breath.  

			Isidora jolted into action, weaving a path through the ranks with Finnéces panting at her heels.  Shouts went up as the call was discerned, soon to be echoed by more horns.  The mood was instantly taut, men hurriedly checking their weapons, stowing away their flasks, and mounting up for orders.  

			At the forefront of the army, the queen’s party milled in tense silence.  Isidora halted, breathing hard, beside Devlin al’Ven.  He stood very still, bright eyes gazing east.  A group of riders were galloping away; even at a distance, the dark, massive forms were clear as Mufahti and his men.  They were bent low in the saddles of their black steeds, racing toward an approaching scouting party.  Three of the horses were without riders, the final two supporting veiled-ones.

			“What’s happened?” Isidora asked.

			Devlin’s gaze never wavered.  “The horses were found grazing.”

			Something in his tone passed a chill along her arms, gooseflesh rippling despite the heated day.  “And the riders?”

			His eyes flickered to her and away.  “They were discovered nearby,” he said, and hesitated.  After a moment, he murmured, “They died most unpleasantly.”

			Immediately, she knew, and took an involuntary step closer to the Master of Knives.  Anxiety poured through her chest, squeezing her heart.  “It’s him, isn’t it?  Ummon?”

			Devlin’s clear blue eyes met hers.  “Do not fear, my lady.”

			Isidora barely heard, was thinking of the woods in Damáskenos and the maimed boy who was Ummon’s charge.  The High Cleric’s weapon, shaped by a malevolence that no amount of compassion would undo.  Not even the Master of Knives could protect her from the soulless evil embodied in the child.  Her skin crawled to remember it, her power rose defensively, instinctively, until the currents whipped through her hair.

			Arturo said her name as he approached.  His expression was cautious, beseeching.  She became aware that many eyes were now watching her, some appraisingly—like those of King Manual—and some with evident fear.  Immediately, she clamped down on the outpouring of power, shut and locked it tight inside.  

			Arturo’s eyes softened as he took her arm, led her several feet away.

			“All we know at this point is that a scouting party was killed,” he said in a low voice.  “We are close enough to Vianalon know that it’s certain we’ve been sighted.  They might have been overcome by Church soldiers.”

			“You know they weren’t, not without raising an alarm.”

			He hesitated, then nodded sharply.  “Can you contact Shenlith?  Can he help, do you think?”

			She shook her head, shamed by the jerking movement that she could not control.  “He has not answered my call since my arrival in camp.”

			Arturo’s gaze scanned her face with a mixture of frustration and a fear he could not completely hide from her.  “I will protect you, my love.  You are in no danger.”

			She heard his words, knew he meant them, but could take little comfort.  Echoing in her mind was Shenlith’s voice.  It was dampened by her fear, suffocated by the basic need for safety, but it was there.  

			Tool of Calabria’s need.

			And her own voice followed, asking, What must I do, Calabria?

			A breath of molten warmth touched her heart, clearing the sticky webs of fear.  It was not Shenlith who answered the question, but the voice of her heart.  

			Protect.  Act.  Defend.  

			Beneath her blouse, the amulet Shenlith had given her was hot and pulsing.  And resting on another, longer chain, the original amulet turned cold against her skin.  Since witnessing the slow opening of the Gates of Beyond, she had ceased to think of it as the Stone of Beginning.  Instead, she had come privately to call it the Stone of Ending.

			Looking up at Arturo, she said, “I know how to get the amulet into Luther’s hands.”

			His features registered surprise, then wariness.  “I’m not sure I want to hear your idea,” he said.

			“No, you most certainly do not.”

			 

			                                                                                    *

			 

			Isidora walked across the grassy plain toward the looming shadow of an outcropping of trees.  Her heart beat slowly, steadily in her breast, untouched by the fear making her knees weak and palms damp.  All around her veiled-ones moved, one with the shadows, their presences undetectable to her physical senses.  She knew they were there only because of her own strange bond with the land.  

			Where the Children of Calabria walked, the heart of the land beat strongly.

			Cool wind brushed a lock of hair against her face, rustled through branches and leaves.  An owl hooted once, twice, and was silent.  Not long past, the call of an owl would have meant a great deal to her, an omen foretelling the presence of the Goddess.  Much was different now, and though the owl no longer bore divine symbolism, it embodied meaning still.  

			The owl hooted once more as Isidora drew near its perch.  

			The Stone of Ending was like ice against her chest.  

			“Don’t move,” a voice rasped.  

			She halted at the line of trees, one step outside the border of the copse.  A dry chuckle emerged from the darkness, quickening her breath.  She was suddenly mortally afraid; her ears rang softly in panic and her breath rasped painfully.  Her knees felt liquid and weak; she locked them against collapse.

			Two slim shadows separated from the pervasive darkness, walking forward until starlight touched upon a dark veil, dark eyes, and another, smaller face.  “She came,” spoke the boy.  His maimed face was turned toward her, a small, cherubic smile on his lips.  

			Isidora tucked instinctive compassion away, reminded herself that in the sucking absence of the boy’s soul was her ruin.  She was almost relieved when Ummon rasped, “That was the goal, wasn’t it?”  The black eyes were like voids, no spark of light or life in them.  “My lady, kind of you to join us.”

			The rehearsed words passed her lips without thought, “I heard your call.”

			“My call,” chirped the boy.  He danced from foot to foot, mouth gaping.  “I called, she came.  The ghost of Alesia’s ruin.”

			Isidora turned her head away in revulsion as Ummon murmured, “I do not think so.”

			There was something in his voice that made her head whip toward him.  The wind rose suddenly, lashing curls across her neck and forehead.  Branches overhead moaned in distress; the shadows seemed higher than moments before.  But the night was never unknown to her, trained as she was in the deep, dark world of Alesia’s forests.  Power answered her summons, dilating her eyes beyond human restriction.  

			The boy reacted, moving a step closer to the veiled-one’s side.  There was an anomalous uncertainty in the narrow, hunched shoulders, the way his jaw jutted out, eyeless sockets straining to perceive her.  She wondered, as she often did of Lucero, if there was sight in blindness.  

			Ummon’s face was very clear to her.  As the boy edged nearer to him, he betrayed emotion with a slight shift, an unconscious gesture of protection.  Isidora’s eyes widened in baffled comprehension as simultaneously, her fears slid away.  With the fading of initial shock, a surprising degree of melancholy tugged at her heart.  

			No longer was there danger in the night, only sorrow, for of all the possible circumstances envisioned this one alone had not been foreseen.

			“Why have you come?” she asked sadly.

			“To retrieve the amulet,” Ummon replied flatly.

			“And?” she whispered.

			There was no discernable sound; his shoulders rose minutely as he sighed.  “To kill you.”

			Fear surged again with the statement but it was impotent, dissolving almost immediately.  The High Cleric’s assassin was lying.  Somewhere, invisible in the night, Devlin and his veiled-ones were poised.  She wondered if the Master of Knives could read this man’s heart as she could.

			Dark and cold, barren like an endless desert night.  The man he had been once—proud, honorable—was a distant, colorless memory.  The long ago compact made with the High Cleric was unknown to her; the assassin barely recalled the details, only that it was nearly finished.  With allegiance broken, there would be one final chord binding him to humanity.  One act of severance, of pity and compassion, and he would be free to end his own life.  

			Ummon’s heart confirmed for her: the enemy was just a maimed boy, nothing less and little more.  A young mystic whose power was a broken, twisted thing.  

			Not a weapon, after all; at least not one that could hurt her.

			The assassin took a slow step forward, away from the boy.  The small, disfigured face jerked, lips moving rhythmically as he chewed his lips.  

			“The amulet, please,” said Ummon.

			Isidora lifted the stone from where it hung, pulling the chain from around her neck.  She tossed it through the dark glade, unsurprised at the blur of Ummon’s hand as he caught it.

			“Do you have it?” the boy mumbled.

			“Yes,” Ummon said, black eyes briefly on Isidora.  They were empty no longer.  She hesitated to name it gratitude, but something like it was there.  A recognition, an acknowledgement of her understanding.  His voice grated, “Luther Viccole has taken the throne of Tanalon by force and compulsion.”

			Having delivered that astounding statement, the assassin turned his back to her, free hand moving to clasp the boy’s shoulder.  What he whispered to his charge was lost on the wind.  He then straightened, tucked the amulet beneath his cloak, and walked into the woods.  Not once did his stride falter or his gaze turn back upon the clearing.  In moments he was lost to sight.  

			There was no noise but the wind stirring leaves.  The Master of Knives had let the assassin pass unmolested, to carry the Stone of Ending south to Vianalon.  But this other element—this broken boy standing just paces away—none of them had anticipated.  And though Isidora had glimpsed Ummon’s other purpose, the acknowledgment and asking in his eyes, she was still stunned.  For a pregnant minute, she stared at the place the assassin had last stood.

			“I can see you,” the boy said, voice choked with tears and trembling.  “You are red and gold, like the sun.  My father wants me to kill you.  Ummon said I should not.”

			Isidora’s dragged her knuckles across her stinging eyes.  She wasn’t sure why she was crying but couldn’t seem to stop.  The shadows grew heavier, darker, as the veiled-ones moved nearer.  “What is your name?” she whispered.

			“Michael,” said the boy.  “Ummon told me that my mother named me before she died.”  He paused, breath hitching.  His head moved from side to side as though he could see the deadly net closing.  His small, pale hands began to shake.  

			A strangled sob edged past Isidora’s throat as the circle of veiled-ones tightened around the solitary figure.  “Michael,” she forced out.  “I am Isidora.  I—I’m sorry.”

			“He’s gone, isn’t he?” he asked softly.  She couldn’t speak, could only nod though he would not see it.  He took her silence for an answer, though, and said in a new, tired tone, “I have been dreaming of you for years.  The ghost of Alesia’s ruin.  The queen who will never be queen.  Father said you were the enemy.  He said I was to…to… open myself up and swallow your power.  I never told him…”  He hiccoughed, wiped an arm across his face.  “I never told him that I didn’t know how.”

			“It’s all right now, Michael,” Isidora stammered, her voice too high.  “It’s all right.”

			His teeth worried still at his lower lip as he whispered, “Ummon said you would show me mercy.  He said I would be free.”

			The veiled-ones stood shoulder to shoulder, removing the pale face from her view but not her mind.  Isidora sunk to her knees on the ground, chest convulsing with silent sobs.  The circle of men slid forward as one.  It was a ritual killing of clemency, each blow aimed for swift death.  The victim’s blood stained all knives so that no individual was responsible.  So that she was not responsible.  

			There was no sound at his passing but the gentle settling of his body on the ground.   

			When Isidora felt a human touch on her shoulder, she lifted her head to stare vacantly at Devlin’s unveiled features.  “You did well,” he said.

			“Is he—” she began, looking across the glade.  Before he could respond, she said, “Ummon brought him here to die.”

			He nodded.  “I read it in his heart.”

			Drying her face on her sleeve, she pushed herself to her feet.  “There is a land-bond within him, still?” she asked.

			Devlin hesitated, finally shook his head.  “He walks apart from the land.”

			“And yet he showed compassion, wished for the boy…” she swallowed, “for Michael’s peace.”

			The Master of Knives replied, “For that alone, I will allow him the mercy of suicide.”

			                                                                      

			 

			Several miles west of the dark clearing where the blood of the High Cleric’s son seeped slowly into the ground, the encamped army was buzzing with rumors.  Two of King Manual’s most grizzled and fearsome scouts had returned early from their posting.  Some whispered that they dragged behind them the mutilated body of a Church Soldier; others said it was a fallen comrade.  Older veterans hushed the speculations, their mild gazes following the two Argentans’ progress to the pavilion of the queen.

			Within, Arturo Bellamont was trying to listen to the council.  He detected nothing new in their arguments, only variations on regurgitated issues over which they had no ultimate power.  Gaining entrance to Vianalon, avoiding innocent casualties, defensive and offensive strategies for the looming confrontation with the Church and Borgetza.  As he struggled to retain focus, an old parable of his father’s came, half-formed, into his mind.  Something to do with riding a dead horse.  

			“Arturo,” Serephina murmured beside him, “Have you given more thought to the Borgetzan dilemma?”

			He wanted to snap, I’m thinking about my wife, but the sight of her dark, worried eyes stilled the retort.  Instead he said tiredly, “Either Viccole will accept an alliance or he will not.  It depends on how badly the High Cleric needs Terrin’s aid and whether or not he believes he can oust the invaders after defeating us.”

			“How can we be certain he will not compromise for victory?” Ignacio grumbled.

			Hadrian Visconte cleared his throat.  “He won't,” he said, with the strain of having voiced the same opinion numerous times.  “He believes the God’s will is his own.  He will not settle for a piece of Tanalon when he desires the world.”

			Sudden voices grated loudly from beyond the entrance of the tent, effectively silencing the discussion.  Arturo half-rose, body humming with tension, but King Manual gestured for him to stay seated.  “They are my men,” he said, not ungently, and stood in a smooth motion.  

			He was through the entry’s flap in moments and returned almost immediately.  Behind him followed two men Arturo recognized as intimates of Gustav the Red.  Their hands formed manacles on the arms of their prisoner, whom they dragged unmercifully forward.  

			Serephina jolted upright, an irrepressible hand flinging to her mouth.  Arturo slanted a swift glance of warning her way.  She drew a slow breath and calmly lowered herself to her seat.  

			He waited until knew the queen was composed, then stood and walked to Manual’s side.  The captive’s weight was entirely supported by the Argentans’ grips.  His clothing was fine, though tattered from the journey.  His dark head lolled forward.  There was no audible proof that the man even lived, so still was his form.

			One of the scouts shifted his grip and the man gave a soft, rattling breath.    

			Arturo glanced at Manual.  “Who is it and where did they find him?” 

			The king, in turn, looked at his men.  “You heard Bellamont,” he prompted.

			It was the marginally shorter, grey-bearded man who cleared his throat and spoke in the clipped voice of report, “There are close to one-thousand armed men camped two miles southeast.  As best as we could decipher, this is their leader.”

			“Dear God,” mumbled Hadrian.

			“Did he say a thousand?” barked Ignacio.

			The prisoner’s head jerked as he coughed and spit blood on the ground.  Though his head still lolled, he began to speak.  Arturo assumed it was gibberish, but when he leaned closer he heard a familiar name.  “Serephina… queen.”

			With a sudden chill of foreknowing, Arturo straightened.  “Release him,” he barked, then amended.  “Gently, please.”

			The man was lowered to the flattened grass where he supported himself, barely, on one elbow.  As Arturo knelt, he waved Diego forth from the shadows.  His partner began to gently prod at the man’s ribs, eliciting an animalistic groan.  A water flask was offered by Manual and Arturo uncapped it, held it to the man’s mouth.  He swallowed with effort before closing his lips.  His head began to shake urgently; his arm wobbled as he sought to sit up.  Assisted by Diego and Arturo, he managed to rearrange himself, legs sprawled forward and torso upright against Diego’s arm.

			Serephina had risen again and come forward, was now standing with Ignacio and Alvar at her back.  The prisoner stared up at her through one eye.  The other was swollen shut, skin already turning bold shades of purple.  “My queen,” he gasped.  “Duke Alonso…Tuscena… at your service.”

			Never regarded as an overly sentimental sort of woman, the gathered men were taken aback as Serephina strode forward with purpose and knelt before the duke.  Tuscena’s one eye was opened wide in surprise, unblinking as the Queen of Tanalon soaked the hem of her gown in water and began cleaning the blood from his cheek.

			The silence in the pavilion was such that voices outside were heard clearly.  One among them caused a notable stir.  It was a woman’s voice, yelling for her husband at the top of her lungs.

			It was not Isidora.

			King Manual was closest to the entrance.  He swept the flap aside just as a pale blur of female ran past.  She came to a halt so abruptly that Manual—in the process of reaching for her—stumbled and was caught by the hand of one of his men.

			The woman’s eyes, wild with desperation and grief, darted blindly around the lamplit room before seizing upon the resting form of the duke.  Relief filled her face even as her eyes registered shock and horror at his abuse.  Her narrow shoulders tightened, her hands forming petite fists, but before she could attempt vengeance, the queen rose.  

			“Duchess Tuscena, welcome,” spoke Serephina gently.  “I offer my humblest apologies for the treatment of your husband at the hands of my men.  They acted boldly against an assumed enemy.  May I inquire why no flag of truce was erected over your encampment?”

			At the queen’s noble tone, habitual calm flowed across the lady’s face.  She sunk into a perfect curtsy, spoiled only slightly by her dishevelment.  “Your highness, my husband did not expect to intercept you for another day.”  Her head remained bowed, her final words muffled, “I have yet to finish sewing the flag of truce.”

			A bubbling of improbable laughter filled Serephina’s throat, emerged in her voice, “Is that so, my lady?” 

			Alonso of Tuscena made an unmistakable noise through split, swollen lips.  Despite his obvious pain, he was overcome with laughter.  The duchess’ pale complexion flushed in embarrassment.  Abashedly, she murmured, “The duke suggested earlier today that I might be less concerned with my stitching and more concerned with the timely completion of my project.”

			The laughter in the pavilion was loud and genuine, the dissolving of tension expressed by everyone save Arturo.  He left quietly as a medic entered to treat the duke.  Glancing back, he saw Serephina guiding the duchess to a chair.  

			Diego gave him a cursory nod; he could expect a report later.  

			Outside there was an expansive hush to the night.  All the regular sights and sounds greeted him as he strode toward the foremost scouting station.  Still, beneath the sensory trappings of the army—or perhaps above—there was a strange quietude.  The sky was starless, low clouds touched by the flickering reach of campfires.  All around men laughed, whispered, barked loudly, but their voices rang tinny in the moist air.  

			Arturo reached the station, automatically returned the greetings he was given, and continued walking until the darkness rose before him like a blanket hung from the top of the world to its bottom.  Untouched by the drying warmth of fires, the plains hosted eddies of thick fog.  

			“All is well,” spoke a shadow beside him.

			Arturo glanced at the veiled-one.  He bit his tongue on a demand of certainty.  Instead, he replied, “Of course.”

			Tomaz sighed audibly, out of politeness rather than necessity.  “Ummon was allowed to escape with the amulet.”

			There was a hesitance barely perceivable in his tone, causing Arturo to turn and meet the dark eyes.  “And?”

			“The High Cleric’s son was with him.”  Arturo drew a sharp breath, fought an impulse to start running, not to stop until the darkness was beaten back and Isidora was in his arms.  Then Tomaz added, “The boy was given el morte compassiva.”

			“Merciful death,” Arturo echoed, knowing the seldom used ritual.  “Why?”

			One black shoulder lifted in a shrug.  “The Master of Knives read his heart and passed judgment upon him.  The judgment was obeyed.”

			The fog was growing denser, clouds falling like sprays of a celestial waterfall.  “What else have you learned from the land-bond?” he asked.

			Tomaz didn’t answer, instead lifting an arm to point into the misty night.  The muffled sound of nervous horses reached their ears first, then the sight of a column of shadow amidst the fog.  The mist danced away from the horses, parting like a veil on the group of riders.  It was Mufahti and his men.  Before the barbarian leader sat a woman, her hair veiled by a shawl against the wetness and cold.  

			Arturo didn’t know he had moved—nor was he aware of the widening of Tomaz’ dark eyes at his swiftness—until the lead stallion’s flank was beneath his hand, until his arms drew his wife down.  She sighed, pressed her chilled nose into his neck.  

			“I must sleep, love,” she whispered.

			Arturo paused, looked beyond the horses.  The veiled-ones stood in a pocket of dry, empty air, the mist somehow repulsed by their presence.  A suspicion was forming in his mind.  He rejected it at once but it leapt back immediately to his throat.

			“The weather?” he asked.

			Devlin al’Ven met his gaze.  “The bloodlines of the Children of Alesia and Calabria grew distinct over time,” he said with a significant glance at Isidora.

			“El morte compassiva?” he asked.  Did she witness the child’s death?

			Devlin nodded and continued, “The Children of Alesia were given sway over elementals of fire, water, earth, and air, while the hearts of the Children of Calabria beat in time with domhain lár.”

			Isidora’s breath sighed against him.  “I understand, love,” she whispered.  “No need for secrecy.  This weather is mine, though it was unintentionally rendered.”

			Arturo looked back to Devlin, who said in an unsettled tone, “I cannot explain it, but it seems the bloodlines have merged again.”  He hesitated, finally said, “She is how we used to be.  Reader of heart-secrets, elemental mystic.”

			Priestess of Calabria, Arturo thought.  

			As if Isidora could read not only his heart but his mind as well, she said, “You named me, Bellamont.”  She shivered and he held her more tightly.  

			He turned to take her to their dry, warm tent, but was stopped by a hand on his arm.  Face to face, he could see now that Devlin’s eyes were deeply troubled.  “Ummon offered the boy for sacrifice.  Not malevolently, but as a mercy.  In his own way, he loved the child and couldn’t abide by the High Cleric’s treatment of him.  I will not name him ally or friend to us, but after tonight, it is clear he is the enemy of our enemy.”

			Arturo felt surprise slacken his features.  “I assumed there was a fight.”

			“Nay,” Devlin replied, frown lines thick on his brow.  “The boy was no weapon except in theory.  There was no threat but the threat itself.  One more thing, Arturo… before he left, Ummon shared that Viccole has proclaimed himself king in Tanalon.”

			Arturo nodded, thinking of the new arrivals.  “Our army has grown this night.  The Duke of Tuscena has brought near a thousand men from Tanalon.  Obviously, not everyone in the city wishes for a High Cleric as king.”

			The veiled-one nodded.  “I sensed it.”

			He shifted the weight of his sleeping wife.  “I’m taking Isidora to rest then returning to the queen’s pavilion.”

			Devlin nodded.  “I will meet you there.”

			The misty night grew long and ever cooler.  The fires that were normally dampened were kept tended for their heat.  As Serephina’s war council argued and strategized into the small hours, and men shivered in their bedrolls, Isidora Fiannan slept the deep sleep of exhaustion.  

			Bundled in furs against the cold of her own making, she dreamed of a cove she had never seen.  A massive tree shaded her from the prickling summer sun, its branches weaving sinuously in sea breezes.  She could just make out two figures on the beach, walking south, hand and hand in the shallow water.  The woman’s skirts were tucked haphazardly into her waistband and the man’s pants were rolled to his thighs.  Their steps were light, radiating joy.    

			Isidora was rooted to her place by the tree, unable to appease a growing sense of urgency.  There was something about the woman that drew her, but all she could see was the line of her back and a fall of dark curly hair.  The man turned his head to look down on his companion and Isidora saw the whirling tattoos on his temple.  And the woman glanced up, offering the beauty of her profile.

			Lenora, whispered the breeze.  

			A fern leapt from the tree and tickled Isidora’s arm.  Suddenly dizzied in the heat, she reached out to steady herself with a hand on the massive trunk.  

			A woman’s voice, throaty and honeyed, demanded, “Who are you?”

			Isidora opened her eyes.  Lenora stood before her, just outside the shaded ground beneath the tree.  Her hair was coiled into tens of plaits; the mass writhed around her torso like snakes, wrapping around her arms, her neck.  Her eyes were terrible to behold, the skin beneath bruised dark with grief, pupils dilated with madness.

			“Isidora Fiannan… of Alesia,” she stammered.

			Lenora’s lips parted in surprise.  A slow, shuddering breath escaped her and at once, her hair grew limp and natural and her eyes glassy.  “This is a dream,” she whispered.

			“Yes,” Isidora replied more steadily.  “One we are sharing.”

			Tears gathered and rolled down the dusky rose of Lenora’s cheeks.  She looked back at the cove, the empty span of beach.  “He is not here.”

			“No, but he comes for you,” she said, unknowing of the certainty in her words.  

			Her expression was haunted, eyes unseeing.  “I am not here,” she said.

			It took mighty effort for Isidora to pull her hand from the tree, for the dream and Lenora’s madness were powerful forces.  With gritted teeth and a cry of triumph, she forced her fingers through the ephemeral barrier and grabbed hold of Lenora’s shoulder.  Her skin was soft and warm to the touch and her heart beat loud and true in Isidora’s ears.  The insanity receded from her eyes as the connection between them formed like a taut rope.

			“We are here,” Isidora panted.  “We are coming for you.”

			Lucid dark eyes scanned her face, her mouth, and finally met her own.  “I believe you, my lady,” she sighed.  “Will you tell Devlin something for me?”

			“Of course.”

			“The cove,” she whispered.  “Tell him the cove is the only dream I have.”

			Isidora’s fingers closed on air.  She turned wildly but there was no sight of Lenora.  The beach was empty and serene, the sun glinting on brilliant white sands and aqua waters.

			“She was awakened,” said the Nameless.

			The crone sat comfortably among the exposed roots of the tree.  The length of ivory beads clacked with familiar discord across her knuckles.  She gestured to the ground.  Isidora lowered herself obediently, and upon sitting looked up at the tree and remembered.

			“We sat beneath this tree in the north as you told us the story of Calabria.”

			The Nameless nodded.  “This place is Avosilea by the Sea.  It is the birthplace of Arturo de Galván, Devlin al’Ven, and Lenora di Salvatoré, descendents of three families who chose not to follow Istar from Dunak to Alesia.  The bay yonder is the point from which the Goddess led her children across the sea.  These roots,” she stroked the gnarled growth, “are the last offshoot of domhain lár to breathe above the land.”

			Isidora touched a finger to a nearby root and felt the familiar drumbeat of life. 

			The Nameless continued to stroke the root.  “The de Galván’s, the al’Ven’s, and the di Salvatoré’s planted this seed, which was a parting gift from Istar.  It was one of hundreds of seeds brought from Dunak and taken to Alesia.”

			“The Gardens of Almhain,” Isidora said, her voice breaking.  

			The black eyes rose and were as she’d first seen them in a dream, starry night with a circle of gold about the irises.  “Yes,” she said, and smiled a little.  “Everything that begins must end, so that in every ending there is a beginning.  Do you see, my child?”

			“I do,” she said, thinking of Alesia and the Gardens.

			The Nameless reached out suddenly and took her hand in a vice-like grip.  Her voice was grating and intent, full of emotion such as Isidora had never heard, “When the time comes, you must remember this.  The heart of the land is Calabria.  Nothing may destroy it, though it may be obscured by vices of men and gods.  Domhain lár has always been, will always be.  Will you keep the ancient faith, queen who will never be queen?  Tool of Calabria’s need?  When everything you see speaks of ruin, will you keep your faith?”

			“Nothing may destroy it,” Isidora repeated, nodding.  “I will not forget.”

			The Nameless relaxed her grip, lifted a surprisingly soft palm to Isidora’s cheek.  The branches of the tree swayed low around them, spreading shadow.  The crone’s voice was thick and dry, every century of her life in the words as she said, “By the time you awake, the Gates of Beyond will have opened.  None will escape the vengeance of the Gods.  Few will survive.  Keep your faith, Isidora Sitha Fiannan, as you walk unmolested.”

			 

			 

			Isidora awoke herself with a muffled scream, clawing at her torso.  The Stone of Beginning had burned through her clothes and seared the tender skin below her breast.  Half-sobbing from pain, the dream potent in her mind, she tore free from her blankets and stumbled outside the tent.  

			Arturo’s name died on an expulsion of stunned breath.  The plains stretched around her for miles and miles, empty of all human trace.  Birds chirped amongst the high, unbent grasses.  A breeze tickled and dried the sweat on her skin.  

			It was a beautiful, crystalline summer’s day, and she was alone.

			



			

	



Chapter Thirty-eight

			 

			The sky above Vianalon dispersed meager sunlight in a grey haze.  Soft bales of mist rolled ever nearer to the ground.  By midday, the parapets of the city were encased in cloud.  Sentries exchanged tense words as they paced the slick stone.  Archers slacked at their posts, blowing heat into their rigid fingers and grumbling about luck.  

			In time, flasks began circulating among the ranks while officers turned a blind eye.  Those whose tongues were easily loosened by a mixture of drink and dormant childhood fears whispered of dreadful omens and sorcery, of a faint metallic taste on their tongues.  

			From the city below, the muted sounds of hammering floated up, disembodied beneath the mist.  Despite a declaration from the king that no army would breach Vianalon’s walls, men and women worked feverishly boarding windows and bricking doors.  The streets themselves were empty save for an occasional runner or stray dog.  

			In his high, gilded chamber of the palace, Luther Viccole sat close to the blazing hearth.  There was a deep, damp ache in his bones that no amount of furs or heat could distill.  The windows of the royal apartment were sealed by drapes, shutting out the unnerving absence of his city, invisible beneath the fog.  

			At mass this morning he’d reassured the nervous public that the weather was a sign from the God, that it was in fact a mighty shield obscuring them from the sight of the approaching armies.  The masses had been appropriately appeased.  Luther himself did not believe it, nor, he observed, had those members of the Noble Houses in attendance.  

			It did not take a mystic to sense something unnatural in how quickly the fog condensed, how it continued to thicken despite summer temperatures.  It was not the bitch Alesian’s doing, for Luther would have sensed the elemental influence at work and might have dissembled it.  No, what lurked in the skies above Vianalon was something infinitely older and more cunning.  

			Perhaps Borgetza held a well-guarded secret of foreign sorcery and Terrin was even now orchestrating an ambush of the south wall.  There was also the strange honor guard of Duke Damáskenos.  The barbarians might possess unknown powers in their blood, unfelt before on Calabria.  

			Whatever the cause, Luther recognized the symptoms of his body, the erratic nature of his thoughts.  Ummon was gone, his twisted son was dead, and the amulet he’d been so driven to possess sat cold and unresponsive in his hands.  Fear gathered and ran in streams of sweat down his sides and across his scalp.  The deep cold in his bones kept him paralyzed in his seat.  Panic deafened the constant, demanding knocks on the barred door.  

			 

			                                                                                    *

			 

			Mounted on a snowy white palfrey amidst massive warhorses, Lenora di Salvatoré ignored the heated discussion taking place between Terrin and his councilors, as well as the larger distraction of thousands of anxious men.  Beside her sat a herald, his young face washed pale by fear.  Every few moments he would shift in the saddle, causing his steed to stamp restlessly.  His hands were white-knuckled on pole from which flags of state lay limp in the tepid air.  

			The youth’s eyes, like Lenora’s, were fixed on Vianalon.

			Due west was the city that had been her home and refuge once, and later the prison she fled.  There was not much to see now of the glistening spires, the high, colorful flags.  The massive, walled city was encased in an impenetrable cyclone of fog.  Eddies of white and grey cloud swarmed in odd concert, spinning clockwise from the ground into the sky.

			“Sorcery,” spat one of Terrin’s liegemen.  Lenora glanced toward the voice, her bland expression never changing as she recognized the aged sea captain who had bought her in Seizo more than a decade prior.  His fat hands yanked angrily on the reigns until the warhorse had enough.  The beast reared and screamed, knocking several squires to the ground and causing a swift ripple effect of panicked horses and riders.

			“Calm yourselves!” roared Terrin, his voice carrying through the still air.  The commotion ceased as the captains dispersed to their regiments, bellowing orders as they rode.  

			Lenora turned again to look at Vianalon and marveled that she felt nothing.  Surely there were forces at work beyond her wildest imaginings, forces to be feared or admired.  There was a memory in her heart, tucked safely between the broken shards.  

			Isidora Fiannan was coming for her.  

			Still, she did not feel a stirring of hope at the clear evidence of sorcery at work.  It was impossible to say whether she simply could not feel any longer, or if, in fact, Vianalon’s predicament had nothing to do with Isidora’s powers.

			“My love,” Terrin spoke softly.  “You’re awfully quiet this morning.”

			Since waking from the dream this morning, she had barely been able to look at Terrin, much less meet his steady gaze.  Now, braced on the edge of madness, teetering on a cliff of consequence, she said, “Is it true, my dear, that this war is really the fulfillment of a vendetta rather than a predestined play of power?”

			His sharp breath was audible despite general noise around them.  “What do you mean?” he asked in a new, darker voice.

			Lenora found that she could feel, after all, and what she felt was giddiness.  “Long ago, Arturo Bellamont killed your son upon order of Armando de la Caville.  That is the truth as I know it.  And now, I think, you will destroy House Caville, this kingdom, and these people, and leave this land in ruin.”

			Her voice was soft so that no one overheard, and yet there was a stirring of awareness around them.  So charismatic and worshipped was King Terrin that his disquiet, his rage—even his joy—was felt and mirrored by all around him.  Silence spread in waves from their horses; even the herald ceased his twitching.

			“And if I say you are right?” he asked at length.  “What then, Lenora?”

			Instead of replying, she turned in the saddle to look at him.  He hadn’t been sleeping well the last several nights.  There were smudges of darkness beneath his lucid eyes, lines she’d not noticed before around his mouth.  He was still handsome, washed and dressed this dawn by loving attendants.  His crimson cloak was a beacon of strength and power, flowing over his broad shoulders and onto the rump of his warhorse.  

			Terrin appeared exactly as a king should before his people.  He was strong, beautiful, full of grace and power.  He was not mad; had never been.   “Let me go,” she said.

			“I cannot,” he replied.

			“As you wish,” she whispered, and put her heel to her horse’s flank to return to the back of the army and the soft, deceitful company of women and eunuchs. 

			 She had not traveled fifty yards when a convulsive shudder slid down her spine and fear descended on her chest like a heavy hand.  Her vision darkened strangely.  She blinked hard and twisted her neck toward the sun, and watched the fiery disk of Anshar turn red as women’s blood.  

			Terrin screamed her name but she could not move, transfixed by the anomaly above.  Although she had never witnessed an eclipse, she knew instinctively that this was not one.  In less than a minute, the skies were black as pitch and the sun shone bright and sickly upon the world below.  

			The horses were the first to panic, throwing their riders as they bolted from formation.  Several times Lenora narrowly escaped death as a distraught warhorse barreled past her.  Her own palfrey stood strangely calm within the chaos, though its body quivered beneath her. 

			In the odd half-light, poised at the eastern tip of the army’s head, she saw the first man fall to an invisible foe.  The soldier thrashed, tearing at his face and armor until his hands were bloody ribbons.  He succeeded in yanking his helmet free so that Lenora saw clearly the rippling boils spreading across his scalp.  Another fell, and another, all taken by the same paroxysms and skin-splitting pustules.  

			The destruction of Terrin’s army happened with stunning alacrity as the plague tore like a great scythe through a field of living beings.  Men and horses both were afflicted until the whole of Lenora’s vision was consumed by the sounds and sights of violent death.  Bodiless voices screamed for help, beseeched their ancestors, even called upon Istar and Anshar for aid.  

			Close by, a piercing, sexless voice cried, “The sins of the past are revisited upon us!”  

			A soldier lying near Lenora’s horse began crawling toward her, dragging useless legs.  Bone was shining on his jaw where the skin had fallen away.  One of his eyes hung from the socket, sliding wetly against his ruined face.  

			Gasping in terror, she pulled the reigns hard and the palfrey shied away.  In moments she was galloping hard in the direction she’d come, instinct guiding her through a landscape starkly changed from minutes ago.  Tears burned hotly in her eyes, trickled down her face to her mouth.  She tasted blood on her tongue, did not know if she was afflicted or had bitten through her lip.  

			“Terrin, Terrin,” she chanted, urging the horse faster.

			He was the only figure left standing in the ruin of Borgetza’s magnificent cavalry.  His horse lay at his feet, its belly opened by a great tear, steaming innards spilled upon the ground.  

			Lenora reared to a halt and leapt from the saddle to run the final distance to him.  She was screaming his name without knowing and he turned sharply at her voice.  He stumbled, caught his balance, and lifted a hand weakly.  He whispered her name.

			“Oh, my mad king, what has become of you?” Lenora babbled, reaching for him.

			He shook his head, stalled her with an upraised fist.  Bloody tears had made tracks down his face; the grisly light turned them blue-black.  He had not fallen to spasms, but was not—as she had momentarily hoped—unaffected.  It was only that his threshold of pain was high, for she could see the dampness of his sleeves where boils had risen and erupted.  He stood because he was king, because the king must stand strong before his people.

			“Come no closer, love,” he grated.  She stammered unintelligibly, screamed, and finally sank sobbing to her knees.  “Look at me, Lenora,” he said firmly.  She dashed the tears from her face, focused with effort on his reddened eyes.  She remembered them shining with humor, sparkling with cruelty; she remembered all of her hate and oddly, her love.

			“I have a favor to ask of you,” he said, voice tense with pain.  

			She gained her feet, sobbed, “Yes, anything.”

			A ghost of a smile passed his lips.  “The knife you’ve been concealing, I want you to use it now.”

			“No!” she cried, stumbling back in horror.  “I cannot!”

			“Yes,” he sighed.  “You can, and you will.  For all the ill I have caused you, for our malformed love, I need you to hate me.  I…” he swallowed, shuddering, and straightened with force of will.  “I tortured and raped you when you were young, too innocent to defend yourself.  I turned my self-loathing upon you, tore from you all that might have been pure.  These were my greatest sins for which I must pay.”

			“Stop, stop!” she screamed, covering her ears.

			His gloved hand seized her wrist, tore her arm downward.  “The sins of the fathers are revisited upon us!” he snapped, eyes rolling wildly across the field of death.  “Our perversions, our opulence and cruelty, our raping of the young and enslavement of the old.  Borgetza is finished.  I am finished.  The vengeance of our ancestors is complete!”

			Terrin’s head snapped back; a bestial cry of pain emerged from his throat.  With a strangled noise he sunk to his knees before her.  Sobbing helplessly, anchored by his hand, Lenora fell hard before him.  His dark head bowed forward in defeat.  His strength finally gone, his hand fell limply to his side.  Blood ran sluggishly from beneath his sleeves, dripping on the ground between them.

			“You came back…” he murmured weakly.  “You came… to kill me.  I have always known.  With all of your hate and what remains of your heart, kill me now.  I beg you.”

			There was a growing quiet on the field; the plague had fulfilled its purpose as no human army might have.  Now and then someone moaned, called out for their mother or begged softly for mercy.  In less than a minute all was quiet save for Terrin’s harsh breathing and her own gasps for air.  

			Miles away, Vianalon shone like a beacon, its mists pulsing with light.  Beyond, somewhere near the rush of the Viana, was the army of Serephina de la Caville.  If they were alive; if anyone were alive but the two of them in all of Calabria.

			Lenora pulled the knife from its concealed pocket and rose to her feet.  The palfrey was watching her calmly, unmoved by the stench of ruptured bowl and blood.  

			“Thank you,” Terrin whispered.  

			She positioned herself, forcing her rigid muscles to move, her fingers to size the back of his collar.  His torso bowed back at her command, her hand moved in smooth, practiced ease.  The point of knife sunk easily through fabric and skin just beneath his rib cage.  He sighed, and she held him to her, forcing the blade deep.  She knew the moment it pierced his heart; could feel the echoing sting in her own chest.  

			“Forgive me,” he gasped, and memory was strong—the hate and love together—but she replied in truth, “I forgive you.”  

			Lenora let him go and he fell, and knew neither pain nor life.

			The palfrey stamped a hoof in her direction, the noise dampened in the heavy air.  

			“Yes,” she answered the beast.  “I am coming.”

			



			

	



Chapter Thirty-nine

			                                                                                    

			When the Gates of Beyond opened to full capacity and the sun burned red against a black sky, the last of the Derkesthai began to beat his wings in ever-increasing urgency.  He left the uppermost atmosphere in a graceful downward spiral.  When the highly sensitive scales around his eyes alerted him to optimum speed, he snapped his wings tight against his torso.  Invisible against the dark sky, none in the army below saw his fateful plummet.  

			Only two men of the entire mass of Serephina’s force looked up instinctively, though they could not see Shenlith’s fall.  Arturo Bellamont and Devlin al’Ven were gazing at the red wound of the sun and watching as a growing river of winged beasts poured from it like blackened pus.  

			“We’re going to die, old friend,” Devlin said softly.

			“No, we’re not,” Arturo replied.

			And they said no more, for Shenlith had reached the point of impact.  The air above the army sizzled and cracked with electricity as the dragon forced his wings to full extension.  The pain was such that he screamed, a multi-tonal cry of agony that emerged in a massive gout of fire.  Delicate membranes tore from the force of his stopping; dark blood blossomed as hundreds of pearlescent scales cracked.

			Bloated with the ancient powers of every Derkesthai to ever gain flight, his blood drumming with every heartbeat of life, Shenlith forced himself to grow.  His skin split and oozed, the bones of his wings snapped as he forced himself larger, larger, until the whole of his body was spread above every last soul on the ground.  

			You…father…defy us, Istar whispered.

			YES! answered Calabria.  

			You would… give your life… for them? Anshar demanded.

			YES! 

			Beneath the dragon, the air grew luminous, each scale shining like precious gems in sunlight.  Thousands of faces turned upward, staring in awe at the creature of myth and legend.  The veiled-ones cried out in one voice of deepest grief.  Tied to the land, to the beast himself, they understood what he offered, the sacrifice being made.  

			Between the dragon’s pearlescent scales stretched transparent skin, glowing with light, beneath which the rush of clear fluid and blue veins were visible.  Bright blood dripped from every juncture of bone, every edge of each scale, from his gaping maw to the massive fork of his tail.  

			And where the blood of Shenlith dropped, the ground turned to stone.  And where the foot of man and woman touched land, they, too, became stone.

			You die for nothing, snarled Istar.

			For life, said Shenlith, who was Calabria, the heart of the land.  For beginnings.

			No human eyes witnessed the slow fading of light as Calabria gave himself, essence and matter, in a final act of service to the land.  It was the fulfillment of his immortal potential, the actualization of his greatest talent.  To preserve the lives of those below, he took their lives in place of his own, their heartbeats in place of his.

			Days north of Tanalon, the Stone of Beginning flared with the light and heat of a thousand suns, and that light consumed the bearer of the stone.  

			And far to the south and west, in the eyrie above Avosilea by the Sea, the Nameless cried out in wordless agony, and the Child of Time wept.

			 

			                                                                      *

			 

			The Gardens of Almhain were alive and radiant with summer’s blessings.  Butterflies zipped around her, tickling her face and teasing her hair.  The undergrowth to either side of the mossy pathway was in constant movement.  Squirrels played and foraged, birds diving to beggar at their hordes.  Rabbits darted across the path, bushy tails waving at the grinning fox on their heels.  

			Smiling, Isidora looked for someone to share the moment with.  There was no one; had been no one for some time.  It was troubling, for by now she should have come across a hunting party, or a group of priestesses visiting the herbal beds planted deep in the forest’s interior.  

			She watched as the fox skillfully flushed a rabbit into the open.  The predator leapt and snapped his teeth until the rabbit was in a dizzy panic.  Then jaws closed on the fragile neck and there was a muted pop of sound.  The fox grinned up at her with its meal hanging limp from his jaws.  

			“Good boy,” Isidora said, smiling.

			The fox’s ears perked, tail swished sharply.  He gave a tight yip of sound, dropped the rabbit and darted into the undergrowth.  The carcass was left on the trail, forgotten.  Perplexed, Isidora lifted her head to study the forest before her.  She drew a short, testing breath through her nose.  

			Smoke.

			The familiar, cloying scent evoked a deep disquiet and sent chills down her spine.  She tried to remember if there were farms near this path, or one of the small herbalist’s cottages.  Never in her life had she been lost in the Gardens, so attuned was she to its trails and patterns.  On the heels of that thought came another, bold and shocking.  I do not know where I am.

			The high, thick canopy blocked the position of the sun.  Moss grew near her feet and against the base of the trees, but was untouched by sunlight and thus gave her no sense of direction.  

			At first, she thought it was a trick of her imagination, but in moments she realized it was no illusion.  The forest was growing darker around her.  There was no more rustling of life in her vicinity.  Even the birds had grown quiet.

			The Gardens of Almhain are no more.

			She saw clearly the first orange licks of flame in the distance.  The wind turned almost on command, drawing the choking, acrid scent of burning trees.  She coughed, lifted her sleeve to cover her nose and mouth.

			“The heart of the land is Calabria, and nothing may destroy it,” she chanted, as tears filled her eyes and she watched the Gardens burn.  “Nothing may destroy it.”

			Arturo.  Lenora.  Devlin.  Diego.  Finnéces.  Edan.  Astin.  Eduardo.  Rodrigo.  Alvar.  Mufahti.  Ezekiel.  Serephina.  

			Their faces arose in her memory and a burning heat filled the Stone of Beginning.  She staggered and fell heavily against a tree, hands clutching her chest.  Her heart held the weight of thousands of beats, her blood pumped for thousands of hearts.

			“Calabria!” she screamed.

			Yesss, child.

			She sobbed with relief, the pain easing somewhat at his familiar sibilant voice.  “What is happening, why am I here?  Why do I feel this unbearable pressure?”

			All that I wasss, you are.

			Foreboding came in a wave of flame-hot air and ash.  “What do you mean?” 

			It isss the only way.

			“The only way to what?” she cried.  “What are you talking about?”

			The Gatess have opened.  The heart of the land iss given over to the needsss of the land.  I will misss you, Issidora.

			His presence began to fade, and there was finality to his words that rocked her against the tree, filled her with rage and grief.  “No!  Shenlith!” 

			The Derkesthai beckon me to the skiess beyond Beyond.  Now, child, you musst come home to Calabria, for you are the land’s heart.

			The flames flared high and near, blinding her, but the shock was nothing against the tearing sorrow of losing Shenlith.  

			Come home, he whispered.  Home.

			Darkness closed around her, slackened her limbs and pulled her eyelids closed.  There was no danger in it, though, for it was the warm cocoon of Shenlith’s love in which she was embraced. She felt again the awesome sensation of flying atop the dragon, buffeted by winds, the great whooshing rhythm of his wings.

			He left her slowly, eased the transition with a faint hiss of goodbye.

			 

			 

			The heaviness in her chest was more manageable now, the balance of her body not so difficult to maintain.  She opened her eyes slowly and stared at the thick, smacking lips and square teeth of a horse.  A woman’s voice spoke her name and above, a dark figure slid from the beast’s back.  

			Lenora di Salvatoré’s face wavered before her, streaked with grime and tears.  “My lady,” she said in a high voice of panic.  “Isidora, are you all right?  You just appeared out of nowhere before my horse.  Are you injured?”

			She cleared her throat, said hoarsely, “No.”

			Lenora released her pent breath.  “Good.”

			Isidora looked up at the black sky, the hazy red sun.  They stood alone on open grassland several miles south of Vianalon; the city itself was strangely concealed by luminous, swirling fog.  Through the numbness of her grief stabbed the first tremor of fear.

			“Wha—what’s happened?”

			“I was about to ask you the same thing,” Lenora replied, issuing a shrill laugh.  “Borgetza… has fallen to a strange pox.  I do not know what has become of Vianalon.  I am… was travelling to see if anyone was still…”  She gasped.  “I don’t know how I am alive, or if the whole world is dead!”

			Isidora took a breath, tasting the metallic air.  “It is the vengeance of the Gods,” she whispered.  Dread bloomed in her chest.  She rolled her eyes to the sky, flinching at the swift passing of a flock of creatures whose wings were wreathed in fire.  “Phoenix!” she cried.  

			The moment she named them, she knew it for error.  Summoned, the creatures cried out, high and piercing, and began a swift turn.  

			In a new, strangely calm tone, Lenora inquired, “Might you undo what you have done?”

			“If I knew what I had done,” she stammered, shaking her head wildly.  

			The palfrey sensed the approaching danger, issuing a soft whinny.  Lenora laid her hand on the beast’s head and it stilled.  “We are helpless, then,” she sighed, watching the descent of the fiery predators.  

			The flames of their wings were brighter now, the outlines of their bodies visible.  Sharp, elongated beaks extended from narrow heads crowned with golden feathers.  Their sleek bodies were dark, clawed feet tucked tight to their bellies.  In truth they were quite beautiful, wings wreathed in dusky flame beating gracefully, each in tune to its brother so that the whole flock moved like a dart of fire through the sky.

			Isidora watched them, her legs heavy as lead, and felt unexpected sorrow.  Once, the phoenix had flown freely through the skies, as freely as the Derkesthai.  Both races, and many others, had been destroyed by the greed and vanity of Mankind.  It was no surprise that they came when the Gods beckoned, offering vengeance for the unjust severing of their bloodlines.  

			With sorrow came compassion, and as Isidora lifted the Stone of Beginning, she did it with love in her heat.  Calabria’s love, which was unconditional.  

			There was no sunlight to catch the crystal, as it had that long past day on the docks of L’Sere.  A trick of the light, Arturo had proclaimed it.  Isidora had told him otherwise, but a part of her had doubted her faith.  Her faith was changed now.

			The amulet flashed, so brilliant and blue that for a moment, the diseased sky was bright again.  The phoenixes lifted their heads abruptly and changed course, cawing as they sped away.  Isidora smothered the amulet with her fingers but it glowed through her skin, illumining a wide swath of land in all directions.  

			There would be no hiding from the Gods’ eyes.

			Both women turned as the palfrey reared violently, tearing away from Lenora’s loose hold.  Isidora caught her as she stumbled back.  They held each other in mute shock as the animal clawed the air in silent struggle and finally screamed.  Its voice was oddly human, blatantly suffering.  The graceful neck twisted, its hide rippled unnaturally, spreading sable coloring across its body and down its legs.  When its hooves touched land again, it bowed a head from which sprung a mighty horn.  

			Isidora barely managed to keep Lenora upright as her knees buckled.  She looked from the creature to her slack-faced companion.  “It seems we have an ally, after all,” she murmured, eliciting a gruff laugh and swift recovery from Lenora.  Isidora released her arm and took a hesitant step forward.  The unicorn didn’t move, only rolled a dark, glistening eye to follow her progress.  

			Thank you for this woman’s life, she offered silently, running fingers lightly down its side.

			Though no heartbeat sounded in the chest beneath her gentle hand, Isidora knew the beast heard her by a flicker of light within the great, pearly horn.  The unicorn gave a hearty shake from head to tail and gracefully lowered her front legs.  Isidora mounted first and Lenora sprang up easily behind her.  Neither woman had any doubts of where the beast would take them.  

			They moved through the dark night cocooned in the light of the Stone of Beginning.  Shadows flickered outside the circumference, testing its boundaries, searching for weakness.  There were none to find, as no weakness existed in Calabria’s heart.  

			Before long they sighted their destination, though nothing could have prepared them for it.  They dismounted before the first line of stone figures, the vanguard of Serephina’s army.  In the soft light of the amulet, the faces of Mufahti and his men looked achingly alive.

			“Who are they?” Lenora whispered, eyes scanning their dark, foreign features.

			“The honor guard of Duke Alvar Damáskenos,” Isidora replied sadly.  “They are warriors from a distant land, brave and honorable.”

			“Thank you, my lady, for your regard,” Mufahti said with a bow.  “We’ve been waiting for you.”

			Lenora stifled a scream with her hand as Isidora stammered, “What—how is it…?”

			Mufahti’s teeth gleamed.  “The stone did not take us,” he replied, glancing back over the field of statues.  “It was the mighty dragon that did this, but we are not of Calabria’s bloodline.”

			Ghali stepped forward and said softly, “Given what beasts have since hunted among us, it is well they are stone.”

			“Yes,” Isidora murmured, turning her eyes from the rows of frozen figures.  Arturo was somewhere among them, as was Devlin.  Stone.  Forcing her mind away from the thought, Isidora focused on Mufahti and his men.  She frowned, felt a prick of knowing even as she asked, “Where are Habib, Luka, and Kahlil?”

			Ghali and Otieno bowed their heads, their fingers tracing symbols before their chests.  

			Mufahti’s lips thinned.  “Death has taken them home to the desert,” he said thickly.  “We were attacked from the sky by serpents with wings of bone and fangs of venom.  Our brothers fell without honor, without being given the chance to defend.  Our weapons pierced the beasts but they sustained no injury.  Unnatural, death-touched creatures.  We would have all succumbed, yet a sudden light in the sky drove them away.”  His dark eyes gazed appraisingly at the beacon in Isidora’s hand.  “Your light, was it?”

			“Yes,” she replied.  “It is the Stone of Beginning.”

			His eyes flickered toward the silent army.  “What else might it accomplish?” he questioned.

			Isidora took a breath.  “I don’t know.  Would you take me to Arturo, please?”

			Mufahti nodded and began walking with a sure stride through the field of stone.  Ghali and Otieno fell in behind the women, eyeing the unicorn that ambled dutifully after them.  

			The light of the amulet cast the statues in eerie relief.  All faces were turned skyward, expressions ranging from fear to awe to joy.  Hands were frozen reaching for weapons or warding off unseen enemies.  The robes of veiled-ones were caught in motion, the stone ripples seeming to possess movement as light and shadow played across them.

			Lenora saw them first, darted forward to where Devlin stood lifelessly.  His face was unveiled, his features set in rigid lines as he faced the possibility of death.  She reached up to touch the solid line of his mouth but her hand flinched away before contact.

			Beside him stood Arturo and his face, too, held the emotion of his final moment.  His lips were slightly parted, as though he had just spoken or had been poised to speak.  In the absence of his life, Isidora was filled with memories of it.  The golden fire in his eyes that few had ever witnessed, the plains of his face that so resembled the God’s.  

			Since first opening her eyes in that dingy tavern and seeing his face by candlelight, she had known his lineage.  But knowing was different from accepting, and only now did she accept.

			“He is the God’s child,” she stated.

			Lenora met her gaze.  “We have always suspected, Astin and I.  In Avosilea, there is a tale of his conception.  His mother visited the eyrie twice, the second time in her middle years.  It is said she met the God and returned carrying a child.”

			“He is not aware of the rumor?” she asked.

			Lenora shook her head.  “No.  We did not believe he would accept it.”

			In her mind’s eye, Isidora imagined the clacking of ivory beads across the Nameless’ swollen knuckles.  “Arturo,” she whispered, stepping close to him.  “You must awaken, my love.  I need you.  Calabria needs you.  Borgetza has fallen, Shenlith is dead.  The Gates have opened and the land is overrun.  We must stop the Gods before there is no life left in all of the peninsula.”

			She might have imagined it, but she thought she felt a whisper of his breath.  “You are the son of the God, Arturo de Galván.  You are the tool of Calabria’s need.”  She swallowed stabbing grief and said, “I am Calabria, my love.”

			“Love,” he croaked from a stone throat.  “No.”

			He fought the stone and tiny cracks appeared on his face and chest.  “Yes, Arturo,” she urged.  “Come back to me.”  She placed the amulet against his chest, the crystal that was Shenlith’s tear and in which resided the heartbeats of life.  His stone flesh grew warm, the dead grey matter melting.  The cracks grew wider as they fought together, she pushing life into him, he pulling upon it with all his will.

			The ground shifted and the land groaned.  Fault lines opened, revealing grass and soil.  

			Lenora cried, “Devlin!” as the Master of Knives jerked and toppled.  He hit the ground forcefully and the sound was like an explosion.  Lenora screamed helplessly as hundreds of tiny pieces of rock scattered at her feet.  

			For one instant, Isidora was breathless, mindless, imagining a man broken into innumerable pieces.  Then the dust cleared and the light touched upon a gasping, shuddering man.  Devlin had barely relearned to breathe when Lenora collapsed on top of him, wailing as though her heart were broken.  

			There was a touch of warmth on Isidora’s cheek, followed by the slide of fingers, then a familiar palm as Arturo turned her face toward him.  Stone dust had colored his hair nearly white.  She traced a finger across his cheek, leaving a line of flesh through the grime.  His eyes shone golden through and through, the human brown finally defeated.

			“You heard me,” she said.

			He nodded, eyes so very bright as he glanced quickly around.  “It was not a dream,” he remarked.  The piercing gaze returned to her.  “And neither were your words.”

			She shook her head, caught between rising happiness and doubt.  “Do you feel… differently?” she asked, and held her breath in expectation.

			Slowly, he nodded.  “Tingling, everywhere,” he said haltingly.  “Heat pooling in my hands.”  He lifted them up, stared at them as though they belonged to another.  They showed no outward signs of the gift blossoming with him; nevertheless, Isidora could feel the waves of power emanating from him, rushing against her skin like celestial winds.  It felt familiar, so akin to the Goddess’ cool pulse.  Only hot, evoking memories of shimmering heat, of endless skies.  

			Thank you, Shenlith.

			“Your mother, Arturo,” began Devlin, gaining his feet with effort.  Lenora still wept, though quietly, her face against his chest.  “She was mistress to Anshar.  Your birth was foretold by the Nameless and written in the stars above Dunak.  The families of Avosilea knew it, too, when your mother visited the eyrie a second time and gave birth nine months later.”  

			Arturo gave a halfhearted chuckle.  The sky was bloodied above, strange shadows whipping and swirling within it.  Vianalon was encased in a cocoon of shimmering, unearthly fog.  He stood amidst an army of stone.  He understood the gravity, the magnitude of Shenlith’s sacrifice and the weighty mantel now resting upon Isidora’s shoulders.  He remembered, too, the rare visits to Avosilea by the Sea, and the strange looks of the townsfolk.

			There was little that could shock him anymore, so he held up his hands.  “And what am I supposed to do with this, then?  Launch lightning bolts at the Gods?”

			No one answered him, but Devlin’s gaze moved to Isidora.  “Your birth, too, was foretold.  Queen who will never be queen.  Not of men, that is.”  He released Lenora long enough to execute a strange salutation, one knee bent, fingers splayed intricately over his heart.  “Mighty Calabria, keeper of domhain lár, Priestess of the Root.  The Master of Knives is your servant.”

			It was her naming; Isidora could feel it in her gut.  On Alesia—it seemed lifetimes ago—she had experienced it when her mother had named her High Priestess of Istar.  Again, in a lesser degree, when Arturo had titled her Priestess of Calabria.

			She was something else now, the Goddess no longer her patron.  Nor was she Priestess of Calabria exactly, for she did not serve the land.  When she looked at Arturo, saw the gold of his eyes, she knew, finally and completely, Shenlith’s demand.  They were the answer to the needs of domhain lár, just as Anshar and Istar had been an eon ago.  Only more so, perhaps, because the Serpent of the Root was gone, and the heart of the land was now in her keeping. 

			The amulet began to pulse in her hand, so brightly that all save Arturo shielded their eyes.  She heard the whispers of thousands of hearts, clamoring for freedom.  The veiled-ones sang most clearly, desiring to serve, eternal in their devotion to the land.  

			Isidora closed her eyes and allowed herself to be immersed in the light.  She floated in the sea of voices, listening with all of her being to the countless fears and dreams.  

			There was Hadrian’s faith, Lucero’s gentle love, Finnéces and Edan’s hopes for peace.  Rodrigo Vasquez longed to set his sword against those who had slaughtered his family.  Manual de Lucía prayed for a chance to avenge his son and see his wife again.  Diego Roldan wished, still, to see creatures of infamy and legend.  

			Voices, and more voices, trapped in stone but alive, dreaming of seeing their families once more, of rocking grandchildren to sleep, of kissing daughters and kneeling at their mothers’ knees.  Voice clamoring for freedom, for life and sorrow and love.  Always, love.

			So with love in her heart, she set them free.

			 

			



			

	



Chapter Forty

			 

			 

			 Lenora spoke in a tense tone to a council of Queen Serephina, King Manual, Duke Damáskenos, and the Master of Knives.  She did not soften her words for her company, describing in detail the horror of the plague and Terrin’s death at her hands.  Standing on the outskirts, their attentions focused not on the conversation but upon the eerie glow of Vianalon, were Arturo and Isidora.  They studied the swift, cyclical currents of the cyclone.

			“I don’t think we have a choice,” Isidora murmured.

			“Nor do I,” answered Arturo.  He sighed, glancing at Devlin, whose head turned sharply toward them.  The men’s gazes were locked for several heartbeats; in the end, it was Devlin’s gaze that broke contact.

			Isidora slipped her fingers through her husband’s, relishing the crackle of their powers mingling.  Arturo gave a little laugh.  “Is it foolish, love, that I wish to order you to stay?”

			“Yes,” she said with a small smile.

			They stood in silence for a moment more, then took a first step, and a second, away from the army.  Into the dark they walked, each step taking them further from the protective glow of the Stone of Beginning.  The amulet continued to pulse happily, safe in Finnéces’ hands.

			They had walked no more than a hundred yards when they stopped.  Overhead, the sun dimmed abruptly, leeching almost entirely of color.  The mists around Vianalon were now shot through with darker currents and the cyclone began spinning faster, growing thicker and expanding further above the city.  Isidora’s heart beat frantically, mirroring the land’s distress.  Arturo’s palm was damp against hers.

			The voice behind them made them both jump.  “Did you forget something?” demanded Diego, glaring down at them from his saddle.  The steed beneath him huffed, nervous eyes rolling between the unnatural fog and the unnatural unicorn standing placidly nearby.

			“This fight is not yours, brother,” Arturo said urgently.  

			“The hell it isn’t!” Diego hollered.  “Now get your asses on this damned unicorn so we can get this battle started.  The others will just have to catch up.”

			Isidora noticed warmth in her chest a moment before her eyes registered the thick line of dark figures approaching from the west.  “The veiled-ones come,” she whispered.

			As the angry light from Vianalon bled toward the Children of Calabria, the shapes of seven riders became clear at their head.  Mufahti, Ghali, and Otieno rode just behind Manual de Garcia, Gustav the Red, and Rodrigo Vasquez.  The last rider was Astin di Salvatoré.  

			Through Isidora’s mind whispered the voice of the Master of Knives, Tell Arturo that the choice was not a choice, really.

			“Devlin says—”

			“I heard him,” Arturo interjected, stroking the unicorn’s soft hide.  He swung onto the animal’s back and extended his hand.  “It was wrong of us to try to make their choice.”

			She felt what he did not say and let him pull her up.  The otherworldly creature, attuned to its riders’ need, reared almost until standing.  They hung suspended for a heartbeat, hands tangled in the shining mane, then gasped together as the unicorn hurtled forward.  

			Diego’s raised voice was lost in the driving wind as the unrivaled speed of their mount carried them fast toward the city.  In less than a minute, the gulf between them and their allies had extended to a mile.  

			The wall of mist grew closer; a damp, musty scent reached them.  Soon, stems of fog unraveled to either side of the unicorn’s pounding hooves.  The cyclone loomed before them, an impassable barricade of power.  The air grew stifling thick, heavy with the stench of metals, mildew, and blood.

			Arturo began pulling on the unicorn’s mane, urging the animal to halt.  It did not respond but galloped faster, so fast that the riders no longer felt the impact of its hooves on the ground.  The world grew strangely blurred; the land they traveled was featureless white.  Now and again snaking threads of bloody red darted toward them, seeking their bodies.  When the tendrils neared, the unicorn’s horn would blaze brilliant gold, driving away the attacks.

			When Time Itself had begun to lose distinction and the riders came near to forgetting their purpose, even their names, the mists began to thin.  Gaps in the cyclone showed them that they were within the city, travelling a main thoroughfare toward the gates of the palace.  Snippets of color, form, were absorbed by their eyes, arranged and recognized only after the sights were gone.  

			A woman screaming as fast as she drew breath; a child staring wide-eyed at a man’s headless corpse.  A group of men armed with nothing more than kitchen knives, surrounded by wolves the size of mountain lions.  A massive, slug-like creature attacking a townhouse, its saliva burning through the stone wall.  A room of people screaming, thrashing in horror.  

			Each scene was worse, more gruesome than the last, until Isidora was forced to close her eyes.  Borgetza’s army, fallen to disease of the flesh.  It had seemed a fitting punishment for their sins.  This, however, was the chaotic, meaningless slaughter of innocents.  Almost, she had believed that they would find the army of the Church attacked and decimated, the people of Vianalon spared.  Almost, she had believed that the Gods would have mercy.

			Instead, they had none.

			Had the transition from speed to stillness been less sudden, they would have doubtlessly somersaulted off the unicorn’s back.  It was, however, so instantaneous that their bodies did not have the time to register natural law.  One moment they were moving, the next they were not.

			The unicorn stood calmly in the vacant courtyard before the God’s Holiest Church.

			Arturo dismounted, reached up to help Isidora to the ground.  She touched the unicorn’s mane in thanks; a soft ear flicked back toward her hand.  

			“Somehow, I knew it would end here,” said Arturo, gazing up at the vaulted entrance.  The courtyard was mostly free of cloud though no sky was visible above.  The low ceiling of fog illumined the golden dome, which bathed their surroundings in a bright, almost serene glow.  

			They both knew who awaited them within the Church.  Hand in hand, they walked up the marble steps and across the threshold of the God’s House.  The smell of decay grew more pronounced as they entered the nave.  Light danced in colored shafts from the stained glass windows, twinkling across the rows of empty pews.  The altar was aglow with the soft light of tens of thick, white candles.  

			The golden disc of the God was missing.

			Where the effigy had hung stood man whose robes, skin, and hair all glistened gold.  His back was facing them, his head bent forward as if in prayer.  As they drew nearer, however, the God shifted so that they could see the man kneeling before him.  His face was tilted upward, features slack, drool hanging in a thick line from his lower lip.

			Luther Viccole.  

			“My son, daughter-in-law,” said Anshar without turning.  “Be welcome in my House.”

			The voice of the God was somewhat anticlimactic for Arturo, who had imagined thunder and windows shattering.  Isidora was less surprised; deity or no, he had once been a human man.  

			Anshar turned further toward them, offering a glimpse of his profile.  It was streaked with moving, pulsing streams of light, details indistinct though the features bore a marked resemblance to his son.  

			“How was the ride?” Anshar asked ironically.  “Not too disconcerting, I hope.”

			“The unicorn…” Arturo trailed off.

			“Yes,” supplied the God.  “She is a rare creature, the only one of her kind whose spirit survived a most brutal death.  I sent her forth in dual purpose.  One, to safeguard Lenora di Salvatoré from Borgetza’s punishment.  Two, to find you and bring you here.”

			Arturo’s brows drew together.  “Why?”

			There was silence but for the small gasps of candlewicks.  The God turned away, blocking their sight of Viccole with his wide, golden back.  “Why,” he echoed, and there was a sea of sorrow in his rich voice.  “I have asked myself that question countless times.  Why did I let Istar take the Stone of Beginning from Calabria, thus creating the barren sands of Dunak and weakening the heart of the land?  Why did I stay to watch the slow, inevitable decline of our blessed peninsula?  Why did my own High Priest order the burning of Alesia, the last untouched refuge of our bloodline?”  

			The last words were vengeful, rage-filled, and Luther Viccole screamed.

			“Why did he have our priestesses raped, our priests slaughtered?” demanded Anshar, and the candles’ flames burned several feet high.  

			“Why did he order genocide on our line?” he roared, and the stained glass windows shattered.

			“WHY, ISTAR!” screamed the God.  

			And the Goddess was suddenly there, materializing just before the altar.  Her long, dark hair swung unbound down her slim back, curling against bare calves.  A thin, midnight blue robe revealed a willowy, coltish figure.  The skin of her arms was so crystalline white it was tinged blue.  All about her hung sparkling currents of air, glittering constellations of magic.  

			Her voice was oddly deep for her stature, emerging in a sensuous burr, “Because all that begins must end, brother.  Only, in this ending there will be no beginnings.”

			Anshar turned sharply, revealing his face.  The obscuring light was gone from his features, which were very human and cut in weary lines.  “You loved them, once.  Didn’t you?  More, even, than I.”

			“It was a long time ago,” said the Goddess.  “Our bloodline grew too diluted.  It was time to sever it.”

			“But what of them?” Anshar asked, flinging his hand toward the aisle.  

			Istar glanced back and Isidora was stuck by her eyes, unbelievably large and black in a small, delicately boned face.  Universes spun through void of her dilated pupils.  “They are nothing,” she spat.  “A weak priestess and a bastard child of your lions.”

			Isidora choked on sudden, consuming rage.  “You burned Alesia!” she cried.  She felt Arturo’s arms lock around her torso as she screamed.  “We honored you, worshipped you!  We tended to your shrines, kept pure the Gardens of Almhain for your pleasure!”

			“Isidora,” Arturo hissed, “Quiet.”

			“They raped children!” she screamed.  “They tortured my parents!”

			Istar observed her tirade unblinking.  The pale lips twitched at one corner, and then a rough, ugly sound emerged.  The Goddess was still laughing as she turned to the God.  “As I said, brother.  Weak.”

			Anshar’s golden gaze searched his sister’s pitiless face.  He sighed, stirring the flames, the altar-cloth.  “I am sorry, so terribly sorry,” he said aimlessly.  He lifted his hand and power moved inward at his call, mist and light and shadow flowing through the blown-out windows.  The wind wailed against the pews, threw shards of glass into the air.

			Through the rush of debris and an increasing din of sound, Isidora and Arturo stood in a shielded space.  Slivers of glass as long as arms and as sharp as knives zipped passed them just inches from their skin.  The Goddess snarled, her hands weaving patterns, deflecting the weapons that hurtled toward her.  A section of pews tore from their mounting with a moan and a loud crack.  Arturo dragged Isidora to the ground, his arms tight around her.

			Through the tumult, the God’s voice reached them, “We laid the path, narrow and high.  They walked the Long Road we set before them.  They, and all the others.  You made a blood oath to me should they succeed.  Now, sister, you will honor your end of the bargain.”

			Istar, standing shielded by her own powers in the chaos, flung her arms above her head.  The altar sailed backward, a ton of rock aimed at the God.  But it was his House they stood in.  He was there, directly in the path of the stone slab, and then he was not.  The altar crashed against the floor, on top of the cowering Luther Viccole.

			The God reappeared on the scorched, broken ground.  “You have become that which we loathed, that from which we sought escape so long ago.  I was foolish to believe your grief when Alesia fell, to let my heart be swayed by false tears.  I have recalled the army of Beyond.”

			Istar spun in the aisle, pale face stretched in a rictus of hate.  Her black eyes fixed on Isidora, snapping with fury.  As she spoke, the glow of her body grew brighter, “You…should not… have survived,” she growled.  

			The God renewed his assault.  The dome of the Church cracked and the ground heaved.  The walls shattered and huge slabs of sharpened rock sailed at Istar.  Somehow, she avoided each projectile, drawing inexorably nearer.

			“What good is power if I cannot use it?” Arturo asked tightly.  

			Some questions had no answers, but Isidora felt this one did.  “We are not like them, to battle with power,” she stammered.  “Once, they were not able to do this.  Their love for the land was too great to cause its destruction.  Time has changed them.”

			“So we cannot stop her?” he growled.

			“I think not,” she whispered.  

			What finally stopped Istar, as she was less than five steps from them, was a small black figure.  The slip of shadow moved with unnatural agility down a row of pews still attached to the buckling floor.  A cowl hid the person’s features, but not the chain of ivory beads swinging from one bony, clenched hand.  

			The Goddess sensed the threat too late.  So intent was she on Isidora that her sweeping arm did not deter the flight of the ivory necklace, which hit her head and dropped around her neck.  The shock of it drove the Goddess to her knees, contorted her body, turned her mouth in a scream of agony.  Her nails tore through the tiles of the floor.  Her screams turned to thick gasps as dark fluid bubbled on her lips.

			It was dreams that undid Istar’s bloody vengeance.  Millions upon millions of dreams, each one stored carefully and lovingly over an unnaturally long span of life.  The Nameless stood still for a moment, a soft smile on her wrinkled face, then exhaled softly and fell dead to the ground.

			Just as Shenlith had fulfilled his greatest potential, so did the last changeling woman of his line.  All of herself was stored in the misshapen ivory beads, and the Nameless gave everything to undo the life of the Goddess.

			



			

	



Chapter Forty-One

			 

			Istar’s death was terrible, more terrible than Isidora or Arturo would ever say.  They, and the God, were the only witnesses to the excruciating dissolution of her essence.  When it was done, and all that remained of Istar was smoldering hair, Anshar did not hide his pain but wept openly before them.

			Their journey on the unicorn and their time in the God’s House were events they would never retell in detail except to the one man they trusted to keep the tale locked safely in Time’s Vault.  Only on his deathbed, many years into the future, would Adept Scholar Lucero Tuturro pass on a key to his son, High Cleric Hadrian Visconte.  

			It wasn’t until months after his father’s death that Hadrian gathered courage enough to face the locked chest in his father’s study.  It was more weeks still before he opened it, carefully unwinding the supple scroll inside to view his father’s thick script.  His fingers passed gently down the page, feeling each small bump of the raised, horizontal lines that had guided Lucero’s hand.  

			The Scholar had learned to write again, thanks to the joint healing efforts of Isidora Fiannan and Arturo Bellamont.  But although his hands had been restored to their former, graceful contours, over the years he had repeatedly refused the gift of sight, always maintaining that without it he saw more clearly.  Only Isidora seemed to understand what Lucero saw through dead eyes, but she never spoke of it, only accepted the Scholar’s decision.

			Hadrian’s own journal, old now and brittle, lay in the bottom of the chest.  Its absence had troubled him for decades, but upon seeing it, he smiled softly in comprehension.  It took him a full day and night to read the entire tale, from the first page of his journal to the last words in his father’s hand.  

			When the reading of the scroll was done, he reclined in his father’s favorite chair and rubbed his sore eyes.  His shoulders were in painful knots and he thought longingly of his wife, waiting for him at their home in the city.  Her name was Olivia, and she was the younger sister of the Duchess Tuscena.  His heart was heavy from the long tale, but he smiled as he pictured Olivia holding their six year old son, Diego.  Never had he imagined to find such fulfillment and peace in his life.  Yet it had come, in his work rebuilding the faith of a nation, in the lasting friendships forged so many years ago, and above all, in his heart.

			A tear fell to the scroll in his lap, spread open on the page that wrote of the end of an era, and a new era’s beginning.

			                                                                      

			When the Goddess had perished and the God’s grief was spent, Anshar spoke to his son.  

			“The Long Road is finished and the horizon is clear.  Remember what you have witnessed so that it may never again come to pass.  All that begins must end, but in every ending there is a beginning.  In one year’s time I will come to the eyrie above Avosilea and teach you all of what was taught to me.”   

			The God turned then to Isidora Fiannan, who was now Calabria, Priestess of the Root.  

			“Rebuild the Gardens of Almhain, fair Calabria, but let them have a new ground and name for this new time.  Let there be no shrines to powers Beyond except for two memorials.  One in memory of the Serpent of the Root, our father and savior.  Let Shenlith be honored and remembered always.  The second you will erect nearby so that she may rest close to the fountainhead of her bloodline.  She will be Nameless no longer, but given the title Soñadora, the Dreamer.”

			In the ruin of his House, the God lifted his golden arms and upturned his face.  Sunlight streamed through the rubble of walls, hit upon the broken halves of the once beautiful dome.

			“It is well that the old be renewed,” said Anshar.

			“What of the army of Beyond?” Arturo asked.

			The God smiled, face at once radiantly sad and wise.  “Istar’s deceptions were well laid.  Their spirits were never given a chance to heal, not in the long years between their deaths and now.  It will take time, of course, but there is always Time.  There is much healing to be done here, as well, and I am sorry for it.”  The smile faltered and fell.  “I did not know what would happen to the people of this city, to that foreign army.  The pain Istar’s rage inflicted before I could stop it…”  His voice trailed off. 

			“What of the other amulet, the first?” questioned Isidora.

			Anshar looked back toward the rubble that had been his altar, and the body that was concealed beneath it.  “It is well,” he said again.  “The cleric was Istar’s child, perverted as he in turn perverted his own offspring.  I would not have known—did not know—but the amulet drew me to him and he confessed all.  Justice is done for Alesia.  The Stone of Ending was aptly named and is no more.”

			The God’s gaze bathed them in golden warmth.  He lifted a hand in farewell and called softly, “Pandion, dear boy, come.”

			The Child of Time rose from behind the remains of a pew.  The change in him was dramatic and unquestionable.  He was no longer a child but a young man.  In the space of time since his mother’s death, his shoulders had broadened, his eternal adolescence finally conquered.

			He glanced between the God and the two who stared at him in wonderment.

			“I would stay, father,” said Pandion.

			Anshar smiled.  “You would leave the forests at last for the company of men?”

			Pandion returned the gesture, a dimple creasing one cheek.  “I have already left.”

			“And so you grow at last,” said the God proudly.  “Very well.  Stay and become that which you were always meant to be.”

			“And what is that?” asked Pandion.

			“Human,” said Anshar gently.  “Farewell, children.  My love stays with you.”  

			There was no thunder to mark the God’s passing to Beyond, no noise or effect at all.  He was just gone, and dust swirled through the air, and a fresh breeze moved through the nave.

			 

			 

			That same day in the city of Vianalon, the army of the Church was at last defeated.  Thousands of men defected, throwing down their weapons at the sight of veiled-ones, Argentans, and especially the three formidable figures of Duke Damáskenos’ honor guard.  Thousands more lay dead before the fighting even began, victims of Istar’s rage.  Still, full companies rallied under corrupt commanders and rogue clerics, their minds tainted beyond reason by Luther Viccole.  

			The battle was fought in allies and courtyards, in the palace halls and finally ended where it all began, in the decrepit, abandoned blocks of Thieves’ Alley.  Six regiments of Church soldiers made a final stand and were summarily defeated.

			Rodrigo Vasquez led the charge and ultimately found justice for his family and friends.  His courage and leadership was such that Queen Serephina later bestowed upon him a duchy.  When asked where he wished to reside, he requested a southern land, warm and lush, where he would feel close to his late wife.  He became Duke Rodrigo of Fiannan, named for the Lady Isidora, and set about constructing a modest farming estate a mere fifteen miles southeast of Avosilea.  His son Eduardo, the surviving refugees of Vallejo, and fifty of the men who had fought under his command went with him to build new lives.

			The years following what became known as the Day of Death were ones of great hardship and great joy for Tanalon’s capital.  Serephina was a firm and just queen, her husband Ezekiel her most stalwart supporter.  The thirteen Noble Houses, so disheartened by Luther Viccole’s bloody rule, became for the first time in the nation’s history a united force behind the crown.  

			King Manuel di Lucía of Argenta, a fixture of support and levelheaded counsel in the first months of Vianalon’s rebuilding, returned finally to his mountain home.  Upon his departure a great banquet was held, the culmination of which a public, unprompted pledge of loyalty from Manual to Tanalon’s rightful queen and eventual heirs.  Witnesses in the greater city proclaimed that the cheering from the palace could be heard miles away.

			With the blessing of their king, several hundred Argentan soldiers and their families chose to emigrate to Vianalon.  Those men, and many of Damáskenos’ esteemed guard, became the land’s first peacekeeper knights.  They named themselves Calabria’s Guard and their standard—to Serephina’s delight and Isidora’s embarrassment—was the Fiannan hawk and scepters.

			As knights patrolled the city’s streets, in the palace much of Armando’s antiquated policies were being rewritten and set to vote.  Peasants whose lives had depended on the generosity of their patrons suddenly found themselves with salaries and civil rights.  Within months, the slums were torn down and rebuilt, its inhabitants offered honest labor and new homes.  Wood salvaged from Viccole’s gallows went to build new schools and hospitals.  Crime and poverty were drastically, almost miraculously diminished.  

			The Viana became swollen with trade and Vianalon’s gates stayed open day and night to all manner of traffic.  The river town L’Sere became a city in its own right under the leadership of a new mayor, former dock manager Elazar Laroque.  To embrace the new era, the Academe des Viana opened its doors and its priceless Vault to domestic and foreign students.  Hundreds of new novices flocked to the restored Church of the God and its newly elected High Cleric.  Among the devotees was a healthy share of women.  

			Within five years, the known world echoed with news of Tanalon’s shining city. 

			 

			 

			Borgetza was not to share Vianalon’s swift rebirth.  The nation’s wounds were more deeply rooted than those of Tanalon and had been left festering too long.  In the years following the perishing of their king and entire army, the country fractured into several warring states.  Fields were left fallow and trade in the port city Siezo faltered and finally plummeted, driving Borgetza’s economy to the brink of ruin.  

			With matters in Tanalon underhand, Serephina and Ezekiel turned at last to their fallen neighbors.  Famine had decimated much of the population; other, more insidious diseases had polluted the overcrowded capital.  There were no hospitals to treat the sick, no crops to feed the hungry.  For all the sins of the past, Serephina could not turn her back on Borgetza.  They were Calabrians, after all.

			The man elected as Regent of Borgetza by unanimous vote of the Houses argued passionately against his appointment.  It was, in fact, his continued refusal that solidified him in Serephina’s mind as the only worthy candidate.

			Astin di Salvatoré finally relented, on the condition that he have Diego Roldan as his chancellor.  Diego, a favorite of the Queen and King, conferred with the royal couple and ultimately sought the decision from his wife, Gertrude.  Having never before traveled beyond Tanalon, Gertrude offered heartfelt endorsement.  With them went a regiment of Calabria’s Guard, a fifth of the royal treasury, and the three surviving members of Alvar Damáskenos’ personal guard.  Released from their oath to the duke, Mufahti and his men did much to secure Astin’s Regency, both as fearsome soldiers and trusted companions.  

			It was more than seven years, twelve since the Day of Death, before Borgetza climbed from its savage fall.  The warlords were brought to heel and given the choice of alliance or execution.  The government, such as it was, was gutted.  Terrin’s palaces, the private residences of his most debauched chancellors, every slavery den, each brothel and alley-whorehouse was razed to the ground.  In time, Astin di Salvatoré was elected king through the overwhelming support of the common people.

			Slowly, the land, its people—its very culture—was rebuilt into something new.

			There was a great festival on the day Siezo’s docks opened again to trade.  In the wide, glittering bay were anchored hundreds of merchant vessels, each captain holding a purse of coin and note of thanks from Vianalon’s benevolent queen.  

			Lenora di Salvatoré stood beside her brother on the docks, and it was she who lifted cupped hands to release a dove.  The cheering was deafening.  Fireworks exploded from the hillside above the port.  In the bay, anchors were lifted, sails billowed, and hands grasped tight to oars as small vessels raced massive galleys, each wanting the pride of being the first to reach the Siezo’s refurbished docks.  Catastrophe was many times averted in that mad dash due to the careful attention of a woman standing amongst the royalty on the pier.  A scarf held her fiery hair in place as her hands made deft movements, pulling air from the sails of the most aggressive crafts, saving lives and the new docks alike.  

			In a private ceremony that evening, the most famous names in Calabria gathered to say their farewells to Mufahti, Ghali, and Otieno, who in the morning would board an eastbound galley to return at last to their desert home.  It was rumored that before departing, they finally revealed the nature of their long-held compact with Duke Damáskenos.  The audience, including the duke and the queen and king of Tanalon, sat in silence before finally, Arturo Bellamont and Devlin al’Ven began to laugh.  Lenora di Salvatoré then led a poignant toast to the follies of gambling men.

			As Mufahti and his men sailed home, Tanalon’s queen and king left for a different desert.  In a caravan led and protected by Calabria’s Guard and thirteen veiled-ones, they traveled north to Dunak.  In the Oasis capital of his homeland, Ezekiel ibn Dukari at last claimed his father’s ivory scepter.  None of his brothers disputed his right; indeed, they rejoiced in the end of a decade of civil war. 

			The Master of Knives, Tomaz, was named Regent of Dunak.

			After centuries of obscurity and life underground, the Children of Calabria stood free above the land and beneath the God’s sun.  Many unveiled themselves and settled into productive lives among the city’s exotic populace.  Others, including Tomaz himself, kept the veil and the ancient traditions.  

			Before Ezekiel took his wife home to Vianalon, he passed along a final gift to the Children.  Something that had been taken long ago and for which they had waited centuries to keep again.  It is said that the eyes of the Master of Knives glistened as he unwrapped the silk casing and viewed Isidora Fiannan’s gift.  The Stone of Beginning, stolen by Istar, renewed by Shenlith, and returned by the Priestess of the Root to its rightful resting place.

			In the years and decades to follow, Nature’s balance returned to Dunak.  Fierce winter storms pushed the forbidding dunes seaward, creating a coastline of thick beaches against the churning northern sea.  Spring rains bloated narrow fissures that had once been rivers, filled basins that had once been lakes.  Where sand had stifled life before now sprouted fields of grass.  Where only cloudless, barren skies had hung heavy over the desert, now the sun shone warm and sweet on the God’s birthplace.  

			As it is written, so it is truth.

			 

			                                                                      Lucero Tuturro,

			                                                                      Adept Scholar, Head of the Academe des Viana

			 

			 

			There was more to the story, Hadrian knew.  Much that had yet to be written, entire chapters of life and detail left untouched.  His fingers passed lovingly across the last of his father’s words, scrawled on a final page.

			 

			There is no ending, but one story goes untold here.  It is yours to finish.

			 

			                                                                                                  Your loving father,

			                                                                                                  L

			



			

	



Epilogue

			 

			The Priestess of the Root stood in the Sanctuary of Avosilea, a solitary figure in a long white gown.  Clouds chased moonlight across her youthful face, her smooth golden skin.  Her eyes were closed, nostrils flared slightly as she captured a warm, salty sea breeze.  It teased the sleeves of her dress, played with the golden sash around her hips, and finally rose in a gust to the branches of the great tree that was Sanctuary’s epicenter.    

			The borders of the sacred space were held by thirty slim marble columns, joined at the tops by a graceful circle of intricately carved blocks.   The precious stone had been shipped from overseas and donated by Duke Rodrigo Vasquez.  But that had been many, many years ago, and now the columns’ white surfaces were all but concealed by the growth of vines.  

			The space all around the tree was empty but for narrow, winding paths amid seasonal wildflowers.  Outside the western curve of Sanctuary was a high knoll, at the top of which rested two massive memorials crafted of the same snowy marble.  The words etched into the bases of the monuments were beginning to erode; having them renewed was one task on a seemingly endless list of tasks to accomplish.

			Isidora Fiannan took a deep breath and considered making the walk to visit Shenlith and La Soñadora.  It was one of her very favorite places, a peaceful, windy apex between the Gardens and the beautiful cove beyond.  In the last fifty years, she had begun visiting the site often, sometimes four or five times weekly.  Mostly when the moon was high, for it was less likely she would be bothered by visitors and their ceaseless questions.

			It was harder now for them to travel outside Avosilea.  Their faces and names were well known, as were their legendary deeds thanks to a wildly popular, mass-produced tome entitled The Longest Road.  Written by the High Cleric Hadrian Visconte, the fictional narrative was nevertheless based on the true events of their lives from the Isle of Alesia’s fall to the planting of the Gardens of Avosilea.

			Mostly, though, it was the sustained youth of their faces that made travelling difficult.  They did not wish to be worshipped.  Neither did they encourage the faithful that flocked daily to the Gardens of Avosilea for the chance of glimpsing them, of speaking with them about domhain lár, or the death of the Goddess, or their time with the God.

			Their children were parents in their own rights, two of them grandparents.  The births of their sons and daughters were some of the most joyful memories they kept.  That joy, and the trials and blessings of raising them had stayed in their hearts, had helped soften the grief the first time one of their children had requested they not visit as often.  Anshar had prepared them for it, and though the pain was great, they understood and respected their wishes.

			So they led reclusive lives, kept to themselves and to their immortal companions, who had been touched as they had by the powers of Shenlith and La Soñadora.  There were very few left of those who had lived during the peninsula’s tumultuous period of unrest, who had witnessed the awesome events of the Day of the Death.  The stories remained, however, read in books and told as bedtime stories.  The past was remembered so as not to be repeated.  

			Just yesterday, they had received word from Vianalon, the missive delivered by a young, nervous soldier of Calabria’s Guard.  It was from Alvar de la Caville, Serephina’s eldest son who had been ruling well for some ten years, since the death of his father.  The queen mother had grown ill recently; it was believed that she would soon follow her love, Ezekiel, into the Beyond.  

			Isidora counted the years since she’d last visited her sister.  It had been too many.  At the request of King Alvar, two days hence they would leave Avosilea for a final visit with the queen.  Serephina had requested their company.  It was the least they could do to repay her for the long, fulfilling years of friendship and council, for the restoration of Calabria and the happiness of its people.  

			There was a muted footfall on the path behind her.

			“Thinking of the past, love?” asked her husband.

			“No,” she said, smiling as she turned.  Arturo’s golden eyes met hers, then dropped lovingly to the swollen mound of her belly.  “I am thinking of the future.”

			“Ah.”  He reached her side, sliding his hands beneath her hair to draw her close.  “As am I,” he murmured.  “I’m hungry and we’re late for dinner.”

			Isidora laughed, batting at his hand.  “What has Pandion created this time?  Jellyfish that taste of meatballs?”

			Arturo grinned.  “Lenora wouldn’t allow another of his experiments in her kitchen, I’m afraid.”

			“Oh?  That’s too bad,” she said sweetly.

			“I heard that!” called Pandion, striding into view at the Garden’s edge.  Now a man in his prime, he walked with the confident stride of one who has found his place in the world and is content.  He approached them on the path, adding, “I’ll have you know, Devlin liked my last recipe.”

			“He was lying,” Arturo said blandly.  Isidora pinched him lightly and he amended, “I’m sure it was well suited to his palate.”

			Pandion chuckled and hooked his thumbs through his belt.  “So, fair Calabria?  To what residence of the illustrious al’Ven’s do we travel tonight?  Thieves alley?  Cartenía?  Or Dunak?”  

			Isidora tilted her head thoughtfully, one hand resting idly on her belly.  In a moment she blinked, smiling blithely.  “They are in Damáskenos with the duke.”

			“Splendid!” Pandion said, clapping his hands.  “We haven’t seen Edan in years!  I heard he recently became a grandfather for the third time.  It will be well to visit with him.”

			“And with Finnéces,” Arturo murmured gently, taking his wife’s hand.  

			She nodded.  “Pandion?  Will you bring a seed from the Gardens for us to plant at his gravesite?”

			Pandion grinned, moonlight winking in his eyes.  “I have one with me for just that purpose.”

			“Clever man,” she laughed.

			“Well?” Arturo asked abruptly.  “As I said, I’m starving.”

			Pandion took their hands in his.  For the space of several breaths, the three stood in a circle beneath the ancient tree.  The taproot of the Gardens of Avosilea, the last of the trees to have grown from the great domhain lár, waved its sinuous branches around them.  Vines curled toward their forms, grazed their clasped hands in benediction.  

			The Child of Time drew them forth, toward a hot meal and the company of friends.  

			Toward beginnings.

			 

			 

			 

			 

			The End.
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