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Prologue


Castle Damerien 

in the year of Syon, 3845


The
knight took the gold ladle from the vestibule fountain and gulped down the cool
water with abandon, letting it splash down his chest to the stone floor.  He
was scandalously underdressed in only breeches and a loose shirt, but he’d
ridden light, opting for speed and comfort over propriety.  Besides, better
that no one in passing could mark him as a Knight of Brannagh—much less as the
sheriff himself—especially if they guessed that he was headed to Castle
Damerien.  He would not feed their rumors and fear mongering.


He scooped up another ladle’s worth, and, resisting the
battlefield habit of pouring it over his head, he drank it off again, meanwhile
taking in all the familiar sights and sounds of his boyhood home.  Behind him,
his father’s retainer heaved closed Damerien’s great keep doors against the
mid-season heat, and all at once rich smells of roasting meats and baking bread
filled the air from the kitchens below.


A celebration, then.  But he dared not to hope.


“Nestor.”  He smiled, clapping the old servant
affectionately on the shoulder.  “I trust you are well.”


The old man bowed.  “Well as can be expected, Lord Daerwin,”
he burred softly.  Nestor’s long hair was pure white now, instead of the waves
of smoke and fire the young lord remembered so fondly from boyhood, and he
walked with a marked hobble in his step.  Beneath these outward shows of age,
however, the old Bremondine looked just as the knight remembered him, still
strong and lithe with all the clarity of his wits behind his piercing black
eyes.


Growing old was a bittersweet blessing in time of war, and
the years had certainly passed, but he had never expected that something as
mundane as time could affect those of his father’s household.


Nestor chuckled at the wistfulness and perhaps even despair
in Daerwin’s eyes.  “Come, come, lad.  Things are not as bleak as they seem. 
Not yet, at any rate.  To that end,” he said with a vague gesture upward,
toward the high stone ceiling, toward the smaller audience chamber on the
second floor, “best we not keep your father waiting.”


Daerwin nodded and let Nestor lead him like a stranger
through the very halls where he had learned to walk.


Castle Damerien stood not a half-day’s ride from Brannagh,
but somehow, he usually found ways to avoid making the journey.  Until his
father’s illness, neither he nor the duke had spent much time this far from the
front lines.  While his father’s armies had slowed Kadak’s advances across the
south, Lord Daerwin and his forces had been far to the north destroying supply
lines and keeping the enemy contained.  The duke had fallen ill at the first snows
of the Feast of Bilkar, and the duty to lead the lords of Syon and their
knights and vassals against the Usurper had fallen entirely to Daerwin, leaving
him with even less time or reason to come this far behind the lines. 


So he had told himself, at any rate.


The truth was that since he had succeeded his uncle as
Sheriff of Brannagh, he had been back to Castle Damerien only once, nearly ten
years ago.  He had come for his mother’s funeral.  Apart from public matters,
the war and other affairs of state, the funeral had been the last time he and
his father had had time or privacy to speak of anything other than the war. And
such a strange conversation it had been…


Daerwin, I must see you at once.  The time has come.


“Thick evening coming, aye?” Nestor offered, taking up a
fresh candelabrum to light their way once they passed the grand archway leading
toward the great hall.  “The whole air’s a clot of steam, so it seems to me.”


“Aye,” answered the sheriff, grateful for the distraction.
“Damp and hot.  Didian owes us a rain, and I expect a full storm by midday
tomorrow, an He fails to temper it.  Could harm the crops.  They’re young yet,
and they’re all that stand between us and another famine, come the Gathering. 
But better rain than this heat.”


Nestor chuckled to himself.


“What, you think not?”


“Oh, far be it from me, my lord.  What I know of farming’d
fit on the point of a pin,” murmured the servant.  He stepped aside of habit to
let the nobleman enter the great hall ahead of him.  “No, my thought it was that
tending your farmers suits you.”  He glanced up at the young man’s back as he
passed.  “A shame you’ve the war instead.”


“Indeed,” came Daerwin’s soft answer, but the conversation
was already forgotten.  The young lord had stopped just inside the doorway, his
eyes wide. 


Of all the myriad chambers and galleries at Castle Damerien,
this great hall had always been his favorite, a huge open space bound only by
intricate tapestries, murals and frescoes depicting scenes from Syon’s glorious
past.  Ancient lances and swords had been mounted most respectfully under
banners of knights and noble houses.  Some of the ancient houses were long dead
or forgotten.  Others, like Windale and Tremondy, were still strong and well
respected.  Daerwin had loved this room above all others as a boy, and his
young imagination had soared surrounded by the legends and relics of Syon’s
history.  It was one thing to hear tired old lists of Borowain the
Peacekeeper’s achievements; it was quite another to touch the bloodstains on his
shield.


He found no comfort here now, though everything was just
where he remembered it.  Thick dust choked the famous Damerien tapestries, and
the duke’s prized murals chipped and peeled with neglect.  Between them, the
priceless weapons and armor lay rusting against the walls, too weary to stand
quite straight beneath their tilted banners.  But it was more than just this
chamber.  He had felt it at the fountain, even at the gates.  The stones, the
mortar, the very walls of the castle seemed ready to fall in on him.  Damerien
was crumbling.  He looked once more at the white of Nestor’s hair and felt his
scalp crawl.


Please, he prayed, please let it not be so.


“Something, my lord?”  Nestor’s gaze touched quickly on the
walls, the murals, the tapestries, but he continued on toward the stairway.


“No, no.”  The duke’s son quickened his step to follow,
trying to stifle the horror that grew in his heart.  When Nestor paused to look
back at him, Daerwin smiled weakly.  “Lead on.”  


“As you say, my lord.”


Some of the tapestries swelled and soughed in his wake,
shedding their dust like lazy soldiers snapping to attention.  By the gods,
even as wilted as they were, they were glorious.  He’d spent hours in this room
looking at the tiny details, wondering what the tiny stitched soldiers’
postures meant and what the legends scrawled in the bold strokes of ancient
Byrandian dialects said.


One tapestry depicted the end of the Battle of Berendor in
lavish scarlets and golds, where the forgotten gods and Their followers had surrendered
at the end of the Gods’ Rebellion. He’d understood even as a boy why the
forgotten gods had been portrayed without faces, but if he stared long enough,
he would see the shadows of noses and hints of eyes.  


A fresco nearby, done in glinting blues and silvers, of all
his favorite, showed Galorin, the legendary sorcerer, and his bold coup at
Pyran that at a stroke had severed Syon’s ties to the continent and freed her
land and her people from the rule of Byrandia’s king.  The Liberation was
perhaps the greatest moment in Syonese history, but he’d always wondered at the
hint of sadness in the sorcerer’s face.


Others showed the Bremo-Hadrian Wars and the earliest
battles of the present war, that which they’d taken to calling the Five Hundred
Years War in the hopes that it would end before it became the Six Hundred Years
War.  


Reds, blues, silver and gold, they were, rich, living colors
of battle, of victory, and always at the center of these heroic battles was the
golden-eyed dragon, sigil of the Great Liberator and his descendents, the House
of Damerien.  So much heroism, so much honor, all gathered in this hall.


The sheriff’s step faltered.


In a few days the sheriff would lead his knights and farmers
against Kadak’s legions again.  Baron Tremondy’s forces in the north had
managed a small victory; not enough to force a retreat, but enough to frustrate
Kadak’s newest supply lines into the south.  Unfortunately, the baron’s losses
had been terrible.  Without immediate reinforcements from Brannagh, Tremondy
and his followers would fall, leaving an open sluice for Kadak right through
the Bremondine forests, past Brannagh’s flank to Castle Damerien herself.


No one—not Brannagh, not even Damerien himself—could say
what had unleashed Kadak and his demon armies upon Syon so long ago.  Scraps of
prophecy held by the various temples had spoken of a war against a monstrous
beast, the harbinger of a new age, which everyone but the dimmest souls took to
mean Kadak.  While they did not speak of the creature’s origins, they hinted
tantalizingly of his end, obscure, maddening hints which had driven Kadak to
unspeakable acts of genocide in an effort to forestall his death.  Daerwin
wondered if a single man or woman of the Art remained alive on Syon after
Kadak’s vicious pogrom.  Now, stripped of their mightiest allies against him,
the lords of Syon were forced to battle Kadak’s demonic legions themselves,
sword to ax, blood to blood.


This would be no tapestry battle.  Even if Brannagh and
Tremondy together could manage to drive Kadak back into the Hodrache Range, a
feat in itself, they could not hope to weaken his hold on the coastal cities. 
His presence, his terrible presence, was too firmly established there, giving
him a ready supply line into the south even if they could manage to cut off his
supply lines in the north.  They simply would not have enough men left to
challenge him outright.  The best they could expect would be to slow his
armies’ advance toward the duke’s castle and gain the Resistance some time. 
Then they could plan a few new ways to gain a little more time, and, if they
were lucky, a little more after that.


Just as they had for five centuries.


No.  They could not keep up as they had for much longer, and
even if no one else could see the signs of it, Daerwin could.  This war was a
slow, unrelenting saraband of gain and loss, advance and retreat, and not
without its price.  The combined armies of the Resistance now numbered but a
quarter what they had a century ago.  A good part of the land stood untilled for
lack of hands to farm it, which would lead to starvation and more death. 
Meanwhile, Kadak’s inexhaustible armies continued to chip away at them, battle
by battle.  Before long, there would be no Resistance.


Then the duke would resort to more drastic measures. 
Terrifying measures.  But not yet, Daerwin told himself firmly, not just yet. 
Please, not yet.


The time has come.


At last they reached the huge spiral stairway that led up to
the duke’s audience chamber, and gratefully, Daerwin turned his eyes away from
the banners, away from the shields and armor and weapons that slumped against
the walls, away from the tapestries, away from those terrible golden eyes.


Nestor climbed the stairs ahead of him, his crumpled back
silhouetted against the candelabrum he carried, but Daerwin could still somehow
feel the servant’s attention on him, as if the old man were waiting for him to
do something, say something.


“How is he?” the sheriff asked at last, struggling to keep
his voice calm.


“Well as can be expected,” answered the retainer.  But he
paused at the top of the stairs and drew breath, choosing his words.  “Best I
warn your Honor,” he began carefully, “His Grace is not in the best humor this
evening.”  He glanced sideways at the duke’s son.  “His gout is at him again.”


“Gout.”  Daerwin frowned.  Nestor, bless his heart, was
trying to prepare him for something, and against the duke’s express orders, no
doubt.  But what it was, Daerwin could not see.  Or would not.


“Aye, my lord, and all the rest, too.  It’s his age, you
see...” The retainer shrugged, and his voice trailed away as he continued up
the stairway.  “The years pass, yes, they do.  A man can’t be bound to bully on
forever.”


His age.  The sheriff’s hands trembled, and his heart
raced.  He only wished he understood, or that he did not.  He could not be
certain which.  He stopped in the stairway and breathed deeply, trying to
regain his composure.  In battle, he could keep an icy calm, but here, in his
father’s house…


The time has come.


A sick feeling rose in his gut, but he fought it down,
taking himself breath by breath up the staircase.  Soon enough, he told
himself, taking hope from the cheerful smells of the feast being prepared in
the kitchens below.  Soon enough, he would know his father’s mind.  Until then,
he could do nothing.


When Daerwin caught up, Nestor fell into step beside him. 
“Been expecting you since midday, he has.”  His voice dropped to a whisper as
they turned the corner toward the audience chamber.  “A bit impatiently, I
might add.”


“Impatient, bah,” came a crackling voice from the slightly
open door ahead.  “I am far, far too old to grow impatient at a few hours’ wait
for my son.  You needn’t warn him against me, Nestor.”


The retainer was pushing the heavy door open as the duke
spoke.  “Very good, your Grace,” he said with a resigned bow.  Then, avoiding
Daerwin’s gaze, he stood aside to let the sheriff enter the chamber, announcing
the young man as he passed.  “Presenting Lord Daerwin, the Honorable Sheriff of
Brannagh.”  


“Shire-Reeve,” the bundle of thick Bremondine blankets on
the throne snarled.  “My son is the Shire-Reeve of Brannagh!  Even the language
has no integrity anymore.”


Without waiting to be dismissed, Nestor withdrew, pulling
the doors closed behind him.


Just as Daerwin had feared, the audience chamber felt as
dead to him as the great hall below.  Bare stone floor gleamed for miles, so it
seemed, in every direction, an illusion broken only by the modest throne at the
far corner, with a plain wooden chair beside it.


The old man drew up his blanket in spite of the stifling
heat, with only his face and his signet hand showing.  His hawk nose seemed
larger against his thin face than Daerwin remembered, and his pale brown eyes
were mired in a web of wrinkles and hollows.  His lips looked cracked and dry,
and when Daerwin came near, they curled into a grimace of pain.


The sheriff approached and knelt before him.  “Your Grace,”
he said stiffly.


“Oh ho, my Grace, is it?”  The duke huffed impatiently,
clearly disappointed in the direction the conversation was already taking. 
“Come, enough of this.  Rise, Daerwin, sit beside me as you once did, and tell
me, how fares my…younger son?”


Younger son.  Daerwin looked up sharply from where he knelt
and met his father’s gaze, but he did not stand.


His father’s hand reached from beneath the blankets and
patted the chair beside him, all the while studying his reaction.  “Your lovely
bride, Glynnis, is well?  My grandchildren, Roquandor and dear little Renda,”
he coughed thickly, “both are well?” 


Ah, Father, that you could make your body old and infirm at
your will, that you could let Castle Damerien and those within fall to ash, and
still not take the fire from your eye…  


“When?” Daerwin asked quietly.


The duke sighed, letting his smile fall away.  “Soon
enough.  In battle, I should think.  A battle we will win, of course,” he
added, “lest the bards forget Vilmar Damerien too soon.  Otherwise, I should
die abed and be done with it.”  His gnarled, ringed hand gestured insistently
to Daerwin to take his seat.  “Of course it will fall to you to send for your
brother.”  He glanced up evenly.  “I’ve decided his name will be Brada.”


“Brada,” the young nobleman repeated carefully.  “I see.”


“Yes, yes,” the duke continued, patting the arm of the
chair. “Write something appropriately sentimental to your dear brother—it is
widely known that you were close as children—and be seen to send it off with
Nestor at the funeral.  He will know what to do.  Nestor has been through the
Succession many, many times.  Should you have any worries or questions, you
have but to ask him.”


“Brada, did you say?”  His cocked brow bordered on derision.


Vilmar shifted in his seat and dropped his hand to his lap
in exasperation. “I realize it sounds almost womanish, Brada, but Brado or
Bradon, Bradicon...”  He shook his head.  “In any case, I wanted the
association with B’radik for obvious reasons.  We need every advantage just
now.”  When he saw Daerwin’s frown, he shook his finger at him.  “Peace, boy, I
nearly charged your mother to name you thus!”


Daerwin rose from his knees and absently seated himself in
the chair beside the duke, ignoring the duke’s veiled smile.  “But is this
wise, Father?  Half of Kadak’s forces already occupy Brannford and Pyran, and
the rest are wearing away Tremondy’s forces in the north.  Mine as well, ere
long.”  It had to be said, though he dreaded to think where the information
might lead the duke’s thoughts.  “Father, the Resistance will surely fall
without your leadership.  Perhaps if this were to wait.”


“My leadership!”  The sudden exclamation started a coughing
fit that lasted a while, long enough that one of the duke’s Keepers melted from
the wall in alarm.  “Back!  I yet live.  Back, I say!”  Vilmar Damerien looked
up at his son, whose face had gone quite pale.  “Leadership?  Boy, look at me! 
I can barely walk to the privy without help.”  That started another coughing
fit.  “Fie!  Behold, Vilmar Damerien in his wretchedness!  Bah.  I am hardly
the leader worth dying for these days!  Besides, they will have all of my
leadership, as you so flatteringly put it, but with Brada’s strength and youth
to inspire them.”


He was right, though Daerwin hated to admit it.  More and
more of the Resistance fighters were too young to remember.  To them, the
lifting of the Durlindale Siege was lost in history as surely as the
Bremo-Hadrian Wars or the Liberation itself, and Vilmar Damerien was just a
feeble old man who commanded from his bed.  If Kadak’s demon armies were to get
past Brannagh to Damerien, these young fighters could not imagine Duke Vilmar
holding the castle, and their morale was not what it should be, what it had to
be, to resist the Usurper’s overwhelming forces.  A younger, more powerful
duke, especially one newly ascended, would rekindle their ardor.


As if he followed Daerwin’s train of thought, the duke
nodded and wheezed softly.  “Oh, they will love Brada— have no doubt of that. 
Handsome, powerful, heroic…he will be everything they need him to be.  Above
all else, Brada should be able to stand against Kadak, should the Resistance
fall.  So I pray, at any rate.  Then, if necessary, we can begin to rebuild
what was lost.”


In spite of the worry in Vilmar’s words, Daerwin’s heart
jumped with hope. Surely this was his father’s intention, then, that between
the remaining lords of Syon, they would find a way to defeat Kadak, finally,
utterly, and barring that, for Brada to face Kadak himself.  Hence the
Succession now.  Yes, with a newly ascended duke, they could win this war
themselves, and if so…


“But enough of this.”  Vilmar sighed heavily and stared
through the walls for a time before he spoke again.  “The succession will take
care of itself.  It always does.  You know why I summoned you.”


The sheriff only stared into his father’s eyes, the vast
reservoirs of dread he had just blocked safely away washing over him again.


No.


Not this.


They would not need it now. They had just been talking about
the Succession, about Brada, about ending the war themselves.  Themselves!  If
they could do that, if they could defeat Kadak themselves, then he could not be
the Beast, and this could not be the Great War.  This could not be the time of
the prophecy, regardless of all the omens and portents, regardless of what the
priests said.  He shut his eyes in desperate prayer.  Please, by the gods, let
them be wrong.  Let them all be wrong.


“Daerwin?”


In a single motion, the sheriff stood and whirled away,
tearing himself free of his father’s gaze.  He would not have this conversation
again.  


“Glynnis is well.  She sends her love.”  His voice was all
of breath, but he could not help himself.  “Roquandor starts at the academy
this year.  Such pride!  You should see him strutting about at Brannagh,
ordering the servants about.”  He laughed nervously, desperately.  “And Renda,
dear little Renda...”


“Daerwin.”


His smile failed him, and his voice broke.  “She will be
seven in less than a tenday...”


“My son,” said the duke gently, “you’ve known since
Roquandor was born that this day would come.  No son has ever been born to the
House of Brannagh, nor likely will be again.”  As he spoke, he hunched his
blankets up about his shoulders and from beneath the folds, produced a small,
beautifully carved wooden sword.


Daerwin only stared at the toy weapon.


“Regardless of how you or I feel, the child must become a
Knight of Brannagh and deliver this land from war, or all is lost.”  Vilmar
stood then and extended the sword toward Daerwin hilt first.  “Renda of
Brannagh will fulfill the prophecy, Daerwin.”  The duke’s voice dropped.  “She
must.  For the sake of Syon and all the world, she must.”  He wheezed softly. 
“For my sake...”


“For your sake.”  Daerwin drew a deep breath, biting back
his bitterness.  


“Yes,” he answered simply.  “For the duke, for Syon and for
B’radik.  Is that not the oath you swore as a Knight of Brannagh?”


“It is not an oath she has sworn!”


“She will.”


“She’s but a seven years child!”


“Which is why you must train her now.”


“And if I refuse?”


The duke shook his head.  “My son, you cannot simply ignore
what is and hope it passes you by.  The prophecy will not wait for your
pleasure, and it will not be bargained with.  It will visit itself upon her
whether she is ready for it or not.  Knowing this, it falls to you to prepare
her for what will come.”


Daerwin sighed.  “I will make of my daughter a Knight of
Brannagh.”  He shut his eyes in dread.  “I will train her to be a weapon for
you, a warrior for Syon.  She will end this war, as your prophecy says she
must. That much will safeguard your land and your throne.”  He turned to his
father with pleading eyes.  “Can that be the end of it?”  His voice cracked
with the deep terror in his heart.  “Please, I beg of you.  Let that be the end
of it.”


The duke’s eyes blinked in surprise and sorrow.  “But
Daerwin, you know better than that…”


 


 












One


Castle Brannagh

First day of Gathering, in the year of Syon, 3862


Renda
of Brannagh stood at the library window and gazed out over the quiet fields and
orchards of her father’s lands, stretching from the dry moat beyond the great
stone curtain wall as far as the horizon.  No armies gathered there, though of
habit she still looked for the telltale smoke of their fires rising above the
hills and the dust of their movement.  No threat called for her attention, and
still she stayed, still she watched.  Still she hoped. 


At daybreak, the Sheriff of Brannagh, her father, had stood
with his knights and their farmers to crush the first grains under his boot
heel and sprinkle the ceremonial milk and blood over the fields in the hopes
that when the cold passed Didian would again bring His rains and Kanet the
wholesomeness of the soil.  And as she had, year upon year since she took her
oath, she’d stood at his side, battle armor polished, swords gleaming, Brannagh
mantle about her shoulders.


So little had changed, and yet...


In the slightest motion, her hand brushed over her hip and
found no sword there.  No swordbelt, no comfortable, familiar armor with its
dented peplum…only the strange, perfect pleats of her skirts.  Brocades, laces,
silks, she sighed, the first bindings of a noblewoman.  There were more.  Three
hours she had spent this morning, not moving, not breathing, not thinking,
while her mother’s maids twisted and pinned her stubborn auburn hair—hair which
had always obeyed the discipline of the helmet—into a fragile objet d’art.


Such things made no sense, not in the world she’d known. 
“Not tactical,” as Sir Saramore would say.  Bound as she was in so many layers
of silk and lace, she felt strangely naked and helpless, just as she had for
the last two years.


For a moment, she felt a peculiar sense of vertigo: she was
crude and out of place, a stranger in her own family castle, a knight in masque
as a noblewoman.


In the silence of the great galleries and corridors, she
could still hear the snap of the great almost liquid arc of power that had
lashed out over the battlefield and cracked against the stone and mortar of
Kadak’s stronghold, blasting through the last of the castle’s protections, the
sudden implosion of the castle wall, and then the thunderous cheers of her men
as they ran for the glowing fiery breach over the bodies of the dead…


“Fades, it does.”  Her squire’s Bremondine burr lilted
quietly over the stones of the library floor.  After six years, it was as
familiar in Renda’s ear as her own voice, though the sudden sound made her draw
a sharp breath.  “Takes some time is all.”


Even without looking back, Renda could picture Gikka of
Graymonde at the table behind her.  As always, Gikka’s brown hair flowed in
mannish style, uncoifed in scandalous loose waves that fell over her gray-green
riding tunic, and she sat with her thin leather boots kicked up onto the table,
irreverently close to the priceless scrolls and quartos.  Her arms rested calm
and strong across her chest, never more than inches from a weapon even within
the castle walls.  Renda smiled sadly.  Even for Gikka, old habits died hard.


Behind her, patient stacks of parchments sprawled over the
tables, Renda’s strange new weapons for this strange new world.  Some were
carefully powdered and rolled into carved bone cases, others leafed flat and
bound between thick wooden covers.  In these writings were laws and judgments,
records of harvests, settlements of disputes, declarations of war, peace
treaties…every dreary point of Syonese law for the last thousand years, many in
strange languages and centuries-old scripts.  Above these, in shelves and cases
lining the walls, were another scant three millennia of bickerings and
squabblings going right back to the Liberation.


“The farmers,” Renda murmured.  “They whine like spoiled
children, Gikka.”


“The farmers.”  The squire cocked her brow.  “The farmers
have you staring out the window, do they?”


“These are men who spilled blood together, men who buried
the dead together, and now they've all gone mad with their selfishness.”  She
rubbed her forehead in frustration.  “They come to blows over who owns a
newborn goat or the lay of a fence, one foot this way or that.  I’ve no head
for this, to speak softly beneath their bickering.  Were it my decision, I should
give them all swords, and let them decide it themselves.”


“Sounds sensible to me,” Gikka studied her hands, squinting
at the edges of the unusually long nails of her smallest fingers.  “Such answer
certainly befits our lady of the battlefield and might knock some sense into
them besides.  Yet here we find ourselves…in the library.”


“Even so.  His Lordship, my father,” Renda said, arching her
brow, “has charged me with finding a peaceful answer for these fools.  ‘This is
a time of peace. We must show them peaceful solutions if we would keep it so.’ 
If, indeed.”  She looked out the window again.  “I’m sure he knows his answer
already and even his justification for it.  He’s set me this task to fill my
time.”


Gikka smiled gently.  “He worries after you, what with the
screams in your sleep.”


“So he fills my days with emptiness?”  Renda shook her head.


“Regardless,” breathed Gikka, “we’ve the whole library twixt
us and your famous answer, and only an hour of light.”  She picked up the
nearest of the scrollcases and shook her head over the elaborate curls of the
High Hadric inscription.  “Bloody Hadrians,” she muttered.  “Turncoats,
renegades...”  She uncased the scroll and blew the powder from it.  When Renda
made no answer, she looked up.  “Best tell me what we seek…”


The knight looked back toward the heap of parchments.  “Ah,
Gikka, how is it I find this peace so much more wearisome than war?”  She
hugged herself, vaguely irritated at her gown again, that its bodice should
bind at the shoulders and its skirts drag about her feet so.  “I have no breath
in me, no appetite.  Gods, but I feel so...”


Gikka set aside the scroll and swung her boots down from the
table top.  “Fades, as I say, an you don’t pick at it by the hour.” She stood
and leaned against the wall beside Renda to look out over the quiet fields. 
“I’ve the same cravings in my own heart, and right well you know it.” 


“Then you understand,” answered Renda quietly.  “I see no
more battles ahead, no more victories.  Just dull gray days of peace.”


Gikka jumped easily to sit on the thick window ledge. 
“Renda, you miss the war like an old love, and in the missing, you forget the
bad of it.  The dead, the maimed.”  She nodded toward the rich fields of
amaranth and wheat.  “The farmers, they earned this new life of theirs, Renda,
paid for it with their dearest blood.  Sure you’d not take it all back.”


“Would I not?”


Gikka frowned.  “That’s an ungrateful turn of thought.”


“Ungrateful?”  She sighed.  “Do you know what is in my
dreams, Gikka?  Every night, filled with nothing but the mindlessness of the
day, my dreams return to the war.  I relive the battles, the victories and the
losses, worry at the choices I made, the lives I sacrificed and those I saved. 
I carouse with those long dead…”  She closed her eyes against the pain and
loss.  “Falling asleep, I dread the morning.  I dread waking to the emptiness,
waking to another day of pretending to care about things that do not matter. 
Should I be grateful for this?”


“Renda, this emptiness you feel, it’s unfair.  The war’s
end…well, now, that was a day, indeed, one in five hundred years, not just for
you but for all Syon!  You can’t expect every day to rise to that same glory. 
You breached Kadak’s stronghold, destroyed Kadak, rescued Duke Brada, gods rest
him—”


“You were the one to rescue my uncle, not I.”


“We rescued Brada.  You, me, Dith, your father…the
lot of us.” Gikka sat back in the chair.  “Still in all, what day can ever
compare to that, Renda?”


“Certainly not today.”  Renda smiled bitterly.  “It’s over,
don’t you see?  Everything I knew, everything I had, everything I was.  This is
all that’s left to me.”  She looked back over the library tables in disgust. 
“And not just this weary nonsense, no.”  She paced away from the window.  “I
have social functions and state dinners, politics, maneuverings...”  She
laughed bitterly.  “And what’s more, I have before me a marriage of alliance,
ere I grow too old and unappealing, that I might become some fat old lord’s
brood mare while he dallies with the beauties of the realm!”


“Fat old lord, is it?”  Her squire laughed. “Which fat old
lord might this be, what with all the young gallants come to break with your
father after you?”


“One and all, they would conquer Renda the War Hero, Renda
the Duke’s Cousin, Renda the Sheriff’s Daughter and brag to their comrades. 
No, not conquer.  Purchase at auction by the highest bidder of title, land and
gold, my virtue a trophy for the ancestral manse.”  She felt a bit sick,
hearing her thoughts take on a certain truth now that she’d spoken them aloud. 
“So what difference, fat or thin, old or young, hideous or handsome, if I’ve no
say…”


“Ho, mistress, but you’ve a thing or more to learn.  A
bloody big difference, it is, and no mistake.”  Gikka chuckled.  “Oh now, I
know your father well enough; you’ll have a say.  Mark my words.”


“My say is that I’ll none.   There’s no time to waste on
love and such rot in war.”


“Aye,” answered Gikka softly.  “But Renda, we’re no longer
at war.”


Renda laughed bitterly and gestured toward the parchments. 
“It seems I shan’t have time to waste on it without the war, either.”


Gikka shook her head, obviously frustrated.


Renda smiled.  This was a side of her that Gikka simply did
not understand and likely never would.  In some ways, Renda did not understand it
entirely herself.  She had seen it time and again.  Nothing made soldiers lust
for every bit of life they could get more than having just come from battle. 
But somehow Renda had always held aloof.


“Besides, what point do you see in my pursuing love or romance?” 
Love, romance.  The words tasted strange and bitter on the knight’s tongue.


“A warm smile of a cold morning and a warm hand to hold.” 
Gikka laughed.  “Barring that, a warm bed…”


“…only to suffer the loss when called to heel.”


Her squire snorted.  “Who calls Renda of Brannagh to heel? 
Sure not even your father would be so bold.”


She slammed her hand down on the table.  “I would bring
myself to heel out of duty!”


“What duty?”  Gikka met her hard gaze.  “The war ended for
you, too, and this peace gives you leave to take off the armor and live as
something more than just a knight!”


“Gikka, I never wanted to take off the armor!  I never
wanted to be other than what I am, and I am a knight!”


“Aye, but then, as a knight, have you no whims or fancies?  There’s
a blue-cape or two I’d have thought worth a tumble even for your illustrious
self.  And Aidan…”  Gikka’s eyes flashed.  “How you denied yourself that is
beyond my ken.”  


Renda smiled grimly.  “I learned long ago to subdue whims
and fancies and arm against disappointment.”


“So you did,” Gikka said gently.  “But now you’ve leave to
let them breathe and see where they lead.  Who’s to stop you but yourself? 
What was once a choice now comes from habit.  Ah, you make excuse of your
station, but even Roquandor loved and married, Renda—even your very brother, a
knight like yourself and a child of Brannagh.”


“I am not my brother.”


“Are you not a knight as he was?”  


“I am not a man as he was!” she snapped.


Gikka scowled.  “When it’s war, you’re the knight, man or
woman be damned, but comes the peace, and you’re so quick to accept the
simpering life laid out for you, even as you rail against it.”


“Of course I rail against it!  But rail against it or no, in
the end it makes no difference.  There’s no need of me to be a knight now.” 
She hugged herself and walked toward the window.  “So I will do what the
daughters of Brannagh have done before me.  I will marry appropriately, bear an
heir or two, and then amuse myself with pettiness to cover my shame of becoming
an aging baggage.”  She listened to the finality of her words as they hung in
the library air like an epitaph and wished she could take them back, wished she
could make them false.  But she could not.  Defeated, she sank into her chair. 
“This I’ve wrought for myself, Gikka.  Peace, security, and the exquisite
boredom of a life at court.  And would that it were not so.”


Gikka drew breath to answer, but then she turned away, her
whole body taut against the silence.  A second later, she was on her feet, signaling
caution, and Renda understood why:  behind her, the library door was creeping
open.  Doors either opened or they did not in honest company.


Renda’s hand reached reflexively for her sword and found
nothing there.   Helpless, she watched as Gikka moved soundlessly toward the
door.  Through the gap, Renda saw a gnarled white hand curl into a painful fist
to knock.


“My lady Renda,” called a chilling voice as the door opened
further, “Are you within?”


“Yes, Nara,” said the knight, rubbing fatigue and perhaps a
certain disappointment from her eyes.  She motioned Gikka back to sit beside
her at the table.  “You may enter.”


An ancient B’radikite nun pushed open the door to the
chamber.  Her starched habit glowed an eerie white in the late afternoon
shadows, the white of the goddess of truth.  A thin white veil of her hair grew
from a narrow band across the crown of her head and billowed out behind her as
she moved, the only hair not ceremonially removed as the signature tonsure of
her order.  The woman’s skin looked as it had since Renda’s earliest memories,
thin and dry like the parchments on the table, stretched tight across the sharp
bones of her face and distorted joints of her hands.  


How terrifying this nun had been to her, this harmless old
governess of the House of Brannagh.  Renda and her brother had spent night
after night cowering under the furs of their nursery beds when Nara would come
glowing at the door and leave them with terrors.


Unlike Renda, Roquandor had learned to put down that fear
with insolence, even open hostility, and not a day had passed that he and Nara
did not have words.  But a wonderful teacher Nara had been for them both, and
years later, when Roquandor’s bride, Merina, had died in childbed, the young
knight, in his grief, had taken his newborn daughter and placed her into the
arms of his old nursemaid.  Nothing more had remained to be said.  The pain
between them had fallen away, forgotten.


In the four years since Roquandor’s death, Nara had taken
her charge very seriously, raising his daughter with a firm hand and, no doubt,
giving the little girl terrors by night.  Pegrine, meanwhile, had grown into a
feisty seven-year-old with her father’s love for mischief who held her
governess in healthy disdain and hid from her at every opportunity.


“Your pardon, my lady, Mistress Gikka,” the nun hissed,
dipping her head in a quick bow.  She was obviously distraught, and she wrung
her arthritic hands miserably, peering from the doorway to the shelves and
under the tables.  “But have you seen Pegrine?”


Renda stared at her a moment, then chuckled.  “How now,
Nara, has the child lost you again?”  But her smile was sympathetic.  This was
not a rare occurrence at Brannagh.  “You will not find her here.  If she is not
with the sheriff or my mother, look in the gallery above the great hall.”


Nara was already shaking her head.  “Nay, madam, I have
already searched there, and neither did I find her with her grandparents.”


Renda’s smile wavered.  “Have you searched the wine cellars
and the practice hall?”


The old woman nodded.


“The stable loft?  The old garrison?”  asked Gikka.  Renda
caught her worried glance.  “The tunnel from out the old chapel?”  


“Leading to the crypt?  The stone is yet sealed down.”


“She might she have returned to the nursery,” offered Renda.


“I have searched there thrice, madam.  Likewise the
kitchens, the armory, the smithy, the new chapel and the old.”  She shuffled
forward, fingering the stiff collar of her habit.  “Some knights of yours I
sent to search the castle and grounds,” wheezed Nara painfully, “even Master
Roquandor’s hideaway in the oak beyond the old moat.  When they failed, my last
hope was that she might have found her way to you here.”


“Last hope?”  Renda glanced out the window.  The sun was
less than an hour from setting.  She counseled herself to calm.  “How long has
she been missing, Nara?”


“I cannot say how long, truly,” the nun answered, visibly
upset.  “She rose early from her nap and played for a time in the nursery
whilst I attended other duties.  When I looked in on her a while later, she was
gone.”


Renda rose and looked out into the corridor to find one of
the maids.  “Find His Lordship,” she told the girl, “and gather to the audience
chamber everyone of able body, at once.  The sheriff’s granddaughter has gone
missing, and we lose our light.”


Gikka breathed in sharply.  “What game was it, Nara?”


The nun looked up, not understanding.  “Game, Mistress
Gikka?”


“She played in the nursery, you say.” Gikka peered into her
eyes.  “What game was she at that might lead her out?  A game of pretend?”


They could see the effort in Nara’s face as she tried to
remember.  “No, no, I think not. I recall that she was chasing her ball about
within the chamber.  But the ball remains; she did not take it.”  Nara
sniffed.  “This hiding of hers, Mistress, ‘tis but sport; Roquandor, Renda,
even my lord Sheriff himself as a boy at Damerien—all the children hid from
Nara, as does Pegrine now.”  She crossed her arms defensively.  “But I see it
as a phase, aye, and of no harm.  The children were never in danger, even out
of my sight, and if ever I had trouble finding them, I would call upon B’radik
to show me where they hid.”


Renda looked back from the doorway.  “And now?”


“I have tried, madam!”  Nara cried, suddenly losing her
composure. “But I call upon B’radik, and I see only darkness.  To my terror, I
know not whether the darkness is my answer or whether my goddess abandons me!”


Gikka touched the old woman’s shoulder.  “Not to worry,” she
breathed, glancing out the library window.  “Peg’s about, somewhere.”


But at Nara’s answer, Renda had swept from the library in a
whirl of urgent commands, and presently Gikka followed her, leaving the old
woman alone in her fears to weep.


*          *          *


By the time the last of the twilight faded to darkness, all
those of the household, servants and resident knights, had returned to the
castle at least once for a fresh lantern. Some had taken out braces of the
sheriff’s hunting hounds, but none had found the slightest trace of the missing
child.  They searched on foot through the farm fields to avoid trampling the
little girl or the season’s crops under hoof, and the hunt was slow and
exhausting.  The shouts of “Pegrine” that sounded through the fields and the
casting whines of the hounds circling for the trail grew ever more hoarse and
hopeless.


The nearest farmers had come out at sunset, alarmed to see
noblemen and their servants walking through their fields on the eve of
harvest.  Some had joined the search, patrolling the roads and outlying fields
and knocking at farmhouse doors to see if the child might have found her own
way to shelter.  But they found nothing, and within a few hours, they had gone
home to their beds that they might arise early for the next morning’s harvest. 
Not long after that, the rest of the villagers had retired to their homes and
taverns as well, leaving only those of Castle Brannagh afield.


The men and women who combed the lands did not meet each
other’s eye as they passed, and many returned to the castle for oil well after
their lanterns had burned down, not wanting to report to the sheriff that they
had still found nothing.  With every sickening moment that passed while they
searched, they grew more certain that the child was not to be found, at least
not here.  But still they continued.  If they failed to find her by sunrise,
they would not find her at all.  The night animals rarely left a scrap.


Having finished searching the castle itself once more, Renda
and Gikka had taken two other knights, horses and a pack of hounds to the north
to search the hilly meadowlands just above the cliff wall that edged the
Bremondine forests. 


Beyond the scatter of wildflowers that filled the low strip
of meadowland beyond the moat, the land leading to the cliff wall was overgrown
with thorny brambles, uninviting and certainly too rugged for the child to have
gone that way alone.  But since no one farmed it, they could search it quickly
on horseback.  Then, having caught the cliff to the north, they would continue
their sweep west from there through the Fraugham foothills as far as the city
of Farras, if need be.


After hearing yet another negative report, the sheriff
rubbed his eyes, weary from the pain and hope that battled in his heart.  Pain
at every moment that passed that might be the last in which they might have
found her alive, hope that the delay meant she was still moving ahead of them,
still breathing, still alive.


Behind him, his wife, Lady Glynnis, touched his shoulder for
only a moment before she turned back to help the kitchen maids tap a new barrel
of rendered oil to refill the empty lanterns.  He marveled at the returning
strength and calm in his wife.  She had spent most of her adult life tending
the affairs of Brannagh in her husband’s absence, withstanding one long siege
and several small skirmishes with only a handful of knights and servants.  Even
her son’s death had not destroyed her.  She had kept herself going by rising to
her duties every morning and falling to bed in exhaustion each night.  But at
the war’s end, despite her joy at having her husband and daughter home again,
that spirit and vigor had slowly left her until she spent her days roaming
listlessly from one gallery to another.  Only such a crisis as this could have
brought her back, the sheriff .  He only hoped she would be rewarded with
Pegrine’s safe return.


One of the grooms from the stable was waiting to make his
report and refill his lantern.  With a courageous smile, Lord Daerwin listened
while the man mumbled through his apology, even while his heart broke with
every sad report.  He took the empty lantern, gave the groom a fresh one and a
joint of cold chicken from the baskets the maids had brought from the kitchens
and sent him on his way, as he had done so many times.  Then he allowed his own
gaze to travel west again, wishing he had gone with Renda.  


“Lord Daerwin!”  One of Renda’s knights ran to him through
the gathered servants and sank to one knee.  Her hasty braid of thick dark
blonde hair was coming loose about the neck of her jerkin, and her face was
flushed.  She had found something, but Pegrine was not with her.


“Dame Jadin,” spoke the sheriff over his pounding heart. 
“Have you found her?  Speak.”


The young woman shook her head.  “No, my lord.  My
apologies.  But I have found the bodies of two men not three miles away, to the
east.”  At his bidding, she stood and pointed toward a slight rise near the
river.  “Slain, my lord Sheriff.  Stabbed to the heart, to my reckoning some
two days past.  It was a mighty battle.”


“Men of station?  Farmers?”  He frowned.  “Who might they
be?”  And what connection might these dead men have with Pegrine, he wondered. 
No, he cautioned himself.  It might not have anything to do with Pegrine at
all.  Assuming the two were related might make him miss something crucial. 
Still, he could not help but think this was no good omen.  “Well?”


“I could not tell, sire; they were stripped of all clothing
and possession.”


“By the gods...”  He did not want to take anyone away from
the search, but neither could he leave the bodies to rot, especially so near
the river.  He raised his hand to gather some of the nearby servants to see to
them.


Suddenly, he stopped.  He stood, motioning everyone standing
nearby to silence, and he listened again.  The low tone sounded again, followed
by a higher note and a slight drop in the pitch as it faded, and it made the
skin of his scalp crawl though it brought a cheer from the fields.  


It was the sound of a hunting horn, and it came from the
west.
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To
Renda’s relief, the horn’s last notes were Gikka’s signature.  The call was
genuine, and at that sound, a thousand worries were allayed at once.  Pegrine,
praise to B’radik, Gikka had found her!


The sound had risen from a low thicket at the base of the
second ridge, no more than a few hundred yards south, and the knight’s heart
pounded, anxious to get to the child at once.  But before she rode down, she
looked back toward the castle.  From her vantage point at the top of a rocky
hill she could see tiny specks of lantern light flowing evenly toward the castle. 
Moving over the hillside below her, the lanterns of the two knights she had led
this way milled about but moved mostly eastward, no doubt gathering and
leashing the hounds on the way back to the castle and to bed.  She fancied she
could see relief in the way the two lanterns swung back and forth and she
smiled.


At Renda’s nudge, her horse stepped surefootedly down the
incline and over a narrow fall of rock, then sped at full gallop along the
broad ledge leading downward toward the thicket.  She pushed the questions from
her mind, not allowing herself to wonder how a seven-years child could have
crossed the same craggy hills alone and on foot that had taken her hours on
horseback.  Then again, perhaps Pegrine had not stopped to search every grove
and thicket as she passed.  Besides, Gikka’s horn had to mean that any danger
was past.  Renda clung to that thought and drove out all others as she urged
Alandro faster over the firm, flat ground.


Before long, she caught sight of Gikka’s cloak over the
bough of a scrubby tree.  That cloak was a gift from Duke Trocu, heir to Duke
Brada, woven half of parti-shaded Bremondine silk and half of something else,
something arcane, so that when she wore it, she was smartly camouflaged against
her surroundings, whatever they might be.  But at a price.  The cloak drew its
power from her.  Dormant and draped as it was over a dead tree limb, Renda saw
it easily.


The knight took up the cloak as she passed and tossed it
across her saddle as she rode.  She followed a trail of hoofprints as far as
they led, but it was not until she had reined in Alandro and come down from the
saddle that she made out Gikka’s horse, Zinion, standing silent and nearly
invisible against the darkness and foliage, as still as if he were carved of
wood.  The hoofprints had stopped several yards short of where he stood, and
had Renda not known he was there, she would not have seen him at all.


“Under silence, are you?” she soothed quietly, leading her
own horse to stand beside him, but Zinion was a well-trained Brannagh
Horse-at-Arms.  He would sooner die than break the command of silence, even
enough to risk the eyeshine from a glance at Renda’s familiar face.  The knight
patted the horse’s flank affectionately as she passed, wondering why Gikka had
hidden him.  Silence demanded an extraordinary measure of discipline—he could
not graze, snort, empty his bladder or bowel, nor shuffle his aching hooves in
the dust—surely more than was called for now that they had found Pegrine.  But
then Gikka seldom did anything without reason. 


Renda commanded Alandro to silence as well and moved
cautiously between the trees toward a larger clearing just ahead where a single
lantern—Gikka’s lantern—sat strangely tilted on the ground, as if it had been
dropped.  The flame flickered bravely to the uphill side, but it foundered and
gasped in the welling oil. 


Moving tree limbs aside, Renda drew a cheerful breath to
call to Pegrine, but right away her smile faded.  From the glade ahead, from
just beyond the lantern, she felt cold, dark, a sense of disorder, something
badly out of place.  She had not felt that sort of unnatural chill on her spine
since her battle against Kadak.  No, it was impossible.  Kadak was vanquished;
she had killed the creature, watched terror fill those strange yellow eyes
right as the life leaked out of them at last.  Kadak was dead, there could be
no doubt.  Duke Brada himself had assured them of it before he died of his
wounds.  This could not be Kadak.  This darkness was too deep, too cold, even
for him.  This was something else, something at once much more ancient and
powerful than Kadak and yet somehow asleep, or...she could not be sure, and for
the first time since the war’s end, she felt real fear.  She sent up a silent
prayer to B’radik and rested one hand lightly on the hilt of her sword as she
moved, listening to the sounds of the forest as Gikka had taught her.


“Peace, no,” spoke a weak voice from the woods beside her. 
The slender form stepped a bit unsteadily from the shadows, and Renda felt a
strong hand with a single long nail take her elbow and draw her back.


“Gikka,” she whispered, stumbling in her squire’s grasp. 
“What in the name of—”


Gikka was not bleeding visibly, but her eyes were swollen
and red, and Renda could feel her hand shaking.  Thoughts of poison, of a
dagger stuck in Gikka’s back came into Renda’s mind.  


Renda reached out to grab an arm as the Bremondine woman
sank to her knees.  “Gikka?  How now?”


But Gikka shook her head stubbornly.  “Let me tend to this.”
Renda could smell the acid odor of vomit on her breath, and the knight’s brow
furrowed in confusion and worry.   Gikka clutched her arm and said, “Don’t see
it, Renda.”


“Speak sense.  I heard your horn, Gikka.  Where is
Pegrine?”  Renda pulled her elbow free and stood staring at the squire. Don’t
see it, Renda.  Don’t see what?  She could not help the shout of panic that
crept into her voice.  “Where is she?”


“Renda—”


But the knight stepped closer to the glade.  She would not
be stopped.  “Come, did you find her, or no?”


At this, Gikka collapsed to her knees, defeated.  She nodded
weakly and gestured toward the clearing, unable to meet Renda’s gaze.  “No
sight is it for your eyes, please...”


Renda’s pulse pounded in her temples, and she stifled the
slow scream that rose in her throat.


Don’t see it, Renda.  


The lantern Gikka had left in the clearing was nearly out,
and Renda could see nothing in the dim circle of wavering light.


No sight is it for your eyes.  


She stilled her dread and drew her sword. No moon shone
tonight, leaving only thick darkness beyond the edge of her lantern light. 
Soft black soil clutched at her boot heels, and new young trees bent
reluctantly against the flat of her sword, seemingly unwilling to let her pass.


Don’t see it, Renda.


She could see something ahead, something deathly still at
the center of the clearing, at the center of the icy blackness.  The shape was
so odd, the outline so vague against the darkness of the forest that her eye
could not bring it into focus. It was so still.  So very still.  It could not
be Pegrine.  Please, let it not be Pegrine.  With more courage than she had
ever called upon in her life, she stepped forward again and brought her own
lantern up.


The sound she made was less a word than a scream of agony
ripped from her soul.


Lifeless eyes stared out at Renda from just ahead—dark,
terrified eyes clouded nearly to white and turned somehow wrong, somehow upside
down in the darkness where the child’s head had fallen back against the rude
tree stump. Her black ringlets hung in limp plugs of sweat and blood around her
eyes, around her frozen expression of agony and fear, in that last moment when
she knew that no one could save her now, not even her Auntie Renda.


Her pale white hands and feet had been spread wide and
pinioned to the stump with a single rope.  Her blood swamped the ground below
the alderwood stump and clung to the bark in sticky clotted streamers below
what was left of her body.  So much blood...


Renda planted the blade of her sword in the soil and sank to
the ground beside it.   No words came, just a guttural rending shriek of rage
and loss that filled the glade and echoed through the foothills beyond.  Her
empty stomach convulsed, and she gagged wretchedly on the ground before the
strange altar.


 


 


Gikka knelt beside Renda and said nothing, letting the sobs
of anger and shock drain out of the knight.  Soon, Renda would be ready to find
Pegrine’s killer, but not now.  Not while the shock of her niece’s torture and
death still bled from her eyes.  Meanwhile, their quarry moved farther and
farther away, and the trail cooled.  Time was their enemy.


The thicket surrounding the clearing had been silent when
she approached it, so quiet in fact that she had been inclined to ride past. 
But the nesting birds and the tiny scurrying creatures of the night, even the
crickets had made no sound at Zinion’s approach.  They seemed too frightened
even to call warnings to each other.  That curious silence had been enough to
pique her curiosity and lead her into the glade.


The silence had told her something else, as well.  She had
frightened no one away, nor had she heard the sounds of horse or man in the
surrounding hills.  The killing had been done hours ago, most likely well
before sunset, and the killer or killers were already well away.  The best she
could hope to find, then, would be some fragments of a trail.  She hoped it
would be enough.


She squeezed Renda’s shoulder once, then rose, picking up
the lantern to look around the clearing.  She would look over the glade again,
this time with the calculating eye of an assassin, of one used to dealing death
and concealing it.  


She picked up handfuls of the soil here and there and looked
along the borders of the glade for broken branches. Almost immediately, she
found two marks that might have been partial footprints near the edge of the
clearing.  With her finger, she completed the outlines of the two prints and
sat back on her haunches, staring at them.  


The steps had been very heavy, as of an armored man, with
the familiar crenelations of a knight’s salleret.  The two prints were not just
alike, though they were both left feet.  Different weights, different stances.


Knights, she thought bitterly, a brace of treasonous
knights.  But to what end, she wondered, brushing the dust from her leggings as
she stood.  To what end, killing the sheriff’s granddaughter?


She frowned at the peculiar growth of the ancient trees
lining the glade, the way they bunched and crowded at the edges of the clearing
like the duke’s vassals at tournament, crushed together in no comfort and each
straining to see, aye, but not one to cross the cordon.  No cordon hung in this
clearing, at least none that she could see, but the boundaries were keen and
even, she saw, and likely lined up along the stars as well. This glade was
witched, that much was sure, and the way Peg had died spoke of ritual
sacrifice.


Gikka pushed aside some bits of dried mud with her nail and
frowned. Nights spent huddled for warmth in one Brannford temple or another had
educated her in the ways of most of the gods—Bremondine, Syonese, even
Hadrian.  This glade, this ritual, matched nothing she had ever seen.


Had it been blood alone, it would have made little enough
sense.  Human blood would desecrate the altars of most gods.  And the
rest—Rjeinar the Hadrian god of vengeance, Cuvien the Torturess, and a few
others—held to strict observances, none of which had been kept here.  Blood was
a high price, and an innocent’s blood, the highest of all.  A price none of the
gods took lightly on account of the uncomfortable lot of power it bought of
them.  To say nothing of the kind of folk as would pay for that power.


But they, whoever they were, had not taken just her blood. 
Pegrine had been cleaned like an elk, her insides taken away.  That made no
sense at all.


The killers had taken the blade with them, too; no doubt it
was a special ritual weapon and of dear price.  One they might use again.  Even
so, she might have expected them to set it down once, if only for a moment that
she could see the size or shape of it.  They had not.  Likewise she found no
indentations for any bowls to catch Peg’s blood or her organs.


She pushed through the tree limbs beyond where she had found
the knights’ footprints and proved to herself that her instincts were correct. 
As she expected, she saw no tracks, no broken limbs on the trees.  Not even the
spoor of the knights’ horses, assuming, and she thought the assumption fair,
that they had ridden here from Brannagh.  All she had were two partial left
bootprints, and these with no motion to them.  Most likely, her knights had
stood here for a time, waiting, and then they had gone.  But where?  She rocked
back on her heels, considering.


“Sweet B’radik,” whispered Renda finally, her eyes wide, her
lips trembling.  She stood, her face a stone mask of horror, and moved toward
the terrible altar, raising her sword to cut the rope and free her niece’s
body.


“Renda, stay back,” barked Gikka, “please.”  The squire’s
face was drawn and pale, and the light of the swinging lantern cast strange shadows
over her features.  “Please.  Let me be sure they’ve not...”  She gestured
toward the child’s body.  “That she—that her body’s not set as bait and trap.”


She watched the dull realization dawn in Renda’s eyes.  They
had both seen the wounded and dead, especially children, set with wicked
powders and elixirs, to explode in flame or a cloud of poison when they were
touched.  


After only a moment, Renda nodded, gesturing for Gikka to do
as she thought best.  Then she walked away, leaving Gikka to her work.  


Much later, Gikka found Renda standing beside Alandro, numb
and staring through the trees with her eyes like shining amber against the
black shadows.  Renda had split the vein of a sacred verinara leaf and
consecrated her sword before Rjeinar.  A dangerous oath for a knight sworn to
B’radik.


Without a word, Gikka also picked a perfect verinara leaf
and split the vein with her own sword.  But then she picked another, crushed it
and ran the length of her blade through the poisonous juice.  She did the same
with her daggers.  


Rjeinar’s priests held that verinara was a holy poison; it
would kill only the guilty one.  But Gikka did not trust superstition.  In open
air, the juice went stale within two days, about the time it took for the leaf
to yellow—a Hadrian would pin the leaf to his cloak that he might have his
revenge before it faded—but during those two days, no one, guilty or innocent,
could survive the poison without a draft of anoverinara.  Even then, he would
spend many days abed praying for a merciful death while the poison burned away
the lining of his gut.  Without the ano or having taken it too late, a man
would bleed away into his belly.


To her mind, verinara was too easy a death for these
knights.


“Ever the practical one,” sighed the knight as she watched
Gikka sheath her freshly poisoned daggers.  Then, with a sad smile, Renda
clapped her hand at her squire’s shoulder.  “Come,” she said.  “We must get her
back to the castle.”


*          *          *


At a cry from the watch at the gatehouse, everyone had come
running out to the castle gate to cheer Renda and Gikka and especially little
Pegrine on their return home.  All the well-wishers stood clumped in a tight
wad just inside the gates behind Lord Daerwin and Lady Glynnis, bobbing their
heads round one another to be the first to see the lanterns through the
darkness.


Both of the lanterns the women had taken with them had
nearly burned out, so the horses were over the bridge and at the castle wall
before anyone could see them clearly.  At first, those of the house saw only a
single riderless horse, which the grooms recognized presently as Alandro, with
a peculiar burden strapped across the saddle.  Renda walked beside her horse,
holding his rein more for her own comfort than to lead him back to the castle,
and as she drew him into the torchlight, the household’s cheer became a gasp of
shock.


To Renda’s utter sorrow, she and Gikka had been unable to
create any illusion of peaceful repose for Pegrine’s body.  They had reached
her far too late to be able to bend her limbs into a restful pose; her
stiffened arms and legs were obscenely splayed and bent out from her body as if
she still lay upon the hideous altar.  As further insult to her dignity, they
had had to tie her over the saddle on her back, with her head held over
Alandro’s flank and her feet stiffly poised above each of his shoulders.  Renda
had covered the body with her mantle before she tied it down with Gikka’s rope,
and now, coming into the light, she saw that the brilliant Brannagh coat of
arms had sunk down into the open hollow of the child’s body and was clotted
black and red with blood.


Behind Renda, Gikka dismounted behind Alandro, emerging
seemingly from the shadows themselves, and began untying Pegrine’s body from
the saddle.  As the women worked, the knights and servants who had gathered
slowly retreated from their helplessness at the horrible scene, leaving only
those oldest and best trusted to attend the family’s sorrow.


Renda lay the tiny cloak-covered body at her father’s feet
and watched the last light of hope drain from his gray eyes.  He only stared
down at the horribly twisted bundle that had once been his granddaughter, the
sole child of his dead son.


“Pegrine,” whispered Lady Glynnis, kneeling beside the tiny
body and touching her fingertips to the little girl’s shrouded face.  Renda
knelt beside her mother and gently drew her hand away, but not soon enough. 
The flesh beneath the cloak was hard and cold and contorted into a cry of
agony, and at the touch of it, Renda watched her mother’s eyes widen with
horror.  “She knew such pain and fear.  Ah, my poor darling,” the woman
breathed.  Her hand fell away from the cloak.


“Aye,” answered Renda simply.


But Lady Glynnis seemed not to hear.  She stood, and Renda
watched her mother look out over the fields, not toward the place where Pegrine
died, but south, toward that battleground where the sheriff and his knights had
held off an attack four years ago.  To the place where her son, Roquandor, had
fallen.  Now the last of him was gone, as well.  She collapsed against her
daughter in painful, graceless sobs.


At a wave of Renda’s hand, two serving women wiped away
their tears to lead Her Ladyship back into the castle.  In hushed tones, Renda
suggested that they lead her into the new chapel in the east wing where she
might take comfort from prayer, but Lady Glynnis said she would rather go to
her own chambers to rest.  Her tone was strangely calm, and Renda saw a worried
glance pass between the two maidservants. They would not leave Her Ladyship
alone tonight.  


From just inside the castle door where her mother passed
with the servants, Renda thought she could see the pale light of Nara’s habit. 
The nun had stayed back, unsure whether she would be welcome at Pegrine’s
homecoming.  Now she came forward trembling, wringing her hands, looking from
one knight’s face to another as she passed, looking for some hope in any of
their eyes, until at last she stood beside the sheriff and his daughter.


Suddenly, she shrieked. But the scream she uttered was less
of anguish than of pure terror, and the old nun stumbled backward, away from
the body.  Her mouth moved in a babble of prayers and her hands worked
frantically until she stood with her back against the castle wall, flattened as
if she would press her way right through it.  


Renda stepped back, trying to understand.


Nara was warding against some evil presence.  She was
calling upon B’radik’s most powerful protections, and not for herself—for the
whole of Castle Brannagh.  But why?  


Renda looked back, seeing the still form of her niece on the
ground, the equally unmoving forms of her father and Gikka, both of whom stood
watching Nara in alarm.  Certainly the cold darkness of the clearing had
lingered on Renda’s soul during the journey back to the castle, but she did not
feel that now except as a memory.  What did Nara see here?  


Then Renda saw something else that frightened her more than
any evil Nara might see:  B’radik was not answering the nun’s pleas.


“Nara?”  Renda took a step toward her, but at the sound of
her voice, Nara only grew more desperate.  She turned, screaming in terror, and
clawed at the castle wall until her fingers left streaks of blood.  A few
moments later, her energy spent, she dropped to the ground.  By the time Renda
reached her side, the glow of the nun’s habit had faded until it was nearly
gone.  


“You,” shouted Gikka to the two stablemen who had come to
take the horses.  “Run, fetch a priest from the temple for Nara, and one of
power, mind.  Quick, quick!  Take our horses, go!”  At that, the two men leaped
into the saddles and kicked the horses into a full gallop toward the temple.


Renda lifted Nara and carried her just inside the castle
doors, followed by a pair of the sheriff’s knights.  At once, the men gave up
their fur cloaks, one that Nara might lie upon it, the other to cover the old
woman and keep her warm.  She still breathed, though barely, and her eyes were
rolling wildly under half-opened lids.


Renda held Nara’s cold hand to warm it in her own, and she
brushed her other hand over the woman’s bare scalp, fingering the thin even
veil of white hair that spilled down from just above Nara’s ears.  The tips of
Nara’s fingers had been shredded and deeply bruised against the stone, and
thick dark blood oozed and welled.  Renda shut her eyes and whispered prayers
for Nara and for Pegrine, shutting out the haunting images of the little girl’s
face and the slimy black ribbons of blood that they had had to pull from her in
the clearing.


“B’radik...”  Nara’s lips were dry, and her voice was faint. 
“Darkness.  No light...”


“Hush, Nara,” soothed the knight.  “All will be well.”


“Darkness rises and smothers light, ill-fed on dragon’s
blood...”


Renda frowned and stroked Nara’s hair gently.  “Dragon’s
blood,” she repeated softly.  The dragon was the emblem of the House of
Damerien.  She could only mean Damerien blood, Brannagh blood, her own.  Renda
swallowed hard.  Pegrine’s blood.  Dear B’radik, what had happened to Pegrine? 
What did Nara see?


“Darkness, oh, darkness upon us!  The prophecy...” 


“Prophecy?”  Renda looked down at the nun’s face.  “What
prophecy?”  


But upon having uttered that single word, Nara fell
unconscious beneath the knight’s hand, as if someone would not let her answer.


Some time later, Renda looked up to see two priests from the
hospice, both young and not yet glowing with all the power of B’radik, running
through the doorway to Nara’s side.  Renda’s heart sank.  Surely if Nara could
not command the power of B’radik, these two would fail.  But as they prayed and
dripped a few drops of healing oil onto Nara’s lips, the glow of her habit
seemed to brighten just a little—an encouraging sign.  Renda stood and backed
away, letting the two priests work.


“Renda.”  The voice was Gikka’s, coming from just outside
the door.  When Renda joined her, they walked outside toward where their
lathered horses, just returned from the hospice, stood waiting.


Renda looked toward her father and paused.  Left to himself,
the sheriff had nothing to take his thoughts from the dark shape on the ground
before him.  After a time, he breathed out, and his body shuddered slightly,
ever so slightly.  


Gikka followed Renda’s gaze.  “He’s older by ten years this
hour, weak and weary with his grief.” 


Her heart ached for him, ached for his anguish, but she
could not allow herself to share in it.   She had purged the pain from her
heart, at least for now.  As she had learned from the war, mourning the dead
could wait.


“Has he any insight?”


Her squire nodded, collecting her thoughts.  “Two Wirthing
knights come calling yesterday asking to stay the tenday.”


Renda rubbed her eyes.  “Yes, I saw them, but I cannot see
how…”


“Hear me,” Gikka said, lowering her voice though no one was
nearby.  “When Matow went to ask their help in the search, they were gone.  No
leave taken, yet of horses, of clothing, of armor, nothing remains of them. 
The boot prints I saw in the glade…It could only be these very men.”


Renda thought a moment, then shook her head.  “Knights,
especially Wirthing knights, allied to Brannagh for a thousand years, would
never do such a thing.”


“Not actual knights, Renda.  Thieves and worse.  Two dead
men Jadin found at the river, as would be the real Wirthing knights.  These
others come posing in Wirthing colors, no doubt with other intention, but they
see the child, lead her away and…”


It still made no sense.  What brigand would trouble himself
to attack Wirthing’s knights, disguise himself to make entry at Brannagh, then
take and kill a highborn child when there was surely more profit in ransom?


Gikka seemed to follow her thought.  “Killing her that way,
they have to know we’d come after, so there’s more behind this than simple
coin. Something more remains to be found, something touching on why she died
that way.  Something we don’t know.”  She looked out at the dark road.  “But
we’ll not find it here.”


“No,” Renda breathed.  She moved toward Alandro.


“Something else you should know,” Gikka said, catching her
arm.  “Your father…Renda, I’ve not seen him so dark and cold, not even when
Roquandor fell, begging your pardon.”


“Aye, and with good reason,” Renda looked down at where
Gikka held her arm.  


“He made clear to me that he does not want them brought back
to his dungeons for trial.”


Renda’s gaze met hers.


“No room for knightish nonsense and justice in this.  It will
be an ugly business, not worthy to stain your honor by.”  When she saw that
Renda understood, she released her arm and made her own way toward Zinion. 
“You’ve no need to go; I can see to these myself.”  She nodded toward the sad
progression of knights and servants that followed Pegrine’s tiny makeshift bier
into the castle behind the sheriff.  “The family’ll be expecting you to sit the
vigil.”


Renda smiled grimly.  “I split the verinara leaf, Gikka. 
You know my mind.”  She swung herself up into her saddle and nodded once to her
father. “My duty to Pegrine’s spirit is greater than my duty to her flesh.  And
I cannot simply sit.  If the House of Brannagh needs vengeance, we should have
courage enough to see to it ourselves.”  She sighed, patting her horse’s neck. 
“Come, we lose the night.  Are you sure you know where to find them?”


 


 












Three


Farras


The
younger one stood unsteadily against the table and scrutinized her face, the
curves of her slight figure, just as he had when he approached her at the bar.  She
had planned what he would see, what would draw him to her: sun-darkened olive
skin, dark brown hair, a familiar something about her face.  To his eye, she
was one more comely Bremondine wench, his for the taking.  With her tunic
unlaced a bit as it was, she had made sure his eye looked no further than that.


She had had little time to prepare, coming straight from the
castle, and the illusion was less than perfect.  Had he been any less befuddled
with drink he would have noticed that the cloth of that fetchingly unlaced
riding tunic was too fine, too costly for a tavern whore, or that she had
unusually long nails on the little fingers of both hands.  Likewise, it should
have struck him odd that she had not taken off her cloak indoors on such a warm
night.


“Gikka, did you say?”  He gave her a dull smile.  “An
unusual name.  Bremondine, is it?”


“Aye,” she murmured, watching him.  She kept her hand light
over the concealed dagger at her hip, ready to fly, but no.  His eyes blinked
blearily.  She saw no light of recognition in them, no guilt, no fear.  The
name of the Brannagh squire made absolutely no impression on him.  He was
indeed drunk or simply ignorant.


“Sir Finnig of—,” he grinned at her before he drew out the
chair beside him.  His mind was as transparent to her as if he spoke aloud—it
was best any half Bremondine bastard he might sire tonight know as little of
him as possible.  “Just call me Finnig.” he slurred, patting the seat.  With a
demure smile, she took a chair opposite him rather than the one he offered.  It
put her back to a wall where she could watch the door behind the two men.  Let
them read the gesture as they may; she would not let herself be trapped behind
the table.  She turned her chair out at a messy angle to the corner, an angle the
drunken knights would not notice but enough to leave her free to move clear.


“Gikka,” he said again.  “I know that name.”  He turned to
his companion and almost knocked himself off balance.  Somehow in the same
motion he managed to drop himself into his own chair.  “I say, Bernold,” he
called loudly, “do I know the name Gikka?”


But the other knight only sighed in exasperation and drank
his ale, as if he had performed his part in this show many times before.  “How
should I know?”  He raised the mug in a grumpy salute to the woman before he
turned his attention back to his drink.


Curious.  Bloody odd, in fact.  For murderous guilty men,
they seemed quite at their ease.


The trail leaving the glade had gone cold already, and Gikka
had seen no point in taking up the search there.  She supposed that the
villains had just been paid for a difficult job, and likely they would want to
celebrate.  So the women had ridden at all speed along the western road
straight toward Farras, the only city within a day’s ride of Brannagh.  


They had to find Pegrine’s killers tonight.  Tomorrow, an
the brutes had a brain between them, the “knights” would vanish and two more
common men would leave the Farras gate than came in the day before.  But
tonight, Gikka wagered, they’d not pass up a last chance to lodge and board
like kings. 


Just outside Farras, she and Renda had seen the Wirthing
arms on two horses’ bridles at a roadside inn, and it seemed likely that they
belonged to the men who had taken Pegrine, being as this inn was the nearest to
Brannagh lands.  But with Wirthing’s lands not too far to the south, his
knights were a common sight in Farras, especially during the festivals of the
Gathering.  Gikka had to be certain.


She had gone into the tavern alone.  If they were real Wirthing
knights and not the ones the women sought, they would certainly remember
fighting beside the Knights of Brannagh and possibly even under Lady Renda’s
command during the war, and she would find herself embroiled in the demands of
her station and stayed from her purpose, while Gikka could quietly take her
leave, unseen, unnoticed, and no harm done, either to them or to the thousand
year alliance between Wirthing and Brannagh.  


But if these men had indeed been at Brannagh, if they had
been the ones to take Pegrine…once she was sure, she and Renda would put
Pegrine’s spirit to rest.


The trouble was, she was not sure.  And the longer she sat
with these two men, the less sure she became.  Their Wirthing doublets fit
surprisingly well for bandits who had killed a random pair of knights afield,
and she couldn’t see, much less smell, any blood about them.  Besides that,
even though they were drunk, she had heard no slip in their cultured Wirthing
accents, nor had she seen the slightest misstep in their manners.  She, who had
spent years living among knights in castle and in battle, could not tell these
men from real knights.  If they did not serve the Earl of Wirthing, they were
good impostors.  Very good.


“No, I’m quite certain of it, Bernold.  The name Gikka rings
familiar,” Finnig said, shaking his head.  “Though I would certainly remember a
face as lovely as this,” he added with a leer.


The tavernkeeper had come to mop the spilt ale from their
table, overhearing the whole exchange.  He laughed in disbelief, but before he
could open his mouth Gikka dropped a coin into his apron pocket with a tangible
thunk.  He breathed out slowly, his fingers moving slyly over the engraving of
the coin.  A fiver.  That was enough money to see him through the rest of his
life if he was careful.  He smiled and put a hand on the younger knight’s
shoulder. 


“Course you knows the name Gikka.  Lads, there’s no soul on
Syon what lives and breathes as hasn’t heard of Gikka.”  


“Gikka.”  Bernold looked at him dully.  “I do know that name...”


Her eyes narrowed slightly, but she said nothing. He had no
reason to betray her.  He had to know he’d never survive it.  Her gaze touched
the door, the window above the spot where Renda listened outside, the two
drunken knights.  She decided she could afford to hear a bit before she killed
him.


The tavernkeeper’s eyes sparkled, and he pushed back the
sleeve of his tunic, winking at Gikka.  “Aye, you do indeed, and no one in
Farras knows more about her than…heh heh…your humble servant.  Gikka, well, she’s
sheer legend, her.”  He rocked back on his heels and grinned, counting off the
famous bits of her life on his fingers like a shopping list.  “…robbed half the
merchantmen in Brannford ere she was grown, hired out to any as could pay.”


“Hired out?”  Bernold leered suggestively.


“Aye, as assassin and spy.”


“And you know this?”


The tavernman nodded.  “All Syon knows it.  I’m surprised
you do not.”


“Absurd,” Finnig declared. “The best spy is the one no one
knows.”  


Gikka nodded agreement.  “It does sound a bit farfetched.”


“And that is twice true for assassins,” Finnig spoke over
her, crossing his arms smugly.  “Barkeep, if everyone knows who she is and what
she does, why would anyone just sit and wait to be killed? Why would they even
let her come near?”


The tavernman blinked at the two knights and at Gikka.
“Exactly.”  Bernold nodded.  “She may have been a great assassin once, but she
cannot be so now, not with such infamy following her all over Syon.”


“And why was she never captured or punished?” He waved
dismissively. “This story is rubbish.”


“Oh, but she was captured. Once.  She spent some time in
Kadak’s prison.  After she escaped—”


“Escaped Kadak’s prison?”  Finnig laughed.  “First an
assassin, and now she’s escaped Kadak’s own prison.  Ah, but stories do grow.”


“I suppose she willed Kadak to find her,” chuckled Bernold.


“—escaped, as I say.”  The tavernman shook a finger at him. 
“No prison stands as can hold Gikka, lad.  Aye, she escaped, only to turn right
back ‘round and go in again to help the sheriff’s knights as was captured
escape.  So twice it is she escaped.”


“The Sheriff of Brannagh.” Bernold stroked his chin.


“Aye, but Lady Renda, it was, what sent her in after them,
and Lady Renda what she serves to this day.  Not counting as she brought the
late Duke Brada out besides, at war’s end.  So three times in and out of
Kadak’s prison, it is.  Three!”


Finnig grinned.  “But Duke Brada died.  She did not save him
after all.” 


“Oh, but she did.  Our duke lived long enough to see the
war’s end and victory at Brannagh hands.  A good death, indeed.”


“Brannagh, Brannagh,” grumbled Bernold.


The tavernman paused, and Gikka watched a worried wrinkle
cross his brow before he smiled again and continued his story.  “Calls herself
Squire, now, does Gikka, both of the Graymonde lands and mines she came to own
and in service to Brannagh.”  He cast a quick, self-conscious glance at the
woman.


“Graymonde.  That’s it, Bernold, Gikka of Graymonde.” 
Finnig laughed loudly, lifting his mug.  “The war hero.  Yes, squire to Renda
of Brannagh, no less; there’s irony for you.”


Irony?  Gikka looked up at him and watched him empty the
mug.  She dared not ask what he meant, though the question sat on the edge of
her lips, begging to prove their guilt.  But no whore would ask.  She’d played
the part often enough, smiled and cooed countless marks into the alleyways and
inns of Brannford, and she’d learned her role well.  She drew a deep breath. 
Listen, Gikka.  Watch.  Learn.


“...consorts with a sorcerer, and a nasty one, at that.  Looks
the very picture of a mother’s son but icy shrewd behind those blue eyes of
his.  Dith the Impenitent.”


She could not resist.  “I thought they called him the
Merciless.”


The barkeep laughed.  “Both, says I, and worse.  Burnt a
whole ship right on the waterways, and for what?  To kill a few graetna dogs,
or so I heard.”  He mopped the table again.  “Oh, on stories of that one alone,
I could keep you a tenday.  Under threat of death from Rjeinar, the Hadrian god
of vengeance, so they say, for that wicked business at Kadak’s stronghold—sure
you heard about that, gents?”


“No,” Finnig said, “in truth, from where we were, we only
saw the Hadrians fleeing in a panic.”


“Is what we all saw.  And run they did!  Oh, but I never
seen Hadrians run so fast in all my days, like to break down the very walls,
screaming, ‘Rjeinar!  Rjeinar is upon us!’”  The man wiped his tears of
laughter away with his apron.  “That’s him.  Saucy as you please.  Course,” he
gestured roundly, “he’s away now, gone north to study with some master, or so
they say.”  He winked.  “Gray magic at best, if you take my meaning.  Comes
away from that, and you’ll be glad he’s got his loyalties to the House of
Brannagh.”


“Quite.” Finnig’s tone was oddly terse.


“But barkeep,” broke in Bernold.  “What does this Gikka of
Graymonde look like?”  He looked at the woman and grinned.  “I mean, this could
be she, and how are we to know?”


“Oh, Bernold.”  Finnig laughed and reached an arm around her
possessively.  “You need only look at her to see.  She’s no killer.”


The barman glanced up at the ceiling above their heads as if
trying to remember, but Gikka thought he might be putting back a grin. 
“Bremondine, is our Gikka, maybe even that witchy Verdura blood from up
north.”  He ignored the blaze of contempt that flared in the woman’s black
eyes.  “Dark of hair and eye, like this one.  Handsome trim figure, mannish
loose hair.  Just like this one.”  He watched the quick look of worry cross the
knights’ faces and the glare from Gikka. At that, the innkeeper straightened,
laughed and clapped her on the back with a wink at the two knights.   “Oh, but
I’m scaring you gents!”  He laughed.  “Oh, but look at those wide eyes!  I had
you lads, didn’t I?  Fear me not, the real Gikka’s a good bit older, to my
mind, and with none so sweet a face.  Nah, Gikka, that’s a common name with
these Bremondines, these days, especially with those of—” he looked at her
sideways as he moved back to the empty bar, “—her kind.  Good for business,
y’understand, to play the part, because what man on Syon doesn’t dream of…” and
the rest was lost to muttering. 


“There, you see?”  Finnig raised his pint and put his hand
over Gikka’s arm.  “Just a regular whore, Bernold.  But it’s as well you’re not
Gikka of Graymonde,” he slurred, stifling a belch.  “If you were,” he laughed,
“we two would be dead by now.”


Her heart quickened but she willed herself to stay calm
under his touch.  “Oh, I think not,” she purred.   Below the table, she flexed
her other hand over the hilt of her dagger.  Not just yet.  “What grand scheme
of yours would draw her eye?  Sure such a one as she has bigger foes than you.”


“Oh, my darling,” grinned Bernold malevolently.  “You’ve no
idea what company you keep tonight.”  He drew himself up and leaned toward her,
quieting his voice.  “We, that is, we two alone, defeated the Knights of
Brannagh.”


“Defeated the knights?”  Idle boast, perhaps. Even sheer
lies.  Patience, she told herself, patience.  She had to be sure.  “What,” she
asked, looking from one to the other, “in tournament?  Sure not in battle. The
land is at peace.”


“Nay, not in battle, pretty one.”  Finnig combed his fingers
affectionately through her hair.  “We duped that Brannagh sheriff and took his
very granddaughter right from her nursery and sold her, is what, and for an
embarrassingly high price, at that.”  He laughed, running his fingers along the
neckline of her tunic.  “Enough to keep you in silk gowns and ribbons your
whole long life, my dear.”


Sold her.  Gikka swallowed hard, fighting back her rage. 
She managed a quizzical smile, one bordering on admiration, even while bile
rose in her throat.  Now would come the meat of it.  “But who—”


“Damnable Brannagh knights,” spat Bernold darkly, and
suddenly all his humor was gone.  “They stole victories that should have been
ours.  They rescued the villages on the earl’s lands without so much as a
salute to our own knights.”  He stared into his ale.  “To hear Wirthing
villages praising the name of Brannagh...”


Gikka blinked at him.  The Knights of Wirthing had been
counted allies of Brannagh for centuries.  During the last year of the war,
Renda and several of the warriors she’d gathered and trained had stayed at the
earl’s castle for a time to tend wounds and gather supplies. In return for his
hospitality, the earl had asked for their help. 


The Wirthing forces had been overwhelmed and nearly
destroyed by the Anatayans who had been allied, however briefly, to Kadak.  The
northerners had swept down past the Dhanani tribes’ western flank and pressed
both Wirthing and the Dhanani tribesmen.  The Dhanani had no love for Wirthing,
so they would have gladly abandoned Wirthing to the Anatayans in exchange for
their own safety.  But the Dhanani were blood-bound to Brannagh, so they had
helped Renda and her knights drive the Anatayans back to their own lands. 
Renda’s knights had reclaimed Wirthing’s prime pastureland from Kadak as well
as freeing several outlying freeman villages that later swore the earl fealty. 
But in faith, the villages had shouted their first praises to Brannagh.


At the astonished look on Gikka’s face, Finnig flashed a
quick smile that was meant to be comforting and slapped his hand against
Bernold’s shoulder in lighthearted camaraderie.  “Would that I could say it
took some doing to kidnap the child, but—”


“The old fool Brannagh.”  Bernold shook his head, refusing
to lighten his mood.  “So trusting.  Has none but some old crone of a nun to
mind the little one, and with the war done, no one so much as watches the
gatehouse by day.  We waited until the old woman doddered away, bade the simple
child follow us to her grandfather, led her without the castle walls, scooped
her up and rode away.  Then we sold her.”


Gikka glanced at the window.  “But what sort of person would
buy—”


Finnig laughed over her.  “I doubt they know she’s missing
yet.”


“Oh, yes.  We know.”  A cold voice came from behind the two
knights, a voice they’d come to know in the war, and they turned their chairs
noisily over the floor to see Lady Renda of Brannagh standing in the open
doorway, one sword drawn and the other still sheathed at her hip. Her rich
auburn hair, released from the elaborate work of her maids, was simply tied
back, and she wore but a simple tunic and breeches beneath her plain cloak.
Even without her plate armor, she was a commanding presence. They had no doubt
who she was, not with those bright amber eyes.  Aghast, they turned back to see
Gikka standing as well, dagger and sword drawn.


Without a word, the tavernkeeper retreated into his own
rooms, closing the door behind him and hushing his startled family.  He was no
doubt listening against the door, perhaps feverishly playing his hand over the
fiver in his apron, wondering if he had done the right thing and wondering what
open battle between two of the noble houses might mean.  Witnessing, she
snarled to herself.  She hoped he had the good sense to keep his peace about
what he saw.


Finnig and Bernold stood blinking the ale blur from their
eyes and gazing back and forth between the two women.  At the edge of her
vision, Gikka saw the barest flicker of a smirk cross Bernold’s features.  He
nudged Finnig against his hip as if he were a trained horse, and the younger
knight took a step toward Gikka, hands open, a warm smile on his face,
unfailingly confident of his charm.  “Come, I know just where she is.  We’ll go
and buy her back, and no harm done.”


Gikka’s lip curled in a snarl.  She slammed her dagger
upwards under Finnig’s chin and into his brain with a growl, turned it and
viciously ripped the blade out to let the twitching spastic body fall to the
ground at her feet.  Then she stepped contemptuously over the still moving
corpse and turned her gaze upon the other knight, who had by now drawn his own
sword and begun circling toward her.


“Hold!” Renda stepped forward and motioned her squire back. 
“I would have some answers first.”


“Well, well, the sheriff’s own daughter.”  Bernold grinned. 
“The woman who would be a knight,” he sneered, turning his sword toward her.
“Come on, then, Sir Renda of Brannagh!  Man to man, peer to peer.”


But Renda stayed, sword leveled, even in her anger, too
steady and war-seasoned to be drawn into a foolish attack by pride.  “You are
no knight, sirrah.”


“Oh,” he said with mock surprise, slashing his sword
elegantly through the air, “oh, but I am.”  He bowed grandly.  “Sir Bernold of
Avondale, Knight of Wirthing, at your service.”


“Nonsense.”  Renda sneered.  “We found the two knights you
killed, thief.  Stripped and left to rot beside the river.”


“Nay, madam, they were the thieves.”  He laughed, slashing with
the sword again and angling toward her to keep himself facing both women at
once.  “They attacked us, but we prevailed and killed them both.  Wirthing does
not trifle with thieves like the House of Brannagh,” he said, casting a look of
contempt toward Gikka.


“Then Wirthing could stand to come up in the world,” quipped
Gikka.  “Better he should break his bread with the lowest of the low than with
the likes of you.”


Anger flared in his eyes.  “We did strip them, ‘tis true. 
After all, if everyone thinks that scoundrels dressed as Wirthing knights took
the child, well,” he laughed wickedly, “who would blame real Wirthing knights?”


“A knight does not sell children, and certainly not to their
deaths, Avondale.”  Renda stepped between the two tables into a more open area,
kicking aside several chairs as she went.  “My niece was sacrificed like a goat
to some wicked god, and her blood stains your hands.  Were you a knight before,
you are none now!”


The grin faded, and Bernold’s sword lowered slightly, but he
raised it again in defiance.  “We were hired to steal a virgin and bring her to
the clearing.”  He breathed deeply.  “What became of her then is none of my
affair.”


Renda’s gaze faltered for a moment and met Gikka’s.  A
virgin.  The thought that even more evil had been done to Pegrine than what
they had seen welled rage in Renda’s eyes.


Suddenly, Bernold took a step toward Renda and slashed at
her, but she sidestepped and brought her sword down at his shoulder, cutting
through his doublet with the poisoned side of the blade but not breaking his
skin.  But in moving aside, she had left the way to the door open.


Sir Bernold glanced toward the door, then back at Renda. 
They all  he had but one chance for escape, the coward’s chance, and he took
it.  He slashed crudely toward Renda to drive her back, then bolted for the
door, leapt atop his horse and viciously kicked the beast into a full gallop
toward the west and into the city of Farras.


Renda and Gikka made their ways to their own horses and
mounted, riding after him with all speed.  Alandro was exhausted, as was
Zinion, but the two horses pounded after the escaping knight with all their
strength, ducking around merchant’s shops and flying over the cobblestone paths
after him.  The Wirthing horse was not their equal, but he was rested and they
were not.  They would be hard pressed to catch him.


 


 


The morning light was still gray, though the sun was peeking
over the horizon now, and the streets were mercifully empty.  Renda watched him
turn left twice and smiled.  Instead of staying to the main street, which would
have taken him right through the city and into the wild forests to the
northwest where he might have had the best chance of escape, he had gone
instead into the densest part of the city and the most difficult to navigate.
His impulsive turns and doubling back made it clear to her that he had no idea
where he was or where he might go.  


On the other hand, she and Gikka knew this area well. 
Kadak’s army had found the infamous Farras slums baffling and impossible to
infiltrate during the war, and they had abandoned the effort early on.  For
that reason she had made of it her own base of operations for the liberation of
Farras and most of the western campaigns.  She signaled to Gikka.


Gikka whistled to her, and at once the Bremondine and her
horse turned aside and disappeared into a thin alleyway that ran behind the
sleepy marketplace and into the Maze behind it, a clot of tents, hovels,
taverns and brothels with no easily discernible path through them.  If Sir
Bernold did not know his way already, he would certainly trap himself in any of
a hundred constantly shifting culs-de-sacs.


Renda closed the distance between herself and the Wirthing
knight. By now Alandro was close enough to bite the braided tail of the Wirthing
stallion if he so chose, and soon enough, she would be able to engage the
knight with her sword.


But the Wirthing knight glanced back at her with a sneer and
kicked his mount even harder, driving the poor beast to gasp and wheeze, but
managing to pull ahead of her.  


Renda frowned.  He had glanced back at her over his right
shoulder. He would most likely turn suddenly to the left again, as he had shown
inclination to do, and away from the Maze unless she could scare him off toward
the right.  She heeled Alandro hard to the left and drew her sword.


At the sound of her blade being unsheathed, Sir Bernold
looked back at her again, this time seeing that she was at his left, and he
veered sharply to the right, sparking his stirrup against the wall of the
corner mercer’s shop as he passed into the Maze.


A grim smile passed over Renda’s features as she turned to
follow him.  In spite of the circumstances, in spite of the fact that she was
fighting another knight instead of the demons in the war, it felt good to be
fighting again.  Not sparring, not mindlessly moving through her daily
exercises, but actually fighting.  By the gods, it felt good.


Sure you’d not take it all back.


A chill of danger touched her spine as she entered the
alley, and she drew Alandro to a stop.  Even with the sun rising, the Maze was
dark.  The only light that fell was feeble firelight coming from the hovels
lining the path, and ahead she could see no sign of Gikka nor of the knight. 
Then, from a shadowy alcove just ahead, she heard the faintest huff and the
shift of a pained hoof.  Strategies raced through her mind, but slowly, far too
slowly. Before she could prepare herself, Sir Bernold’s horse lunged at her.
The knight charged her from the darkness, sword drawn.


She parried his blow away but his sheer power and size
overwhelmed her, and she felt herself losing her balance.  Instead of fighting
it, she let herself fall from Alandro’s back, tumbling over her shoulder to
land on her feet with her sword toward Sir Bernold.  Her horse still stood
between herself and the Wirthing knight. She circled around him and drew her
second sword, taking the split second of luxury to scan the alley for Gikka.


She heard a splintering crack and a horse’s scream of
agony.  Alandro kicked again and his hooves connected squarely with the other
horse’s chest.  The Wirthing mount reared back in pain and bucked furiously,
throwing Sir Bernold to the ground. It nearly trampled him in its rage and
raced away streaming blood from its muzzle and chest.  Renda doubted the horse
would live without attention to his wounds.


Sir Bernold rose to his feet with menace in his eyes and
stalked toward Alandro.  “I would kill this ill-mannered beast, Brannagh,” he
seethed, “but I shall have need of a mount after I kill you.”


“I doubt he would give you his back,” she answered with a
smile and gave an elegant flourish with her swords.  But the gesture was not
idle and, with a quick neigh, Alandro turned and galloped away, down the alley
toward Zinion and Gikka.  She judged the sound of his hooves to have stopped
only twenty yards away.  Good, Gikka was near.  Just like during the war.


“Shall we, sirrah?”


“Indeed,” he growled, circling toward her with his sword
drawn.  In the gray darkness she could see the white lining of the shirt
peeking out from the slashes in his doublet and occasionally the whites of his
eyes, but the rest of him she could see only when he moved.  Twice, he nearly
struck her before she saw the attack, and twice she managed to get her blade up
barely in time.  She felt a trace of panic rising in her heart.  How had she
gotten so slow?  She quelled it, focusing as she had been taught on calm, on
fighting the enemy, not her fear.  Almost at once, her breathing slowed.


“You disappoint me, Brannagh,” he laughed.  “Praise your
B’radik that I am drunk, or I should have dispatched you by now.”


“I think not.”  Her accustomed skill was coming back to
her.  Control regained, she sliced at him with elegance, anticipated his
parries and sidestepped them with renewed attacks.  She watched his blade rise
to block her strike and, to her delight, she was fast enough to take advantage
of the opening he created for her.  Her left blade bit into the flesh of his
thigh.  He flinched at the pain, but then he laughed. The blade had not bitten
deeply enough to do harm.  Had the sword been her right, he would already be
writhing in agony from the poison.  She brought her other sword up to push
aside his next obvious attack from above, then slashed at him once more with
her left blade.


He stepped in to bring his blade across her waist, but she
was no longer there, and he overextended himself clumsily.  In only a moment,
he found himself held helpless against her with her sword edge locked against
his throat.


“Mercy, I pray you, Brannagh.”  His voice sounded tight and
fearful.  “I yield.”


“Tell me who hired you to steal my niece,” asked Renda
quietly, tightening her grip at his resistance.


“And then you will release me?”


“No,” she replied coldly.  “My blade split the verinara
leaf, Bernold.  I serve Rjeinar by this act, and you will die by my hand.”  Her
eyes glowed dark gold in the night.  “But speak and clear your conscience ere
you die.”


“Rjeinar…”  He sagged against her, away from the blade, a
motion that was meant to throw her off balance, but instead of struggling to
hold him up, she turned away and let him fall at her feet, at once setting the
point of her blade in the center of his throat and her foot on his chest.  He
stared in obvious horror at the thick green resin along the blade where it
glinted in the meager light of the alleyway.


“Again, I ask, before I take my revenge upon you and send
your soul into the stars, who hired you to take the sheriff’s granddaughter?”


He moved to shake his head, his eyes wide at the pinch of
her blade against his skin.  “No, no.  It was not that we should take the
sheriff’s granddaughter.  He wanted a virgin, any virgin, and he said nothing
about why.  But her purity was of the utmost importance to him.”


“And you sold a seven years child into his lecherous
grasp?”  She pushed the blade against his throat.  “Without a care to what evil
he had in mind for her?”


“I knew right well what he might want of her.  I simply did
not care.  Nay, one thing more I will make clear, though it provoke you to kill
me on the spot.  Knowing his purpose, as it seemed to me, it was my own idea
that we should take the child from Brannagh.”  A sneer crossed his lips again. 
“I’ve naught but contempt for the House of Brannagh, not since the war.”


“Animal.”  She hissed the word, but she held the blade
steady.


“If you’ve such contempt for Renda, why’d you not take your
revenge on her and leave the little child be?”  Gikka asked from the shadows.


“He wanted a virgin.”  He shrugged, as if that explained it
all, then smiled wickedly.  “Besides, taking the child from beneath your very
eyes would hurt ever the more and to the end of your days.”


Renda drew a deep breath and closed her eyes for a moment,
steadying her nerves.  “Who bought her from you?”


“You’ll not hear it from these lips.”


Renda’s pressed her blade deeper.  “For the last time. 
Speak.”


“And once I am dead, what then?”  He ventured a soft laugh,
conscious of the blade against his windpipe.  “You’ll still not know her
killer’s name.  What then of your revenge, Brannagh?  What then of your
precious dead niece?”


Gikka’s hand touched Renda’s shoulder, and the Bremondine
woman whispered to her, something unspeakable.


She wanted to say no, to stay true to B’radik’s doctrines of
truth and light as a Knight of Brannagh should, but as she looked at the
verinara stain on her blade, she only sighed. “A rite of Cuvien…Is there no
other way?”


At the name of the Bremondine goddess of torture, Bernold’s
eyes widened.


Gikka shrugged.  “He’d die with the name just to vex you, an
he speaks true.”  She shook her head solemnly.  “No, I find with them who say
they don’t fear dying and know that’s what is coming, a taste of pain works
best,” she said evenly, drawing some sinister looking barbs and hooks from
Zinion’s saddlebag.  Then she looked down at Sir Bernold’s terrified expression
and smiled.  “Ain’t that right, lad?”


 


 












Four


Castle Brannagh


Alandro’s
neighed salute had carried through the stable with an enthusiasm born of sheer
will.  He had tossed his head twice, and Renda could tell that he was pleased
that she had come to gather him for the day’s journey, but before she could
make her way to him, his huge head had bowed, and he’d stumbled in the stall
where he stood, so deep was his exhaustion.  Renda had stopped a moment to
stroke his muzzle and speak some soothing words to him, but she had seen the
sad realization in his eyes: today Alandro would stay home.


Instead, she had had the grooms saddle and bridle her
brother’s sorrel stallion Hero, a powerful creature who since Roquandor’s death
had become well used to carrying her father’s weight, and with full armor.  It
was Hero whom she now tapped up into a gentle gallop over the smoother flats
that led toward the southeast.  The sun was high already, and she judged that
they would reach the temple by midday.  She was not inclined to hurry.


Riding along the road beside the bright sunlit fields of her
father’s lands and past the farmers who worked them, instead of stacks of
golden amaranth and wheat she saw the discolored bundles of parchments that
still lay waiting on the library table.


Would that it were not so.  


Now looking back over the grim adventure of the night, she
wondered bleakly, would it be so much to trade, all the famous errantry of her
life, to have little Pegrine back, chirping and skipping through the castle
halls again?


She and Gikka had returned to the castle just before sunrise
for no more than an hour’s sleep and fresh horses after their ride from
Farras.  Some stubborn, disbelieving part of her had expected to find Pegrine there,
dancing with anticipation in the entry hall, waiting to share with her some
glorious miracle in the bailey gardens, a spider’s web or a fat squirrel
patting away his winter cache.  Renda’s sword hung at her side, only freshly
wiped clean of Sir Bernold’s blood, and she at last knew the name of Pegrine’s
killer. All the same, she had found herself looking for the little girl at the
door.


Instead, she was greeted by silence and the unforgiving
wretchedness of a home that had seen the death of a child.  No one stirred
within the walls.  The sheriff, Lady Glynnis and most of the servants had spent
the night in vigil and had not yet emerged from their chambers. Those few
servants who had risen with the sun praised the gods for chores that took them
out of doors and into the light and life and sun of the world.


The whole of the castle felt dead, empty of life and love.
But as she walked through the ancient corridors of the keep, the air fairly
bristled around her with a dull and restless outrage rising from the crypt
where her kinsmen’s bones—Roquandor’s bones—whispered for vengeance.  Patience,
she prayed them.  I shall not fail you.


On the way to her chamber she had seen the temple priests
making their ways through the entry hall between the crates of Pegrine’s
belongings that the maids had brought down.  Nara would live, they announced
wearily when Renda saw them out, although they had not the strength between
them to awaken the nun.  That would come with time.  They declined Renda’s
offer of guest chambers saying they would be expected at the temple, but she
suspected they were anxious to leave the house of mourning.  One, the elder of
the two, saw the angry purple bruise on her wrist where she had caught the hilt
of Sir Bernold’s sword and bowed his head in prayer.  The two clerics exchanged
glances before the second put two drops of healing oil on her wrist and rubbed
them into the skin, apologizing for their weariness.


Then they were gone, and Renda stood rubbing her aching
wrist, alone and undefended amidst all the gathered treasures of Pegrine’s
life.


The maids had spent the early morning hours crating
Pegrine’s dolls, her wooden horses and knights, faded puzzles, toy animals,
clothes and hair ribbons, everything, to free the child’s soul of attachments and
speed her through the stars; the coachman from the orphanage in Farras would
come in the afternoon to fetch the crates with many sympathies and grateful
kowtows to the household, and then he would carry away the trappings of
Pegrine’s life forever and free her soul of attachments.


All the little girl’s frocks and gowns save one had been
carefully folded and wrapped so that the splinters of the crates would not ruin
them.  Renda had asked the maids to set aside Pegrine’s First Rite gown and the
matching hair ribbons for the child to wear to the crypt.  The gown was
glorious and very grown up for being so tiny, purest white with delicate
slashing in the sleeves to show the deep blue silk undersleeves and a lovely
lace overskirt dotted here and there with tiny deep blue bows.  It had been
Pegrine’s favorite. 


Forever.  Renda shook her head sadly and rose from the
steps, stretching the stiffness from her legs.  Rather than give in to the
thousand different hues of pain and sorrow, she turned and moved toward the
stairway, flexing out the last aches from the night’s ride. 


But as she turned to leave the hall, she saw something
through the corner of her eye.  In one of the crates of toys, she spied
Pegrine’s wooden sword and picked it up.  The hilt was worn smooth with hours
of happy shadow fighting, and the cross guard was coming loose, but the blade
had held up well with only a few nicks and scratches to mar the carving.


It had been Renda’s own, years ago, put into her tiny hand
by her father despite Nara’s most strenuous objections, and it had been her
favorite toy.  Last spring at Pegrine’s birthday feast, Renda had been the one
to place the sword in her niece’s hand, this time with Nara’s resigned
acceptance if not her blessing.  Knighthood, it seemed, was to become a
tradition among Brannagh women, scandal be damned.


Now Renda’s hand rested gently over the sword’s wooden hilt
as she rode southeastward toward the temple grounds. Afterward, after she had
taken revenge against Pegrine’s killer, she would place it in the little girl’s
hand again—this time in the crypt, while the toy weapon dripped with the blood
of the one who had murdered her, so that her spirit might be granted rest.


The one who had murdered her.


Cilder.  It was Cilder.


With his dying breath, Sir Bernold of Avondale had sworn it
upon the asp guardant and the fillet d’or of the House of Wirthing, even upon
the tomb of the first earl, and yet the idea that she should accept a
dishonored knight’s impeachment of a Bishop of B’radik struck her as somehow
preposterous.


Avondale and his comrade had kidnapped and sold a
seven-years child to a priest—Renda could think of no wholesome purpose to be
met thus—and surely this was a deed unworthy of knights.  The act spoke ill of
Avondale’s honor, as did his cowardice, and she should trust no oath of his. 
He might have accused anyone in vanishing hopes of gaining his freedom, even
the duke himself, had the thought occurred to him. 


Instead, he had accused a Bishop of B’radik. Sir Bernold had
seemed to Renda a man of little imagination, but he had described the bishop
quite exactly, mimicking his pebbly voice and quiet, sensible manner far too
well, far too disconcertingly, for someone who had never had reason to have met
him.


Still, she could not imagine such driving evil coming from
as true a man as Bishop Cilder.  In her mind’s eye Cilder was still the gentle
old priest who had given her and her brother their First Rites as children—who
had given Pegrine her First Rite just this year—not the all important Bishop of
B’radik he had become since.  When he was a high priest in the temple, he had
been the one to pour the consecrated Oil of Truth over her sword at her
knighting, and his first act as Bishop had been to bless her new order upon
their return from the war, the Knights of the Crimson Lioness, and to swear
them to B’radik’s service.


Only five days past, Cilder had come to consecrate the new
chapel in the east wing, and Renda had seen him in bishop’s robes for only the
second time since the war’s end.  His radiant white cassock was concealed as
always beneath the Damping Mantle to keep the brightness of Bradik’s power from
blinding the faithful, and he looked much the same as she remembered him, hale
enough but with perhaps a few more wrinkles.  Cilder’s appearance at the
consecration had come as a surprise to all the House since his outings had
become increasingly rare during the last several months.


After the consecration, she had spoken with him for only a
few moments before her duties called her elsewhere, but she had heard that her
father spoke with him at length.  Surely if the bishop had been harboring some
plan against the House, Renda, or at least her father, would have known it. 
The goddess would have made such a thing plain.


But then her thoughts turned uneasily to Nara and to
B’radik’s refusal to grant her protection—against what?—and to the darkness the
nun had seen when she was searching for Pegrine.  The knight shuddered and
pulled her mantle up even in the sun’s warmth.  To confound Nara’s formidable
rapport with her goddess enough to hide Pegrine from her, especially while the
child was being killed, took considerable power.  Compared to such an act,
fooling Renda and her father for a few hours during the chapel consecration
would have been insignificant.


Now Renda looked ahead to where Gikka reined in her fresh
mount out of a thin stand of trees and dropped back the hood of her cloak.  The
late morning sun drew a faint outline around the Bremondine woman and her wiry
young mare where they stood looking across the temple grounds to the priests’
rectory and to the bishop’s manse beyond.


Gikka had accepted Sir Bernold’s word at once, as if he were
merely confirming what she already .  No one without true magic or divine
intervention could have hoped to clean a trail so fast or so well, not even
Gikka herself, and a sorcerer like Dith would more likely burn the clearing to
the ground, body and all.  But then, no mage ever offered blood sacrifice—at
least, not since before the Liberation.


A priest, then.  But for a priest to invoke a god’s
intervention to clean up a trail was a very visible and physical manifestation
of power—a terrible extravagance and not the sort of feat a young priest would
consider.  To build that sort of spiritual discipline and that strong a
relationship with the god would take many, many years.  


So Sir Bernold’s answer had struck Gikka as true in spite of
Renda’s objections that he was not to be trusted.  As she had told Renda on the
way back to the castle, “Comes it from the mouth of honor or no, truth is truth
and has a bite about it as leaves no doubt.”  The bite was there.  For all that
she wished it were not, the bite of B’radik’s truth was there.


B’radik did not accept blood sacrifice—that was certain. 
And what of Nara’s terror at the sight of Pegrine’s body?  Darkness rises to
smother light...  Why would B’radik tolerate Her bishop offering blood
sacrifice at all?


Darkness.  No light...


Renda’s breath quickened.  She recalled how Nara’s frantic
invocations in the courtyard had gone unanswered, and she remembered the
sluggish feeling of the priests’ healing in her wrist, even with their oils.
The quiet glance that had passed between the two clerics, she saw now, was a
look of resignation.  They had not been surprised.


I call upon B’radik and I see only darkness.


Perhaps Pegrine’s murder, horror that it was, had been the
least of the atrocities committed.   But Renda’s mind would not let her deepest
fears come to light.


No light.


Surely it was not possible to destroy a god.  Was it?  Renda
swallowed hard and nudged Hero forward to where Gikka had already dismounted
and settled her horse beside a row of hedges, not daring to let herself
consider the possibilities.


The lock on the side door was old and well worn, and its
tumblers moved aside willingly for Gikka. Within a few moments, the two women
were inside. The outside of the bishop’s manse was freshly whitewashed and well
kept, and the door opened without a creak, admitting them into the mudroom
where some white cloaks hung from wooden pegs and where many white leather
boots were stored against the snow and mud of the coming cold.  As Gikka had
promised, the room was empty, although beyond it stood a corridor with a
doorway leading into a loud and bustling kitchen preparing the midday meal.


Across from the kitchen doorway stood a plain servants’
stairway that spiraled up through a small corner space.  Without a second
thought, Gikka sprinted for it and fairly flew up the flight of stairs, her
feet barely touching the wooden plank steps.  Renda followed, her steps a bit
heavier over the creaking boards but still unheard above the din in the
kitchen.


The stairs came out at the end of one wing of the manse, a
broad hallway with pristine white walls and white furs along the floors.  A great
tall window stood at the far end, undressed to let in the full light of day,
and tiny candles of the purest white burned with hot blue-white flame in simple
candelabrum along the sideboards between the evenly spaced chamber doors.


Renda looked through one open doorway to a vacant white
guest chamber, but Gikka shook her head and moved toward the landing of the
huge central stairway that joined the other wings to this.  Then Gikka stopped
short.


“Do you smell it?”


Renda sniffed quickly at the air, but between the smells of
oil soaps and the luncheon being served in the dining hall, she took a moment
to place the other odor.  Blood, certainly, though it smelled a bit tainted to
her, like stale kidney pie.  The vile smell had about it the same sense of darkness,
of something being badly out of place, as the feeling she had had in the
clearing, and now the white purity of the halls which had struck her as clean
and perfect seemed almost to swell and boil, ready to burst with the evil that
they concealed.  Please, she prayed, please, let it not be Pegrine’s
blood that I smell.


Gikka signaled ahead again and moved forward. Renda saw that
her squire had already drawn a dagger. They were close; the smell was growing
more and more powerful.  Renda’s stomach churned against the horrible odor that
seemed to force all the air out of the upper floor of the manse.  


At last they came to the large double doorway that led to
the bishop’s chambers.  Gikka knelt beside it quickly and soundlessly drew back
the bolt inside the lock that held it closed.  Then she let the door open
degree by degree, slowly, excruciatingly slowly, until it stood open but a few
inches.


A great foul breath of blood and rot billowed over them from
the chamber, and both women fought down the bile in their throats.  Once the
odor thinned, Renda drew her sword and stood at the edge of the doorway
watching a man she recognized by his gouty walk to be Bishop Cilder moving back
and forth before a long table full of tallow candles and various dark vessels. 
At the sound of her blade leaving its scabbard, he had stood straight,
listening, and put down a bowl.  Then he turned his head to look back at the
open doorway where the two women had just moved out of his sight


“A blade? In my home and at my chamber door?”  He smiled,
the same gentle smile Renda had known for years, and for that moment he seemed
just as blameless as she had ever seen him before.  She drew herself back
against the wall beside the door and shut her eyes.  His was not the face of
evil, she saw, not dark and malignant like Kadak’s had been, and impossibly,
she found her resolve flagging.  How could so good a man have killed Pegrine? 
She opened her eyes and watched through the crack in the door.


The man’s step hesitated just inside the doorway, out of
Renda’s view, but Gikka signaled to her that he was warding, surely setting
some sort of protection on the door.  “Come, now, gentlemen, if you would speak
with me, then speak, but do not come creeping into my home brandishing
weapons.”  He listened a moment before he sighed and came toward the hallway. 
“It’s no use haggling,” he called, moving to the open door.  “I’ve already paid
you far more than she was worth.  She took entirely too long to die, even after
I took her viscera.  And her blood, most peculiar.  Half a day later, and I’ve
only now managed to suspend it...”


For several moments, he and Renda stood staring at each
other, she with her blade drawn and he with his hands and the front of his dull
white cassock—the cassock that should have blinded her with its brilliant
glow—dark and grisly with blood.  Pegrine’s blood, she was certain of it.  And
still, the same sweet smile.


Renda squinted her eyes slightly and saw what she feared
most, what she had somehow missed during the chapel consecration.  About his
head, instead of the brilliant white glow of B’radik’s power, she saw a wispy
blackness that poured over the benign features of her father’s priest in a
masque of evil.


This could not be!  Her mind could not reconcile her memory
of Bishop Cilder with what she saw before her.  She should have expected it,
after Bernold’s confession, but she supposed she had refused to accept it
fully.  Now, looking at him, seeing the evil about him, she could not escape
the truth.  He had abandoned the duke and the sheriff, abandoned his vows and
the disciplines of truth and enlightenment.


He had abandoned B’radik Herself.


Some part of her could not even begin to understand how that
was possible, and yet there she stood, a Knight of Brannagh sworn to B’radik’s
service, with verinara on her blade and Bernold’s tortured confession in her
ear.  How small the steps…


No, she could not think that way.  Cilder had taken no such
small step but had abandoned his goddess outright.  She would never abandon
B’radik.


“Lady Renda!” he said pleasantly, oblivious to the shock and
disgust in her eyes.  He ignored Gikka’s dagger and wiped his hands on his
cassock, but his eye lingered a bit worriedly over the knight’s sword.  “I was
not told you were here...”


“No,” snarled Gikka, who came in behind him and clapped her
dagger against his throat, “I imagine not.”  All at once, she jumped backward
with a scream of surprise and pain, and her dagger clattered to the floor
beside her.  She fell against the wall, clutching her insensate hand against
her, and fixed the back of the bishop’s head with an acid glare.


Without a thought, Renda’s sword was instantly at his gut,
just nigh of touching him but close enough that she could kill him before he
moved. He was no longer the priest of her consecration, she told herself, no
longer the priest of her First Rite.  He was now an enemy as surely as Kadak
had been.


The squire rose to her feet cursing and working the tingle
out of her fingers. She picked up her dagger as she moved.  As soon as she was
standing, Renda saw she was moving toward the bishop again, and this time,
nothing was going to stop her.  Just one nick with her blade, just the touch of
the verinara in his blood, and they would have their vengeance.


But he turned to put his back to the door, at once putting
the two women at either side of him.  With Renda’s blade at his belly and Gikka
looming closer, he looked behind him then stepped backward through the
doorway—the doorway he had just fixed with protections.  


Renda frowned, seeing his plan.  Either he would close them
out or she would be trapped inside with him, and her only hope of victory lay
in following him and surviving against the door’s defenses and his own
formidable power long enough to defeat him.   She had no choice.  Steeling
herself against the protective attack, she leaped through behind him.  At once,
the door slammed closed behind her, but not before Gikka dove inside after her
and jammed one of her daggers in at the lock.  


The bolt of the lock clanged angrily against her dagger’s
blade again and again and raised a terrible din inside the chamber, but it
could not break through.  Renda continued to press toward him while Cilder
backed steadily away.  He smiled again and looked down at her sword.  “Come,
you would not kill the Bishop of B’radik.  What would your father say?”


“Were you truly the Bishop of B’radik,” Renda said, stepping
closer, “I would not.  But you are none.  You have performed blasphemous,
murderous rituals of blood and lechery.  For that I will have your head, and my
father will rejoice.”


“Rituals of blood and lechery?”  He looked shocked. 
“Murderous?  Not at all.  This,” he said, indicating the bloodied table behind
him with a dismissive laugh, “this is but idle dalliance, a lesson in animal
alchemy! Hardly—”


“Dalliance!”  Gikka spat and drew closer to him, brandishing
her second dagger.  “What dalliance is this?  You killed a child, Cilder.  Her
very blood stains your shirtfront, deny it!”  She shook her head and growled,
bringing the dagger up.  “Animal alchemy, I’ll give you animal alchemy...”


“A child!”  To Renda’s ear, his laugh sounded thin, and she
watched him back himself toward the table yet again, looking nervously between
her and Gikka.  He shook his head, as if the notion were absurd.  “No child.  A
goat—”


Renda’s eyes narrowed at the lie.  “The knights told us,
Cilder.  The Wirthing knights.  Estrella.  Avondale.”  She saw his eyes widen
in recognition and fear.  “They took the girl, a virgin, such as you requested
of them, and they sold her into your hands.”


“Surely they lie.”


“Nay,” seethed Gikka, creeping toward him.  “They spoke true
ere they met their deaths.”


Renda watched him realize Gikka’s meaning, watched his mind
turning over several lies, several gambits.  By the gods, he was transparent to
her now.  How could she not have seen…?


“Well,” he said quietly, “yes, all right, yes.  I did buy a
child from them, I suppose that much is true, but it was not what you think—”


Gikka’s dagger point was in the hollow of his throat in a
blur of movement, not quite touching, her face inches from his.  “We found her
last night, tied to the stump in that glade and cut all apart, just as you left
her.”


Cilder opened his mouth as if to speak a denial, but then
closed it again.  Then, as if unbalanced by Gikka’s sudden attack, he stumbled
backward, reaching for the table to support himself.


“Deny it, go on,” hissed the squire, advancing on him. 
“Give me one more reason to kill you.”


Caught between the dagger and the table, he drew a deep
breath and spoke.  “It is this simple, children.  I grow old and tired, and
this body of mine pains me.”  He held up his thin old hands and smiled sadly at
Renda.  “Can you know how it feels, to have your flesh rotting away while you
live, to watch your hair, your teeth, every young part of yourself die or fall
out?  No, of course not.  You’re still but a child, for all your fame and
glory.  But I am grown quite ancient in the goddess’s service.  Ancient and
decrepit.  For years I’ve longed for my death, but,” he said looking up at the
ceiling with a bitter smile, “such was not the will of B’radik.”  The contempt
in his voice as he spoke the goddess’s name was clear.  The old priest glanced
back in embarrassment toward the table like one who has just been caught in the
midst of a messy meal.  “But then, comes an old, forgotten god, a god who
knows, who sees my pain, a god who grants me a tiny fragment, but the barest
splinter of the gods’ own knowledge!”


“At what price?” growled Gikka.


He leveled his gaze at hers while he directed his words to
Renda.  “Look you, for the life of one child, one unmissed child of the
streets,” he turned his eyes away from Gikka’s glare, “I can stop this pain and
regain some semblance of my youth. For a time.”  He glanced pitifully, wretchedly
at Renda for a moment.  “Surely you understand, my lady.”


To her shock and disgust, she did.  In his words she heard
her own voice, her own heart, and she loathed herself for it. He had traded a
single life for a small return to glory.  Yesterday, she would have traded the
lives of thousands for hers.


Her blade lowered ever so slightly.


He continued to back away from Gikka, moving steadily toward
the table, twisting and flexing his hands nervously.  “My lady, I have been
entrusted with the... dearest secrets of Damerien and Brannagh for decades,” he
said, meeting Renda’s gaze with his own, silently offering some sort of guilty
trade. “Since before I became bishop.  Since before you—no, before your father
was born. And faithful.  Ever so faithful.  This,” he said, once more looking
back toward the table, “This was a—a superstitious...mistake, the work of a
desperate old man.  But I assure you there was no lechery, nothing untoward,
about it.”


“Nothing untoward!”  Gikka hissed.


“Upon my word,” he said in tones of embarrassment and
humility, “you will hear no more of this.”  But his words rang false against
the whitewashed walls of the manse, and now the knight and her squire advanced
on him again.  “Please!  Have you no pity for an old man?  In B’radik’s name,
spare me!”


“In B’radik’s name?” Renda repeated incredulously.  “You
dare claim loyalty to the Houses of Damerien and Brannagh?  To B’radik?  In the
very midst of your sin?” Renda moved toward him, sword still leveled at his
heart.  She looked at the table full of bowls and vessels and felt any pity she
had for him drain from her.  There, in the bowls, were Pegrine’s missing
organs, darkened and reeking with the passage of time.  Heart, kidneys, liver,
a few others Renda did not look upon for long, mostly cut apart now with
strangely shaped gouges and chunks cut from them.  She turned her attention
back to the priest.  “Know you, Cilder, what child you have slain?”


But for the brief moment while her attention had left him,
he had turned and gulped something from one bowl, something dark and bloody and
thick.  Now he cast both women a sinister grin and wiped the blood from his
mouth with the sleeve of his cassock.  “I do not, nor do I care.  It is done!”


In desperation, Gikka lunged and jabbed at him with the
dagger, and again she was thrown back, but this time, she left a deep cut on
his throat. 


“Verinara,” he said calmly, dabbing at the cut with his
sleeve until it stopped bleeding.  In only a moment, the wound closed.  “That
might have been unpleasant.”  Finally he looked up into their shocked faces,
and his expression was puzzled.  “But why verinara?”


Gikka rose and moved toward him again, but as she came
closer, his gesturing broadened:  He was invoking the protection of his god
against Gikka.  Not B’radik’s protection—sure and inescapable proof of his
betrayal—but that of some other, unknown to her.  The one who had granted him
the gods’ own knowledge.


With all speed, Renda shoved Gikka aside and threw the
cleric to the ground just as he finished his invocation, steeling herself
against the attack that somehow never came.  She knelt over him to hold him
down and, instead of her own swords, she drew Pegrine’s absurdly small wooden
sword.  She raised it above Cilder’s chest while he lay grinning at her in full
anticipation of his god’s protection.


“Cilder!”  A voice as smooth and sinuous as a viper’s skin
uncoiled in the air around them, a hideously beautiful voice that could have
been male or female.  Or neither.


A swirl of cold, dark, something badly out of place, whirled
around Renda’s sensibilities.  She rose to her feet, drawing her own sword with
her left hand while Gikka circled the room with her daggers raised, both
looking for the one who spoke.  The knight whispered a prayer to B’radik under
her breath, and the squire cursed roundly under hers.  


“Ha!” choked the bishop.  He looked into the air and smiled
like an obedient hound before its master.  “I knew You would not fail me!  I
have fulfilled Your command!”


The voice growled, dark and terrifying, but not, as it
seemed, toward the two women.  When Renda ventured to look toward the bishop,
she saw dark swirls of fury circling the bishop wildly under the raging howl of
his god.


“How dare you profane My altar with the blood of Mine
enemy!” the voice shrieked.


The whirls of black circled the bishop’s body faster and
faster, and he was buffeted back and forth as he tried to rise. Cilder managed
to get himself to his knees before the blood began burbling over his lips.


“No!” he wheezed, staring in horror first at the knight,
then at her squire. She saw the realization in his eyes.  “Enemy…the verinara. 
The child, oh mercy!  Tell me it is not true!  Tell me they did not take…!”  He
threw himself upon the ground, clawing at Renda’s boots, grasping at her tunic
and begging for mercy in his wretchedness. “What have I done?  I have
sacrificed a child of Damerien!  The prophecy!  What have I done?”


Prophecy again.  First Nara, now Cilder.  Renda looked at
Gikka.  What prophecy?  But the squire only shook her head in bafflement.


Then, at each joint of bone to bone, Cilder’s body began to
unravel itself with dull sickening pops that counterpointed the angry slamming
of the bolt against Gikka’s dagger.  Aghast, wooden sword in hand, Renda
watched the madness grow in his eyes as he watched his body be devoured by
sulfurous flame, slowly, inevitably, bit by bit.  The bishop shrieked with
terror and pain, breaking his voice and bringing his servants to come pounding
at the sealed door.


With infinite cruelty, the god had somehow kept him alive
during this last of his dissolution, when his body was reduced to no more than
a wretched trunk and head, and now she could see his eyes bulging and his
tongue swelling within his mouth, yet somehow, cruelly, he was still conscious.
 The horrible mouth continued to scream until the tongue choked off the sound
and the bishop lay flopping absurdly and gasping on the floor.


“For Pegrine and B’radik!” Renda leaped forward and plunged
the wooden sword into his heart with all her strength and pulled it free.  What
remained of the bishop, a bloodied piece of his cassock over his absurd,
limbless trunk, quivered weakly for a moment before it relaxed at Renda’s feet,
silent and still.


In the sudden silence of the room, Renda stared at the dead bishop’s
body, numb, cold.  Then she knelt to offer a prayer to B’radik for the soul of
the man she had known all her life, her father’s gentle priest who had come so
far from B’radik’s light.  But then she stood and raised Pegrine’s bloody
wooden sword above the body of the evil creature who had murdered her niece. 
“Praise to Rjeinar, vengeance is done,” she muttered, and dropped the verinara
leaf on his body.  Then she stripped off a piece of the bishop’s cassock to
wrap around the gory sword.


Behind them the servants and some priests from the temple
stood at the door where it had suddenly come open, staring in shock and horror
at the scene before them.  The beautiful white walls of the bishop’s chamber
ran black with burned and spattered blood, the largest part of Cilder’s body
lying just beneath the table with its grisly bowls.  The smell of burned flesh
and blood tang filled the room.  The knight and squire faced the pale and
menacing faces of the household, wondering whether anyone would leave the manse
alive.


“It is over,” spoke a quiet voice from behind the crowd. 
“Get back to your duties.”


Renda’s hand went to her sword.  


The servants nodded quickly, not looking at each other nor
seeking the source of the voice but dispersing immediately to their work,
leaving only a single priest standing in the doorway.  He wore the robes of a
high priest of B’radik, and the faint glow about his form was unmistakable,
pure and white.  He had a gentle face and looked to be about the sheriff’s age
with bands of steel gray and white through his hair.  Renda supposed that,
having spent so many years in B’radik’s service, he could call upon
considerable power, if anyone still could.


“I greet you in the name of B’radik and sow your hearts with
truth and light,” he said, bowing quickly. “I am called Arnard.” He looked up
the hallway for a moment, then gestured for the women to follow him out.  Once
they stood outside the bishop’s chambers, he waved his hand quickly over the
doorway, and a white wall closed over it before he led them down the hallway. 
“I trust you have horses waiting?”


Renda nodded, looking back to see bewilderment in Gikka’s
eyes.  “Yes, of course, but why—”


He led them toward the servants’ stairway.  “We have no
time.  Know this, Lady Renda, in case you had any doubt.  You and your
household are in danger.”


Renda drew breath to speak, but he hushed her with a wave.


“Hear me.  The temple is split, and we who serve B’radik
lose more to …their god every day.  B’radik has grown weak, so weak that She
answers only my simplest prayers; that She sealed yon door for me is a most
welcome sign.  But the rest count themselves lucky to heal their own sprains
and bruises by daylight.  By evenfall, most of the priests find themselves
utterly impotent.  They watch with jealous and frustrated eyes while those who
have gone to the other have unlimited power. And so, one by one, our priests
are seduced away.  Now that the bishop is defeated...”


“What other?” asked Gikka.


But Arnard shook his head, and she could see his frustration
in the gesture.  “They never use a name.”  He stood at the top of the stairs
and motioned for them to climb down.  “But I have seen their works.  They would
destroy everything you hold dear.”


Renda frowned.  “But the bishop killed the sheriff’s granddaughter,
and his god killed him for it.  Surely they will return now that justice—”


“No,” said the priest worriedly, looking back toward the
bishop’s sealed chamber. “Their god,” he said heavily, “smote the bishop for
his clumsiness, for drawing the attention of B’radik’s guardian houses
prematurely.  For warning you, as it were.”  Arnard’s gaze dropped reluctantly
to the bloody bundle she carried, Pegrine’s toy sword.  “And do not forget, 
you saved Cilder from that death, Lady.  After a fashion.”


Renda shut her eyes for a moment, then nodded.  “I see.”


“Peace,” breathed Gikka, “I hear steps.”


The priest hurried them down the stairs.  “Protect
yourselves well,” he told them from the top of the stairway.  “I will speak
with you again soon.”


*          *          *


The old chapel occupied only one rounded tower in the oldest
and best protected part of the castle, on the north side where the windows were
no more than slits between the thick stones.  The household rarely used this
chapel now, although occasionally a visiting knight might find his way here to
be alone or to make his own peace with B’radik.  The mortar in the walls was
crumbling in places, and the frescoes depicting B’radik’s victory in the Gods’
Rebellion had faded into the plaster, leaving only the gold of the Dragon’s
eyes still visible on the north wall.


Centuries of voices raised in song and prayer, the wept
prayers of Brannagh women for B’radik to protect their men in battle, the blind
joy of the newly married, the pain and sorrow of those who, like themselves,
had come to bury a child—all these were here at once, seeping back from the
stones that had so greedily drunk them up for so long, swirling and eddying
over the pews and floors.  As Renda approached the pew where her family and
Gikka sat before the little veiled bier, she moved through these currents of
pain and guilt, not sure how much of what she felt was her own.  More than
enough, well more than enough.


Beneath the veil, amid tiny fragrant bouquets of rosebuds,
sprays of brilliant doucetels and snowberries all in white, Renda saw the
little girl’s body looking more peaceful than she could have hoped, and beneath
the tearing pain in her heart, she was grateful to the maids for their
efforts.  Somehow, they had bound Pegrine’s trunk to give her body a more
lifelike form beneath the white lace of her gown.  Her arms and legs had been
put straight, with her hands crossed peacefully over her chest to hide their
missing fingertips.  Even her face had been smoothed out of its agony, and with
the soft glow of a blush on her cheeks, Renda could almost believe that the
child lay asleep.  The illusion was not perfect, but it was enough.


The family stayed a while in the chapel, offering their own
poor prayers for Pegrine’s soul to speed its way through the stars and leave
this place, a Brannagh daughter, a fitting gift from B’radik to Verilion, but
they all knew the truth.  B’radik had no bishop at the temple now; just as no
one stood before them to direct their prayers, so no one stood to consecrate
the child’s grave.  Especially given the manner of her death, she could not be
sealed within her niche, nor even her bier set directly upon any stone of the
vault, until a proper bishop could come, and none was within a tenday’s ride of
the castle.  Until then, she would lie on her funeral bier within the vault
over a thick black cloth to keep her unsanctified flesh from desecrating the
whole of the crypt.  Pegrine would go to an unhallowed grave, unprotected and
alone against its dangers, until a new bishop could come to Brannagh.


When at last the family followed the little girl’s body into
the vault, Renda and Gikka carried the bier.  Lady Glynnis chose the child’s
temporary resting place herself and set the black cloth over the sarcophagus of
Lexius, the first Sheriff of Brannagh, in the hopes that his formidable spirit
might protect little Pegrine. Then they settled the funeral bed atop it.


So dark, the crypt, thought Renda.  So bleak and chill.  But
Pegrine had never been afraid of the dark, not the way Renda had as a child;
Renda supposed she would not mind it so much.  What nonsense, to think that she
still inhabited the flesh they set here to rest.  She was surely gone, sped
through the stars upon their prayers and wrapped in Verilion’s own cloak
against the cold.  Pegrine, at least, was at peace.  


Even so, the mausoleum seemed overflowing with sorrow, as if
the many dead sheriffs and their kin mourned with the family at Pegrine’s
death.  


Renda prayed over Pegrine’s bier for a time before she
lifted the veil and placed the bloodied wooden sword into the little girl’s
hands.  For a moment, only a moment, she fancied that the child’s hands opened
to receive her gift, grateful that her Auntie Renda could do her this last
service.  But when Renda looked again, the sword lay flat beneath Pegrine’s
mutilated hands, sinking sickeningly against the bandages that filled out her
body and bloodying the gown that the maids had worked so hard to keep white.


At last, tears spilled over Renda’s gown of mourning, not
the tears of honest grief but of futility.  Her revenge had meant nothing,
changed nothing.  Pegrine was still dead.
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She
missed the sting of sweat and blood in her eyes that cut streaks through the
grime on her face.  She could feel it now, when she closed her eyes, that and
the close, sweaty heat of her armor that seemed to weigh nothing when she
fought.  In her dream, she saw herself look down at the unmarred peplum on her
armor and she smiled.  The battle was yet to come.  She had not missed it.


She did not flinch as a great arc of magical power lashed out
over the demons against the stone and mortar of the ancient keep.  The wall
punched inward abruptly, crushing the demons massed behind it and scattering
those outside into terrified chaos.


At last, she saw what she had waited her entire life to see:
ahead lay the glowing, fiery breach, their way into Kadak’s stronghold. 
Triumphant, she braced her foot against the creature’s chest and wrenched her
sword free.


But Pegrine wasn’t there.


Of course not, she told herself in the logic of dreams.  She
was only five at the time.  But there was another reason why Pegrine wasn’t
there.  Wasn’t there?  Something terrible.  Something cold, dark, badly out of…


“No,” she murmured in her sleep, fighting away the present. 
“Please, let me just… remember…”


“Bloody Hadrians.  Whole turncoat army of ‘em.”  Gikka threw
aside the stick she’d used to sketch her map in the dust and settled back on
her haunches in disgust.  Her face glowed gritty orange in the torch-light,
painted as it was in sandy sludge, and her dark hair was slicked back with mud
and sweat.  “Sets me to wonder who minds our east flank.”


Renda watched her knights and soldiers streaming in through the
broken wall behind her, bloody, dirty, exhausted.  Awestricken. Proud.


She had kept her promise to them: they were inside Kadak’s
fortress, and after half a millennium of fighting, Syon would win at last or
die fighting.  These few and her father’s forces along with the last remnants
of Tremondy, Windale and Wirthing who protected their south flank were the last
of the Resistance.  These and the Hadrians to the east had pooled their
strength for one final push to defeat Kadak. But if the Hadrians had joined
Kadak…


“It does not matter,” she told them. “Tonight, the Five Hundred
Years’ War ends one way or another.” 


The men cheered, and she smiled over them.  They only knew that
they had put Renda of Brannagh within striking distance of Kadak.  They could
end the war.  What they could not know, what they could never know, was how
precarious their position actually was.


Renda crouched beside her squire and lowered her voice. 
“Whatever happens, Gikka, you must get Duke Brada away from this place.  If
Kadak destroys him, our victory means nothing.  To say nothing of what will
happen without him if we fall.”  She looked between Gikka and Dith, the one
called the Merciless, who sat cross-legged beside her, apparently lost in his
own thoughts.  “You can still reach him?”


“Getting to him’s not the problem,” answered Gikka, “it’s
getting him out alive.  I seen him, Renda.”  She lowered her voice.  “He’ll not
see the dawn—”


“But he yet lives.  Can you get him out?”


“That I don’t know!”  She scowled and scraped the unusually
long nails of her little fingers against the stone wall behind her.  “With him
like he is, I need a clear run, or we’re caught, sure.”  She laughed, and the
sound struck Renda with its bitterness.  “I need rid of them traitor Hadrians
is what I need, and then it’s a near thing.”


Renda looked over her exhausted forces.  Her losses would be
devastating if she sent them against the Hadrians. 


“I’ll see to the Hadrians,” murmured Dith. 


“You yourself?”  Gikka looked up at him.  “Sure I don’t see
how.  The whole place is acrawl.”


But something—was it amusement?—flashed in his blue eyes.  He
had a plan. Dith was unconventional, young and brash, but he had never failed
her before.  After all, he had been the one to breach the wall.  Whatever he
had in mind might be their only chance to save the duke.


“You’ll know when.”  He squeezed Gikka’s shoulder
affectionately.  Then he stood and picked up his rucksack, shaking smooth his
seamless gold robes.  “Just be ready.”


Just be ready…By the gods, they were ready, weren’t they? 
They would win.  They had won.  They were winning.  Weren’t they?  Hadn’t
they?  But something told her she had missed something.


Her sleeping mind tried to make sense of it but could not. 
This would be her moment of glory.  She had seen how it would end somehow,
perhaps in a dream.  Perhaps they had already won.  Perhaps they were home, and
Pegrine was…


Pegrine was…


No.  They were winning the war, and Peg was safe at
Brannagh.  Safe.  Nothing could hurt her.  Nothing.


She turned over in her bed, pulling the furs up around her.


“By B’radik…” Renda muttered under her breath, looking around
her.


Blood slicked the throne room floor; blood from Kadak’s
soldiers, blood from their own.  The two knights moved as well as they could
through the settling smoke and dust, dodging head down between the heaps of
shattered rock and broken bodies while a hail of molten stone pelted their
armors.  Renda crouched beside Lord Daerwin.  No one else stirred in the
rubble.  They were alone, now.  Alone against—


“Not I, threatened by army, by sword, Brannagh!”  The hideous
creature called Kadak writhed around his throne, a huge, lumpy mound of what
looked like potter’s clay left too long on the wheel.  His strange split
mandible struggled to form the words in their language.  “My end come of them;
I foreseen it.  Vengeful, vengeful; never forget, them.”


“Them?”  Renda whispered, but her father shook his head.


“Mages, perhaps?” he whispered.


“Bah, Brannagh.”  The creature laughed thunderously.  “I no
fear mages, mages all dead!  I kill them all.   I fear only them!  They have
the power to unmake.  They will be Kadak’s end.  But they not here.” He flexed
his claws, and a pillar behind them exploded.  


They dove behind another heap of rubble and covered their heads
until the marble shrapnel settled.  Then Daerwin edged himself out while Renda scrambled
forward and put her back to one of the few standing pillars in the chamber. 
The great beast turned toward her, raising his claw.


“Kadak,” the sheriff shouted, and the monster’s great head
jerked to face him.  “Your forces are defeated, your allies have fled.”  


Renda crouched low behind her pillar.  She had heard a silence
fall over the Hadrian army and then a low rumble, and all at once, they had run
shrieking from the fortress, trampling each other, breaking open the very walls
to escape.  Somehow, Dith had done his part, and Gikka would do hers.  Duke
Brada would soon be away, safe.


Through the corner of her eye, she watched the creature slither
lower on his stone and felt a chill on her spine.  Cold, dark.  Something badly
out of place.  She flexed her hand around her sword and silenced her fear.


“You are finished.”  The sheriff inched closer.  “Surrender.”


The pillar at Renda’s back blasted apart, but she had already
moved to the wall, sword ready.  She saw an opening and was already in motion
before her mind was quite sure what she saw.  Two great steps, and she leaped
the throne at Kadak’s back, plunged one sword between the armored spines of his
neck and ripped across his throat with the other.


A wicked laugh erupted near Lord Daerwin, and the knight jumped
back.  A demon guard exploded from the rubble with its eyes glowing yellow, and
it raised its poison-spiked ha’guaka ax over the sheriff’s head.  Its huge
mouth grinned wide above its destroyed throat.  “You not win this way,
Brannagh.”


“Neither will you.”  Daerwin buried his sword deep in
Kadak-the-demon’s gut.


The yellow glow dissipated from the dead eyes, and the body
crumpled into silence, but not before a new laugh echoed near the doorway. 


“Renda!”  Lord Daerwin worked to free his sword from the
demon’s body.


She looked up to see one of their own soldiers, a farmboy in
the ragtag remains of his armor, rising unsteadily.  Blood seeped from a fatal
gash in the farmer’s head, but his eyes gleamed a horrible, unnatural yellow.  


She felt a surge of outrage that Kadak would so defile the
dead, but she set it aside.  The boy’s spirit was in the stars.  Kadak could do
him no harm now. She had no time for outrage.


Kadak-the-boy hurled handfuls of burning sand as he moved
toward Daerwin.  “Who surrender now, Daerwin of Brannagh?”


The sheriff pulled desperately at his sword, but it was stuck
fast in the dead demon’s torso.  Weaponless, he backed away toward another pile
of stone.


Renda threw her second sword to her father as she passed and
circled toward Kadak-the-boy. The creature was flanked.  “Yield, Usurper! You
have nothing left.”


“Wrong, girl-knight.  I have Damerien.”  He laughed when Renda
sprang from one broken wall to another to dodge a spire of white flame he
raised from the floor, and he swept his fingers through the air to raise a
barrage of flying stone and grit.  “You come for him,” he mewled, slinking
closer. “You think maybe with him, you win? Damerien the Father, Damerien the
Son.” Kadak-the-boy snickered.  “But he not here, neither.”


Behind him, Renda saw a shadow pass across the smashed doorway
and vanish in the darkness.  A moment later, Kadak-the-boy jerked sharply and
fell, the yellow glow leaking from his eyes.


The beast at the throne raised its head, and Renda could see
that her cut across his throat was all but healed.  He suddenly rose to his
full, terrifying height and stretched his forelegs wide.  Every wall exploded
in white hot light.


Renda dropped to the ground beside her father and gasped.  In
full view, where the boy had been standing, knelt Gikka, flicking blood and
something else from her stiletto, something that sizzled on the hot floor near
the wall.  And beside her, Brada, Duke of Damerien, leaned against the doorjamb
wrapped in nothing but a muddy, threadbare cloak—Gikka’s cloak.  Under his
black, blood-matted hair, his deep brown eyes shone almost gold with fever, and
dark blood seeped from his parched mouth, but he bared his teeth and raised a
shaking hand toward the creature.


Instantly, the heat was gone.  The fire, the smoke, gone.  Only
light remained.


“Damerien.”  Kadak’s voice betrayed surprise and a bit of
fear.  He recoiled in the cool brightness, his eye fixed on Gikka who crept
between the piles gouging out the eyes of the dead, closing his doors.  “You not
destroy me, neither.”  He laughed haughtily.  “Only them.”


Brada stumbled forward weakly. “All of them,” he gasped, “or
just one?”


“Here, none!”  The monster spat an angry shower of fire over
them.  “I see none!”


“Ah, prophecy.”  Brada waved Kadak’s attack aside and smiled
faintly.  “Such a delicate thing.”  


Renda met his gaze as she stalked closer and closer to the
beast.  Through the corner of her eye, she saw a new shadow cross the doorway,
but she could not stop to look.  Her two-handed grip shifted around her sword
hilt.  She saw the creature look toward the doorway, felt his terror rise…and
she struck.


She breathed in, awake and dully aware that she was standing
in her sweat-saturated nightshirt, sword drawn, scabbard thrown aside on the
floor.  Stone floor chilled her bare feet, and embers from the fireplace cast a
glow over stone walls that glinted off her blade.  On the wall, a tapestry.


She stared into the tapestry, lost, watching her world
solidify around her.  It was the tapestry her mother had made of the Battle of
Durlindale, where her grandfather Vilmar had died.


Castle Brannagh.


She was in her bed chamber at home, but why?  What had
happened to her?


Time rushed over her, as it did every time she awakened, and
she felt the familiar dull despair crush her heart.  The war was over, and two
years had passed, two years lost to emptiness.


No, not just emptiness.  Not this time.  Never again just
emptiness.


Pegrine was dead.


She choked out an angry, bitter sob.


Renda’s father had told her that she was haunted by dreams
of the violence and horror she’d seen in the war—atrocity and carnage her young
mind had not been adequately prepared to handle.  But he was wrong.  By the
gods, the battlefield was where she’d known her place and known almost by instinct
what had to be done.  The battlefield mattered.  On the battlefield, she could
win.


Her dreams were the only place where she felt alive anymore,
and they were haunted by the mindless futility and horror of this new world at
peace, this world they had worked so hard to achieve, where little girls could
be butchered by corrupted priests.


She did not scream anymore.  She did not give in to the
tears of rage, not since Pegrine’s death.  She just settled back into her bed
and buried herself under the furs, hoping to dream again and this time,
perhaps, never to wake at all.


 


 












Six


Kharkara Plains


Shouts
brought the Dhanani chieftain from his tent—shouts, jeers, taunts.  The sounds
of sporting and of wagering, two pastimes that were woefully ill-advised during
the Squirrel’s Moon when the tribe should be hunting and salting meat and
gathering their meager crops against the coming cold.  Instead of tending their
chores, his people were milling around the Meeting Ground, boosting their
children up on their shoulders and craning their necks to see.


His unbound hair shone silver over his black skin, but he
still moved with the sure speed and grace of a hunter in the prime of life. 
The richly carved ironwood staff he carried was the legendary Verge of Anado,
Dhanani god of the hunt, given by Him to the first chief of the Dhanani and
handed down by combat.  The man who carried it ruled all the tribes of the
Kharkara plains.  Chief Bakti Ka-Durga Ba-Vinda used that staff to gently move
aside those of his tribe who had not the sense to step out of his way on their
own, until he came to the Meeting Ground and saw what had gathered them here.


At the center of the great flat expanse of bare rock, two
men circled each other with their weapons raised, poised for Golchok,
the sacred fight to the death.  As he recognized their faces, the chieftain
wondered how these particular men had come to this.


The larger of the two and the clear favorite to win was
Vaccar Ka-Nira Ba-Dree, an honored warrior and hunter who was feared more than
he was respected within the tribe.  Vaccar’s chest was still bare from the
day’s hunt, but on his arm he wore the blackened storyskin of his victories in
battle.  While the storyskins of younger men were still empty and pale gold,
Vaccar’s was black with the embroidered tales of his many feats.  No one really
believed that Vaccar had killed his wife, Dree, for running out of hair to make
his thread, but this was just one of many nearly credible gossips whispered
about him, so it surprised no one that Vaccar held no place at the tribal
council.  Except Vaccar.


His opponent was Aidan Ka-Zoga, the tribe’s healer, a tall,
wiry man in a doeskin alb who disliked violence.  He was one of the tribe’s
spiritual leaders, a shaman of Anado of the Hunt, but he was also a master
surgeon, trained by the best in all Syon.  In his youth, Aidan had traveled
among the Invader tribes, the Bremondines, those who called themselves Syonese,
even the Anatayans, and against tribal tradition he had participated in their
war that he might study the beliefs and traditions surrounding the different
gods, knowing many, as he told the tribe, serving only their own.  But some of
the tribe’s older families held to more traditional ways.  Thus the same
knowledge that drew the respect of most of the tribe caused a few to shun him
and distrust his prayers even in the face of death.


Near the two men amid a fistful of scattered scrolls and
vials crouched a boy, nearly a man, shaking and silent, the front of his
leathers wet with his fear.  The chieftain recognized the boy as Chul
Ka-Dree,Vaccar’s son.


Around the boy he saw scrolls, vials marked in many hands
and salve-filled leaves bound into sacs with tree veins.  He began to
understand.  The items could only have come from Aidan.  Or from Aidan’s tent.


“The boy is my son,” seethed Vaccar.  “A boil on my
flank since his birth,” he shouted, casting a stabbing glare at the boy.  “And
he is mine to punish!”


“And I say,” returned Aidan quietly, calmly, with his
bludgeon, a stout tree branch he had found nearby, still raised, “he has
learned this lesson.”


“He is an animal.  He cannot learn.”  Vaccar spat on the
ground where his son sat cowering.  “By the gods, you should be the one
demanding justice!  He stole from you!”  Vaccar swung his ax.  Had Aidan not
blocked it, it would have hit the boy.  “He steals from everyone no matter how
well I treat him.  The boy is no good; he deserves to die!”


At this, the chieftain scowled and struck the ground twice
with his staff, and instantly the gathered tribesmen turned away, the women
lifting water pots to their shoulders, the men trimming the shafts of arrows
and sharpening knives as they walked.  They met each other’s eye as they walked
away.  They would see to their wagers later.


Watching each other carefully, the two men lowered their
weapons and faced their chief.  Chul turned, blinking like an animal in a trap,
to see the chieftain looking down at him, and crossed the backs of his hands
over his forehead in ritual greeting.  But the gesture had less an air of
greeting to it than one of cowering.  He was terrified. 


The boy’s face was swollen, scratched and scraped, and great
handfuls of his hair had been yanked out and left on the ground beside him,
leaving his scalp to bleed.  Bruises stood out darker than his skin where it
showed under his overly small leathers, and through the split seams and rips,
the chieftain could see long smeary scars on his upper arms and thighs. 
Burns.  Bakti breathed in sharply.


He looked at Vaccar for a moment, barely able to contain his
disgust, then turned to Aidan.  “You,” he said quietly.  “Did this boy steal
from you?”


Aidan looked from the boy to Vaccar, then to the chieftain,
his jaw working.  The tribesmen had no fortresses like the Invaders, no great
stone houses with locks on the doors.  Their lives were spent in animal skin
tents within earshot of their neighbors.  Everyone watched the children,
everyone shared the work and the meals.  Honor and trust were central to the
tribe’s existence, and without them, the tribe would break down into warring
clans.  Thus the laws protecting basic virtues were harsh; thievery, even a
child’s thievery, was punishable by death.


“The…lost items have been recovered,” Aidan said finally,
casting a gentle smile toward Chul.  He stooped to gather the scattered
articles together not daring to look up into the chieftain’s eye.  “I have not
been wronged, Chief Bakti.”


“Coward,” spat Vaccar.  “This boy has stolen from everyone
in the tribe, my Chief, and he will again.  His cursed mother must have whored
herself to a Bremondine; no son of mine is he.”


“Vaccar.” Aidan’s voice was quiet, but behind it, a storm
raged.  “Dree was a good and faithful woman.  You dishonor her memory.”


Vaccar laughed bitterly.  “She bore me but a single idiot
son, and then she died.”  He picked up a handful of sand and threw it in his
son’s face with contempt.  “This boy reasons no better than a javelin dog. 
He’d be better off dead.”


Aidan scowled and continued picking up his belongings, but
Bakti could see in the healer’s eyes that it was good he did not hold a weapon
just now.  Otherwise Vaccar’s skull might well be bashed in.  Seeing that Chul
made no move to clean the dust from his face, Chief Bakti crouched beside him
and gently brushed it away, taking extra care where it lodged in open cuts. “Is
your father’s word true,” he asked quietly, “that you have stolen from the
tribe?”


Aidan looked up sharply, but Bakti met his eye, bidding him
to silence.


“Yes, my chief,” he said with an even voice.  “I have even
stolen from you.”


Bakti nodded solemnly, letting his hand fall away from the
boy.  “So you have been inside my tent, then.”


Chul glanced at his father and sighed.  Vaccar all but
beamed with a sick sense of vindication.  Beyond him, Aidan bound the last of
the sacs and scrolls into the folds of his alb with shaking hands.  Bakti heard
him muttering under his breath the Ten Mantras of Mercy.


“Tell me,” said the chieftain with an enigmatic smile, “what
did you take from my tent?”


“Two gold armlets in the shape of serpents.”  The boy
answered at once. He looked up to meet the chief’s eye with a level gaze.  “And
the ring with the blue r-ruby.”


“Diamond,” corrected Vaccar automatically, and he raised his
hand as if to slap Chul.  “Stupid boy.”


These were the most famous of the tribe’s treasures, his
ceremonial armlets and the sapphire ring, treaty gifts from the Anatayans and
the Bremondines—not the only treasures, surely, but the only ones the boy had
ever seen.  Bakti nodded thoughtfully, rocking back on his heels.  


“Chul.”  The chief took the boy’s chin in his hands and
turned him so they were looking into each other’s eyes.  “I hate thieves.”  The
boy nodded and again looked to his father, for what, wondered the chieftain. 
For approval?  Approval for condemning himself?  His eye wandered over the
burns again.  “I hate thieves,” he repeated, shutting his eyes, “but do you
know what I hate even more than thieves?”


Chul shook his head.


“Liars.”  The chief stood suddenly and enjoyed watching the
color drain from Vaccar’s face.  “I have found dead vipers at the door to my
tent.”  He paced away from the boy, closer to the father.  “Dead rats, dead
hawks.  Even dead javelin dogs,” he said, glaring at Vaccar.  Then he moved
back to crouch beside the boy again and smiled.  “Chul, none but those of my
blood may enter my tent, thanks to Aidan.”


Aidan shook his head humbly.  “Thanks to Anado of the Hunt.”


“And of Mercy,” the chieftain added softly, brushing his
fingers over the swelling beneath the boy’s eye.  “No.  My armlets and my ring
are safe in my tent.  If Aidan says he was not wronged,” he said, looking up at
the healer, “I am inclined to believe him.  Go on your way.”


But the boy did not move.  He only gazed down at his own
bruised knees and sighed, as if Chief Bakti had just given him a sentence worse
than death.


Vaccar’s jaw dropped.  He looked back and forth between
Aidan and Chief Bakti before his gaze settled on the staff.  “But he has
stolen, my chief.  Either kill him or, if you won’t, at least let me—”


The chief shook his head and turned to walk away.  “You have
done enough, Vaccar.”  


A faint gust of wind touched the chief’s back.


Even before Aidan could shout to warn him, Bakti was already
turning, his staff catching Vaccar’s ax coming down where his head had been a moment
before.  He turned again and twisted the staff between them to send the hunter
flying gracelessly over his ax to sprawl across the ground. By the time Vaccar
was back on his feet, Bakti was facing him with the staff readied.


“You would challenge me?” Bakti asked in amazement.  “Why?”


“I would be chief.” Vaccar attacked again and snarled with
the effort to battle the staff away, to put himself behind it, but the chief
calmly nudged aside each blow and threw him back again.  And again.


“You waste your time.  You cannot win, Vaccar,” said the
chief.


Vaccar swung his ax overhead with a grunt and brought it
straight down over the chief.


Bakti stepped aside gracefully and snapped the staff against
the handle of the ax to knock it out of Vaccar’s hand.  An inch closer, and he
would have crushed Vaccar’s hand.  “Stop this at once.”


But Vaccar did not stop.  Once he recovered his ax, he
unsheathed his hunting knife, turned and swung both of his weapons at the chief
again and again, not caring that the chief was flinging them off both sides of
his staff.  “If I win,” the warrior panted, “I become Chief of the Dhanani. 
The boy dies.”


Bakti spat on the ground.  “Even if you could win, no man of
the tribes would follow you.  You’d be dead before the sun fell.”


The hunter snarled over him.  “And if I lose—”


“—your bloodline must be destroyed,” gasped Aidan.


Vaccar grinned wickedly.  “The boy dies.”  He feinted his ax
upward to draw Bakti’s strike and brought his knife up across the chief’s
silvered chest to leave a stripe of blood.  The cut was not deep, but Bakti’s
muscles rippled against the pain.  Instantly, the Verge of Anado crashed down
against Vaccar’s shoulder, sending the satisfying crack of breaking bone
rippling through the wood to Bakti’s hand.  


The warrior’s shoulder was broken, and he dropped the knife
to the ground with a gasp of pain. He turned his stronger shoulder toward the
chief to protect himself.  Then he slashed awkwardly with his ax, leaving a
thin scratch in the staff.  He turned, tossed the ax in the air to change his
grip and brought it down with all his power toward Bakti’s neck.


The chief shook his head sadly as he looked into Vaccar’s
eyes for the last time.  Then with a fluid blur of motion followed by two quick
snaps of the staff, Vaccar lay dead at the chief’s feet, his neck broken and
his ax embedded in the ground several feet away.


Bakti collapsed to the ground beside Vaccar’s body.  “Aidan,
when I have recovered my breath,” he coughed, taking a tiny leaf full of salve
from Aidan’s hand and smearing it over the cut on his chest, “it will be my
duty to see that no one of Vaccar’s blood remains in the tribe.”  He looked up
at the healer, then glanced at the blank face of the boy.  Chul was staring
into the astonished eyes of his father’s corpse.  “See that I find no one.”


*          *          *


“But Aidan,” whispered the boy as the healer cinched the
belt around his waist for him.  “I don’t understand.  The chief should kill
me.  It’s the law.”  


They stood just outside the edge of the Kharkara plains,
beyond the last Dhanani camp to the southeast.  The sun was still well above
the horizon.  Good, thought Aidan, plenty of time.  Chul should reach the edge
of the Bremondine forests by nightfall.  From there, it should be no more than
a few days’ run with water from the forest streams and plenty of good hunting
along the way, not to mention the late berries.  He would be fine.


“My father was right,” the boy went on.  “I stole, I deserve
to die.”


“No, Chul, you don’t understand. Chief Bakti made a wise
decision.  Don’t waste this chance he has given you.”  The healer smiled into
the boy’s frightened black eyes.  He held up a scroll case bound in a green
ribbon.  “Now remember what I told you.  This is the letter of introduction
that you will give, to whom?”


“Lady Renda—no, Gikka of—”  The boy’s shoulders slumped, and
he looked down, kicking himself automatically for his stupidity.  “Some Invader
woman.”


Aidan studied him closely.  Chul knew both names, of that he
was certain, but the boy had grown so used to hiding his intelligence, even
from himself.  The healer smiled gently.  “Lady Renda of—” But the boy’s eyes
were blank.  He would not hear it.  Aidan took the scroll case and quickly
penned her name on it, both in Dhanani script and in Syonese, with the same ink
he had used to write the letter itself.  Then he blotted it against a strip of
birch bark before handing it to Chul.  “Now when you reach Brannagh—you can
remember that much, that you seek Castle Brannagh?—just give this to the guard
at the gate.  If you go straight there, you should arrive before their
Mid-Gathering Day.  The house is still in mourning until the Feast of Bilkar…” 
He saw the confusion in the boy’s eyes.  “The Groggy Bear’s Moon,” he amended,
“but I pray they will receive you just the same.”  Aidan looked up into Chul’s
eyes.  “And Lady Renda is not ‘some woman.’  Renda of Brannagh is fully as
valiant a warrior as,” he lowered his voice, “as our own chief.  I rode with
her a while during the war, and my name will make you welcome in her home. 
Gikka of Graymonde is her squire, and it is Gikka I have asked to take you
in.”  


He had considered sending the boy straight to Graymonde
Hall; it was a day’s run closer than the castle, and he could keep to the
plains most of the way.  But if Chul should get there while Gikka was away,
which was as likely as not, he would be at the mercy of the miners—Hadrian
miners, Aidan thought with a shudder—bored, malicious men who would love
nothing better than to see how deep the Dhanani fear of the underground ran. 
Aidan shut his eyes against the horror and the rage even the memory of Hadrians
raised in him.  No, Brannagh was farther away, but the path was much safer.


“Gikka of Graymonde,” Chul repeated, turning the name quite
naturally over his tongue.  Good, thought Aidan, such a skill with accents will
serve him well.  “But why should this Gikka take me in?” muttered the boy. 
“I’m no good; I’ll probably steal from her.”


“Steal?  From Gikka?”  Aidan laughed quietly.  “I think
not.”  He looked the boy over one last time.  New leathers, knife and
sharpening stone, bow, arrows, sling, bundled furs on his back for the cold, a
few silver coins Aidan had found.  The healer stuffed a sack full of herbs and
unguents into the fur bundle and found there something that raised his brow. 
It was small, and he might not have felt it at all had he not pressed the sack
so far into the furs.  It was a ring, and pulling it out into the late
afternoon sunlight, he saw, just as he feared, that it was the chief’s sapphire
ring.  He swallowed hard, wondering if he might also find two gold armlets in
the shape of coiled serpents in that bundle.


His gaze locked upon Chul’s, and they stood a moment, both
unsure what to do.  Then quickly, Aidan stuffed the ring back into the boy’s
furs.  “You may need it,” he murmured absently.  Then the healer grasped the
boy’s forearm in a warrior’s salute.  “Now away with you, Chul Ka-Dree, and may
Anado provide for you.”


The boy nodded obediently, gratefully, then ran away across
the long shadows of the afternoon.


*          *          *


He cleaned the dead rabbit expertly, casting the clean organ
meats to the east and the foul to the west.  As he worked, he allowed himself a
quick smile of satisfaction.  He had taken the animal’s life instantly, before
it could feel a moment’s fear, and left the meat sweet with Anado’s mercy, and,
though none of the hunters were there to see it, he had passed the first of the
rites of manhood.  This rabbit was a big fat buck; the meat would last him the
entire journey if he was careful. More than that, he could get most of two fur
boots just from this rabbit’s fur, and what he lacked he could fill in with
leather strips.  Or the skin of another rabbit, he thought, licking his lips. 
Excited, he slung the carcass over his shoulder by its ears. Then he ran again,
dodging between the trees and jumping over the undergrowth, proud of his kill.


That fur’s worthless, boy.  Any fool could see that.


He stopped running and blinked into the darkness of the
shadows around him.  The voice was that of his dead father, ringing with scorn
and contempt just as it had hours ago.  Except now, it was inside his own head,
and he could not escape it.


Vaccar was dead; Chul had watched his father challenge Chief
Bakti for the right to kill him, and he had been hoping for his father to win. 
His father was right; he did not deserve to live.  If Vaccar had won, the pain
would be over by now.  But he had watched the quick, merciful strokes of the
chief’s staff break Vaccar’s neck and drop him lifeless to the ground.  In the
strangeness of the moment and the whirlwind of activity that followed while
Aidan readied him to leave the tribe, he had not had time to feel anything. 
Now, he was not sure what he felt.


Something inside him was clawing its way through his heart,
but he fought it back, desperate to keep it locked away.  He wanted only to
run, to keep the horrible voices of the afternoon away, to keep this feeling
away.  His father was dead and dishonored, and now he was alone.  Alone with
his kill.  Chul looked down, ashamed to think of what his father would say
about the rabbit he had prized only a few moments ago.


Look at it, idiot!  That rabbit was changing coat for the
coming snows.  What were you thinking?


Suddenly, he turned to look at the rabbit he had just killed
and saw that indeed the coat was a bit thin and blotchy.  He could pull tufts
of the hair out with his fingers, and below them, he could see the new cold
weather hairs at the skin surface.  They would grow a bit if he left the skin
untanned for a few days, but not enough to fill it out.  He sighed in defeat. 
The fur was worthless.


“But I killed it for the meat!” he cried into the empty
woods.  “For the meat!”  But the trees only looked down on him with loathing at
his wastefulness, and outlined in their leaves and shadows, he saw his father’s
sneer.  


This boy reasons no better than a javelin dog; he’d be better
off dead.


He ran.  His heart pounded in his chest with fear, and his
breath came in short panicked bursts, but he ran.  


Behind him, he imagined his father’s corpse with its broken
neck coming after him, a thick wooden staff in one hand and a broad homemade
candle in the other.  In his mind, he felt the sizzle of the candle’s flame
burning his flesh and the thick crack of the staff against his legs and arms,
and little gasps of pain escaped his lips.  But he did not look back.  He could
not let himself look back, because if he did—if his father was behind him, if
his dead father’s corpse was running right behind him—he would never get away. 
The rabbit fell from his shoulder, but he did not stop to pick it up.  Instead
he ran on, two miles, three.


The boy is no good.  He deserves to die!


Ten miles.  Twelve.  He cried with his fear, running
headlong through the dark forest with no idea what lay ahead of him, knowing
only that he could not look back.  


Then, abruptly, he broke into a clearing.  Some ten or
fifteen people around a campfire stopped their singing and dancing when they
heard him crash through the bushes, a few of the men rising in surprise with
weapons drawn.  But they saw he was no more than a boy and a scared boy at
that, and the men seated themselves again to resume their songs and stories.


“Come, child,” called one woman in Bremondine. She was a
young mother with chestnut hair tied in a weary bow and a harried look about
her features that seemed just now to have relaxed.  She sat with her two
children asleep on her lap and her husband’s arm thrown round her shoulders,
and she smiled invitingly to Chul, patting the ground beside her.  “The night
air’s a touch to the chill.”


The Dhanani boy only stared at her, so she rose and settled
the sleeping children against her husband’s lap before coming near him as one
might approach a strange dog.  “Come sit, lad,” she cooed.  “You’ll see no harm
here, and we’ve a bite of stew left in the pot, if you’ve stomach.”


To his surprise, he understood most of what the woman said. 
Her accents were not as clean as those of the bards who sometimes came through
the Dhanani camps, but the words were the same.


Stew, she had said.  His stomach was still tight with fear
and exertion from his run, but he could not resist the wonderful meaty smell
rising from the pot.  He took a step forward hesitantly and looked at the pot
hanging over the fire.  “I’m hungry,” he said weakly in Dhanani, hoping one
among them might understand.


The woman came closer and took his hand to lead him to the
fire.  Then she smiled again.  “Ooh, Dhanani’s no tongue of mine,” she
apologized gently, “but I know a hungry child when I see one.”  She took her
own bowl and filled it from the pot.  Then she handed it to him and watched him
accept it gratefully.  “There, now, fall to it and clean the bowl, there’s a
good lad,” she said.


“Feed a stray, Creda,” the woman’s husband muttered.


“Nonsense,” she said haughtily.  “The boy’s half-starved,
and we’ve extra in the pot.  Where’s your charity?  He’ll go his ways soon
enough.”


Chul lapped up every drop of the cold, greasy stuff so she
scraped the bottom of the pot to get him some more. Around him, a few of the
men had started singing while three of the others moved away to speak to each
other in strange heavy voices.  Plays.  They worked at plays, learning their
parts.  He watched with fascination.


“Like the plays, do you?”  Creda handed him his bowl again
and sat beside him, watching the men step through their scenes.


Chul scraped the bowl with his fingers.


“Bards and actors, us,” sighed the woman, “not that it much
matters. We’s not so much welcome as we was during the war.  No news to spread
as hasn’t been heard six times.  And of plays,” she said, brushing wisps of her
hair back from her sweaty face, “they’ve not the patience to hear one ’less it
bubble up their mirth.”  She lifted herself to take his bowl now that it was
empty.  “Me brother, Farney, that one to the left, there, he set a fine play on
the war, look you, the Fall of Kadak, with a proud Duke Brada and Lady Renda
and the knights and all, but Brannford booed it from the stage, demanding
instead the Merry Horseman.”


“Merry Horseman?” Chul repeated.  He had no idea what she
was saying.


“Aye,” answered Creda with a sideways glance at him, “can
you imagine?  No wonder it is, people think so low of us Bremondines.”


His cursed mother must have whored herself to a Bremondine.  No
son of mine is he.


He found a smile for Creda, but behind it, he felt a
seductive blackness creeping over his soul again.  An unfocused but intense
anger too dangerous to loose.  He would not let it out, could not.  Chul drew a
few quick breaths and closed his eyes, and soon the feeling passed.


“Creda,” muttered her husband shaking his head.  “The boy’d
not be understanding a word.”


“Hush, now,” she frowned over her shoulder at him as she
pulled the empty stew pot from the fire.  “So he don’t understand it, ain’t no
reason I can’t speak it to him? Sure you won’t hear it.”


“Because you cannot tell a good play from aught.”  Her
husband shifted himself against the log at his back.  “The Horseman’s true, at
least, and not half so bloody dull.”


“Who’s to say what’s true and not?  After all,” she said,
“weren’t no one there to see at the end, and with the duke dead…”  She
shrugged.  “Well, Farney’s got to fill the holes somehow, aye.”


“Holes,” he grumbled, “more like chasms, you ask me.  Do
like the way the Hadrians run away screaming.”  He laughed.  “That were funnier
than the Merry Horseman.”


“Oh,” she huffed, “you’re as bad as them at Brannford.”


Her husband only shook his head and cast a long suffering
look toward Chul.  But Chul had been watching the man’s hand absently stroking
his sleeping children’s hair, and tears welled in the boy’s eyes. Somewhere in
the back of his memory, he remembered the feeling.  His mother had touched him
that way long ago.


Creda sat beside him again and touched his arm.  “Oh, there,
there,” she soothed.  Her plump face showed a frown of concern when she looked
at the cuts and bruises of his face.  “You’ve had a hard go, haven’t you, lad? 
But it’s all right now.  You’re with us, now, and you’re welcome to stay as
long as you like.”


The boy nodded.  “Th–thank you,” he managed in Bremondine,
to the young woman’s delight.


“So you do speak, then,” the husband was saying.  “Well,
well.  Tell us, lad, whither would you go?”  He ignored the glare from his
wife.  “Considering you came from the norwest, I reckon you go southeast?” 
When Chul looked at him in confusion, the man pointed away through the forest. 
“Southeast,” he repeated.


Chul nodded.  “Brannagh,” he said simply.


“Brannagh,” laughed one of the singers, stopping in
mid-verse.  “What use has Castle Brannagh for a Dhanani, just now?  The whole
house is in mourning, what with the dead granddaughter and all.  Bad business,
that.”


“P’raps they needs of a servant?” offered a woman who sat
stitching costumes by the fire. “Though why a Dhanani…”


“Stables, maybe.  They’ve a way with horses, the Dhanani.”


“Aye.”


Creda looked up sharply.  “I’m sure it’s no business of
ours,” she scolded.  “If the lad goes to Brannagh, the gods help him there, say
I.”


“Castle Brannagh is three days’ journey afoot from here,”
said an old woman who sat casting birds’ bones on the ground between her feet. 
“Two an he runs.  Yet I sees him there by sunset tomorrow.”  She scowled up at
him, and for the first time, he could see that her eyes were clouded over with
cataracts.  Pale, colorless, the eyes of Mohoro of the Underground.  Without
thinking, he backed away from her.  “Behind him comes a storm over Brannagh,”
she said, casting the bones again.  “A terrible, terrible storm.”


“Brings he the storm, this boy?” asked the singer, rising to
his feet.  “Should we stop him here?”


“Nay, nay.  He is its herald, but he must help to fight it.”


Creda stood back with her hands on her hips.  “Tevy, sit you
down, you fool.  Stop him here, the very idea!”  The boy looked quizzically at
the young woman who had fed him, but she only shook her head.  “Sada reads
fortunes for them as pays her, and it’s her what keeps us fed just now.”  She
winked at him and lowered her voice to a whisper.  “But sometimes she forgets
it’s but show.”  She put her arm around Chul and rubbed up his shoulders to
make him warm.  “Need you a bed for the night, boy?”


“Creda,” began her husband with a sigh, “where would you put
him?”


“Why, anywhere at all, but I’ll not have a child sleep out
in the woods!”


Her husband snorted.  “Child, indeed.  By his age, the
Dhanani father sons, Creda, and best you remember it ere you set him up in our
own bed.”


But Chul shook his head at their argument.  “Brannagh,” he
said, somewhat apologetically.  Then he pointed toward the old woman and
shrugged.  “Sunset tomorrow,” he added.


Creda nodded her understanding.  “But even if you run all
night and day, you’ll not get there by next-night.”


At this, Tevy stretched his legs.  “You know your way, aye?”


Chul nodded and pointed roughly southeast.


“Aye,” said Tevy, putting his arm around the boy’s shoulders
and drawing him away from the fire.  “But know you that a town lies south along
this road by ten mile?  There’s a tavern lies hard by the road, aye?  A tavern
for travelers.  Outside such a place, a trick Dhanani lad like you might find,
shall we say, means of making the trip shorter?”  He patted Chul’s shoulder and
led him back to the fire.  “Think on it, lad.”


Town.  Tavern.  He had no idea what Tevy was saying, but he
grinned and nodded.  “Creda,” he said, “thank you.”  Then he turned to the
rest.  “Thank you.”  And he ran off down the road to the south.


 


 












Seven


Castle Brannagh


“Slow.” 
Renda tapped the flat of her practice sword against the other knight’s mail. 
“Again.”


The knight nodded as they disengaged.  But this time, when
he saw her approaching, he did not stand straight on and keep his sword in
front of him as he had before.  Slowly, deliberately, he switched his feet and
lifted his sword upright at his back shoulder, clearly offering his other
shoulder to her sword in challenge. 


She studied her opponent’s posture, his focus.  He no longer
followed every motion she made with one of his own; she was glad she had broken
him of that habit.  Now he rarely moved himself at all, and then, only slightly,
just a small shift of his footing.  Good.  He had begun to see the folly of
perfection.


But in the small motions, in the way he held his sword, she
could see that he still did not completely understand what this position gave
him or how he might use it.  Strengths it had in plenty.  Renda smiled behind
her visor and flexed her fingers around her weapon.  Likewise weaknesses.


At the first flicker of movement from her he had taken his
step forward and snapped his blade into the space between them, thinking to
toss off the expected collarbone strike and put his sword at her throat as he
had watched her do countless times.  Ah, assumptions, she thought to herself.


She had not struck at his collarbone, nor did she stay and
wait for his lunge at her throat.  His eyes widened to see her suddenly at an
angle to him, behind his overcommitted strike, with her sword slicing down
toward his unprotected knee.  He hopped out of the way, managing at the same
time to force his weapon down against its own arc to stop her stroke and keep
it from following him back.


She could not help but be impressed at his sheer strength. 
Rather than push her blade against it or try to break through it, she allowed
his deflection to turn her blade away and used that power to speed her sword
through its own arc around her head to cut toward his shoulder again.  


He flipped his sword upright and barely managed to knock her
strike away.  She’d turned the game on him again, and he was once again on the
defensive, completely at her mercy.  Except that in the next breath, he leapt
in to slash at her, and this wild, artless fury was enough to make her retreat.


“Yes,” she cried, backing steadily away under his advance. 
She kept the tip of her sword almost still between them, moving the hilt only
enough to hold off his driving attack, a fast, efficient motion that did not
tire her.


She lulled him into a rhythm of strike-counterstrike until
she saw that he was anticipating her blocks.  Then she broke abruptly out of
the rhythm to drive him back with a powerful attack of her own.


They had switched roles again.  She was attacking, driving
him backward, and he was defending.  She watched his sword bound back and forth
in imitation of what he had just seen her do, trying to catch hers at each
strike, but he moved too much and had to fight the sword into position with
every movement.  Thus he was always just a little too late for a riposte. 
Worse, his reliance on his strength had exhausted him.  He needed to quiet his
movement and regain his composure, as she’d taught him.  At last he found
himself at the edge of the practice floor, exhausted and gasping for breath,
and he gratefully lowered his sword in surrender.


“Do not yield now!” she shouted, still swinging her sword at
him.  “In my attack, I am most vulnerable.”


He raised his sword into hers barely in time to deflect her
next blow.  He parried another blow away, and another, but his speed and power
were flagging.  He was defending again.  It almost seemed he was plotting his
own defeat again.  Why did they always do that?  She pressed him harder.


“You cannot win whilst you defend!  Come, strike to my
heart!”


He offered a weak stab at her side.


“Slow!” she shouted, whipping her blade past each of his
ears in a quick flourish.  “Again!”


This time, he jabbed and nearly touched her armor before she
whirled out of his reach and knocked his sword aside.  Finally, with utter
disregard for his own defense, he thrust in clumsily to clank his sword against
her mail.  And found her tip at his throat.


“Well done, Lord Kerrick!” she cried when they had
disengaged.  She stripped the practice helmet and coif from her head and beamed
at him.  “Well done, indeed.”


“To think I once held my swordsmanship in some esteem,” he
laughed, still out of breath.  He unbuckled the straps on his helmet.  “For all
that I have lain countless enemy in the ground, I cannot so much as gain a
clean touch on you.”


“You have.  But you fight as if you still fight demons.” 
She watched Kerrick take off his helmet, just as she always did.  It seemed to
her patently unfair that while her own hair hung down her back in a miserable
sweaty braid, his fell in damp chestnut curls about his shoulders.  How was it
that fresh off the sparring floor, a man should look so…so…


She noticed the amused look in his blue-gray eyes.  She was
staring.  Ignoring the heat rising in her cheeks, she picked up the practice
swords and dismissed the thought before it could fully form.


“Truly,” he went on, “it’s occasion for fanfare and feasting
should I but graze your armor.”  He took a clean towel from the rack near the
door and dried the sweat from his flushed face and his hair.  “And this, as you
kill me.”


“Hardly so.”  She bound the oilcloths around the two
practice swords and placed them into the glass cabinet.  


They had this same discussion in one form or another every
time they practiced together, but she didn’t mind.  Of all the knights, only a
few were any challenge to her even with practice weapons, and none but Kerrick
kept a sense of humor about it.


“No, truly,” he smiled and tossed the towel to her. 
“Saramore, Amara, Peringale, these I defeat regularly; at least,” he allowed,
“as often as they defeat me.  But not you.”


“Nonsense.”  She blotted her braid.  “You defeated me just
now.”


“Ah, but I did not live to tell about it!” he laughed. 
“Survival, I suppose, should be my next goal.”


She smiled.  “And a worthy goal, indeed.”


“One of many,” he mused.  He leaned back against the wall to
watch her dry her hair and folded his arms.  “You are a treasure, lady.”


“I, sir?”  She self-consciously folded the towel she’d been
using—his towel––and set it on the shelf.  “Not so.  I smell of sweat and sword
oil, and I hear I have a bad temper.”


“Yet even so, sweat, sword oil and bad temper be damned,” he
laughed, “An your father would allow it, I should marry you on the spot.”


She looked up at him in surprise, and his joking tone took
on a shade of shame hanging in the silence of the practice hall.  Marriage? 
This was something new.  The whole conversation had just become highly
inappropriate.  She was, after all, his commander. 


“Lord Kerrick,” she said slowly.  “Such jest is…”  She shook
her head.  “The house is in mourning, after all.”


His smile faded.  “Lady Renda, if you would marry me,” he
said earnestly, “then it is no jest.”  A moment later, he was beside her, his
hand on hers.  “And I should count myself the most blessed man in all Syon for
it.”


She did not move, did not breathe.  She had no training for
this.  She found herself on the defensive, trying to quiet the strange panic
rising in her mind, scrambling to regain her composure.


“At last, I seem to have caught you off guard, my lady.”  He
laughed gently and looked into her eyes.  “Renda, as my commander, as a knight,
I speak of you in the same breath with Amara and Saramore, with Lord Daerwin
himself, but you must know…” He looked down with a sad smile.  “Sometimes, I
wonder that you cannot feel it when our blades touch, all these hours we spend
together.  I wonder that you cannot hear it in my voice or see it in my eyes.” 
He kissed her hand.  “Or here.”


She drew her hand away self-consciously.  What was he
saying?


He shrugged.  “Is it any wonder I can never defeat you?”


For all the gods, her heart was racing, and she was suddenly
desperate for space, for air, for someone to rescue her from this strange
conversation.  He was no danger to her, yet her hands were shaking, especially
the hand he had just kissed.  Why did she suddenly feel like an awkward child
around this knight who was one of her sworn brothers?


When she made no reply, he laughed self-consciously. 
“That’s not to say that I could defeat you otherwise, mind you.  Oh dear, this
is not going at all as I had planned.  Let me try again.  Dear Renda.”  He
looked at her and smiled.   “I know I am but one of your father’s lesser
knights, and I’d be a fool to think I deserve your favor over the countless
other noblemen who are no doubt vying for your hand, but I flatter myself that
you do not abhor my company,” he said, encouraged by the hint of a smile that
crossed her features.


No, she did not abhor his company.  She would not have him
think she did.  The truth was that she often sought him amongst the other
knights more than just for want of a good natured sparring partner—more even
than simply for his sense of humor or insight.  But beyond that, she had never
given the matter much thought.  She had never allowed herself to consider him
in any light other than as one of her father’s knights, and now he spoke to her
of marriage.  Everything was changing so quickly.


“Now, I admit, I have very little just now,” he went on,
“but I am my father’s heir since…”


She looked down.  His elder brother, Dwen, had fallen in the
same battle where Roquandor had died.  He was one of the first of her father’s
knights given to her command for exactly that reason.


“Renda, I offer you lands and title, the title of
Viscountess of Windale.  Sooner rather than later, as it happens.  My mother
sent word that my father…”  His brave smile wavered.  “Thus my proposal now,
rather than at a more suitable time.  But talk of illness and death ill
accompanies talk of marriage.”  He looked into her eyes.  “It comes to this,
and only this.  If you would so honor me as to be my bride, I will dedicate my
life to your happiness.”


So many changes, so quickly.  Moments ago, they had been two
knights sparring on the practice floor, and now she felt this strange tension
between them, this uncertainty.   No matter what she said, everything between
them would change. 


“Kerrick, I truly do not know what to say.”


“Why, anything at all, as long as you don’t say no.”  He
grinned. “I know this must seem quite sudden.”


“Beg pardon, my lady,” called one of the maids from the
doorway.  She knocked and pushed the door open enough to peek in before she
curtseyed to both knights.  “A Dhanani rider has arrived for you bearing this
message.”  The maid could not conceal her smile as she presented the sealed
scroll to Renda.  “He waits in the sheriff’s audience chamber.  Shall I keep
him company?”


Grateful for the interruption, Renda took the scroll from
the girl and looked to see her own name scrawled in bold strokes across the
case.  Then she turned it over to see the seal.  A single arrowhead imprint in
brown wax, surely the mark of Aidan.  “Offer him food and drink, all he wants,”
she called to the maid without looking up, “and bid him wait.  I may have a
reply.”


The maid smiled and curtseyed again and closed the door
behind her.


A message from Aidan.  She smiled.  She had not seen him
since the end of the war, nor had she heard from him since the last of the
Dhanani victory banquets.  He had been busy with his tribe, renewing ties and
soothing resentments, delivering women of their infants and easing the pains of
the dying.   She turned the scroll over in her hand, grateful for the dark
green ribbon wound around it.  The ribbon was the traditional Dhanani assurance
of good news, and good news was particularly welcome just now.  But how very
odd that he should have sent a horse and rider.  Why had he not come himself?


She heard the door open again and looked up to see that
Kerrick was leaving.


“Lord Kerrick,” she called stupidly, not wanting him to
leave unacknowledged and not sure what else she might say.  Not sure what she
felt.  She managed an apologetic smile.  “Must you go?”


“Surely I have embarrassed myself enough for one day.”  But
his tone was, as always, good-natured, and he grinned at her.  “In truth, I
must take my watch within the hour, and you have matters of your own to
attend.  Now, at least,” he shrugged, “you know my mind.  Soon I hope to know
yours.  Fear not, Lady.  We will speak of this again.”  With that and a salute,
he left her alone in the chamber to read her message.


*          *          *


Chul sat at the long wooden table in the servants’ dining
chamber, the fire warming his back while he heaped his plate high with food
from the serving trays.  Occasionally his eyes would look upward at the heavy
stone sky that enclosed him or at the doors leading out.  One led to the
kitchen where the kindly old woman, Greta, shouted orders to the maids who kept
stopping their work to look in on him, and one to another part of the castle he
had yet to see.


“And set more bread to rise, or there’ll be none for the
knights’ supper.  Well?” he heard the old kitchen matron say behind the kitchen
door, “Quick, now!  The boy’s hungry!”


Then she threw open the door with her hip, plates in both
hands.


“Oh, the poor darling,” Greta clucked at him, “you must not
have had so much as a crust of bread the whole way!  A growing boy must eat! 
There now.”


Chul smacked his lips as she plopped two plump roast quail
on his plate with a generous ladling of cherry cognac sauce and an ample
helping of something she had called soufflé.


Chul looked up at her gratefully, his mouth still stuffed
overfull with hot buttered bread and the last poached egg, even while he
grabbed at the roast quail.  He had never seen so much food in one place, and
he doubted he would again.  “Good,” he grunted in Syonese around his food,
nearly spilling it back onto his plate.


“Oh,” laughed Greta with obvious pleasure, “but don’t slow
down now, lad.  I’ve roast leg of lamb on the fire, and for dessert, some
Amaranth St. Guiron, lovely, lovely, steamed in brandywine with crunchy little
trunkala berries all over the top, delightful.”  Then she patted his shoulder
and picked up the empty serving plates to carry back to the kitchen.


“Chul?”


The boy looked up in surprise, having just lifted the quail
to his lips and taken a messy bite.


He was suddenly conscious of the cherry sauce dribbling from
his chin.  In the doorway stood an Invader woman unlike any he had ever seen. 
She wore her long dark bronze hair in a style like those of the other Invader
women, in curious twirling vines and waterfalls about her head and shoulders,
so completely unlike the cropped hair of the tribeswomen that he could not help
but stare. She wore one of those impossible gowns that drug the ground about
her feet, and at first glance, she looked like the rest of the Invader women he
had seen.  But even a boy of fifteen could see she was not like them.  Her eyes
were like those of the eagle, he saw, amber and clear, farseeing.  Her young
face was strong and wise, and it spoke to him of honor, of courage.  Of grief.


Renda of Brannagh is fully as valiant a warrior as our own
chief.


But she looked so different from the dirty armored knight
who had come back to the tribes with Aidan.  Still, the eyes were unmistakable.


“L–Lady Renda?” he ventured.


She smiled and bowed her head graciously.  “Welcome to
Castle Brannagh.”


Chul hesitated.  The proper greeting from a manchild to a
warrior was to cross the backs of his hands over his forehead, an acceptance of
all the warrior would teach him.  Obviously such a greeting to a tribeswoman
would be a dire insult.  On the other hand, Lady Renda was not a tribeswoman,
and she was properly a warrior.  But since Aidan had ridden with her, she
probably understood something of their ways, and she might take offense. 
Either way.  He looked away, hopelessly entangled.


Greta came to the boy’s rescue from the kitchen with new
platters full of neatly carved roast lamb and her famous Amaranth St. Guiron.  


“Ah,” Renda laughed, “I see Greta has found someone to feed
at last.”


“Indeed, my lady,” crinkled the old woman.  “Oh, it’s not
since Master Roquandor was a boy, gods rest him, that I’ve seen such a good
eater!”  She settled the platters right beside Chul and began piling more food
on his plate.  Then she looked up at Renda.  “Oh, but there’s plenty more,
child!  Sit you down, and I shall fetch you a plate!”  And then, just as
suddenly as she had entered, Greta bustled from the room.


“Chul,” said Renda, taking a seat at the table. “You know
that night will fall within the hour.”


The boy nodded, nibbling at the quail’s absurdly tiny leg.


“So.”  She crossed her hands atop the table.  “I have just
come from my father’s chambers, and he and I are agreed.  We should be pleased
to keep you as our guest tonight at Brannagh.  Tomorrow after breakfast, Gikka
will come to fetch you, as Aidan has requested.  Would that suit you?”


The boy looked at her a moment, then glanced at the table
heaped with food. He nodded vigorously.


“Splendid.”  She drew a sealed scroll from her sleeve and
held it out to a maid.  “See that this message reaches Graymonde Hall tonight.”


But the girl did not seem to hear her.  Chul looked up in
the brief, awkward silence to see the maid simply staring at him, her thoughts
transparent on her face, so much so that he suddenly felt undressed.  Aidan had
warned him that Invader women reacted strangely to Dhanani men—strangely, he
had said, but not unpleasantly.  He’d tried to press Aidan for details, but the
shaman had only smiled an odd and almost wistful smile.  Still, Aidan had
cautioned him to stay clear.  While Invader women were very friendly to Dhanani
men, or more likely because of it, Invader men tended to be jealous and
distrustful of them.


He felt the maid’s gaze travel lovingly over his face, his
eyes, the hundreds of silken black braids that hung to the middle of his chest,
his hard Dhanani body bound in skin-tight leathers, his bare arm bound by his
gold leather storyskin which would one day be embroidered with tales of his
adventures...  He licked his lips, and the girl fairly swooned.


“Sondra.”


“Oh, aye, my lady.”  The maid flushed deeply and took the
message, not meeting Chul’s eye, not seeing the glint of puzzled amusement
there.  Then she curtseyed and fairly fled the room.


Greta came into the dining chamber again with a stack of
clean plates and knives.  “Will his Honor and Her Ladyship be coming down for
supper later on?  The maids are wondering if they should be making up the trays
again.”


“That won’t be necessary, Greta,” came the sheriff’s voice
from the doorway.  Chul looked up to see a tall man who reminded him strongly
of Chief Bakti.  His hair was silver-gray and broke at his shoulders in thick
waves, and his beard was neatly trimmed, unlike so many of the Invader men. 
His eyes were steel flecked with flint, the kind of eyes that could see
everything in a man’s soul at once, and Chul felt the urge to look away, but he
did not.  The man was dressed for supper in a fine doublet of deep blue over
deep gray and black breeches, and beside him stood a gracious woman in
shimmering silvery gowns with platinum ribbons laced through the tiny intricate
braids and cascades of her silvered copper hair.  But for a score of years and
eyes of the brightest blue, she could have been Lady Renda.


“Chul,” said Renda, “may I present Lord Daerwin, the Sheriff
of Brannagh, and Lady Glynnis.  Father, Mother, Chul Ka-Dree.”


The boy stood awkwardly, almost knocking his plate to the
floor, and bowed as Aidan had taught him, wiping away the soufflé at the
corners of his mouth as well as the cherry juice on his chin.  “Chul Ka-Dree,”
he repeated with a cracking voice, raising his hands to cross them over his
forehead.


The sheriff looked into the young man’s eyes, ignoring the
child’s gesture and clasped his forearm as if Chul were already a warrior. 
“Welcome.”


Chul saw Lady Glynnis take in the sight of the boy’s beaten
face and the scabby patches of scalp that showed between his many braids, and
he almost looked away, embarrassed not for himself but for his father, who was
not here to defend his actions.  But at once, the beautiful woman beamed at him
and swept into the dining chamber as if she’d seen nothing at all.


“Sit, Chul,” she said with a gracious smile.  “We’re most
pleased to make your acquaintance, but we did not mean to stop your meal, sit! 
Greta,” she called, “do let’s set aside formality and make of this our own
private supper.”  She lowered her voice.  “I should think the whole thing
rather overwhelming otherwise.”


Greta nodded and instructed the maids to set up the great
hall for the rest of the household. Then, with an insistent clap of her hands,
she chased the giggling maids out, that she might serve the family herself this
evening.


Lady Glynnis picked up a plate and a knife for herself
before she settled in a seat beside Chul, and the boy unconsciously stiffened. 
“Oh, come,” she smiled, leaning over her silk sleeves and taking in the whole
table with her eyes, “tell me, which do you like best, hm?”


Suddenly much more at ease, Chul pointed to an empty plate
where only a few crumbs from the cheese tarts remained.


“Quite so!” cried the sheriff. He took his own plate and
knife and sat beside his daughter.  “Greta, by all means, fetch along more
cheese tarts!  For my own part,” he said, picking up the plate of Amaranth St.
Guiron and serving himself, “I rather like this the best.”


Over the course of the meal, he’d not trusted his voice to
more than single words in Syonese, not wanting to embarrass himself, but they
had listened so intently to his stories of his father’s hunts and battles,
stories that he’d learned by rote and kept sacred in his heart, that he had
fought his way through.  Lady Glynnis patiently helped him find the words he
needed, and they’d all been so impressed when he spread his father’s
embroidered gold storyskin on the table before them.


Toward the end of the meal, the boy’s fatigue got the better
of him, and he began to yawn and drowse visibly.


“Chul,” said Renda, and he jerked awake at the touch of her
hand on his arm.  She looked up at a tall wiry man who stood beside her.  “This
is Sedrik, my father’s valet.”


The servant smiled easily and bowed.


“He will see you to your bed.”  Renda smiled and helped the
groggy boy to stand.  “Go with him, now.”


Chul nodded gratefully and followed the servant away from
the table and through the corridors.


 


 


“Can you imagine such dedication to his father,” breathed
Lady Glynnis once the boy was gone, “and while he still bears the marks of his
last beating?”


The sheriff sat back in his chair and crossed one leg over
the other.  “How many times did he compare himself against his father, saying,
‘I will never be as great,’ or ‘He deserved a better son than me’?   I do not
envy Gikka this charge.”  He shook his head sadly.  “Vaccar’s evil will
continue, I’m afraid, even after the last of these cuts has gone to scar.”


“I had no idea…”  Renda murmured quietly.  “When Vaccar
fought alongside us, I knew him only as a fierce warrior, just like Aidan or
Chief Bakti.  So I assumed that away from the battlefield, he was also like
Aidan, quiet and kind.”  She shook her head.  “I never thought otherwise.”


Daerwin smiled gently.  “Why would you?  Aidan was, until
that time, the only Dhanani you had ever seen.  But you must remember Aidan was
not like the warriors, not even like the Chief.  Bakti is a great man, but he
is first of all a warrior.  The day he is no longer a warrior is the day he no
longer leads the tribes of the Kharkara Plains.  Aidan is very different.
Beyond that, in leaving the tribe as he did to fight alongside us, he changed. 
Few men are his equal.”


“Aye,” she agreed.  “Most men would be found wanting,
measured against Aidan, even other Dhanani.”  


Lady Glynnis raised a brow.  “Speaking of which, I trust you
set a watch on the maids.”


Renda nodded with a laugh.  “It seems Greta remembered
Aidan’s first visit to Brannagh quite vividly and had already arranged for a
watch before I thought of it.”  


Aidan, for all that he was not even a warrior, had been
quite the distraction.  She wondered now as she had several times over the
years how it was she had always kept aloof.  But then, her whole spirit had
been completely taken up with the discipline of battle, and by the time the war
was over, other duties imposed upon her and Aidan had returned to the Plains. 
Besides, she supposed she loved him too well as a comrade-in-arms to be so
easily infatuated.  She hoped that was why.  


Her thoughts flickered over Kerrick, his proposal and the
strange feelings of longing and emptiness in her heart.


“In any case,” Glynnis smiled, “it is good that Gikka comes
to fetch him tomorrow.”


Daerwin sighed, looking after where Sedrik had led the
drowsy boy away.  “I only hope Gikka can help him find his way to a new life. 
Speaking of such things,” he said, rising to his feet, “I have petitioned to
have a cardinal sent to us to cleanse the castle, the temple, the whole of our
lands if need be.”


“And to consecrate dear Pegrine’s grave,” added Lady Glynnis
weakly, and the façade of cheer crumbled away from her features.


“Of course, my dear.”  The sheriff looked up at her.  “That
goes without saying.  Another bishop might perhaps be strong enough, but a
cardinal would make doubly sure.  In any case, he should be able to heal the
boy’s wounds, perhaps clear away those scars…the better to help him forget.” 
He sighed.  “To our misfortune, the soonest the petition shall have voice is a
score of days—”


“Half a month?” gasped Renda.


“Aye, and a full tenday or more beyond that before the
cardinal arrives at our door.  That, assuming he can leave forthwith.  We may
not see him until the Feast of Bilkar.”  He rubbed his eyes.  “Meanwhile, the
woods grow restless, and I hear the servants whispering of voices and chills in
the castle.  I suppose it’s inevitable.  The child may lie innocently by, but
while she remains unconsecrated, the superstitious will speak of ghosts and creatures
of darkness.”


“And they may try to take action,” Renda frowned.


“By the gods,” breathed Lady Glynnis.


“Must we wait for a cardinal of B’radik, then?”  Renda
looked anxiously from her father to her mother.  “Her bishop was corrupt; how
can we know whether we might trust Her cardinal?  And if Her cardinal should be
likewise corrupted.” Renda suppressed a shiver.  “Assuming he yet lives…”


The sheriff smiled sadly.  “My thought exactly.  Thus I have
sent my message not only to B’radik’s High Temple in Brannford but to every
basilica and temple, every metropolitan, every seat of every wholesome god,
that the nearest may come to our aid forthwith.   Well, not the nearest.  That
would be the Bilkarian Abbey, and as powerful as the Bilkarians are, I’m afraid
Abbot Laniel will be of little use in this.”


Renda nodded. “Of course, B’radik’s High Temple is the next
nearest.”  If they must wait almost a month for B’radik’s cardinal, they would
wait much longer for any other.


The sheriff chuckled darkly.  “We may well find ourselves
host to a grand convention of clergy, but better that than none at all.”


 


 


Some hours later, Renda sat in the dark gallery above the
great hall and closed her eyes, letting her mind go where it would in the
darkness.


She had developed this habit over the years of taking time
to reflect once the camp had quieted and the fires had burned down.  During the
war, she’d used the time to plan the coming day’s battle or to review
intelligence.


These days, lacking any other purpose, she used the time to
grieve.


Not just Pegrine.  The sharp pain of her niece’s death was
still fresh and bleeding, yes, but she had lost so much more over the years, so
much of herself, so much of her heart.  During the war, she had not had time
enough to bury the countless men and women she’d watched fall to the armies of
demons, much less time to mourn them.  She had not cried when her brother
died.  She had told herself at the time that she had not the luxury of such
indulgence, not when she had an army to lead.  The idea of a woman leading
them, and really no more than a girl at that—she had turned seventeen only the
month before she’d been named their commander—had been difficult enough for her
men, even as she’d started recruiting more women into their ranks.  She could
not show them any reason to think she was not strong enough to lead, and
mourning openly showed too much softness of spirit and weakness.  She had told
herself she could not allow herself the admission of defeat that came with
mourning.


But now, six years later, safe within the castle with
nothing else to take up her thoughts, she had to admit to herself, just as she
had night after night as she sat in silence, that somewhere in all those
battles and all those losses she had turned that refusal to show emotion into a
refusal to feel emotion.  She had hidden away that softness of spirit deep
within herself, but now when she went looking for it, it was gone. Now that she
had time to grieve the dead, she had no tears stored up waiting to spill for
them.  


Oh, tears she had in plenty, tonight of all nights, but they
were selfish tears for the cold, heartless weapon she had become in order to
win the war.  As she’d wondered already several times that day, was there any
more to her than that?  Would there ever be more to her than that?  


Her thoughts wandered to Aidan, to the kitchen maids’
giggling over Chul, finally to Kerrick.  A quiet bark of laughter escaped
between her tears.  A beautiful man whose company she enjoyed, a Knight of
Brannagh and future Viscount, had just asked her to marry him.  This was the
dream of every young noblewoman in Syon.  It was supposed to be her dream now. 
But her dreams…


Could she allow herself the luxury of such simple humanity? 
Luxury…  The silliness of girlish infatuation was luxury indeed, but if she
included the agony of losing her brother and little Pegrine and all the
countless others who lay dead and unburied in the killing fields of Syon,
luxury seemed the wrong word.


Perhaps she was better off feeling nothing.


“M–my lady.”


She turned to see one of the nursery maids beckoning to her
from the corridor, terrified and trembling. “How now, Mika,” she whispered to
the girl, but the girl only sobbed.  In her hand, she held the knight’s sword
belt.  


“I hear it again,” the maid whispered, moving away along the
corridor.  “The laughing I spoke of, by the gods, I hear it again.  Please, my
lady, please!”


Renda followed, taking the sword from her. “And you’re
certain of what you heard,” she asked when they rounded the corner toward the
nursery.


“Aye, Lady,” breathed Mika.  “It’s a child’s voice in the
nursery, laughing and babbling, as children do.”  Tears welled in the maid’s
eyes.  “First few nights, I heard it, and it didn’t strike me odd.  I mean, I
heard the same night upon night these many years,” she sobbed, and her voice
rose with her panic.  “Except that she’s gone to the stars, now, and her voice
remains!”


Nara’s chamber was just inside the nursery with the
children’s bedchamber beyond the edge of the large play area—the bedchamber
Renda and Roquandor had shared as children.  With only one child in the castle,
Pegrine had had the whole huge room to herself, a bright room by day, full of
light and cheer with plenty of room for her toys.  Now that same door stood
closed, forbidding, and beyond it, if she listened even from this distance,
Renda thought she could hear—something.


When they entered the nursery, Renda stopped at Nara’s door
first, but she hesitated before she knocked.  Nara had not recovered
completely, not yet, and she still would not speak of what had so frightened
her on the night of Pegrine’s murder.  To ask for her help now might be too
much of a strain on the old woman.  But Renda had no choice.  


“Nara,” called Renda, tapping against the door with the hilt
of her sword.  “Nara!”


The old woman opened the door slowly and peered out, casting
a gloomy white light over the knight.  “My lady?”


“Nara, the maids are hearing voices in the nursery,” Renda
told her.  “If Pegrine...” she began, but her voice broke.


But Nara had already stepped away from the door to take up
her shawl.  “If my little one’s spirit walks,” hissed Nara when she came back
to the door, “I shall do my best to put her to rest, and thank B’radik that I
may yet be of service to this house.”


Renda nodded gratefully.  Then she led the way across the
empty play area to Pegrine’s door.


Almost at once, the hair on the back of her neck bristled. 
Indeed, she could hear the sound of childish giggling and play, sounds she had
heard often from Pegrine’s chamber while the child lived.  But at her approach,
the voice fell into the heavy rhythms of a child’s rhyme.  Even with her ear
pressed against the wooden door, Renda could not quite hear it well enough to
make out the words.


“Ano, ano, poison’s bane,

Sword of hemlock, godless stain,

Sovereign’s secret whim she tells,

The child among the doucetels.”


The voice Renda heard now was Nara’s, falling in perfect
rhythm to the child’s chant inside the chamber.


“The pith, the blood, the heart, the glow,

To free Her hand and guard the throne.

Four thousand years the Five are four,

The fifth is found and binds the shores.”


“Nara, what rhyme is this that you speak?”  She turned in
horror and peered into the old woman’s eyes.  “Is this some nursery song you
taught to Pegrine?”


“Nay,” she wheezed, looking away in terror.  “I called upon
B’radik to cleanse the chamber, my lady, and I hear only this cursed rhyme in
mine ear!


“Of dragon’s line, doth legend spin

Brannagh from Damerien,

Truth to guard and light to shed,

Dread the coming banishèd.”


“Dread the coming banishèd?”  Mika’s voice trembled, and she
looked from Renda to Nara and back.  “What means it, my lady?  Are we to dread
the ghost, the banished soul?”  She turned to Nara.  “Is there more to it?”


Renda frowned and gestured the girl to silence, ignoring her
own thoughts that perhaps by taking in Chul, somehow the house was in danger. 
But if so, the warning was a bit late.


“Ano, ano, poison’s bane,

Sword of hemlock, godless stain,

Sovereign’s secret whim she tells,

The child among the doucetels.”


She pursed her lips in exasperation.  The pith, the blood,
the heart, the glow.  The four bloods, and by extension the four knightly
virtues.  All right, then, the knights would be the ones to guard the throne. 
But that was no great revelation.  The Knights of Brannagh had always guarded
Damerien’s throne.  As to the Five being Four and binding shores, she only
shook her head.


The rhyme could mean any of a thousand things, but only one
for certain: B’radik would not, or could not, drive out the child’s ghost.  Or
possibly, they faced more than just a spirit in Pegrine’s chamber.  Either way,
the duty now fell upon Renda to destroy it.  She shut her eyes tightly.  To
destroy Pegrine’s soul, if need be.


“Enough,” shouted Renda, opening her eyes again. She took
the door handle to turn it.  But the door was locked.  She turned to the maid. 
“Who locked this door?”


“Locked?  No one, my lady.”  The young woman sobbed again. 
“It stood open when we took her things out, and no one has been inside since.”


Renda turned to Nara.


“Aye, my lady, the door stands open by daylight.”  She
looked nervously at the closed door.  “I’ve not seen it by dark, not since
Peg’s death.”


“And since when has this door had a lock?”  Renda looked
around her in growing irritation.


“You remember aright, my lady.”  Nara frowned, backing away
from the door.  “The children’s door was never fitted with a lock.”


Renda pounded at the door with her sword in frustration. 
“Come, Spirit,” she called, “if you would have words with me, open this door.”


Abruptly, the chanting stopped.  Renda reached out to take
the handle of the door, unsure how she might react if the door stood unlocked
now.  She steeled her nerves, blotting out the fearful imaginings of her mind,
and touched the cold metal.


Under her hand, the door flew open.  Her heart thundered in
her chest, but she took a careful step forward, moving her sword through the
shadows before her.  In the darkness, she saw the bed, neatly covered with a
white dropcloth, the chest of drawers, the armoire, the shelves.


Otherwise, she saw only darkness.  Silence and darkness, as
still as the clearing where she had found Pegrine’s body.  Yet she felt
nothing.  No chill breeze, none of the strange sense of disorder that had
marked the glade.  The chamber was simply empty.  She moved to enter, but Nara
stopped her.


“Let me cast my light about the chamber before you enter,
Lady,” she said, “lest some evil lurk in the shadows,” and the old woman
stepped into Pegrine’s chamber.  At once, the room filled with light, and Renda
lowered her sword.  The spirit was gone.
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Rock. 
Around him, above and below, on every side.  No air, no sky.  Chul stared up at
the great crushing expanse of stone above the bed, too terrified to blink. 
They had buried him alive, buried him with his father!  He tried to lift his
arm, but a soft weight of cloth held it down.  Nekraba had bound him already,
and now the giant Mohoro would come for him.  His breath came in quick gasps,
and his eyes darted back and forth from one wall to another, listening against
the darkness.  It was a mistake.  He had to get out.


The silky bedclothes slipped aside without much fight.  He
scrambled out of the bed, triumphant in his escape, and stood naked in the
middle of the floor trying to calm the panic in his heart.  On a chair beside
the bed, his leathers sat calmly folded beneath his hunting knife and sheath. 
These things alone in this chamber were his, and his mind wrapped itself around
them, groping for meaning.  


Then he remembered.  The forest, the horse he’d found
outside the tavern.  A table of endless food.  Last night, a kind man helped
him into this bed and stirred the fire—he looked at the fireplace where only a
few coals glowed.  Sedrik was the man’s name.  Lord Daerwin’s valet.  At Castle
Brannagh.


He remembered now where he was—


Dead to the tribe, buried in an Invader tomb.


—but his heart still heaved against the closed space.  He
could not seem to get a full breath.


He ran to the window, pulled it open and took the cold air
so deeply into his lungs that he coughed, but now at least the openness around
him eased his soul, and he could breathe again.  The morning sky was still
dark.  A few stars were beginning to fade into gray light, and before long, the
sun would be up.  And he would greet it as he should, as his father had taught
him before he died.


Chul took his knife and climbed up on the windowsill to
bathe in the fresh cool air of the morning, to breathe in all its myriad
flavors of stables, rotting leaves and freshly cut grains from the fields
outside the castle wall.  Warm aromas of cooking rose to him from the
kitchenhouse, and his stomach growled.  He was amazed that he could be hungry
again already.


In the bailey gardens below his window, a few of the knights
were out exercising their horses before breakfast.  They did not wear their
curious metal plates, and their massive warhorses moved as if they had no
riders at all, prancing and dodging playfully along the paths.  The knights
were far enough below him that their voices were no more than a quiet mumble,
but occasionally a comment from one would raise a short explosive laugh in the
others, or they would fall to good-natured sparring as warriors would.


He watched them as a wolverine watches bears.  He’d heard
stories of the Invaders all his life, but he’d never seen so many together
before.  The Storykeepers told the stories of the Before Time, of the time
before the scattered clans were reunited under the Verge of Anado, and the
strange picture-talk of the Old Voice painted the Invaders mysterious and cold,
unapproachable, even superhuman. The clans were supposed to welcome the
Storykeepers and learn from them, but the stories were so perfectly arranged to
teach a lesson, he always found himself yawning just to see a Storykeeper come
to the fire.


His father had also told him stories of the Before Time, but
his stories were in plain Dhanani, and these were all stories of pain and
hatred.  Vaccar’s Invaders were ruthless and bloodthirsty killers.  They hunted
and killed entire clans for sport, flayed children alive and fed them to their
dogs, and always, it seemed, because of one Dhanani boy’s moral failings.  The
stories ran together in his mind, one horror after another.  But more than the
stories, Chul remembered the savage beating he’d gotten for asking what came
before the Before Time.


Aidan’s stories were the best.  He usually told about the
Invaders’ war, of fighting beside them against the monster Kadak, and it was
from Aidan that Chul had learned that the Invaders bathed in water and slept
enclosed in stone, that they dressed in sliding metal plates for battle, that
their women fought beside their men.  Of the three, he thought Aidan’s stories
held the greatest mark of truth, but he had never dreamed of finding out for
himself.


His breath quickened.  He had seen it himself now, some of
it, and he could tell them at the story fire.  He had seen Lady Renda, a woman
who could put the warriors of the tribe to shame, and he had feasted with the
Invaders at their table.  He had even slept like them, bedded down in soft
cloth sheets under a sky of stone, something Aidan had never had the courage to
do—the warriors would cry out in amazement!


Except…


Except that he would never join them at the fire now.


He fought the tears back and stared at the horizon.  He was
dead to them, dead to his tribe.  He would never complete his Rite of Manhood.
He would have no home, no name.  He would have no mate, no sons; his father’s
line would die with him, just as it would have if Chief Bakti had killed him.
The only difference was in how much he would suffer before it was over.  


But who controlled that now?


Sunlight crept across the land toward the castle, toward
him, the hot plains predator stalking its prey.  The sun was the Hunter of Men,
the fiercest of Nekraba’s beasts.  The day it could sneak up on a hunter was
the day he would die.  


Today, if he so chose.


He stood on the sill and looked down the side of the castle
wall.  It was high enough.  A fall from here would kill him, but he would not
leave it to chance.  His hand tightened around the hilt of his hunting knife,
the knife he had made for himself, the knife his father had thrown into the
dirt in disgust—


This knife could not kill a sickly rat.


—and he pressed it against his belly with a sob.  He set his
toes at the edge of the sill and bent his knees, ready to jump, ready to fly,
if only for a moment.


Just as the light touched him, he thrust the knife up over
his head in defiance, the warrior’s challenge to the sun.  The first ray of
sunlight glinted angrily over his blade; the predator bared its fangs in
defeat.  No.  He would not die today.  Tomorrow, maybe, but not today.  Then,
with the sun fully on him, he lowered the knife again and slipped down into his
chamber from the windowsill.


*          *          *


Daerwin of Brannagh watched the sentry turn on his heel and
walk away before he looked down at the sealed letter just put into his hand. 
He had been expecting it, he supposed, or should have been.  He lowered himself
into the chair and set the unopened scrollcase on his desk to glare at it a
while, to burn it away to ash with his very gaze if he could.  But he could
not, and after but a few moments of staring at it, he lifted it with the idea
of breaking the familiar seal.


But his eye was drawn up by movement at the door to see one
of his knights standing there even before the young man could make bold enough
to knock.


Now, having been seen, the knight cleared his throat.  “A
word, my lord?”


“Kerrick, good morning.”  The sheriff stood and smoothed his
hands over his doublet, taking the time to let his eye travel over the young
knight and gain some idea of his purpose.  Kerrick stood before him in full
armor and surcoat, except that he carried his helmet in his hands.  Behind him,
the sheriff could see the knight’s attendants carrying trunks and valises to
the entry hall with great haste.   He smiled and set the letter down
gratefully.  “Surely you’re not come to take your leave.”


The young man bowed his head.  “I am, my lord Sheriff.”  He
looked up with a sad smile and handed a well rumpled bit of parchment to the
sheriff, gesturing for him to read it.  “It’s my father.  He is not expected to
survive the Feast of Bilkar.”  Kerrick cleared his throat uncomfortably.  “And
so I must to Windale.”


The sheriff nodded and looked down at the note he held.  The
script was elegant, feminine, though a bit shaken with weariness, he could see,
and sorrow.


Kerrick breathed in and looked away while the sheriff read. 
“My mother speaks of Father’s failing health, aye, but she also mentions a
certain growing malaise among the farmers.”  When he saw the sheriff look up at
him in alarm, he continued.  “They press bold upon their rights and demand more
and more of us, even the yeomen farmers whose lands we do not govern. 
Unreasonable, petty demands, my lord; they’ve no idea what they ask.”


“The viscount stands firm, I trust.”


“Aye,” answered the knight, “but since Father refuses them,
they take no pains to hide their contempt when our carriages pass.”  The corner
of his mouth twitched down in worry.  “Mother’s great fear, and mine as well,
is that, with the Viscount of Windale upon his deathbed...”


“Indeed, they may grow bolder still.”  After a moment’s
thought, Lord Daerwin clapped his hand against Kerrick’s shoulder.  “I shall
send some knights with you, the better to help your farmers see reason, aye?  
Choose whom you will, as many as you need; bid them return to us at your
leisure, when you are assured of control again.”  Lord Daerwin smiled
reassuringly and put the parchment back into the knight’s hand.  “Kerrick,
please, convey my kindest regards to your family.  Such news of your father
saddens me, and that your farmers should take advantage of his ill health
thus...”  He shook his head.  “I hold Taynor of Windale a dear friend and a
brave ally.  Should the worst—”


“Should the worst befall us,” spoke Lord Kerrick, drawing
himself up, “know that the new viscount is likewise a Knight of Brannagh and
holds those of this house as dear as his own.”  He bowed before the sheriff. 
“Should need arise, my lord, you have but to send word.”


The sheriff shook his head.  “Kerrick, your first concern is
with your family and your lands,” he said, guiding the young knight toward the
door.  “If we find we just cannot go on without you, trust that we will send
for you.”  He smiled gently.  “But meanwhile, see to your renegades and most
especially to your father.  I should very much like to see him at Brannagh for
the Feast of Didian.”


Kerrick raised his chin bravely.  “So should I, my lord, but
I fear the tumors have filled too much of his bowel.  We have but to make his
last days comfortable, I’m afraid.”


“To my sorrow,” breathed the sheriff.  “But away then,
before you lose the day’s travel.  May the gods ride with you.”


“Lord Daerwin,” the knight said rather abruptly, and his
face burned red.  “Please do take my leave of Lady Renda, as well.”  He grinned
a moment.  “She was to humiliate me again in the practice chamber this
evening.”  But his grin grew wistful, and he looked down at his helmet.  “If
you would be so kind, my lord.  I should speak to her myself, except...”


But the sheriff had already looked away, his mind upon the
matter of the other letter, the one that sat glaring at him from within its
scrollcase on his desk.  “Except that you must be on your way.  Of course I
shall.”  He smiled and waved once more to the knight before he closed the
audience chamber door behind him.


Then, with nothing left to distract him, he picked up the
case and cracked open the seal, the asp guardant, the fillet d’or that wound
round the ornate W.  Inside was a letter from the Right Honorable Corin, Earl
of Wirthing, full of greetings and grovelings as always, and in the flowing
flawless hand of the earl’s scribe.  The letter asked most circumspectly and,
to his mind, most predictably, after Sir Bernold of Avondale and his sometime
companion, Sir Finnig of Estrella, both young knights being bound at last word
through Brannagh lands toward Wirthing Castle.


Lord Daerwin sighed and rubbed his eyes before he brought
out his own parchments, inks and pens.


*          *          *


Chul followed Sedrik downstairs hoping to see Lady Renda or
perhaps the sheriff and Lady Glynnis at breakfast.  He had learned so much from
them, and he’d looked forward to hearing more about the history of the House of
Brannagh.  Instead, he found himself in the great hall of Brannagh, surrounded
by a loud crush of knights and squires and pages and servants.


Breakfast at Brannagh was an informal affair with many of
the knights coming and going as they would, rather than sitting down to a
meal.  They took mugs of something hot to drink and rounds of fresh hot bread
with butter and cheese on the way to whatever tasks the day held for them. 
This informality was a holdover from the war, Sedrik explained, when they could
not afford much ceremony.  But for those who would sit, if only for a few
minutes, Greta had set out great pots of baked partridge eggs laced in cream,
vats of venison stew, bowls of late fruit from the orchards and plate after plate
of her cheese tarts.


After a few shouts of greeting when Sedrik introduced Chul
as a friend of Aidan, the men and women at the tables left him to eat in peace,
no more or less conscious of him than they were of each other, quietly
accepting of his leathers and his unmistakable Dhanani coloring.  For the most
part.  He did see that several of the women were staring at him and smiling,
though he did not understand why.  For his part, he ate in silence, soaking up
every morsel he could of dialect and grammar, nuance and gesture from them.


No one seemed to notice when he finished his breakfast and
left the great hall.  Sedrik had gone about his own tasks, as had most of the
rest of the household, and no one seemed to think he needed an escort.  This
left him free to explore the castle on his own.


The lay of the keep confused and fascinated him.  Corridors
wound round the outsides of the central halls, stairways rose from the great
hall to the audience chambers and galleries and up yet again to the private
wings of the castle, passages leading out to the armory, the scullery, the
apartments of the knights and servants.  He studied the ancient tapestries and
paintings that lined the stone walls, the banners hanging from the gatehouses
to proclaim which knights were in residence.  All these things might be useful
to him one day; he had to drink them all in and store them away.


But more interesting still were the people of Brannagh, the
knights, even the occasional farmer or villager come to see the sheriff on some
errand.  Once he left the main corridors of the keep, he saw only
servants—maids, valets, pages and cooks, all setting about the day’s business
of running the household.


Invaders were so different from the Dhanani; they wore
clothes even in their homes to hide their bodies when just the set of their
shoulders left their souls so bare he was embarrassed to watch them.  The big
men tended to lumber along clumsily with their heads bowed down, their eyes
turned away; some others who had a tight, pinched look about them thrust out
their chests and strutted by, intent on some errand or other.  But the ones he
found most interesting were those who held their shoulders small and close,
those guilty of some undiscovered mischief, ready to be caught, ready to
grovel.  Bears, cocks and mice.  He smiled.  And he, the Dhanani wolf among
them.


He trotted quickly up the steps from the audience wing to
the private upper corridors.  Countless candelabrum on sideboards lit his way,
but his body grew heavy and lethargic in the dim light, ready to go back to
sleep, and he felt the tightness in his chest again, the feeling of
suffocating.  He looked around him, desperate for air, and he saw a large open
window at the end of the corridor.  Just seeing that window made him feel better;
a few quick breaths, and he would be fine.


But ahead of him, he heard one of the doors opening. 
Instinctively, he ducked under one of the sideboards just as Sedrik let himself
out of a bedchamber.  While the door was opened, only for a second, Chul caught
a glimpse of what lay beyond it, and he forgot about the window.  He had to go
inside that room, if only to look, if only to let his eyes lay claim to that
secret space.


Once Sedrik was gone, he crossed the hallway and pushed the
door in.  It was not locked.  A fire burned in the fireplace to fill the
chamber with warmth, and the bedclothes were already turned down, with a white
rose of mourning set upon the outermost pillow.  A forbidding wardrobe of rare
velmon wood stood against the wall opposite the bed, with a large northern
bear’s fur spread on the floor.  Two huge tapestries hung on the other walls,
ornate intricate things full of tiny men at war, and a great cloth screen stood
drawn away from the window where the sunlight poured in.


But Chul’s eyes fell on something more personal, something
of gold. Articles of power.


He picked up the heavy gold hairbrush and ran his finger
over the Brannagh coat of arms, the same that was on the back of the companion
mirror.  His fingers trembled on the gold.  The handle was cold at first, but
it was taking heat from his own hand, from his own excitement.  With it, he had
power, if nowhere else but in his own mind.  He would know, no matter what the
sheriff did to him later, no matter how he cursed him or beat him or even
killed him, that he had won this time.


The boy deserves to die.


He clutched the brush in his hand.  He would know—


His mother must have whored herself to a Bremondine.


—no matter how his father punished him—


No son of mine is he.


—and nothing could take that away!  He jerked at his leather
tunic to loosen it, to stow the brush in it—


Welcome.


He paused and stared down at the brush. A few of the
sheriff’s hairs wound through the boar bristles, purest silver against the
gold, and it felt uncomfortably warm in his hand.  He remembered the sheriff’s
grip on his forearm in the warrior’s greeting, the power of the man’s gaze.


Surely Aidan had told Lord Daerwin what Chul was, and yet
he’d greeted him as an equal and welcomed him into his home.  He’d put the boy
to bed in a chamber nearly the equal of his own, sent his own valet to serve
him.  And Lady Renda…


Father and I are agreed.  We should be pleased to keep you as
our guest tonight at Brannagh.


Guest.  No prayer guarded the sheriff’s chambers, and no knights
prowled the halls behind the boy to watch him.  Yet Chul could no more steal
from this place than he could fly, and his sudden certainty of it made him
dizzy.  He could steal from his own tribe, from Aidan, even from Chief Bakti,
but he could not take this Invader’s hairbrush.


The boy’s no good.


The gold brush clattered to the floor, and Chul staggered
back against the wardrobe.  His face felt flushed, feverish, and his hands
trembled.  He had to get some air.


“Just where do you suppose you’d be selling those?”


He froze.  The voice came ghostlike from the shadows between
the open door and the wardrobe.  He was caught!  Without thinking, he grabbed
up the brush and the mirror and dove for the door, for the hallway, but too
late.  By the time he reached it, the door was already slammed shut.


“Well, speak up, then.”  A striking young Bremondine woman
stepped between him and the closed door and crossed her arms over her chest. 
She was dressed in a riding tunic, and she wore her long brown hair loose like
a man, but he doubted anyone would mistake her for one.  He saw at once that he
stood nearly a head taller than she and half again as broad.  And he relaxed.


She snatched the brush and mirror from his hands.  He
grabbed to take them back, but he could not get his hands on them.  Instead, he
tried to grab her, tried to grapple with her and throw her against the door,
but she was fast, so very fast, and in the close space, his size worked against
him.  He hurled his whole weight at her.  And found himself falling through
empty space to the floor.  Then her boot was on his throat.  It was not until
he was on his back that he noticed the dirk sheathed in her leggings beneath
her tunic.  The two daggers at her hips.  The battered sword.  The dart belt. 
He felt a bit dizzy.


“Look here,” she said calmly as if nothing had happened. 
She flipped the mirror around to show him the back.  “Do you think this idle
decoration?”  She laughed.  “Look about you, boy; it’s the sheriff’s own
bedchamber you rob, and this, the sheriff’s own mark, the Brannagh coat of
arms, on the back.  And look at this!  You’d take his brush with the very
silver of his hairs still in it?”  She took her foot away and dropped the
mirror and hairbrush on the sheriff’s dressing table in disgust.  “Try to sell
these anywhere in Syon, you’d be clapped in a cell afore the night fell, and no
mistake.”


Sell them?  He blinked up at her.  Why would he want to sell
them?


She offered him a hand and helped him up, not noticing the
wide eyed stare he gave to the long nail on her little finger.  Then she opened
the door to lead him back to the hallway.  “You’d make a better market on the
candelabrum in the hall.  Gold, they are, not a one marked, not a one to be
missed, so long as you’ve an eye to hide the space you make.”  She winked at
him.  “Think on it.”


“You’re like me,” the boy breathed in shaky Bremondine. 
“You’re—” He pursed his lips, searching for the word.  “You...take things.”


“Aye, once upon a time,” she grinned, still speaking
Syonese.  “Like you and worse, I’d wager.”  Then she looked up and offered her
hand to him.  “They call me Gikka of Graymonde.  Gikka to you, lad.”


Chul stared at her a moment before he took her hand.


Steal?  From Gikka?  I think not.


At last he understood Aidan’s quiet laughter, and he laughed
himself.


Gikka smiled a bit uncertainly.  “Strikes you funny, does
it?”  She shook her head and looked him over with a wry grin.  “I take you to
be the Dhanani lad, aye?”


He bowed.  “Chul Ka-Dree.”


She bowed her head.  “Aidan’s asked me to take you on at
Graymonde Hall.”  She smiled.  “Teach you what I know, so please you.  But
we’ve a ride ahead, and I’m of a mind to take you round the back way.  It’s a
bit longer, but no sense giving the miners any call for wickedness.”  She
clapped her hand around his shoulder and led him up the hallway.


He glanced at the candelabrum as they passed. 


Her hand tightened around him.  “I said they’d not be
missed.”  When she saw understanding in his eyes, she loosened her grip.  “I
said nothing about me letting you take one.  Steal from your friends,” she
added softly, “and soon you got no friends.  It’s a matter of honor; Renda
taught me that.”


“I have no friends,” Chul brooded, crossing his arms over
his chest. “And I have no honor; my father taught me that.”


Gikka grasped his chin roughly and shoved him back against
the wall, and he steeled himself for a good cuff.  “Your father,” she sneered,
scrutinizing the purpled swellings on his face.  “The very same as left you
this lovely bunch of plums, here, that father?  Oh, a sure man of honor, that.”


“I deserved it,” he answered, eyes growing wide with
fear—but not fear of her.  It was fear of something within himself.  “My father
was a great hunter.  A great warrior.” Chul shut his eyes then and sank against
the wall, feeling the welling blackness in his spirit again.  It was too dark,
too terrible.  He could not face it. Instead, he fought it the only way he
could, the way he had fought it for fifteen years.  He turned it against
himself.  “I was bad.  He deserved a better son than me.”


“Told you so himself, did he?”


She did not understand.  How could she?  Chul beat his fist
against the floor.  “He deserved—”


“Bah, he deserved a pox, is what he deserved, and no
mistake.”  She scowled.  “Bloody villain.”


Chul looked up at her in shock.  “No!” he shouted.  “He was
a warrior, a Dhanani warrior.”


“He were a villain!” she spat.  “Challenge the chief to see
his own son dead, a villain sure!”


“But I stole!  I deserved to die!” Chul sobbed, desperate to
wall away his horror of his own heart.  The feelings were too terrifying, too
evil to let spill out.  He could not hate his father.  He shook his head and
put his hands over his ears.  “No!”


“You’re a child.  You deserve none of it.”  Gikka stopped
mid-breath and crouched beside him.  She gently took his hands from his ears
and held them.  “Hear me, for I say it but once,” she spoke gently.  “Men there
are in the world, not just your father but other men, too, and all cried out
great and noble even, but what has no honor in their souls.  Men what says of
one thing but knows right well they mean another.  Men what ache to see their
brothers fall in harm’s way and set the path for them.  Men what steals from
them as gives them freely, aye?”  He nodded hesitantly, feeling the pain and
darkness fade, and she went on.  “Villains, these are,” she said, “and I’ll not
be training you to villainy.  You’ve too good a soul for that.”  Then she stood
and offered him her hand.  “Of me, lad, you’ll have your honor or you’ll have
your death, and no mistake.”


Honor or death.  His lip curled in a sneer. He stared at
Gikka’s tiny hand, at the little finger’s long nail pointing at his eyes, and
his palm moved lightly over the hilt of his knife.  Gikka’s meaning was clear,
and she would act on his decision now, in the space of a breath.  He steeled
himself, ready to cross his arms in defiance.  He was already dead to the
tribe, an outcast.  Just this morning, he’d been ready to do it himself, to
throw himself off the ledge, so what difference did it make to him?  Besides,
what sort of honor could she teach him, Invader honor?


Renda of Brannagh is fully as valiant a warrior as our own
chief.


Suddenly, his sneer was gone.  Lady Renda was an Invader. 
But no one, not Aidan, not Chief Bakti, not even his own father would question
the honor of such a one, Invader or not.  Outcast or not.  Gikka would teach
him that kind of honor, something that, as Vaccar’s idiot son, he would never
have gotten from the tribe.  He would have as many chances for death as he made
for himself, but a chance at true honor was a rare thing.


Slowly, his hand rose to clasp hers.


*          *          *


“I see no simple solution, my love,” sighed Glynnis when
Daerwin told her of Wirthing’s letter.  It was well after Gikka’s departure
with her new apprentice, hours since dinner, and the knights and servants had
retired to their apartments.  The sheriff and his wife sat alone beside the
fire in her chambers, she wrapped in her shawl and curled up against his
shoulder, he staring thoughtfully into the fire.  


Below in his audience chambers, the same parchments sat
blank upon his desk, the same pens lay clean beside capped vials of ink as when
he had left them.  He had stared at them the whole day and the better part of
the evening besides, and still he could find no answer.  None that would not
threaten the Wirthing alliance.


“You cannot simply say nothing,” she observed at last,
“since he is bound to hear of the whole business eventually, and from sources
less reputable than yourself.”  She shrugged.  “In any event, to give no answer
when he pleads so would be less than honorable.”  She was right.  She had a way
of seeing to the heart of things when his decades of training in strategy and
diplomacy often obscured them with complication.


“Neither can you write the essential truth, that they
departed without taking their proper leave of you.”  She shifted against him. 
“For the same reason.”


He kissed her coppery hair thoughtfully and frowned. 
“Something in his tone makes me wonder what he might already know of it.”


“In which case he may think to catch you in some
unintentional deceit.”  


“Were we at war,” he said darkly, “I might agree, but we are
allies...”  His words were meant to defeat her argument, but his tone was
uncertain.


“Ever the distrustful warrior battles the patient diplomat,
seeing only the motives of war in a time of peace.  Ah, my love,” she smiled
wistfully.  “Remember when a sword and a firm hand answered all?  How is it
that now we fret away the whole day and lose the night’s sleep over the lay of
a few words on a page?”  She nestled her head against his shoulder again and
sighed.  “Your first instincts are true, Daerwin.  The whole and proper truth
is your best reply to him.”  When he made no answer, she nudged him with her
elbow.  “And right well you know it.”


Suddenly, as if startled out of deepest thought by her
presence, he lifted his arm from round her shoulders and stood.  “Aye, but how,
is the question.”  With his hands clasped behind his back, he paced the floor. 
“I can think how to tell him his knights are dead, and even how they fell at
Renda’s hand, but ever I come to what brought Renda and Gikka against them,
ever I think to pen the words, ‘your knights sold my granddaughter to her
death,’” here his voice caught in his throat, and he turned to his wife with
pain in his eyes, “and the whole thing rings of anger and accusation.”


“And why not?”  Glynnis stood, drawing her shawl up about
her shoulders, and her eyes glistened in the firelight.  “Why not? Our son’s
child is murdered, Daerwin!  Murdered!  Wirthing’s men did kidnap her,
and Renda did take revenge on them.”  


“The Houses of Brannagh and Wirthing are allies, and I would
keep it so. But as to Lord Corin himself...”  He shook his head dubiously.  


She brushed away her tears and raised her chin.  “Corin
would be a fool to expect anything less than rage from your pen, given the
circumstances. He should count himself lucky that you do not declare war upon
him.  Would you hide your sorrow and your anger from one whom you’ve called
ally these many years?”


He shook his head.  “It is not so simple, Glynnis.”


“Is it not?”  She touched his arm and stared into his eyes. 
“Daerwin, Brannagh was wronged, not Wirthing, and you should not be the one
apologizing to him for what his knights have done!”  She crossed her arms.  “An
he would take offense enough at the truth to break your alliance, then it
stands broken already.” 


“I would not apologize,” he answered harshly, “but I would
spare his honor, if I might.”


“That it harms his honor is none of your affair.  You would
but speak what you know.”  She sniffed.  “Besides, he should have seen the
resentment in his knights.  He should have known they would—”


“He did not know his knights’ feelings.” His voice was
almost wheedling, and he turned away.  “How could he?”


“You would have.”  Her eyes narrowed.


“Aye, I suppose.  And perhaps he did.  But Wirthing did not
do this thing.”  Daerwin rubbed his brow in frustration to find himself
defending the earl against her, especially when she spoke so true.  He closed
his eyes and regained his patience before he turned back to face her stubborn
stare.  “I would convey to him that I do not hold him responsible, but
without,” he gestured impatiently, “without apologizing, as you say.”  When she
nodded somewhat grudgingly, he continued.  “Yet upon the very insinuation—one
that cannot be helped, mark—I risk destroying a thousand year alliance.”  He
slapped his hand against the mantle.  “There is my difficulty.”


Glynnis sighed. “Well I remember Wirthing.  Word it how you
will, he will color it in the reading, regardless.”  She turned back to face
the fire with a shiver and straightened her shawl.  “Speak clear and true,
Daerwin; grant him but few words to twist.”


He came up behind her and touched her shoulders gently. 
“Aye, as few words as I can.”  Wrapping his arms about her waist then, he
pulled her back against him and sighed.  “I should go to him.”


“To Wirthing Castle?” she gasped and turned her head to look
at him.  “It’s a full tenday’s ride there and another back!  You should be gone
a full month or more!”


“Aye, but perhaps my best answer is to speak to him man to
man, and on his own ground.”  He shrugged.  “And thus be assured of no
misunderstanding.”


“This whilst we await a cardinal’s visit, and him to come at
your request?”  She frowned and looked back into the fire.  “You owe Wirthing
naught.  To take such pains for his sake were to call yourself the guilty one. 
And your daughter, as well, so do not think to send her, either.”


He breathed deeply. “Perhaps so,” he said at last.  


Glynnis lay her head back against his chest.  “You could
have Duke Trocu write him on your behalf.”


Daerwin drew breath to argue with her, more for form's sake
than anything since she anticipated exactly what he would say.


She turned to face him.  “Hear me, Daerwin.  He knows the
circumstance of Pegrine’s death; he would do this for you.”


“Aye, he would,” breathed the sheriff.  He let his arms fall
to his sides and turned away from her. “But he has no place in this.”


“No place!”  She glared at his back.  “Vilmar is her great—”


“Trocu,” he said heavily, turning to meet her gaze with his
own, “is but her cousin, and removed by one generation, at that.”


In truth, the duke mourned Pegrine deeply, and for reasons
even Daerwin was not certain he understood completely.  Trocu had always been
fond of the little girl, and she of him; he had always asked after her in his
letters to Daerwin and sent her trinkets and gewgaws to brighten her days. 
Several times since she had learned to read, he had written her directly, much
to her glee, sending her official messages sealed and addressed most formally
to Lady Pegrine of Brannagh.


Yet in spite of his grief, he had not come to her funeral,
nor had he in any official way acknowledged her death.  More ominous still,
since she had died, his letters had become more and more vague and preoccupied,
as if he were troubled by far more than the murder of his dear little cousin. 
Yet he would speak not a word of his concerns, not even to Daerwin.


His wife blew her exasperation out in a breath and crossed
her arms.  “All right, then, but Trocu is your nephew.  If not for Pegrine’s
sake, then for yours—”


Daerwin shook his head firmly.  “He dares show no excess of
favor to Brannagh, not now.”  His lips thinned.  “The other houses grew jealous
enough after Renda ended the war, aye?  It’s too awkward a position for him to
involve himself, much as he might be willing.”  He shook his head.  “I cannot
ask it of him, not now.”


“But is it excess of favor for him to broach this issue with
Wirthing?”  She wrung her hands.  “The House of Brannagh is in mourning; you
cannot be expected to...”


“Were Trocu to write the earl on my behalf, his message
worded however it please you,” he said with a shake of his head, “the main of the
offense, the accusation itself, would remain, made the worse because I were too
much the coward to speak it myself.  Not to mention that now the accusation
would be in the duke’s ear as well as at his pen, a thing not lost on
Wirthing.”


“Were it up to me,” she mused, “I should send Gikka.”


“Gikka, indeed.  The very picture of diplomacy, she.”


“Diplomacy be damned, within twice a tenday, you would find
yourself installed as the new Earl of Wirthing, and I doubt a soul on all Syon
would blame you a jot.”


“But Glynnis…”


“Oh, I know, I know.  He is an ally, with all the baggage
that brings along with it.  So barring that, we’ve come full circle,” she said
with a sympathetic smile and put her arms round his waist.  “And it remains but
for you to pen your answer,” she said decisively.


“Aye, and pray he takes as little offense as I offer.”  He
sighed.  “How is it that the correct thing is ever the most difficult?” he
chuckled sadly.


Her smile brightened and she kissed his shoulder.  “The bad
choices must have something to recommend them.”


He made as if to answer, but she lay her finger over his
lips.  “Hush, my lord Husband.  Any more talk of Wirthing, and I shall be
heartburned the whole night.”


“But I would—”


“Enough.” She kissed his lips lightly, gently, “Enough,”
then again until he pulled her close.


“What are you about, missus?” he grumbled rakishly, letting
himself be led along toward her bed.


“Surely, my lord, you’re not planning to run right down and
pen your letter now,” she murmured, releasing him from her embrace.  Her shawl
slipped away from her shoulders.  “Are you?”
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Sir
Saramore leaned over his saddle and surveyed the quiet field beyond the fence,
stroking his graying mustache.  “Looks like we missed the worst of it.”


“Aye, so it does,” breathed Renda.  She squinted through the
morning glare over the field ahead of her and drew her sword.  “Keep your wits,
just the same.  We’ve yet to see who won.”


Black smoke boiled up in thick, black clouds from the
windows of both the manse and the rectory, and by her estimate, a hundred
white-robed bodies covered the grasses of B’radik’s temple grounds like an
early snow.


They had not waited.


She swallowed her dread and reined Alandro in just outside
the temple gate, careful to keep her hood low about her face even in the
Gathering sun.


At her signal, her hand-picked knights drew themselves up
behind her.  Like her, they were all armored only in silk-muffled chain beneath
their hooded woolen cloaks and riding unmarked mounts in unmarked tack. 
Deception, she frowned to herself, a bizarre bedfellow for the goddess of
truth.  But Arnard had been quite specific in this.  If they were known to come
from Brannagh, retribution would be swift and severe.  He’d had no need to say
by whom.


The rest of the knights followed her through the gate toward
the temple, guiding their horses between the scattered broken bodies.  


To Renda’s eyes, the temple still blazed white with tens of
centuries of B’radik’s goodwill, but beneath it, the grounds were a fading
tangle of wispy black tendrils and flickering white spatters of power from the
battle.  Her knights watched the priests’ faces, their eyes, their hands, for
the slightest movement, a gesture or a prayer.  But there was nothing, not even
the faintest glow of power.


Sir Anton quietly closed the medicine pouch on his saddle
and freed his sword.


Arnard’s message had been most urgent.  After Cilder’s
death, he’d said, those loyal to the other god had redoubled their zeal as if
they felt some new urgency.  They were recruiting B’radik’s priests to them
with torture and threats of death, and he feared they had come to outnumber
those loyal to B’radik.


His plan had been simple.  Renda would slip a handful of
knights into the rectory to join with his remaining priests, and together, they
would surprise the others and either bring them back to B’radik’s grace or kill
them.  He was adamant that they needed to act quickly, so she had come to his
aid at once, but it seemed she had not been fast enough.


Renda quickened her pace toward the temple.  They would find
their answer there, one way or the other.


Ahead, the temple’s side door opened and a single priest
stumbled out, bloodied and exhausted.  He leaned heavily against the temple
wall, gasping and squinting in the bright sunlight.  When he saw the horsemen
riding toward him, he shouted to them and raised his hand.


Instantly Anton and Jadin had ridden between him and Renda,
swords leveled.


“Arnard,” she murmured gratefully, “praise B’radik.”  She
sheathed her sword and dismounted at his approach, signaling her knights to
stand down.   “When I saw all the dead, I feared the worst.”


He bowed.  “I greet you all,” he said quietly, looking at
each of them, “in the name of B’radik, and sow your…your hearts with truth and
light.”


“We came as soon as we could.  But it seems we are too
late.”  His hands were so cold, and they shook when she took them in hers.


“I know.”


She looked into his weary eyes, but she saw there neither
triumph nor defeat.  How stood the day?  Had they won or no?


“Come,” he said, “I’ve something to show you.”  He led Renda
toward the door.  But then he stopped with a glance toward the rest of the
knights who were dismounting to follow.  “They’d be best served to remain out
here.”


Saramore’s brows came together like storm clouds, and the
anger in his eyes drove Arnard back a step.  “If you think we will send her
ladyship in there alone, Priest…”


“For their lives.  Please, my lady.”  Arnard looked around
at the knights desperately.  “We’ve not the strength to protect so many.”


Protect?  From what?  She looked around her at the dead
priests.  Wasn’t the battle over?  What could threaten a Knight of Brannagh
that would not answer to more Knights of Brannagh?  But the terror in Arnard’s
eyes was genuine.  “It’s all right, Saramore.”  She nodded toward the others.


The knight scowled at the priest, then bowed his head to
her.  “Understood.”  He turned to the rest of the knights and gestured toward
the field of dead.  “Come, let us see to them.”


Renda followed Arnard through the door and stood a moment,
letting her eyes adjust to the darkness of the antechamber.  Thick smoke filled
the air, smoke and some other odor she could not place.  Somewhere above was
the chamber where she had killed Cilder.  She wondered if it was yet sealed shut
or if somehow Cilder’s evil had survived and escaped.


Once the door was safely closed behind them, she lowered her
hood.  “We left as soon as we received your message.”  She gestured toward the
field outside.  “Why did you not wait for us?  Did you think the House of
Brannagh would abandon you?”


“Nay, not so.”  He rubbed his temples.   “At least, I prayed
you would not.”


“Yet now you bid me leave my knights outside like so many
mudfooted hounds!”


“Please, my lady, hear me out.”  He brushed a thick spatter
of blood from his cheek, apparently not his own.  “We were forced to act sooner
than we had hoped.  As I said in my message, they’d come to outnumber us, but
certain events…”  He looked away from her. “To our disgrace, we were forced to
skulk about like so many outlaws, cutting throats and so forth.  It was
unspeakable.”


Renda said nothing.  She understood Arnard’s shame, but she
could not feel it herself.  She had seen, done and ordered far worse than that
in service to B’radik.  And Rjeinar, she admitted, feeling a guilty heat in her
face.


Then again, these were priests, not soldiers, and in their
sheltered lives, even during the war, they rarely came face to face with the
conflict between sheer, brutal pragmatism of survival and the idealized
philosophies of their faith.  Battle, even battle on behalf of B’radik, was
necessarily a bloody, unapologetic business.  They could not have defeated
Kadak with words.  They could not have defeated Cilder with pious sentiment. 
This was the difference between a priest’s oath to serve B’radik and hers.


“We dared not invoke the goddess’s intervention in such a
dark enterprise,” Arnard continued, “not even by way of enhancing our energies
against the others with powders and unguents.  Yet they were free to bring
their god’s power against us, such as it was.”


What Arnard did not say, could not say, was that B’radik
might not have been able to help even if they had asked.  She remembered the
sluggish feel of the priests’ healing in her wrist the night Pegrine died.


He stretched his neck wearily.  “As it fell, it was a near
thing.  And if they’d destroyed us,” he said, “they could not have known I’d
sent for you.  So you see, it was my hope, in that case, that you and your
knights would…”


“We would have avenged this, to B’radik’s greater glory,”
she smiled bravely, “All the better that we’ve no need.”  


He raised a brow.  “My lady, that remains to be seen.” 
Arnard touched the tips of his fingers together and bowed his head.  “Our
victory here may well prove our undoing.”  


Undoing?  But as she drew breath to ask what he meant, he
raised a hand to silence her.  He cocked his head as if listening to a distant
sound.  “Yes, I believe it is safe now, but we have little time.”  He gestured
for her to follow him and moved along the corridor that led out of the temple’s
main sanctuary toward the hospice.


“Apart from myself,” he called back to her, “we’ve but four
priests left of any season, ten younger priests, some eight novices and six
postulants.”  He paused, waiting for her.  “But nine and twenty all told.”


She could not believe it.  The rectory had been built to
house between three and four hundred priests.  “And how many of the enemy
remain?”


Arnard laughed bitterly.  “Just one.”  Then he opened the
door.


The hospice was no more than a single open chamber that
filled the whole of a structure the size of the Brannagh stables.  Most of the
hospice windows were cracked or broken out completely in the fighting, and
under these, a single rank of thinly curtained beds lined the walls.  The rest
of the beds had no curtains and lay head to foot to create quite a maze through
the center of the floor.  Curiously, between the beds lay countless burlap
sacks filled with straw which she supposed to be left over from the war, along
with the blue and white striped hospital tents, neatly folded in several
stacks.  She wondered as she passed them why the priests had not stored all
this away.  Left out, they made a perfect breeding ground for vermin.  


For now, the beds looked empty save four against the far
back wall, and she saw at once that Arnard was leading her toward them.


The smell of smoke was completely gone in the hospice,
chased out through the open windows, but what replaced it was worse than the
smell of honest death and decay, and it grew stronger near the beds.  Was he
bringing her to see the bodies of the dead?  But she’d seen the dead already,
outdoors.  This was something else, something worse.  Something against which a
Knight of Brannagh would need their protection.  


The air swirled with the aromas of rotting flowers and stale
perfumes, spices to cover the odor of death, but under all these, the burning
smells of urine, sickly excrement and vomit, living odors that only deepened
the stench of corruption in the air.  She breathed deeply, chasing her fear to
its familiar prison at the deepest level of her soul and steeled herself
against whatever she might see, just as she had in the glade.  Then she
approached the beds.


Two of the patients were farmers.  They had served under her
banner during the war, and since then, she had seen them come to the castle
occasionally with their lord to speak with her father.  She smiled bravely,
comfortingly over them, just as she had over the wounded in battle.  “Draben,”
she said quietly.  “Quenton.”  They were so very pale.  “How fare you, good
gentlemen?”


While both were apparently conscious, neither man answered
her nor acknowledged her presence, and she turned quizzically to Arnard, but he
only directed her attention to the next bed.  There lay one of her father’s
veteran knights, Sir Ralton, the lord of these two farmers, and to her shock,
she saw that half the flesh of his face was gone, burned and blackened.  The
rest looked mealy and sandy, ready to fall away.  He writhed with the pain, but
when he moved, more of his flesh burned away from him, sloughing away as ash
and dust to his bed where one of the postulants calmly swept it into a little
pan and carried it away.  At a glance from Renda, Arnard waved his hand over
the man, and the knight fell into unconsciousness.


Then Arnard pulled aside the curtain of the last bed, where
more ash than man remained.


Renda drew a sharp breath and turned away.  “Arnard,
please.  I would have some answers.”


“Aye,” he whispered, taking her arm, “but not here.  All my
priests are at prayer to keep your presence secret and to protect you from
this,” he gestured toward the four beds.  “This plague.”


“Plague!”  She gasped.  “Surely you cannot call it so.  It
is ghastly, but four ill men—”


“—do not a plague make?”  Arnard drew her back between the
beds and stacked straw sacks, back into the corridor where he closed the door
behind him.  “How think you that I have lost so many of my priests, Lady?”  He
paced away from her, rubbing his forehead.  “The first fell ill yesterday with
an odd cough, stiff joints, fever.  He was an old priest, not so powerful but
true to B’radik to his last breath.  What with his age, we thought little of
it.  But by the time he died, two more had fallen ill, younger men, and then
another two, then four, all faithful to B’radik.  Don’t you see?  It came from
the others!  They were killing us by ones and twos.”


Her mind raced.  The priests outside.  How many had she
seen, as many as a hundred?  She had assumed all the rest were yet within.  But
Arnard had said there were only nine and twenty left.  So many had fallen, and
so quickly.  Perhaps plague was not too strong a word after all.


“Now you see why we could not wait to strike.”


She hated the desperation in her voice.  “But you’ve
defeated them, now.  Surely this…plague will abate.”


Arnard shook his head.  “The last of the false priests fell
soon after dawn, but instead of weakening, somehow the disease seemed to
redouble its strength.  At that time, I still had three score and some.”  He
paced away from her.  “Nine of my priests began the strange coughing almost at
once—it is a sound you cannot mistake, like the barking of a dog—and two more
since.”  He gestured back toward the door.  “That one in the last bed, he is
the last to fall ill, and he will be dead within the clock, more’s the mercy. 
The knight by sunset tonight, and the two farmers by sunset tomorrow or dawn
the next day.  As for the rest of us…so far, we have not caught it, but I
cannot believe our luck will hold.”


“The patients do not see me.”  Renda hugged herself and
paced across the corridor, looking back anxiously toward the hospice door. 
“Does this plague steal their minds as well?”


Arnard shook his head.  “That is our doing, and with what is
left of our strength.  You see, we know so little of this plague.  We could not
risk letting the other god know you were here, not even through their eyes.” 
He looked away.  “Their senses will return all too soon, I’m afraid.”


“You cannot cure it.  Clearly.”


“No, my lady.”  


She could see his anger and frustration fighting with his
exhaustion.  “Alas.”


“B’radik stands too weak against it.  We have tried every
ointment, every oil, every possible way to enhance our energies, and still men
die.  We cannot stop it; we can only provide small comfort until they die.”  He
cleared his throat.  “The priests within are those who seem strongest against
it; otherwise, they should surely have died by now themselves. But in any case,
it can be no more than a matter of hours or days for any of us.”


She looked back toward the beds.  “The straw mattresses.” 
She turned to face him.  “You expect it to strike so many?”


He sighed and rubbed his eyes.  “I do,” he said finally,
leading her back toward the antechamber and the door leading out to the temple
yard. “Draben and Quenton’s farms as well as Sir Ralton’s own demesne lands all
border the temple grounds.”  He sighed.  “Perhaps the plague was meant to rest
upon the temple only, and these men found themselves too close.  Perhaps not. 
I cannot believe the god’s fury would die so lightly.  But one thing I fear
above all else.  I believe it will radiate outward from the temple and spread
like any true plague, from soul to soul, until it has cleared all Brannagh
land, and perhaps all Syon.”


Renda closed her eyes, considering strategies.  “I will
speak to the sheriff; perhaps if we were to contain the temple, send knights to
guard it, and…”


“Let the disease run its course?”  The priest smiled sadly.
“Understand.  So far, it strikes those of us who serve B’radik most quickly and
most fiercely.”  He looked up at her.  “Our priests, yes, but also yon knight
and the two farmers. You would be sending your knights to certain death, my
lady.” He glanced over his shoulder toward the hospice door.  “I do not know
what else I might say.”  He looked down.  “But I would have you know of it,
though I may well have condemned you to death.”


She nodded and squeezed his shoulder before she raised her
hood again.  “My father has petitioned for a cardinal,” she said, moving toward
the door.  “He should arrive within a score of days.”


“In a score of days,” the priest answered dully, “we shall
all be dead.”


*          *          *


Nara huddled her shawl up about her shoulders and shivered,
flexing her hands against the stiffness that threatened to creep into them. 
She stood at the altar of the north chapel, right under a cold draft that fell
from the high-domed ceiling, no doubt from where the artisans had been
restoring the mortar. Where the draft cooled the warmer air, a chill mist
poured down about the old woman’s feet, lit unnaturally by the light of her
habit.


Two knights knelt in full armor before the ancient nun with
their swords upraised to receive B’radik’s blessing.  Nara touched their blades
with the Oil of Truth.  Then she touched the oil to each shoulder of one,
intoning “Lord Daerwin, Sheriff of Brannagh,” and then the other, “Lady Renda,
Knight of Brannagh, Knight of the Crimson Lioness,” before she smeared it on
her own forehead and bowed her head in prayer.


Almost at once, the two knights’ armor and weapons took on a
brilliant white blaze that flared in the darkness of the sanctuary and boiled
away the mist on the floor.  Then the glow faded away and they bowed their
heads once more before the nun.


“Go,” wheezed Nara sadly as she finished the last gestures
of the blessing, “and may you find her poor clay in honest ruin.”  She turned
then and hobbled painfully from the chapel, stifling her sobs until she was
well down the corridor.  What B’radik Herself could not accomplish, these two
knights must, even if it meant destroying what was left of their Pegrine.  Her
Pegrine.


Nara shook her head and willed her tears away.  They had no
choice now; they must know the truth.  Renda had spent four nights inside
Pegrine’s chamber, the last unarmed, but on those nights alone of all the
nights since the child’s death, the spirit did not appear in the chamber.  Six
other nights, Renda had listened outside the chamber, shouting to the being
within, and last night, she had finally brought His Lordship to hear, as well. 
But Pegrine made no answer save the eerie rhyme.  The distorted rhyme.  A
perversion of B’radik’s part of the prophecy kept in secrecy by Nara’s order,
oddly enough the part they were certain had been fulfilled already—Lady Renda’s
defeat of Kadak. 


Ano, ano, poison’s bane,


Sword of hemlock, godless stain,


In monstrous blood, to sovereign’s kell,


Sovereign’s child’s child’s nell.


What could it mean, that the child changed it?  Was it part
of the binding that kept Nara from being able to speak with her goddess, or was
it a deception?  Nara swallowed hard and quickened her wobbling pace, suddenly
anxious to throw the bolt of her chamber door and settle herself beside the
warmth of the fire.


 


 


The sheriff’s sword cut through the first seals and freed
the large flat stone that blocked the tunnel to the mausoleum.  After he and
Renda lifted it from its niche and set it aside, they took up two torches and
stepped down the stairway that led into the tunnel.  The way was dark and low,
but it was fully broad enough that a funeral procession could pass through
without crowding.  As they passed, they lit the sconced torches on the walls
from their own, that their way might not be dark coming out.


The tunnels.  She shivered in spite of herself, just as she
always did when she walked to the crypt.  Years ago, her father had told her of
the ten babes of ten months’ age who had been buried in the tunnel walls to
serve as the crypt’s guardians, and she had never been quite sure why.  Now,
with a few more years behind her, she supposed he might have meant to caution
her against thoughtless liaisons with his knights or bearing children out of
wedlock, although he likely had had no such thought in mind.  He probably
thought it an interesting bit of castle history and nothing more.  Either way,
the gruesome knowledge had haunted Renda for months afterward.


She had found herself staring at the farm wives in the
villages and along the roads, wondering, as she watched them coo and smile over
their pretty infants, which of these would be just as glad to let her child be
buried alive for a bit of gold, to live in guilty comfort ever after.


But the worst of her obsession had come by night, when she
was alone, and her brother, who had moved to his own chamber outside the
nursery, was no longer there to chide her out of her dark reveries.  If she but
closed her eyes, she could see the tiny bones within the tunnel walls, or the
innocent, trusting eyes of the children disappearing behind the last
bricks—bricks she herself was placing.  Then, while she still lay gasping in
cold sweat from the horror of it, then came the cries, the hysterical, hoarse
cries.  She could stifle her ears under a pillow, but still her heart sought
out their voices through the castle walls until she could stand it no longer. 
She would dash in her bare feet to the chapel and pound against the sealed
stone, but by then the only cries she heard were her own.


Now, walking through the silent stone tunnel toward the
sealed doors, she found herself shamefully grateful for their sacrifice, glad
of their presence behind the walls, feeling that somehow the ten were
protecting her Pegrine.  She despised herself for her weakness and fear in
those moments, that in the shadow of unknown terrors she should embrace the
cruelty and superstition she condemned in the safe light of day.


At last her father’s sword broke the seal on the crypt, and
together they pushed the stone doors open.  Renda drew a careful breath, hoping
to be able to end their worries there without having to witness the destruction
of Pegrine’s body, but to her sorrow she found only the faintest odor of
death.  Odor, no, just the closeness of the tomb itself, and she glanced at her
father.  His steel gauntlet clanked courageously against her own.  They readied
their swords.


The two knights descended into the main chamber of the tomb,
amid the dead of Brannagh for a hundred generations.  Scattered in the walls
nearest the entrance were some of the most ancient of the burial niches, many
of which had never been sealed, and inside were tiny bits of bone and cloth
dried and protected through the centuries by long forgotten prayers, with names
engraved in gold plaques below them.


In one, Renda saw two doll-sized skulls and some bits of
lace, just as she had every time she had come into this place, and as always,
she found her eye drawn to the plaque.  The script was so ornate as to be
nearly unreadable, but she had read it so many times: Twinne dohters,
stilbourn of Ld Dilkon & Ly Cilva of Brannagh, 2667.  Almost twelve hundred
years, and she could still feel the heartbreak and defeat in those words, the
long barbed tendrils of their anguish that yet lingered in the frontmost pews
of the chapel above.


As her father moved through the chambers of the crypt
lighting and sconcing several more torches, Renda made her way between the
great stone sarcophagi that held the remains of the sheriffs themselves, names
famous in Syon’s history: Remiar, Cardon, Borowain. Dilkon, a hundred others. 
And Lexius, the first sheriff, whose tomb lay farthest back in the crypt and
upon whose stones Pegrine’s unconsecrated bier rested on its black cloth.  As
Renda approached the bier, she glanced up at a single plaque on the wall behind
it, another she did not need to read to know what it said:  Roquandor,
Knight of Brannagh, born of Ld Daerwin & Ly Glynnis of Brannagh 3836,
departed this life in honor 3858.


And there, just below her father’s plaque and resting in her
veiled bier, lay Pegrine. The smell of decay was thick about her, and the two
knights almost took comfort enough to turn away without lifting the veil.  But
the odor did not come from the child’s flesh.  


The gory wooden sword Renda had put into her hands at her
funeral looked nearly white at its point until the sheriff brought his torch
nearer and drew back the veil.  Suddenly, the hemlock of the blade was awrithe
with maggots and pale crypt beetles desperate to leave the alien light, and
once these had made their escapes, the swollen furred muck about its point
looked a foul black and gray, a sure sign of the corruption they should have
expected to see.  But worse, far worse.  Folded serenely about the hilt of the
gruesome thing were two plump, innocent little hands.


Pegrine’s little body was perfectly filled out to the form
of a seven-years child, and her cheeks glowed like miniature spring roses.  In
the torchlight, her lips looked moist enough to kiss.


Renda stepped closer, unsure if she could believe what she
saw.  But her foot kicked aside something on the ground beside the bier.  She
turned at once and lowered her torch, there to see the bandages the maids had
bound round the child’s torso beneath her gown. The knight looked up at her
father.  There could be no doubt.


The sheriff raised his visor and blinked at the child there
on her funeral bier.  His hand clenched and unclenched about the hilt of his
sword several times before it finally drooped to his side, useless. “Gods, why
can I not feel the evil here?” he sobbed, and with a great effort, drew out his
sword to raise it over the child. Then, faltering, he collapsed to his knees. 
“Have I no courage now to purge this thing from the world?  So help me, show me
some ugliness here to fight!  Show me some darkness here!”


Until her father spoke, she had thought only her own senses
confounded in this place.  The child was neither alive nor dead; in her
uncorrupted state, there could be no doubt that she had become an undead thing
who would feed upon the blood of men and keep to the dark and evil places of
the world.  But to their eyes, their beloved little girl showed not the
slightest hint of such a taint.


Renda narrowed her eyes once more over the child’s sweet
face, over her white First Rites gown, her hands.  She saw no trace of the
bishop’s touch on her, none of the darkness of the glade.  Renda’s eye was
accustomed to seeing evil as a wispy black veil falling about the features of
men, a darkening of the soul.  Such was the peculiar gift of her bloodline, a
gift from the goddess.  But here, she could see none of it, nothing to quicken
the blood and draw the two knights to fight.


She drew her father up from where he had fallen and hurried
him from beside the bier.  “Come away,” she whispered, grasping his arm and
leading him out of the crypt. “The sun sets soon, and we must speak together
ere we face this crypt again.”


Once the doors were closed, the sheriff drew out the wax to
seal the crypt and softened it over his torch.


“Father...” Renda breathed, tension building in her gut as
she stood guarding his back.


“Peace, child,” he whispered, fixing the wax across the
door.  “Else I shall have to start again.”  Then he set his mark into it, the
stylized form of a dragon’s claw.  Both knights held their breaths, expecting
the torches in the tunnels behind them to blow out and leave them in darkness. 
Somehow, they expected some grinning evil creature to have gotten past them to
trap them in the tunnel.  But the torches burned steadily until they had made
their way out of the tunnel and into the chapel above.  Then, much relieved,
Renda and her father sealed the stone in the floor of the north chapel.


An hour later, having seen to her armor, Renda met her
father in his audience chamber as they had agreed.  Before he had retired for
the evening, Sedrik had stoked the fire well and left a jug of warm toddy and
two mugs on the sideboard beside a plate of cold meats Greta had saved for
them, and now the sheriff stood pouring the toddy for them both.


Renda accepted her mug and sat beside him before the fire,
staring into the coal bed.  Their intention had been to discuss what they had
seen, to agree upon a plan, but here, in the warmth and rational light of the
fire, they found themselves sipping from their mugs and staring dumbly into the
fire.


Renda suddenly awoke with a start, having fallen asleep on
her father’s shoulder.  She had no idea what had awakened her until she heard
the knocking again and saw Mika peek around the edge of the open door.  Renda
slipped from beneath her father’s arm, careful not to let it drop too heavily
at his side lest it wake him, and moved quickly to the door.


“Pegrine’s chamber?” she asked softly.


“Aye.”  Mika handed Renda her sword and scabbard and led her
through the corridors of the castle to the nursery.  


“Did you wake Nara?”


The maid shook her head.  “I came to fetch you first.  If
you like—”


“No,” spoke Renda as they approached Pegrine’s door, “let
her rest.  Hearing that rhyme once more will only upset her.”


The maid touched her arm.  “But, my lady, the voice only
laughs and cavorts tonight.  It speaks no rhyme, at least not to me.”


Renda’s step slowed for only a moment before she cast a
courageous smile at the frightened young woman.  “Then perhaps B’radik will be
with us in this.”  Renda moved to listen against the door, but as her hand
touched the handle, it turned, and the door came ajar.  She drew back her hand
at once to listen, half expecting the voice to have gone silent, but the
laughter continued.


Behind her, Mika stood frozen, eyes wide with terror.  Renda
drew her sword and pushed the door open.


Sitting on her bed with a pretty new doll on her lap, was
Pegrine.  Her hair fell in shining ebony ringlets about her chin, just as it
had in life.  She wore her First Rite gown, just as she had when they buried
her, a gown that should have been drenched and foul with the bishop’s blood
from the sword, if not acrawl with vermin.  But now it was bright and clean. 
Had it been so in the tomb just now?  Renda could not recall.


The child’s face looked a bit thin and pale to her, but not
ghastly, with barely a touch of color to her cheeks and lips.  No fire burned
in the fireplace, and Renda shivered in the cold of the chamber, but the little
girl did not appear to feel the chill at all.


“Peg?” whispered Renda from the open door.


“Auntie!”  The little girl jumped from the bed and threw her
arms around Renda’s waist, ignoring the sword in the knight’s hand.  “Oh, but
I’ve missed you so, and I’ve so much to tell you!  Come, tell me you’ve missed
me, too.”


Renda smiled, feeling tears in her eyes in spite of
herself.  “I have, child.  Gods, but I have missed you.”  She ached to hold the
child in her arms and stroke her soft hair, but she held herself back.  This
being wore Pegrine’s shape and manner, but it could only be a creature of evil,
a drinker of gore and a feeder upon men’s souls.  She must not let herself
forget.


Pegrine looked up into Renda’s eyes, and her smile
faltered.  “Don’t be cross with me.”  The little girl’s lip trembled.  “It
wasn’t my fault. Those two knights said they were taking me to see Grandpapa,
and they were knights, so I trusted them, but then...”  She looked down, and
tears spilled from her eyes.


“No, Peg, shh...” soothed Renda.  “No one is cross with
you.  It was not your fault, what happened, but all the same,” she said,
turning away, “you were killed.”  Renda drew a sharp breath before she looked
back at the creature with a frown.  “How is it you stand speaking to me when I
am just come from seeing you on your bier?”


Pegrine sniffed away her tears.  Then she cocked her head a
bit uncertainly.  “She told me you were in the crypt today,” said the child,
and she sat on her bed and stroked her doll’s hair.  “You and Grandpapa.”


“We were,” said Renda, clutching her sword.


“With your armor.” She looked at the weapon in Renda’s hand
and then into her eyes, and Pegrine’s gaze held a look of accusation. “She said
you came to do away with me.  She said—”


“She, and again, she!” cried Renda in confusion. “Who is
she, who knows so much?  Is it Nara, speaks to you?”


“Nara?  No!”  Pegrine looked up with a curious smile.  “The
pretty lady in white.  She came to me after the bishop hurt me.  She gave me
this doll to keep me company since,” she looked around her chamber and sighed
sadly, “all mine have gone away.”


“May I see it?  The doll?”  With no more than a moment’s
hesitation, Renda sheathed her sword, and Pegrine handed her the doll.  It was
a lovely graceful lady doll with long white-blonde hair, silver eyes and a full
white gown trimmed in tiny white ribbons and shimmering stones that seemed to
blaze with light.  The tiny black pupils of the eyes narrowed to focus on
Renda’s face, and the knight’s scalp prickled.  “Peg,” she asked a bit
worriedly, “who is she?”  Renda remembered the voice from the bishop’s chamber
and shuddered.  “Did she speak her name to you?”


Peg nodded smugly, tossing her curls. “She called Herself
B’radik, Auntie.  She said you knew Her.”


“B’radik.”  The goddess of truth and light.  A moment later,
Renda nodded. “Aye, my sweet, well do I know Her.  She has answered many a
prayer for me.”  She crouched and pulled the child into her arms and held her
for several minutes, sobbing gracelessly against her musty gown, so grateful to
her goddess, relieved of so many fears.  “But did She tell you why?”


The little girl nodded and drew breath.  Peg only drew
breath to speak, to Renda's dull horror.  The rest of the time, her chest was
still.  Pegrine looked somberly into her aunt’s eyes.  “I was all bound up when
She found me, Auntie.  Not my body, not so I couldn’t move.  More so I couldn’t
think.”  The child looked up at her to see if she understood.  “The bishop did
that so he could eat my spirit.”  Her nose wrinkled.  “He locked it away whilst
he cut my body to bits.  He was supposed to eat my spirit when he drank—”


Renda nodded weakly.  “Gikka and I were there.”


Pegrine tossed her head and sat back on the bed.  “So my
body was killed and my spirit was trapped with no place to go when She found
me.”  She laughed.  “It was smashing good luck for us both, you see.  She told
me She could fix my body for a little while if I would be Her helper here.  But
only for a while since it drains Her so.” The little girl shrugged and swung
her feet back and forth on the bed. “Then I shall be finally, truly dead, but I
suppose I shan’t mind so much.”  She smiled bravely at Renda and ran a childish
finger along the sword hilt.  “I guess I shall never be a knight now.”


Renda swallowed a sob and touched the little girl’s hair. 
After a time, she spoke.  


“Child, why have you locked the door if you’ve wanted to see
me?  I’ve come to the door each night; why did you not speak to me sooner?  And
why did you stay away when I was here alone?”


“I wanted to.  Talk to you, I mean.”  Pegrine looked away. 
“But you would not have understood.  B’radik told me to say that rhyme over and
over in hopes that you might understand it whilst someone else, someone very
bad, might not.”  She sighed and looked away, and Renda thought she saw fear in
the child’s eyes.  “But now...”


“Who?  Did She say who the someone very bad might be?”


After a moment, Pegrine shook her head.  “But it vexes Her
terribly.  She cries, Auntie.  Her priests beg for Her help, and She can do so
little for them now.  And then they turn away...”


The woman took her hand gently.  “Peg, look at me.  Can you
help us fight this disease that kills the priests?”


“No, Auntie, no.”  She stood suddenly, wringing her hands. 
“The sickness is only a very small part of what you fight; it’s meant to keep
you from the real battle.”


“Real battle?”  Renda stood in alarm.  “But I know no enemy! 
Where do I begin?”


Pegrine took the doll from Renda and fussed with it for a
time, looking into its eyes and murmuring softly to it.  “She understands,
now,” came a quiet whisper, and for a chilling moment, Renda’s ears were not
sure whether the voice was the child’s or not.


Renda paced across the chamber.  “Understand?  I understand
nothing!”  She knelt suddenly beside the child where she still played with the
doll.  “Pegrine, please.  Please!”  She gently took the doll and held it on the
bed beside the girl, drawing a frown from her.  “What is it that keeps B’radik
from helping Her priests?  Perhaps if I start there.” 


But Pegrine took the doll again, taking it from beneath
Renda’s hand with surprising ease.  “She tells me that for now it is enough
that you have seen me, and that you understand.”  Her voice was cold, and her
eyes gleamed with determination and power, enough that Renda stood back and
touched the hilt of her sword in its scabbard.  But then the little girl’s eyes
brightened again, and she smiled.  “But come, I’ve been away nearly half again
a month.  Tell me what news!”


Pegrine would say no more about B’radik or the priests’
illness, no matter how Renda coaxed her.  They talked on until nearly sunrise,
mostly of childish things and of her frightening life in the crypt. She was
pleased that her frocks and toys had gone to help the war orphans in Farras,
although now her chamber looked sadly bare.


She asked after her favorite knights and servants by name,
especially Gikka and Nara. More than anything else, the child was desperate to
see her Grandmama and Grandpapa again, but she promised to wait until Renda
could speak with them.  The sheriff, having been in the crypt with Renda, might
well understand, but Lady Glynnis was still a bit fragile; she had good days
when she seemed herself, but she still had frighteningly bad days, dark,
despairing days when the maids were afraid to leave her alone.  Who could know
how news of Pegrine’s revenant might affect her?


Pegrine slipped out through the open window at the far end
of her chamber and faded into the first pink streaks of dawn, promising to
visit Renda another night.  After closing the window the knight returned down
the stairs to her father’s audience chamber.


 


 












Ten


 


 


The
sheriff climbed the last of the crumbling stone steps leading to the castle’s
eastern battlements and pulled his mantle close about his shoulders while he
waited for Sir Waydon to join him. He truly hoped the boy was jumping at
shadows, but he had never known Sir Waydon to show an abundance of imagination.


Clouds had gathered just before sunrise, thick and dark gray
against the usually fair skies of the Gathering, and with the chill winds, the
day had never quite warmed.  Daerwin’s mouth thinned to a grim line.  This was
none to the good.  A few days spent beneath the clouds, especially if the
nights cleared, and the frosts would come early this year.  They could lose
most of the harvest if what Waydon had told him was true. 


“There, you see?”  Sir Waydon’s voice rose above the
whipping of the knights’ banners at the gatehouse.  The sheriff’s gaze followed
the knight’s own, into the valley just west of the river. “But three of each
four are afield today, fewer still than yesterday.”


The sheriff sighed.  Unfortunately, Waydon was right. 
Truly, no more than three quarters of the families harvested their crops
today.  From the parapet they seemed no more than tiny specks of dark cloth,
and a twilight sky of sun sparkled steel blades slashing through the gray
ripples of grain, specks and movements so small he could see them move only
through the corners of his eyes.  Many Gatherings spent watching over them for
fear of Kadak’s armies attacking had trained his eye.  Besides, if he had had
any doubt of what he saw, he had only to look at the rest of Waydon’s fields. 
These stood abandoned, great even stands of amaranth and wheat rippling evenly
in the cold wind.  At the roadside, scythes and wagons lay just where they had
fallen, as if those families had simply retired at the end of a day of harvest
and not returned.  He could all but feel the grain rotting as he watched, and
the thought filled him with dread.


“I fear the tenday shall see no one out at all.”  He
gestured to the nearest portion of his lands and spoke with wearied resignation. 
“From here, you can see only a few of my fields, but they show what is true of
the whole.”


“Aye.”  But Lord Daerwin’s gaze had already turned away,
toward the lands of Sir Teny and those of Sir Forin, the knights whose lands
neighbored Sir Waydon’s to the north and northeast.  Like Waydon’s lands,
theirs rolled away over the horizons north and eastward, and only the nearest
of their fields were visible. Daerwin could see that all of Teny’s and Forin’s
farmers and their families gathered feverishly against the coming cold.  Praise
the gods, he breathed with relief.  Waydon’s grain might be lost, but with
luck, they would have enough even so.  No one would starve.


Presently, he directed Sir Waydon down the stone steps and
inside the castle that they might speak together without shouting over the
noisy banners flapping on the battlements or shivering in the cold wind of the
afternoon.


“How now,” Daerwin spoke at last, having removed his cloak
and settled in at his own desk with the young knight seated before him.  “I’ve
known you these many years, Waydon, and your father before you.  Ever your
farmers have trusted you; I assume you have not taken to abusing their good
will.”  He deliberately kept his tone gentle, but when Waydon only gave him a
blank and almost guilty stare, he pressed the point.  “Overtaxing them,
punishing them without cause, taking liberties with the women, so forth...”


Sir Waydon adamantly shook his head.  “Oh, never, my lord. 
To my knowledge, they have no complaint against me.  To all appearances ere
now, they have considered me a fair lord.”  He cleared his throat and sat
forward most earnestly.  “In faith, when the first of them failed to work his
fields for some days on end, I said not a word, thinking his new bride to keep
him engaged at home.”  The knight laughed weakly. “I count it quite the act of
generosity on my part to grant him such liberty.”


“More generous than wise.”  The sheriff stroked his beard,
considering.  Waydon was almost cowering, not from the sheriff’s words, since
he had not spoken them in anger; more as if he feared his own farmers somehow. 
But why?


“Yes, my lord.  As you see, yon farmer did not return to the
fields as I had thought he might, and thoughts that some…ill might have
befallen him came to me.”  Neither of them had to say the words.  None of the
sheriff’s farmers had fallen to the plague yet, but it was only a matter of
time.  “I did at once ride to his home and knock upon the door, but he told me
only that he was at prayer.  He’d not so much as open his door to me.”  


“Prayer?”  Daerwin had expected almost any other answer. 
“Are you sure?” 


“Aye, my lord, and in the midst of the Gathering, no less.” 



“What feast day did he claim to mark?  No god of Syon
interrupts the harvests with a feast day.”


“None, sire.”  He stopped himself and shook his head. 
“Rather, let me say in all honesty, I had not the mind to ask him.  Far be it
from me to stay a man from his piety.”


“Piety, indeed.  The Gathering is short enough without
losing days to idleness, and idleness it is.  The gods simply do not plague us
with obligation during the Gathering. He simply makes an excuse for lying abed
the season.”  The sheriff sat back and crossed his arms.  “So you did not
confront him, then.”


The knight’s eyes met his lord’s before he turned away.  “I
did not,” he admitted.  “In faith, so taken aback was I that I found myself
quite lost for words.”


“So you did nothing.”  Lord Daerwin rose and paced to the
window, counseling himself to patience.  Shouting would only make matters worse,
he told himself.  “Go on.”


“There is more,” Waydon said, lowering his gaze.  “My lord,
I was of no mind to vex them, not having just refused them—”


The sheriff looked at him sharply.  


The younger knight sighed.  “They were demanding a larger
share of their crops, something touching how the noble houses no longer needed
so much of the grain to feed their armies.  But to this, I held fast.  I’ve my
own lord to pay as well, after all.”


Daerwin nodded.  “You could not make such a decision without
speaking to me first, so that was the correct decision.”


“Aye,” Waydon replied weakly, looking away.  


Daerwin watched him for a time, wondering why Waydon was
still groveling.  Something else within Sir Waydon ached to be said, ached to
be let into the light, but Lord Daerwin only stood silent, letting the knight
wrestle with himself until at last he spoke.  


“It’s true,” he said at last.  “I refused them in this,
but...”  He shifted in his seat, uncomfortable under the sheriff’s gaze.  “My
lord, the priests’ disease lies at our very doors, and well the farmers know
it.  It was their concern, or so they spoke, that should a farmer fall to it,
should his lands fall back to my demesne, then the crops would be lost since
I’ve no one to harvest, myself.  Their answer seemed sensible to me.”


“They would have you divide the lost land between the
neighboring farms.  In the interest of saving the grain,” spoke the sheriff
grimly, quietly.  “Such was their proposal, aye?”


Sir Waydon swallowed hard and nodded.


“And you agreed.”  Daerwin tapped the ends of his fingers
together, considering his words carefully.  Now it all made sense.  The refusal
to harvest, Waydon’s groveling…“You set aside the law for them, Sir Waydon, and
in so doing, you broke faith with them and with me.  With the House of Damerien
itself!”


“My lord!” gasped Sir Waydon.


The sheriff’s rage exploded.  “These laws have stood for
nearly four thousand years, and with an afternoon’s thought, you set them
aside?  It is no wonder that your farmers do not heed you now.  And now people
will starve because of your rashness!  You would break faith with us; what
keeps you from breaking faith with them?”


“Breaking faith!”  Sir Waydon rose, pleading.  “Sire, their
argument had merit!”


“As it has every time farmers have made it since time
immemorial, and ever at harvest!  Do you think their arguments had less merit
during the war, when farmers were dying in battle?  And still we refused
them.”  He leaned heavily on his desk.  “The law is clear:  When no rightful
heir presents himself, the property reverts back to demesne lands that it might
be granted anew.”


“But, my lord Sheriff,” said Sir Waydon, visibly trying to
control his temper, “perhaps they make petition time and again because the law
does not—”


“It does not let one farmer take his neighbor’s lands by
murder and mishap!” Daerwin thundered.  “The lands revert back and are granted
anew at the lord’s discretion so that no man is assured gain by another’s
loss.  By the gods, can you not see your folly?”  He pointed out the window
toward the empty fields.  “And now, see the contempt they hold for one who does
not keep the law!”


Sir Waydon watched the sheriff fearfully for a time before
he looked away.  “First one, then another of the other fields stood the same
from dawn to dusk.”  He shut his eyes, still stung by the sheriff’s anger.


“Did you let lie these idlers as well?”


Waydon recoiled as if struck.  “Hear me, sire.  Having seen
three more farms go untended, naturally, I rode to their homes, ready to hear
their excuses, or that they, too, were at prayer or some such.  Perchance the
priests’ disease had spread among them, or the fear of it.”  He drew himself
up.  “Or perhaps, as I thought, it was but a single hair of some new pique that
the four had taken up against me.  Regardless, I went to smooth what I could
and see them back to their fields ere we lose the season.”  But then, Sir
Waydon fell silent and stared at the deep burls of wood in the sheriff’s desk.


“At prayer were they?” the sheriff prompted impatiently.


Looking up, the knight stammered, then sat back in his
chair.  “Not just as I came to them, no.  But to my questions, they spoke not
of prayer nor to the matter of their deserted farms, but only of visions and
divining and of Chatka.”


“The old Verdura fortune teller,” the sheriff laughed
suddenly.  “But she is harmless!  Were she any less skilled at matching
husbands to wives and naming the sex of unborn babes, they should have driven
her out years ago, these farmers.  Sensible, practical folk, they are.”


Sir Waydon nodded and licked his lips.  “Aye, my lord, so
they are,” he began uncertainly, “save that the priests’ disease fills their
hearts with desperation and dread just now, and so with nowhere else to turn,
they look to her visions.”  He shifted in his seat again.  “It’s but mine own
thought, my lord, but if they cannot bring themselves to trust their priests
against it, and they cannot find protection from it in their lords, they will
take what solace she offers, cold though it be.  But with her solace, methinks
she sows discord as well.  That she pronounces it all as the will of the
gods...”


“I’ve heard naught of her but in scoffing tones from the
farmers.”  The sheriff crossed his arms.


“Aye, ere now.”  He shook his head.  “But look you, she
foresaw the disease, my lord, or so they believe, and now they speak of her
with naught but reverence.”  At this, he saw the sheriff’s brow rise, and he
sat forward in his seat to continue.  “These three farmers, my lord. They spoke
of prayer, aye, and chaff and vigilance, and in the most hushed and humble
tones.  To mine ear, the farmers made no sense, but the matter is this: they
refuse, these people, to harvest grains belonging to Brannagh,” and here he
leveled his gaze at the sheriff, letting the echo of his words linger a moment,
“and no argument of mine could sway them.”


“They said as much?  You mean to say that they’ve taken it
into their heads that they should starve the winter rather than harvest for
Brannagh?”  He stood, rubbing his brow in astonishment and concern.  “Did they
say why?”


“No, my lord.”  The knight’s lips tightened.  “But they were
most adamant.”


Daerwin’s mind raced.  “You reminded them, of course, that
they serve your household and not mine.”


Sir Waydon looked down.  “In the interest of having them
harvest their grains ere the cold fell, aye.  I reminded them that they were
bound only to my house, not to Brannagh, lest your house and mine should fall
afoul...”


Lord Daerwin looked out the window.  “This made no
difference to them, or you would not be here now.”  It was not a question.


“No.  Since the trade grain comes to your storehouses, they
would not be swayed.  By law or no,” Waydon said with a cracking voice, “they
say the lord of their lord is their lord.”


“All right, then, by their own word, they harvest for
Damerien, for the duke himself.  What say your farmers to that, then?”


The knight shook his head impatiently.  “Such words only
fanned their ire, my lord.  Apparently, whatever their worries are, they extend
beyond Brannagh to Damerien.”


Lord Daerwin turned to Waydon, no longer hiding his
frustration. These families had farmed the same lands for the same noble houses
for centuries.  Why this sudden disdain for Brannagh and Damerien?  What
argument could they have with the duke?  Trocu Damerien had just taken the
throne only two seasons ago upon his father Brada’s death; he’d not had time to
anger them yet.  Was the young duke bearing the blame for half a millennium of
terror and loss under his predecessors now that the farmers were safe from
harm?  The irony might have amused him if the situation were not so dire.  But
perhaps the farmers were not as simple minded as he gave them credit for
being.  Perhaps the reason for their anger was more concrete, more immediate. 
He looked up sharply.


“Does she speak sedition against Brannagh and Damerien to
them, this Chatka?”


“Truthfully, I cannot say, my lord.  I’ve heard no word of
hers.  But I know only that each night at sunset, they gather at her doorstep,
and as I’ve watched by night from my own castle, more gather to hear her
visions by each night that passes.  But I have no doubt that she speaks to them
her own mind and makes of it the will of the gods.”


“But to what end?”  The sheriff sat once more behind his
desk. The knight shifted uncomfortably in his chair.  “They would not speak to
me of it, not to tell me her words.”  He rubbed his eyes anxiously.  “My lord,
it’s my own sense of it, no more.  I know only that the farmers began staying
away from their fields soon after they began gathering at her door.  Of course,
without proof...”


“I see.”  Daerwin sat back in his chair and tapped the ends
of his fingers together.  “I see.”


*          *          *


The young woman moved easily in the ebb and flow of the
roadway, meandering aimlessly and yet making her way forward through the
milling farmers and merchants, hoping to catch a stray bit of conversation here
or an exclamation there, anything that might be of use.  But the crowd seemed
to drift and eddy from stall to stall in a thick silence.  But no, they were not
silent at all.  They spoke in an almost constant babble, yet oddly enough, none
of it touched on Chatka.


The streets still glowed with the copper of the
mid-Gathering sunset, and those who had come tonight would take advantage of
this Marketday atmosphere to bargain and barter until the last possible moment,
trading livestock, fruits and vegetables, tools, even sweets and brews they’d
brought from home.  Soon, right before the sun disappeared, they would close
their stalls and follow the rest to the witch’s door.


The village of Belen was no more than a tiny central
marketplace, one of several throughout Brannagh lands that had grown up along
the lords’ property boundaries.  Belen boasted a tanner’s shop and a forge
round the year and market stalls, usually empty, for traveling merchants and
for the farmers come Marketday.  Farms and houses clustered here and there
nearby and moved outward from the village along the roads toward the knights’
manors and castles.  Belen also had a few small shrines and humble sanctuaries,
the largest two belonging to Didian and B’radik, and both were curiously dark
and empty to her eye.


Yet tonight the little road was alive with farmers and their
kin.  From their numbers alone she was sure they came, not only from the
nearest farms of Sir Waydon’s lands but a few from the neighboring knights’
lands as well, some score of families.  All gathered here, just as the sheriff
had told her they would, all to hear the Verdura’s word, though sure he did not
expect so many.  The woman touched the edge of her thick hood with an unusually
long nail and quickened her pace.


Somewhere near, a dark-skinned boy wearing threadbare
breeches and a woolen cloak drawn up about his face likewise moved through the
crowds, not with the usual grace and speed of his kind but with the bobbling,
noisy step of the other farm boys his age.  He stopped occasionally at the
stands along the way to sample their wares and nodded amiably to any who hailed
him as he passed.  Like the woman, he moved relentlessly along the roadway,
sometimes staying just ahead of her, sometimes dropping behind, sometimes at
her very elbow, just as she had taught him.


She gestured “warning” to him and saw his slight nod.


No word of Chatka, nor the least trickle of what she might
speak tonight.  Not from a single soul.  Frustrated, the young woman sidled in
beside some old farmwives who were picking over the apples from a nearby
orchard, hoping to engage them in conversation.  “Early for apples,” she
offered, taking up the accents she heard around her.  “I’d not have thought
they were ready yet.”  She picked up one of the reddest of the apples and bit
into it.


“Aye,” spoke the man at the stall, who had just put a few
apples in another woman’s basket.  He looked the young woman over cautiously
before he accepted her coin.  “Bit to the tart but fine for pies and breads.” 
He saw her bite to the core and was suddenly very concerned, much more
concerned than he should have been.  “Mind you save the seeds, now.”


“Aye,” breathed one of the old women beside her.  “Or if you
like, you can give them to me.  I’ve never enough, it seems.”


Save the seeds?  Why would an orchardman be telling her to
save seeds, save to give them back to him?  But he did not seem interested in
them for himself, she saw, and she was even more puzzled.  She drew breath to
ask, but something in his expression told her that she would do better to keep
her silence.


Having finished her apple and given the whole core to the
grateful old woman, peculiarly enough the very one whose own basket was full of
apples, she continued along her way toward Chatka’s door.


The crowd clotted around an old, ill-kept shack of a house
with a sunken mossy roof and naught but mud-daubed rubble walls to hold it up. 
Behind this small house lay a few acres of unplanted land given over to tall
weeds and mildewed grasses, wet and paddied for rice but with no food grains
growing at all.  The house looked abandoned, though it could not be so.  No
light came from within, no fires, no candles.  With the sun dropping even now
below the rise of hills to the west, soon the house would disappear into the
darkness completely.


She turned, having seen through the corner of her eye a man
dressed to all outward appearances like one of the farmers except that the
hooded cloak he wore up about his face, though he’d taken pains to scuff it up
along the roadside, was of a finer cloth than any these women could hope to
weave.  So he’d decided to come after all, even after the sheriff dressed him
down.  She’d thought he might.  The young woman’s mouth curved into a grin, and
she worked her way toward him.


“Peace,” spoke the woman as he backed away from her
approach.  “You know this voice, Waydon.”


At once, the disguised knight’s expression relaxed.  “Gikka,
praise to B’radik.  I’d not dared to hope he would...”


“Save your noise,” she hissed, looking about at the crowd. 
They were well away from people now, and in the din of the place, they would
not be overheard.  Even so, she would not have the crowd know she was there,
especially not for his mindless gabbling.  She saw a quick flash of steel on
the edge of her vision that disappeared immediately; Chul had moved himself
nearer, and the flash of his hunting knife in the torchlight was his signal
that he was watching her back.  Satisfied, she turned her attention back to the
knight.  “Chatka?” she prompted quietly.


“Aye,” he breathed, nodding toward the hovel.  “That’s the
house they gave her as payment for her visions.  Methinks they’d give her their
very lands, an they could.”  He huffed.  “Then she could tell them pretty
stories from dusk until dawn.  There, the sun has just gone below.  She should
emerge presently.”


Gikka glanced back toward the dark doorway.  “Have you
watched afore now?”


He shook his head almost imperceptibly, still watching the
doorway and the crowd gathered there.  “Not this close; only from my own
doorstep.  Afraid they might know me.”


“But not tonight.”


He tugged self-consciously at his hood.  “Nay, not tonight,
not with so many others to draw their attention.”


A moment later, the wooden door to the tumble-down house
shuddered once, then again, and finally fell back into the darkness, and all
those gathered fell to silence.  They watched the blank doorway, each anxious
to be the first to catch sight of her tonight, each wanting to be the one to
raise a cheer.  Another moment passed.  Then another.


Gikka looked at Chul and tapped her nail once against her
hip.


The boy’s head jerked up in puzzlement.  Caution, again, but
this time...  He turned his head back to watch the door and looked over the
heads of the crowd.


No one moved, no one sneezed or coughed or laughed
nervously.  The crowd was drawn taut, a single animal being, malleable to the
Verdura’s touch and barely restrained.  And she had yet to present herself. 
Once she emerged, assuming she could wield it, the crowd would be a formidable
weapon in her hands against any outsiders.


A moment later, the witch woman shuffled from her doorway
carrying a few empty baskets which she dropped one after another across her
doorstep, a humble entrance for one so eagerly anticipated.  While she had yet
to look at the farmers directly, she seemed pleased by the size of the crowd
gathered there.  Gikka guessed the woman’s age to be somewhere about one
hundred twenty, not so very old by Bremondine reckoning, just past middle
years, yet the woman had gone to great pains to make herself appear quite
ancient.  Her thick hair was drawn back smooth against her head and pinned into
a tight blue-black bun, and the lines of her face appeared an almost moldy
webwork against her deep olive skin.  Yet her eyes held something very wild and
predatory.  Something very Verdura, to Gikka’s eye.


The farmers had seemed ready to cheer Chatka, but when she
finally appeared, oddly enough, they had not.  Instead they greeted her with
taut, reverent silence, a silence more dramatic because under it, the crowd
fairly burned with its own tension.


“Bread,” cried Chatka almost painfully.


A score of hands went up, one from each family of farmers,
and each bore a small loaf of bread, no larger than the scraps of dough Greta
threw to the dogs at Brannagh.  One by one they dropped these little loaves
into the basket and returned to their places.  Yet their tension, completely
unrelieved by this activity, had grown much stronger, and each jostled and
pressed and tried to keep his own loaf of bread in sight, as if it were a
favorite nephew at First Rites.


Once the last loaf of bread was dropped into the basket and
the last farmer had retaken his place, the old woman lifted the basket over her
head and plucked one piece of bread from it.  The air was charged with their
breathlessness, waiting for her to set the basket down once more, that they
might see whose loaf she had taken.  A single low cheer rose from somewhere in
the midst of the crowd where the lucky farmer’s fellows congratulated him, and
the tension dissipated.  Tradition blessed him tonight.


Chatka raised the bread over her head and cracked the little
loaf open.  Then she brought it down and stared into it.


“What is she doing,” whispered Sir Waydon.


“Gathering the tenday’s bread, I’d say.”  Gikka nodded with
a wry grin toward the basket.  “You don’t suppose she’d be giving all that
bread back, now, do you?”  She looked up to see him staring at her.  “Course
she’ll be giving them a show for it, telling them some obvious nothing as she
gets from ‘reading the grains,’ but her gain is the bread.”  She shook her head
with a sneer.  “Bloody amateur.”


“Hear me,” Chatka intoned, and her voice trembled
dramatically.  Entranced, the farmers who had begun to murmur between
themselves while she read the grains, fell silent.  “I see again the same, that
vision which, as I have foreseen, has brought so many of you to my door.”


“Bloody charlatan,” muttered Gikka.  “‘As I have foreseen,’
by Limigar...”


“I see fields unreaped, unthreshed and dusted with an early
frost.  Your own fields.  Yet a great threshing comes to all of Syon, and when
it comes, the grain that does not shun the chaff shall be lost itself.”


Gikka’s eyes narrowed.  So she’d “predicted” the plague,
aye, but any mother’s son knew by now that the priests’ disease had spread, and
would spread, far and wide over Syon an the priests did not learn to cure it
ere they died.  But to turn the hale against them as had it, to call them
unclean and unworthy chaff, this was none to the good.


“Open gates stand locked, and the Dragon turns his eye away,
for the scythe touches not his blood.  Thus you stand against your fear whilst
he hears only the murmur of unhallowed lips.”


Gikka’s brow rose in surprise.


“Touch not his feast, touch not his sin.  In time, those who
stand steadfast and pious shall be rewarded.  When you wake from your prayers,
your sacrifice will open winter’s secret stores to you, and none to pay the
Dragon.”


Sacrifice.  The rotting grains afield or some other to come
later?  She thought of Pegrine and frowned, repeating the message to herself
that she might convey it to the sheriff intact.  So Chatka was speaking openly
against Damerien then, and telling the farmers to abandon their fields. 
“There’s your proof,” she muttered to Waydon.  “Now it’s but to see the cause,
an she lets slip with it.”


“Seeds!” Chatka cried suddenly, and once again twenty hands
rose, each clutching seeds, and once again they filled one of her baskets. 
From where Gikka and Waydon stood, they could not see if all the seeds were
from apples or not; surely she had not called just for apple seeds, and if such
was her demand, why?  Now the woman poured them in a thick, dramatic black cascade
like curdled blood flowing over the step, and then she stood back.


Sir Waydon gasped.  “Oh, no.”


Gikka looked up at the knight sharply.  “How now, Waydon?”
she whispered.


He licked his lips and drew her aside, out of earshot of the
farmers who stood nearby.  “When I spoke with the farmers two days ago, I asked
them how they hoped to survive the winter without the harvest.”


“Aye,” said Gikka, narrowing her eyes.


Sir Waydon frowned.  “Of answer, the farmers said only this,
but to a man: ‘The gods will provide.’  Now, having heard her words, I begin to
understand.  Not all the gods,” he said a bit too loudly.  “Didian.”


“Keep a low tone,” she warned, looking back to see that none
of the farmers had looked up.  “Sure it’s not Didian; he takes his part at the
Gathering.”  She nodded toward Chatka.  “Winter belongs to Bilkar, and He’d not
feed wastrels...”  Not Bilkar the Furred whose own monks may only call upon him
once and pay for it with their lives.


Waydon did not hear her.  “Didian, Kanet perhaps, as well.” 
Sir Waydon shook his head.  “‘Winter’s secret stores.’”  He turned to watch the
farmers in amazement.  “Perhaps they hear in her words that Didian will grant
them a second warm season in winter.  ‘And none to pay the Dragon.’”  He looked
up again at Chatka.  “But only if they stand steadfast.”


“And pious,” muttered Gikka darkly.  “Let’s don’t forget
pious.”  She looked back to see that Chatka had just picked up a handful of
seeds and sniffed at them.  Not even a handful, just a few that she picked up here
and there among the others.  No more than might have come from a single apple. 
Instinctively, she began to look for possible escapes.  She stepped back out of
the torchlight and against Sir Waydon.  Then she twitched her hand toward Chul
before she slipped it beneath her cloak to rest on a dagger.  The boy moved at
once to the outer edge of the crowd.


“Hear me!” intoned Chatka once more, but this time her voice
held an edge of excitement, of danger, and the tensions in the crowd grew once
more.  “I see more!  A new vision comes to me!”  Her black eyes glittered over
the hooded crowd, searching, seeking.


“Hear me well!  Though the Dragon’s eyes and ears be open
just now, his senses fool him, and he cannot help but stumble.  The sun will
set, and ere it rises once more, your dearest down will blow in the mountain
winds, and four will again be five.”  She laughed, a short barking laugh so
common among the Verdura, so despised among the Bremondines.  “Red and blue,”
she laughed wickedly.  “Red on the Lioness’s breast and blue at her gates, but
not for you, not for any but those who need it not.”


Both Chatka and Gikka watched the farmers muttering between
themselves and the puzzled looks that showed from beneath their hoods.  The
witch had challenged them with a vision they could not decipher until it was
too late, if at all, and having so vexed them, she risked losing their faith in
her.  But this time, her words were not meant for them; they were meant for
Gikka to carry back to the sheriff, with her compliments.


Damerien’s eyes and ears were open, aye, or at least those
of the sheriff, but how could his senses fool him?  An he would stumble, sure
it was the Verdura’s own fault for it and no other.  Those words were the least
to vex her.  Dearest down, and blowing in mountain wind.  She shook her head. 
It meant nothing to her, nothing that made sense, at any rate.  But four will
again be five...  What was it Peg had said?


Four thousand years the Five are four

A fifth is found and binds the shores.


Gikka watched the old woman, watched her keen eye peering
from face to face, looking for the one who would see her message, looking to
see if she could spot Gikka.  The witch’d say naught more of meat-and-mead
tonight, not an she knowed she were watched.  Besides, like as not, the sheriff
would see through Chatka’s words like glass and draw answer for her from that.


“Shall I repeat it for you, or did you hear it well enough
already?”  The witch smiled pleasantly over the crowd, but her eye still
searched, still lingered on every cowl.


Gikka ground her teeth.  Were Renda here, she would stride
forward to stand a head taller than the Verdura to pit her own grace and
command against this witch’s wretched street tricks, and she would turn the
farmers away from Chatka in disgust.  Or the sheriff, standing a step below so
as not to loom over the woman, might speak softly and reasonably, plying her
words to dust before their eyes, counting upon the farmers’ own good sense to
show them the truth.


But no.  Only the assassin, the Bremondine, and one who was
none the witch’s better stood here, caught in the very act of spying on the
farmers, and she felt no particular eloquence of speech rising in her throat.


It was not until Gikka moved to walk away that the old
Verdura finally caught sight of her.


“Beware, Graymonde,” she called suddenly, and in the silence
that followed the mention of her name, Gikka turned slowly round to see all the
farmers and their families staring at her with open mouths and backing away
from her.  “Beware the wind and the word at your back.”


Outside the crowd, hidden in the shadow of the abandoned
bowyer’s shop, Chul stopped and stared at the old witch.  She had spoken the
ancient curse, not in Syonese for the benefit of the farmers, nor in Bremondine
that only Gikka might understand it, but in Dhanani.


 


 












Eleven


 


 


“Away
with you,” came a man’s voice from inside a small house at the edge of the
field.


Renda glanced at Sir Teny, the lord of the fields behind
them.


“You see, my lady,” spoke the knight quietly and not without
embarrassment, “it is as I say.  He will not so much as speak with me.”


She cast a worried glance back over the hills toward
Brannagh.  Teny’s lands were some of the most remote of Brannagh’s fields.  If
Chatka’s sedition had reached this far, the situation was more dire than they’d
thought.


At her father’s request, she had ridden out at first light
with Teny to try to stir his farmers’ loyalty, or if not, perhaps their shame. 
It was his hope to defeat Chatka’s manipulations with what Renda grudgingly
allowed were their own.


She’d met with some success.  The mere sight of their
smiling young war hero in full armor and mantle at their door had been enough
to send Kode and his family back into the fields.  Mogen had taken a bit more
convincing, but in the end, he’d relented as well, offering his most abject
apologies for heeding a Verdura witch’s word over that of the Sheriff of
Brannagh.


But Jero would not so much as open his door.


She knocked at the knotty wooden door again and batted away
a bit of stale straw that fell from the roof thatching.  On the ground at her
feet she saw where more had fallen.  The man’s roof would not last through the
winter storms without fresh straw––straw still holding up the grain in his
fields.


“Jero,” she called pleasantly, “Lady Renda.”  When no answer
came, she knocked once more.  “I would speak with you a while.”


They heard slow steps within, and the door opened a few
inches to let free a great breath of stale air as of turned cheese or badly
soured milk.  But both Sir Teny and Renda held their expressions against the
odor.  Through the crack in the door, Renda could see Jero’s one good eye
peering out at them as it might at a stranger, or worse.  The eye was distant
and bleary, and the skin sagging beneath it was stained dark with fatigue.  The
man’s clothes hung rumpled about his thin frame, gray with dust and ash.


“Jero,” exclaimed Teny.  He ventured a smile and stepped
toward the door, expecting it to open to him.  When it did not, he stared into
the single eye beyond the door.  “Come, don’t you know me?”


“Aye, my lord, well enow.”  The man blinked coldly and
buttressed his shoulder against the door.  Then he turned his distrustful gaze
upon Renda.  “What business has Her Ladyship with me this day?”


Renda smiled diplomatically.  “Jero,” she said quietly,
though her voice held the same tones of command she had used afield.  “Well I
remember your faithful service to the House of Brannagh during the war.”


The man positively cringed at her words as if afraid someone
might overhear.  “Lost my only son in your bloody war, I’ll thank you to
recall.  An my lord Teny’d not set us neath your banner, Lady, he’d be here
now.”


Your bloody war, he’d said.  As if she herself had started
it five hundred years ago.


Sure you’d not have it all back.


“You forget yourself!” Sir Teny barked at him.  “Had you not
followed the banner of Brannagh, the whole of Syon would yet be under Kadak’s
dominion, as it was for half a thousand years.  You’d do well to remember that
it was Lady Renda as saved us all.”  


Renda shook her head.  “Sir Teny, please—”


But the knight spoke over Renda’s protest, shaking his fist
at Jero.  “Do not stand in the shade of your peaceful house to begrudge the
sacrifices we all made!”


“I lost my boy,” Jero menaced.  “What sacrifices made you,
boy?  Did you even wet your blade?”


“Gentlemen.”  Renda kept her body between them.  “Your loss
is bitter, Jero, but you know that the sheriff, my father, likewise lost his
only son in battle.  My brother, Roquandor.”  At these words, the man’s
shoulder sagged against his door.  She lowered her voice, and at her glance,
Teny moved back.  “Besides, the memory of your son’s death does not keep you
from your fields today.”


“Nah,” answered Jero quietly.  He looked up into her eyes
and drew a slow breath.  “I reckon not,” he murmured, “but…”


“We’ve no more than a month ere the first frost comes.”  Sir
Teny’s voice skirled harshly over the quiet that followed, over the beginning
of Jero’s answer.  “No more than a month, and all your grain still stands
afield while you whine and mewl and—”


“Aye, and so it will,” returned the farmer angrily.  He
turned back to face Renda, and she saw that his expression had closed against
her again.  “We’ll none of this house come out to gather, not in service to
Teny, not in service to Brannagh, not in service to no one.”


“Why not?  What is it breaks your loyalty to Brannagh?” she
asked calmly, her eyes leveled at his.  For a moment, a single moment, he
looked like he might answer.


“Yes, indeed, why not?” demanded Sir Teny.  “Traitor.  You
set a fine example to the rest of the farmers, Jero.”


“Sir Teny.”  Renda sighed in exasperation and shut her
eyes.  She should have followed her first instincts and come alone, or perhaps
with Gikka, and her father’s diplomacy be damned.  When had diplomacy solved
ought in her life that a sword could not solve better?  Gikka might have been
driven to kill Jero for his stubbornness or Teny for his abject stupidity had
they enraged her sufficiently, but at least she would not have further widened
the breach while they lived.


“Jero, enough of this nonsense.”  Sir Teny drew himself up. 
“Return to your fields forthwith.”  When the farmer only glared at him, Sir
Teny huffed petulantly.  “Come,” spoke the knight, “would you have me turn you
off your land?  Where would you go?  Hard upon the Feast of Bilkar, no less? 
How is it that you, whose family has farmed this same land through war and
famine and plague, would now, in time of peace,” he laughed at the absurdity,
“leave your own winter’s food to rot afield?”


Jero’s hard gaze turned reluctantly toward Renda before it
failed utterly.  “Because she says it angers the gods, and I’ll not be—”  


“She being Chatka, the Verdura witch woman.”  Sir Teny shook
his head with contempt and turned away.


“—heaping more sins upon my head just now!”


Teny strode away in disgust with his hands on his hips.  “I
should hang a sign at my borders, ‘Empty heads for hire.’”


She waved Teny to silence.  “Is it sin,” asked Renda
quietly, calmly, even though her heart was beating a panicked call to retreat,
“to harvest Brannagh grains?”  She saw Jero’s gaze waver and she stepped
closer.  “What sin, Jero, to serve a protector house of B’radik?”  Renda
softened her voice.  “But tell me, what sin?”


For a moment, the farmer looked uncertain.  His eye traveled
over her mantle, over the brilliant Brannagh surcoat, over the shining chain
coif that covered her auburn hair, and Renda saw in his eyes the beginnings of
a familiar spark of pride, the same fiery honor and courage which had carried
her men—which had carried Jero himself—through the breach into Kadak’s
stronghold.


She smiled encouragingly.


Jero breathed deeply to speak.


Suddenly, from behind him came the sound of a woman coughing
sharply, like the barking of a dog, and at once the odor redoubled at the door.


The smell, the cough.


No.


Any house of sickness carries such smells, she told
herself.  It was just the closeness of the air within, that they would not
subject the patient to draughts.  No more than that.  And a cough, she reminded
herself, could mark any of a thousand ills easily cured even without the
priests.  Easily cured, her mind repeated feverishly.


It is a sound you cannot mistake, like the barking of a dog.


“What is that wretched stink?” groaned Sir Teny, stepping
back with his glove over his face.  “Is your dog qualmed at the stomach?”


Jero looked back over his shoulder into the darkness of the
house, and when at last his gaze came round once more to meet his lord’s, Renda
was shocked to see that the valor and strength she had seen in the man’s eyes
only moments before had turned to utter terror.  “My lord, my lady, stay me not
from my prayers, I beg of you!  She’s worse by each minute I talk to you. 
Please, for pity, let me get to my prayers!”  


In amazement, the two knights stepped back and watched the
door close.


“Prayers.  Prayers when he should be gathering his crops.  I
should hang him,” muttered Sir Teny once they had mounted their horses.  “An
example to the rest of them.”


“Fool,” spat Renda, nudging Alandro away from Jero’s door. 
“Have you no eyes? That man is a hostage in his own home.”  But at Teny’s blank
expression, she merely turned and rode back toward the roadway, considering the
horror of what she had seen.  The plague had spread beyond the temple grounds,
beyond the neighboring farms.  She looked back at the little farmhouse where
Jero would pray and pray for his wife until the plague took them both, and
beyond to the next farm and the next.


Sir Teny kicked up his mount to join her.  “Well, perhaps if
we were to hang the old witch instead...”


*          *          * 


“Ah, Lord Daerwin, come in.”  Chatka stepped away from her
door and bowed graciously to let him in.  His nose was assailed with the smells
of a thousand flowers that were nowhere to be seen—a cloying, clutching odor
that fairly burned in his nostrils.  He wondered if he did not prefer the smell
of his own stables.


The woman who greeted him was tall and handsome in spite of
her age, as he might have expected of a Verdura, even one as long away from the
northern Bremondine forests and the old communes as she must have been.  Kadak
had razed the last of the Verdura sorcerers’ compounds when his grandfather was
duke.


Chatka was as Gikka had described her, dark of hair and eye
with olive skin.  Oddly, her hands were lined and spotted, much more so than he
might have expected, and she walked slowly over the clean stones of her floor,
doubtless to paint herself helpless before him.  Even so, the sheriff found in
her gaze something that reminded him of his hawks when they spied rabbits
below.


“I wondered when the good Sheriff of Brannagh might pay me a
visit.”  She turned to lead him into her sitting room.  “Himself.”


He ignored her pointed remark and followed her further into
the house.  “Madam Chatka,” he said, bowing his head slightly.  “I trust you
know why I’ve come.”


“And armed, no less,” she said, casting a sideways glance at
his sword.  “Do I know why you’ve come?  Oh, full well.”  She smiled wryly. 
Without rising from the seat she had taken, she looked up at him.  “Sit, and I
will fetch some tea.”


But he did not sit, nor did he remove his cloak.   He would
not let himself be bound by hospitality, nor would he risk being poisoned by
her.


“No, madam,” he replied.  “Sure I thank you, but I will not
be staying long.”  He raised his chin slightly.  “I have come to ask why you
would keep the farmers from the fields.”


“Ah,” she said with amusement.  “So we come right to it,
then.”


The sheriff said nothing, merely waiting for her to reply.


“You are direct, Daerwin of Brannagh.  I must say, I find
that interesting.”  She smiled and relaxed rather sinuously across the chaise. 
“Very interesting, very...”  Her eyes met his, fiery and willing, trying to
provoke a base animal response in him.  She seemed at once much younger, and
the age spots on her arms had vanished.  “Very intriguing.”


He crossed his arms and glared at her.  Seduction.  If she
could prove that he was as prone to weaknesses of the flesh as any man, she
would have power over him.  The ploy was weak, as if she had not really
expected it to work.  But the insult was cast.  He looked away with disdain,
casting his own insult.  “Just answer my question.”


She sneered.  “You’ve not heard your spy’s report, then?”


“I know what was said.”


“Do you?”  She laughed.  “Do you indeed?”


His lips thinned.  “I would know why you choose to attack
Damerien and Brannagh.”


“Ah, attack, is it?” she laughed then, and she was once
again the old witch woman, no more the Verdura seductress.  “I merely speak
what I see in my mind, Lord Daerwin.  Nothing more.”  She glanced away from
him.  “That it undermines or,” she smiled, “attacks your households, as
you put it, well, you cannot blame me for that.”


Her coyness was irritating.  “What exactly did you see?  And
none of your poesies.  I would hear a plain report of it.”


“I do not recall exactly,” she said, pursing her
lips.  “I speak to them night upon night, and I vary it a bit to keep their
interest.”  She laughed.  “Showmanship, Brannagh.  You see, it’s showmanship
you lack.”


“It’s honor you lack, madam, to manipulate these people
thus, and to their deaths of starvation, no less.”


Chatka shrugged and looked away.  “They will not starve. 
The gods will provide.”


“The gods—!”  His steel and flint eyes blazed.  “The gods
are not our servants.  Their gifts are blessings, not debts to be paid upon
demand.  We will provide whilst we can, we lords of Syon, but we’ve not
enough stored away between us to feed everyone until the next harvest,
especially not an we use any to seed come the Feast of Didian.  They will
starve, Chatka, if not this year, next, and it will be upon your head.”


But she laughed again, a cruel, ugly laugh that raised the
hair on the back of his neck.  “You are a fool, Brannagh.  You know full well
that I speak the truth.  You know they will not starve.  And you know why.”


His eyes narrowed, questioning.


“Yes,” she laughed again.  “The plague strikes them even
now.”


“You spoke of the Houses of Brannagh and Damerien locking
our gates against them and turning away, of down in mountain winds and of four
becoming five.  Nonsense, all.”


“Oh, you disappoint me, Daerwin.  I had thought you better
schooled.  And has your illustrious daughter no insight, either?”  She smiled
sadly.  “A pity.  I had expected more.”


“My question remains,” he spoke over her words, “and it is,
why?”  He turned to face her, and his eyes locked on hers.  “Why do you tell
them that to serve Brannagh angers the gods?”


“When in truth it angers but one?”  Her voice was shrill,
but suddenly she smiled.  He had not veiled his expression of surprise fast
enough.  “Oh, yes, Brannagh, my gift is real; my visions,” she seethed,
narrowing her eyes, “are real.  Frighteningly real, of late.  But as to why,”
she cooed as she turned and walked away from him.  “I have my reasons.”  


“Your reasons?”  Daerwin stormed in frustration.  “What
manner of answer—”


“That is all the answer I intend to give!”  She paused a
moment.  “Oh, and Daerwin?  Do close the door when you leave; the nights grow
cold already.”  She glanced back at him, and her smile held a predatory leer. 
“I predict an early frost this year.”


*          *          *


The morning sun rose to find the sheriff, Renda and the body
of Renda’s resident band of knights, squires, pages and those as yet unlanded
of the sheriff’s knights and their attendants spread by ones and twos over the
lands of the nearer knights swinging scythes through the wheat and amaranth in
the abandoned fields.  Behind them followed servants from each lord’s household
and some from Brannagh as well who gathered the awkward armloads of grain from
the ground and piled them into large flat wagons to be taken back to the
storehouses and threshed.


With the exception of some of Renda’s knights who had grown
up on farms in the northern plains, most of those in the fields were born to
noble houses, and while they all came from families who kept tenant farmers on
their lands, none had ever held a real scythe in hand.  But they were bright
and strong and willing to take on almost any task, especially one so critical to
the survival of Syon, so after only a few false starts, they had managed to
clear quite a bit of their first fields already, with very little grain having
been destroyed in the process.


Even so, this late in the Gathering they could not hope to
harvest half the grain, even with every knight of the House working through the
sun day after day, especially not if, as Chatka had said, the frosts would come
early this year.  But they would gather what they could and hope it would be
enough to see themselves and all their superstitious farmers and villagers
through the coming year.  Brannford and the other cities would have to fend for
themselves, buying grain from the Anatayans at terribly inflated prices or
making do with what they could get from the rest of the noble houses of Syon,
assuming that their situations were any different.  Economically, it was a
disaster for the House of Brannagh.  But that could not be helped.


Renda looked up gratefully at the clear morning sky and
wiped the sweat from her brow.  The sun would be hot by mid-afternoon, but the
cloudless sky promised them a full day of harvest.  It was a good omen.


Her heart and mind were grateful for the honest exertion and
the open air, though the scythe showed her most mercilessly how weak her swordarm
had become since the war’s end.  Practice swords and sparring were not the same
as real battle, as she had seen against Sir Bernold of Avondale.


You disappoint me, Brannagh.


Indeed her reflexes were not as quick as they had been.


Bah.  Her reflexes had been more than enough to best him,
she reminded herself, and hacked away another swath of amaranth, enjoying the
satisfying crunch of the grain against the blade.  But she was no match now for
the Renda of Brannagh who had won the war, and, she reminded herself, even
then, she could not meet Gikka’s speed, not stroke for stroke.


Gikka.  Renda stopped and wiped her blade.  She looked
northwestward, past the castle, beyond the rocky foothills and the horizon
toward the base of the mountains proper.  A half-day’s march beyond the
forestlands in the foothills of the Fraugham Mountains stood Graymonde Hall,
far beyond the reach of this plague, or so Renda prayed.  With any luck, Gikka
and the boy Chul would be safe there, though two more pair of hands, especially
strong, fast hands, would be welcome in the fields.


Better still, would that Dith were here.  The grain would be
cleaned and put away in the storehouses with no more than a wave of his hands
or a look from his bright blue eyes.  Renda smiled darkly.  No, more likely he
would set the farmers to itching or some such until they should have cleared
the fields themselves, sin or no sin.  That seemed more to his nature, and
occasionally she wondered if his sense of justice might not be clearer than her
own.


But Dith had grown weary with minding Gikka’s miners and
avoiding Rjeinar’s priests and bounty hunters, and he had gone far to the north
somewhere near the Hodrache Range.  By the time news of the bizarre disloyalty
among the farmers and the priests’ disease and Pegrine’s murder reached him,
Renda sincerely hoped the whole ordeal would be over.


The Earl of Wirthing was surely calmed by her father’s reply
by now, though another tenday would pass before they might receive any
acknowledgment of it.  Only a scant over a tenday remained before they might
begin to look for their cardinal.  Then the farmers would be calmed, Chatka
would be quieted, and the world would be at peace again.


Peace again.


She swung angrily through the grain.


And would that it were not so.


“Beg pardon, my lady,” gasped a runner from the castle who
trotted up behind her, “but there’s a B’radikite priest at the gate, name of
Arnard, who would speak with you.”


Arnard, at the gate?  She stopped and looked at the boy. 
“But why is he here, did he say?”


“He did not say, my lady.”  The runner shrugged.  “But
behind him come three more priests and some wagons as smell of old cheese.”


Renda swallowed her worry and handed the boy her scythe. 
Then she ran through the field toward the castle.


*          *          *


“Everything is lost,” sobbed the priest over the cup of
mulled brandy she had given him.  He drew a deep breath before he looked up. 
“The temple is destroyed, the ground desecrated with salt and soot.  By
B’radik’s grace alone did we escape, though how,” he shuddered suddenly, “I
cannot say.  But we have nowhere else to go, my lady.”


Renda looked over the arm he cradled against his chest and
the angry swelling around the cuts on his face, and she gestured for one of the
servants to fetch Nara.  The priests had no strength left, but perhaps Nara
would have enough strength to ease his pain, at least.


“Perhaps I was wrong to come to Brannagh.  If you would turn
us away—”


“Of course we will not turn you away, good priest.”  These
words came from the sheriff, who stood now in the doorway drying his face on a
towel.  “Please forgive my appearance; I’m just come from the fields without.”


“Father,” said Renda, rising.  “May I present Arnard of the
Temple of B’radik?  Arnard, Lord Daerwin, the Sheriff of Brannagh.”


The priest bowed his head.  “I greet you in the name of
B’radik and sow your heart with truth and light, my lord.”


“They would bring the plague victims inside the castle,”
said Renda as she took her seat again.  She tried to keep the note of fear out
of her voice.  “The temple was destroyed; they’ve nowhere else to go.”


“Destroyed, but…”  The sheriff mopped his brow.  “Well, our
first priority is what is before us, to wit, the wagons in the courtyard.  How
many priests do you bring with you?”


“I had only three priests left standing when it came, but
four of us together against it.  We called upon B’radik, but...”


Only four.  “You told me at the temple that you could not
protect more than one knight, and this while you had nine and twenty priests.” 
She felt a panicked scream rising in her throat and fought it down.  “Yet now,
with but four of you, you have brought the plague within our very walls, within
a breath of the villages and farms.”


“I wonder if this might not fall exactly within our enemy’s
design, that I should bring the plague into Brannagh and from there into
Damerien’s lands as well,” he sighed.  “But it was that or trek ourselves
across all of Syon to the grand basilica in Brannford.”


“Regardless,” the sheriff replied, “we of Brannagh are sworn
to B’radik’s service, and if we are to die, so be it.”


Renda looked out the study window at the courtyard below
where the knights and servants helped to unload the wagons.  “How many?” she
asked at last.


“We could save no more than fifteen of the stricken, taking
those most likely to survive the journey.”  He looked away.  “The rest died
when the temple fell, more’s the mercy.”


The rest?  How many had been in hospice when they were
attacked?


“Forty-five were lost, left behind.”  He continued. 
“Perhaps a few more.”


“Sixty souls in a space of ten days!”  Renda was shocked. 
Such devastation was not possible, not outside battle.  Even if the plague
traveled on the wind itself, it could not spread so quickly.


“But tell me.  If we would defend the castle, I must know. 
How did the temple fall?  What enemy attacked you?”


The priest shook his head.  At last, he drew a deep breath. 
“Would that I could say it was an army of men, or even of demons,” he said,
turning to Renda.  “Such an attack you might well understand.  But it was not.”


Daerwin cocked his head.  “Yet the temple was
destroyed—actually destroyed.”


“Yes.”


“Please tell us what you saw.”  Renda sat forward in her
chair.  “Not an army of men or demons, very well, but flashes of light?  A
creeping blackness?”


The priest shook his head firmly.  “I cannot describe it in
any of those terms except to say that we were overwhelmed at once, and from
every side.  And yet we saw no one.”  He sipped at his tea, and his cup shook. 
“The sheer power of the force against us, that it had no boundary, no limit...”


The sheriff’s eyes widened slightly, but he said nothing.


“Was it this nameless god Himself, come against you?”  Renda
glanced at her father then back at the priest.  If Arnard had seen Him, perhaps
they might better know who He was.  “The god of the slain priests?”


Arnard seemed uncertain for a moment.  “I cannot know, but I
think not.  My memory is dark and colored with fear, but while it seemed at
once a single being, I recall noise, the strangely disordered energy of an
entire army of beings, all of a single goal but of many minds.  But I also
remember a child.  At the end.”  He sighed and rubbed his eyes.  “I make no
sense.  Forgive me; I have had no sleep in days.”


A child.  Renda frowned.


The door pushed open slowly, and Nara hobbled through,
drawing her shawl up about her thin shoulders.  She seemed to have recovered
some of her strength, especially since Renda told her about Pegrine.  While
Nara had not yet seen Pegrine, already the white light of her habit shone stronger,
and her eye carried a gleam of purpose Renda had not seen since before
Pegrine’s death.  


Pegrine.


I also remember a child.


Renda’s lip trembled, and she wondered if she had not made a
terrible mistake to trust her dead niece so.  But surely Pegrine would not
attack the temple of B’radik, the temple of her guardian.  Unless she had been
fooled, unless her guardian was not B’radik at all.  Renda felt ill.


“I greet you,” breathed Nara with a bow to Arnard.


“And I, you, Venerable One,” he breathed, glancing excitedly
from Renda to her father.  “How have you kept such a one secret all this
time?”  He looked back at Nara in astonishment.  “Is it she, keeps the plague
from Brannagh?”


Renda and her father looked at each other bewildered.


“But you mistake me,” Nara said quietly.  “I am no more than
a governess in a childless house.”


Arnard met her eye and nodded, with a glance at the two
knights.  “Forgive my…presumption.”


She squeezed his hand and smiled sadly.  “Any strength I
have against this plague is by B’radik’s own grace.”  She saw his broken arm
and rested her hands on either side of the break.  A moment later, the glow of
her habit flared a brilliant white, and Arnard’s arm was whole again.  The
priest stood wriggling his fingers and flexing his elbow while she tended his
other injuries.


The two knights left Arnard to speak with Nara while they
set the servants about clearing out the empty garrison in the courtyard.


The building, a stout, square tower, was all that remained
of the original curtain wall built by Lexius.  Just before the war against
Kadak began, Borowain the Peacekeeper built an outer curtain wall five score
paces further out that was better suited to archers and prolonged siege.  Then,
during the early part of the war, the inner curtain wall had been severely
damaged by fire and had had to be demolished, all but the garrison.


Over the years, it had been used to billet knights and
infantry and to shelter the farmers and villagers during times of siege, though
since the war’s end, the farmers had been using it as yet another marketplace,
bringing their foods, crafts, newfangled farming tools and used goods each
Marketday to barter and sell between themselves.  The building was large, built
of the same stones as the castle itself, but with only thin angled slits for
windows that now faced the newer curtain wall and more slits in the stone roof
high above for letting out the smoke that rose from the fire pits cut into the
huge floor.  Ingeniously, the roofing stones had been laid such that even in
the worst storms, smoke could escape but no rain could come in.


Renda made her way past the makeshift stalls and tables and
threw open the doors at the far end to let light and fresh air wash through the
place.  But having done so, she turned to see the huge task ahead of them. 
Rotting hay was strewn across the floor and piled against one wall next to
several large mounds of dried manure where she supposed the farmers were wont
to keep the animals they would sell.  In another area sat a pile of rotting
vegetables, most decayed beyond recognition.


She saw, to her pride, that the servants had not waited for
her orders.  The maids ran to fetch as much clean linen as they could find
while grooms from the stables swept away the hay and rubbish left over from the
last Marketday and brushed out the stale manure and rotting vegetables.  Sedrik
brought out several more servants, each carrying a mop and a bucket of water,
to swab the floors behind the grooms.  While it might not be quite as clean as
the hospice, it would serve the priests well, if for no other reason but that
it was large and open.  Renda swallowed hard.  If Arnard was right, it still
might not prove large enough.


Before long, they had cleared the better part of the
garrison, enough that the priests and their patients could settle themselves
while the servants finished clearing the rest.  At a word from Arnard, the
priests brought the wagons and gratefully began to unload.


They had brought what they could from the temple—burlap
sacks to use as mattresses, healing unguents, shrouds, bandages, a few personal
effects. The Damping Mantle and the bishop’s miter were locked away in a crate
in one wagon, rescued from the main sanctuary of the temple by Arnard even
while the walls of the building had been crashing down about his head.  He had
not expected to survive, but survive he had, and now he presented the box to
Nara for safekeeping.


Having seen the priests installed in the garrison by midday,
Renda and her father had planned to make their way back to the fields, to
continue the harvest.  But when they reached the gates, they saw outside a
farmer and his family from Sir Ralton’s lands near the temple who had
apparently followed the priests.


A woman no older than Renda sat against the wall outside the
gate holding a bundled baby in her arms and propping up her ill husband. 
Nearby, two somber-eyed children sat stifling their sharp, barking coughs.  The
mother looked up hopefully as they approached, took in their worn tunics and
breeches, and turned away in disappointment, rocking the baby in her arms.  


The gate opened, and the two knights ushered her inside with
her family.  Renda tried not to meet the gaze of the young mother, but she
could not avoid it.  When she watched the woman open the bundle in her arms to
coo and coddle, to Renda’s horror, she saw that the woman carried no more than
the bones of her newborn child in her arms.  The rest of the blanket was full
of ash and dust.


The sheriff led them back toward the new hospice, and he and
Renda carried the woman’s dying husband, trying to ignore his screams of agony
as they moved him as gently as they could.  Beneath the man’s clothes, they
could feel his flesh sloughing away to leave a trail of ash behind them—dust
and ash that his wife and children walked over numbly.  She would be haunted by
their eyes in the night, but for now, she was grateful that this simple act of
necessity left her no room to think or feel. They set the dying man down inside
the garrison on one of the straw-filled burlap sacks that the priests had
brought with them, wondering that he should still be alive at all, and Arnard
knelt beside him at once.


Another priest ruffled the two boys’ hair and settled them
together on a pair of sacks far from their father and the rest of the more
advanced victims in the hope that by keeping them away from the disease in its
worst stages they might survive it.  But the hope was vain; no one had yet
survived the plague, not once they caught the telltale cough.


“Please,” spoke the man’s wife, turning her head away from
them to clear her throat.  “I cannot bear it, the smell.”  She broke down in
tears.  “Please, make it go away!”


Arnard quickly put the man to sleep and put his arm around
the wife’s shoulders, leading her away to her own mat.  He took the bundle from
her as they walked and opened it carefully.  Only Renda saw the slight widening
of his eyes, but he only smiled at the mother and carried her baby away.  Renda
watched the woman settle herself on one of the burlap sacks, and the knight found
herself overwhelmed by the fear and grief that must have driven the woman mad.


“Renda,” called her father quietly.  She turned and followed
him most gratefully into the light and fresh air of the courtyard, basking a
moment in the warm afternoon sun before they went once more toward the gate. 
As they walked, the sheriff brushed the strange ash of the dying man’s flesh
from his arms with the sort of insouciance she might have expected him to show
toward the blood of an enemy.  Then, with a chill of horror, she felt herself
doing the same.


“It’s but the beginning,” sighed the sheriff.


 


 












Twelve


Outside Farras


She
applied countless eyelash-like hairs across her chin, some in patches and some
one by one over the tacky maquille, conscious that Chul was sitting on his
haunches in the brush watching her with utter fascination.  Now and then, she’d
see him look out over the road and toward the tavern which was to be the site
of his lesson today, making sure no one saw them, but mostly, he was watching
her.


“Just a bit more, lad.”  She lifted her brow and placed a
few hairs under it to thicken it. 


“I don’t understand,” Chul said at last.  “You disguise
yourself, but you already look like all of them.”  He touched one of his braids
and looked down at his leathers.  “I am Dhanani.  Unless I disguise myself as
well, I will surely be seen.”


Gikka paused.  “No, lad.  The point of disguise is not to go
unseen.  The point is not to be recognized, first, or remembered, second. 
Expect not to be seen at all, count on it, and you’re fleeked sure.”


“Fleeked?”


She smiled, sticking a few hairs to her upper lip.  “Caught
by the guardsmen. Fleeks, we called them in Brannford.”


“Fleeks,” he repeated the strange word, rolling it off his
tongue. “I don’t want to be fleeked.”


She laughed.  “Aye. that you don’t.”


Chul cast a nervous glance toward the tavern.  “But I stand
out.  I will be remembered.  I look Dhanani, I sound Dhanani…”


“You do.”  She applied a few tiny hairs between her brows. 
“There’ll be no hiding it, lad, not for all the maquille in Syon, and it’s
foolery to try.  Besides, even the best maquille only stays good an hour or two
ere it comes running down your face, especially in any heat at all.  Is why I’m
at it here in the brush and mire and not at my mirrors at Graymonde.  You,
you’re best hiding in plain sight.  But,” she added, dusting her face with fine
sand, “this means you can’t ever give cause for your mark to look for a
Dhanani.  Not ever.”


She stopped and looked at him, this boy who trusted her to
keep him safe, and her smile faded.  Once again, the precariousness of his
situation struck her, this Dhanani boy with the Touch.  She worried for him and
hoped she could teach him well enough to survive.  Part of her wondered if this
was what mothers felt sending their children off to war.  “Understand this,
lad.  You’re caught once, you’re done.”


“Fleeked,” he grinned.  


“Aye,” she chuckled, letting her sudden fears be cheered
away, “fleeked.”  She wrapped herself in a plain woolen cloak, looked to see
that no one was about, and stepped onto the road as if she’d been there all
along.  Her step, her manner, everything about her was now of a man rather than
a woman.


He fell in beside her.  “What is my lesson today?”


She grinned as she reached for the tavern door and deepened
her voice.  “Watch.  Listen.  Learn everything you can.”


Chul chose a table near the door, and he and Gikka sat.  She
saw, to her satisfaction, that before he even settled into his chair, he’d
already taken in the whole tavern and everything important within.


“Ah, go on.”  A large man standing at the bar glanced up at
them for a moment and went back to picking the soot out from under his
fingernails with his teeth. “The Brannagh child, gone to undead, you say?” He
squinted at his comrade and grinned a toothless grin.  “What, next you’ll
accuse the sheriff himself of black magics?”


“Aye,” snorted the other over his pint, “or the very duke,
what.”


Chul looked up at Gikka in alarm, but she only tapped one
long nail against the table’s edge.  Patience.  This was why they had come to
this place, and she saw the understanding dawn in his eyes.  Yes, they were
here to spy.


The two men laughed, and the barmaid slammed two empty mugs
down on the counter.  “An’ I suppose you’ll be saying I make up the plague, as
well?” she snapped.


At once, their laughter stopped.  The smith’s hand moved
reflexively to the small soot-blackened sachet of herbs he wore at his throat,
and his fingers played over it anxiously for a moment.  “No, the plague’s real
enough.  Chatka says it is.”  He reached for his mug as if his throat had
suddenly gone dry.


The smith’s friend nodded piously.  “Them as turn from the
gods, they’s the ones what come down of it, and no others, says Chatka.”  He
frowned sideways at the smith’s sachet.  “Ain’t no protection from it with
blasphemous trinkets and wards, save you pray, what.”


“Got this from Chatka’s own hand, I did,” the other man
growled at him, clutching the tiny bag of herbs.  “Do as you like and I’ll do
the same.”


His friend shook his head sadly and murmured what sounded to
Gikka like a prayer.


After a moment’s contemplation, the smith turned a glance
toward his friend, and his expression was sober.  “Them as angers the gods,
aye, all save Brannagh and Damerien…freemen, knights, farmers, just like the
temple priests, all will fall, but not these, Chatka says.  Not these.”


Gikka muttered under her breath.  So now the Verdura witch
had gone on to talk to them of plague, had she, and to blame it on her
betters?  And the idlers, given leave to let their crops waste, had no better
use for their minds than to be led a merry chase by her fancies.


“And don’t be telling me it’s on account of their virtues,
neither.  That sheriff’s as human as any man,” the smith grumbled unhappily and
hunched himself over the bar, “as prone to sin as any.”


“That’s truth, aye,” his companion laughed darkly, “lusts
and wants and greeds, him.  Him and his damnable knights.”


Gikka bit back her anger.  How could these ungrateful
wretches speak of Lord Daerwin and the knights this way?  Had they forgotten
the war so quickly?


The smith raised a hand in agreement and swallowed a
mouthful of ale.  “Now, that’s just my point, y’see.  I’ll show you greeds, I
will.  With us, now, seems we’s no better off than we was in the war, none the
richer, none the safer, aye?”


His companion nodded wisely.  “Sure no better took care of.”


“And our lords of Brannagh, still pulling their shares like
they’d feed armies, what, saying it goes to pay their lord and on up to
Damerien.  But come the plague on us, and they’ll be shutting their doors,
barring their gates.  Just as Chatka said.”


“Chatka,” the second man intoned piously.  “Praise the gods
for her sight.”


“Aye, may the gods bring down them as brung this plague
among us,” uttered the smith before he raised his mug to his lips.


“Gikka,” Chul whispered, “are they talking about
overthrowing the duke and the sheriff?”


She nodded.  “An they talk and splutter over pints, they but
shadow fight, and then home they go to feel they’ve spoke their piece and done
enough, is why there’s no point to silence them.  Best let them talk, so you
know their minds.  No, what worries me more is Chatka and how they bow and
scrape to her more and more.”


The old man sitting at a table not far from the smith
shrugged.  “Seems the goddess is already vexed at them of Brannagh, you ask
me.”


The maid drew two fingers across her chin in a gesture of
warding.  “It is evil afoot at Brannagh, I tell you, evil, that them of the
house speaks to undead!”  Her voice rose until it charged the place with an air
of fear.  “But more evil still, that even in the midst of such sin, the plague
lets them lie!”


Chul frowned.  “Can she say things like that?”


Gikka’s eyes narrowed, and conflict battled in her. 
Confronting the barmaid would be a risk, but her loyalty to Brannagh would not
let her leave such accusations unanswered.


“Be ready,” she said.


“Shut your mouth, woman,” the tavernman muttered, nodding
toward the table where Gikka and Chul sat and toward the door where another man
had just entered the inn.  “You’re hired to tend tables, not chat up the
custom!”  At his words, the young woman cast him a look of scorn, and he shook
his finger at her.  “See you to your work, or I can find another quick as I
found you.”


She sneered at the tavernman and started toward their table.


“Mind yourself,” Gikka whispered to Chul.  “We are not among
friends.”


“Dhanani,” the barmaid smiled, her eyes flashing.  She cast
a quick look at the cloaked one with him and turned her attention back to
Chul.  “Ooh, I do like a Dhanani,” she smiled.  “Ale, is it, then?”


Chul nodded.  “Two.”  He tossed some coins on the table.


She glanced at the bar.  The barkeep’s back was turned.  She
leaned over and mentally counted up the coins he had thrown on the table.  “For
a few pence, I’ve a story to chill your very spine and of Castle Brannagh, at
that, though I should reap a round price of it for my trouble, say,” she picked
up a coin and tossed it in the air, “this little coin?”


Chul cast the maid a dark look.  She’d picked up a shilling,



“A shilling?”  The old man sitting at the next table laughed
openly.  “Boy, a shilling’d buy more than talk, and with one more fair, my word
on that.”


But before the maid could bark out her caustic answer, Gikka
reached up and gripped her arm.  “What price,” she said in a low, masculine
voice, “to silence your gabbling?”


The maid tried to pull away, but Gikka’s grip got tighter. 
“I beg your...”  She blinked at those eyes a moment, thinking she saw something
familiar beyond that olive skin, beyond the patchy beard and the thick brow,
something very familiar.  Her eyes widened suddenly in fear and recognition.


“Aye, Trina, well you know me,” whispered Gikka in her own
voice.  “What treason is this, to spread tales against your lord’s house
thus?”  She tightened her hand on the woman’s arm.  “Stop your mouth now, or
I’ll cut your tongue from your head.”  She nodded toward the tavernman.  “Yon
barkeep’d pay me for the service, I wager.”


“An I but speak your name,” the maid sneered under her
breath, “they will tear you apart like wolves.  Loyal to Chatka, them.”


“Truly?”  She nudged the point of her stiletto against the
girl’s side.  “Maybe I’m best served to kill you out of hand, then.”


The girl gasped with pain and fear, and the assassin jerked
her arm again.  “Learn this deep in your bones: give no more lies and slanders
against your lord’s house, or you will answer.”


“Aye, I swear it!”  She tried to pull away. 


“Hold ye still and listen once more!  Give no word of me,
not now, not ever, or your very life is forfeit.  One inch at a time, aye?”


“Aye,” she breathed when Gikka released her elbow.  “Aye.”


Then she backed away rubbing the marks from her arm and
nearly knocked over a chair.  She brought two pints of ale to their table
without a word.  Then, catching Gikka’s eye once more, she returned to the bar
and refused to offer one more word of her tale to anyone.


Gikka looked over the rest of the bar patrons, the two at
the bar, the old man, two younger men who had come from the kitchens, another
who was just coming in the door behind them.  She was certain they’d seen no
more than the girl bending down to talk to two customers, but in the meantime,
they’d fallen to silence in their cups.  She’d get no more from any of them
today.  Still, it was a good first outing for the boy.


“Are you the one they call Beridien?”


Beridien.  Now that was a name she’d not heard in ages. 
Gikka glanced toward Chul, who had the good sense to watch and not speak.


“Mayhap,” she growled deeply, letting the sound roll from
her throat.  She took another slow sip of the ale before she set down the mug. 
Then she turned her gaze up toward the man who addressed her.


The messenger’s manner was neither furtive nor anxious, yet
even so, she had a sense of duty and business from him.  He did not seek a
drinking companion.  He was small and slender and very pale, at least part
Hadrian, and surely too thin for the rich voice he bore.


A Hadrian.  And he was standing right next to Chul.


Whether by design or because of sheer luck, the messenger
had kept his hood up close about his face, thank the gods, or he would already
be dead at Chul’s hands.  Bloody Hadrians, always turning up in the wrong
places.  Whether it was bravery or ignorance or profound trust in Limigar’s
distraction that had him standing a pace away from being torn to pieces by a
Dhanani, she did not care.


She looked at Chul, who was peering at the man, trying to
see his face, and calmly gestured for him to give them privacy.  The boy got up
without a word and moved to the bar.


“Mayhap I know where he might be found,” she replied to the
messenger.  “What seek you with Beridien?  You’re no bounty hunter, sure.”


“Bounty hunter, not I,” he laughed quietly, as if the idea
were absurd.  “I bear a message,” spoke the man quietly.  “From one in the Hodrachaig.”


The Hodrache Range.  Dith.  Her heart jumped, but she drew
two long breaths before responding to him.  Beridien was nothing if not
patient, calculating.  “I am the one you seek,” she said finally. She motioned
for him to take Chul’s seat.  “What news?”


“Two sealed scrolls,” he said, taking the two bone cases
from his cloak and sliding them into her hand under the table.  “He would have
you open this one first.”


Gikka took them both and brought them into her sight below
the edge of the table, but she did not open them.  “I may give reply.  Return
you that way?”


The man seemed amused at the notion.  “Tell me, Beridien,
would you return to, say, Durlindale?”


The corner of her mouth twitched upward.  Not as Beridien, I
wouldn’t, not and keep my head.  She pressed a golpind into his hand.  “My
thanks for your trouble.”


The man rose and gave a quick bow before he left the
tavern.  Gikka watched Chul’s gaze follow him, trying to peek up under the hood
as he passed, but no, the boy saw nothing.  She gestured to him, and he
rejoined her at the table, shivering.


“What was that,” he asked. “I just saw his mouth under that
hood, and now I feel cold.”


She nodded.  “That was a Hadrian,” she said, “and I’ll thank
you to keep your distance from them.  You’ve Aidan’s cautions and mine,
besides, as touch Hadrians.”


He nodded, but she watched his gaze flick up toward the
door.  Damn the boy’s curiosity.  She would have to mind him more carefully
now.


Gikka broke the seal on the first scroll and pocketed the
wax pieces.  It was written in the curious scrawls of High Hadric script, and
as fluent as she was in High Hadric to hear it, her reading of it was far more
work.  It might be a tenday or more of study for her to make sense of it. 
Apparently the writ had seen some weather before it was so carefully bound and
sent to her, and parts of the ink were blurred.  It was an official posting,
some sort of decree.  She recognized only a few of the words and a single given
name, but they were enough.


It was a notice of bounty against Dith.


Worried, she opened the second.


 


 












Thirteen


Hodrache Range


The
traveler smiled where he stood at the outskirts of the little town of Montor
and raised his bottle of water in a silent toast to his Gikka before he drank. 
From here, the valley rose softly into glorious, gold-drenched foothills at the
base of the Hodrache Range in a warmly rounded arrangement of terrain that
raised randy thoughts in a man’s mind, especially one who had been away from
his woman for so long.  He slung the jug at his hip again and turned west from
the main road, into the town.  From the look of it, Montor—“Gateway to the
Range,” as the freshly painted sign read—would be his last chance for a hot
meal and a bed for some time.


A single narrow road leading from the main wagon road on one
side of Montor to the mines on the other seemed the town’s main thoroughfare,
indeed its only thoroughfare, and from overlapping footprints that filled and
flattened the ruts and the trampled grasses on either side, one well-traveled
for all that it was empty just now.


Shops and homes, some more auspicious than others, crowded
up against the sides of this road.  Tall fragile buildings made entirely of
wood, with large elaborate signs hung out over their doors.  But the stores were
all closed, and with an hour yet before sunset, that was most peculiar.


With the streets and outlying paths so empty, he wondered if
the whole town might be abandoned, but when he looked above the shops, he saw
several people peering out their windows at him, half-hidden behind their gauzy
colorless draperies.  He gave a wry smile and a bit of a wave, and he shrugged
the rucksack up on his shoulder.  Apparently someone had seen him coming.


Hadrians are a breed apart, Dith told himself with a
sigh—distrustful, superstitious, cowardly.  He glanced up at one window to see
a pale woman pointing at the beautiful seamless gold fabric of his robes. 
Greedy.  He gazed up at her with his blue eyes—Limigar’s own eyes, as Gikka’s
miners called them—and her hand froze mid-gesture.  A moment later, she fell
back from the window in a terrified faint.


He fingered the strap of his rucksack thoughtfully and
continued on his way, squinting at the signs as he passed.  Batierich,
Bulandriar, Flicherich.  Butcher, baker, fletcher, but no tavern, no
rooming house.  And even if he found one, it was likely to be closed up like
the rest of the town.  At least to him.  He was beginning to doubt his chances
for a hot meal and a bed after all.


He quickened his step, already putting Montor out of his
thoughts and hoping to get in as many miles before dark as he could.


Suddenly, from the road ahead, a long thin shadow stretched
toward him like an accusing finger, and he slowed his step, shading his eyes
against the sun to see what made it.  Then he saw it move, just a casual shift
toward his right, but it was enough.  He stepped cautiously forward, freeing
his hands from the strap of the rucksack and pushing back his sleeves.  His
blue eyes squinted into the sun.


Then he found himself flying through a doorway.


Dith’s brain had barely registered the image—dark green
robes, wild, colorless hair flowing down the man’s back—before his reflexes
took over and threw him out of harm’s way.  He kicked himself for a fool.  Had
he not been paying attention he would have walked right into a priest of
Rjeinar.


He did not take the time to stand but scrambled back to the
doorway on his knees to see if the Rjeinarian was coming after him.


No.  Somehow, impossibly, it seemed that the old priest had
neither seen nor heard Dith crashing through the door.  Dith stood and brushed
the ash and dust from his robes, increasingly aware of the tense silence behind
him.  Outside the destroyed door, the plain sign still swung back and forth
from the force of his entrance:  Bavrichna Cliare’k.  Cliare’s Pub.


When he turned, he saw a dozen Hadrian men in various
attitudes of surprise behind their tables.  Some had spilled their mugs. 
Others had stood with their napkins stuffed under their chins, their mouths
hanging open or stopped in mid-chew.  No one moved.  Finally, after each had
glanced up and down his form once and at the charred doorframe behind him, they
all took their seats again and kept their glassy colorless eyes carefully
averted.


None would so much as meet his eye, much less address him,
no matter that he looked right at them.  So, with another careful glance out
toward where he had seen the Rjeinarian, he drew himself up at the bar and
called for a pint.


The barkeep, no doubt Cliare himself, dropped a mug before
him without a word and crept away, not bothering to ask for his coin, not
looking up at him.  


He shrugged, raised his mug and drank.  While his back was
turned to the men of the town, he could feel the colorless eyes peering and
probing at him with a sort of furtive anxiety or perhaps calculation.  They
would see the seamless robes and mark him as a mage.  And then they would see
his blue eyes and nothing else—not his long white-blond hair, not the fact that
he towered a head taller than any man in the room—no, it was always his eyes
that held them.  The eyes and the mischievous twinkle in them.


They would never be caught looking directly at him. 
Whenever he glanced up, he found the men all about their own drinks and showing
no interest in him whatsoever.


Nearly half an hour later, with the sun down and no sign of
the priest, he emptied the mug and set it back on the counter.  Then he looked
up at the bartender.  At last, and with a discontented sigh, the man came
nearer.


“Another for you, then, is it?”  The barkeep addressed him
in Hadric, but in a vulgar, familiar sense that would have insulted any other
man in the tavern.


He stared into the barkeep’s eye until the man looked away,
all the while listening to the tense Hadrians behind him.  The barkeep had a
right to be angry—his door was burned off its hinges—but what of the rest? 
Finally, Dith shook his head.


“Perhaps later,” he spoke in perfect accents, and felt the
tension behind him heighten.  He rose then and hefted up his rucksack to leave.


“Say, you there,” cried one of the men in fearful,
belligerent tones.  He was obviously distrustful, but he seemed intent on
engaging the traveler any way he could.  Detaining him, perhaps.  “Are you
truly so strong, or just daft, walking the open street so?”


He only smiled and settled his seamless cap upon his head. 
So it began.


Behind him, he heard a chair scrape across the floor, and he
heard heavy steps approaching him.  When he turned he saw a portly man with a
weak chin reaching up to touch his shoulder.


“Did you not hear—?”  But then the man screamed in pain and
backed away, cradling his burnt hand.


Meanwhile, he continued toward the doorway until another
man, this one tall for a Hadrian and quiet with deep care worn into his brow,
called out, “Stop!”  The man’s voice seemed about to break, and when Dith
turned to him, he smiled gently.  “Please.”


At this, he did stop, surprised by the man’s tone.  These
Hadrians had watched him the better part of an hour muttering between
themselves that he was far too young, far too fair.  To wait until he was ready
to continue on his way before they could raise voice enough to speak to him,
and then to stay him from his path with such insistence—the scorn and
disrespect in his voice was only partly affected.  “What do you want?”


The careworn man stood forward and glanced a bit
self-consciously toward the rest of the men who had by now gathered behind
him.  “Please, forgive our manners, friend.”


Friend?  He chuckled darkly.


“We are not much used to seeing one of your...vocation
here.  Not since well before the war,” he added.  The laugh and the embarrassed
shrug were meant to put Dith at ease, off his guard.  They did not.  “Not since
well before the war,” he repeated earnestly, as if it should mean
something.  It did not.  “I suppose you might think us a bit provincial, to
gawk and stare so.”


Dith shifted his feet impatiently, vexed that they could
neither leave him alone nor come directly to the point.  “‘Rude’ is the word
that comes to mind.”


The Hadrian’s smile faded.  “Fair enough,” breathed the man
with a bow of his head.  “But I do not want to let such provincialism—” he met
Dith’s icy blue eyes, a profound act of courage “—or rudeness, as you say,
drive you away.  You see, son, we were told—”


Dith narrowed his eyes, letting his impatience show more
clearly to them.


“—to expect you.  Now, it’s clear to me, clear to all of us,
that you have power that we desp—”  The calculating smile again.  “That could
help us.  For a price.  I am called Dalthaz,” he said, bravely extending his
hand.  “I serve as mayor of Montor.”


“Dith,” answered the sorcerer, and he shook the man’s hand
quickly.  From the even look in the mayor’s eye, it seemed he had not heard
Dith’s name before.  That was probably just as well.


“Yes, yes.”  The mayor’s voice still seemed a bit worried,
and he approached Dith as he might a wild animal.  His eye flickered over the
burned door for a moment.  “Plenty of power.  Tell me, would you like to earn
your way onward, say, five gold crowns—ah, golpinds, as you call them?”


Five crowns was a fortune to these people.  It must be quite
a favor.  “For what?”


Dalthaz smiled.  “Services to be rendered, nothing more.”


Dith sneered.  The last thing he needed was to be stayed
from his path for coin.  Besides, they were Hadrians.  He was sure they were
planning something at his expense.  “I have no need of your money.”  He bowed
his head and turned toward the door.  “I’ll be on my way.”


“Come, now,” chided the mayor.  “So you have money, granted,
one could hardly hope to travel the Range without it.  But you must need
something—everybody needs something.”  By now, he was practically shouting in
desperation.  “Come, name something you need.”


He sighed, looking at the destroyed door, knowing the
Rjeinarian was outside.  They would not let him leave now, not easily.  Either
he would have to play their game or destroy them.  On the other hand, he could
think of something he needed.  Maybe he could strike a bargain after all.  “Do
you know the Keep of Galorin, in the Range?”


Several of the men gasped, but the mayor’s smile did not
waver.  “Ah!” he breathed. “You follow the legend.”  He stroked his chin, and
Dith could see the calculations happening in the mayor’s mind.  “Very well.  So
you have need of guides into the Range, then.”


“But Dalthaz,” whispered one of the men, and the note of
fear in his voice drew Dith’s gaze to him.  “Galorin is—”


The mayor raised a hand to silence him.  “Guides and
provisions, yes?”


The exchange was not lost on Dith, and his eyebrow twitched
upward.  What the man wanted to say, he could guess; he had heard it often
enough.  Galorin was a myth, an icon, nothing more.  Almost four millennia
after the Liberation, most of Syon was more comfortable believing that Galorin
had never lived.  But he had to know.  He had to try.


“Go,” the mayor said, patting one of his men on the back,
“fetch Tawn Baybric.”


“No,” answered Dith, watching them carefully.  “I need only
a nod toward a good road that leads to the keep; one that passes near a
river.”  When he heard quiet, nervous laughs from some of the men, he scowled. 
“I need no mouths to feed.”


“No, of course not,” Dalthaz said agreeably.  The rest of
the men fell silent.  “And for this,” the mayor chuckled, “this nod, you will
help us.”  He smiled again.  We have him, that smile seemed to say, and the
townsmen relaxed.


“Depends.”  Dith’s eyes narrowed suspiciously.  “Help you
with what?”


Minutes later he and the mayor stood at the gates of a large
structure near the edge of the town.  In the half light of the moon, the
crumbling stones of the great red building looked to be held up just by their
vines, and the grounds were ill kept.  Inside, moving past some windows on the
second story, he saw shadowy forms bearing candles who paused and seemed to
peer out at him through the darkness.  He immediately moved himself out of the
gate to stand behind the stone fence with Dalthaz.  The rest of the selectmen
had elected to wait at the pub.


“Some forty or so bandits, so I understand,” whispered the
mayor.  The man huddled under his cape against the cold night air and gestured
back toward the temple.  “They hold captive some ten or fifteen clerics
inside.”  The mayor glanced at Dith.  “Priests of Rjeinar.”


Rjeinar.  A bitter smile tugged at the corner of Dith’s
mouth, but he turned away to look at the building again.  “These bandits have
not harmed a hair of the clerics’ heads,” he mused aloud. “Otherwise Rjeinar
should have already taken His own revenge.”


“Possibly.”  Dalthaz nodded uncertainly.  He seemed to want
to say more, but he did not.  “Well, in any event, now you understand.”  He
rubbed his bald scalp nervously.  “We have tried every means at our disposal,
but we cannot so much as reach the door.  Their defenses are,” he pursed his
lips a moment, “powerful in the extreme.  Four men tried, but...”  The mayor
suddenly smiled with all the reassurance he could muster.  “Those inside—”


“The bandits.”


“Yes, the, er…bandits.  They took retribution, as well.”


“Retribution?”  Dith frowned.  “How so?”


Dalthaz sighed.  “No woman of Montor has conceived a child
since they took the temple, and we fear for those who were already expecting.” 
He patted at his cloak as he spoke.  “So you see we’re taking a terrible
chance...”


They were not the only ones taking a chance.  These were not
simple bandits, not if they could exact that kind of retribution.  Dalthaz was
clearly keeping something from him, but in the end, it wouldn’t matter.  Dith
looked down.  “This is Rjeinar’s only temple here?”  When the mayor nodded, he
looked back toward the building.  “All the priests are within?”


“It is the main temple of His recivalesche, yes,
but,” Dalthaz shrugged, reaching into his boot, “one Rjeinarian priest remains
outside the temple, the one you saw on the street, but...”


Dith looked at him and frowned.  How did he know Dith had
seen a Rjeinarian on the street?  He’d been inside the pub.


“Suffice it to say, he’s grown old and feeble.”  The man
chittered, patting the pockets of his breeches.  “He is no use against this. 
Ah.”  He pulled out a folded bit of birch bark and put it into Dith’s hand. 
“This is a map of the temple.  We got the old Rjeinarian to draw this—”


“So you would have me defeat them for you.”  The sorcerer
peeked around the edge of the fence once more before he fell back beside the
mayor.  He turned to face the man, and his eyes held a peculiar sort of
twinkle.  “I want to be certain we understand each other clearly.”


“Yes, we want them defeated.”  The mayor frowned curiously. 
“Of course.  That is why I brought you out here.”


Dith stood and moved to stand before the huge gate of iron
bars.  But he did not open them, did not touch them, and the small birch bark
map fell unread at his feet.  He pushed back the sleeves of his robes to bare
his hands, and he raised them toward the stone building.


“But...”  The mayor stood beside him, looking anxiously
between the conjuring mage and the building.  “But...”


Dith cried out sharply, and a huge white flame exploded from
the building.  The windows burst from the towers, and flaming, partially melted
stones crumbled to the ground near the gate.  The building was completely
engulfed.


“What have you done!” cried Dalthaz, holding his head in his
hands.  “What have you done!”


But Dith was not finished.  He closed his eyes once more,
and a great storm of ice and hail flew from his fingers to crash over the
burning temple.  Instantly, the rage of the fire became no more than an angry
hiss of steam and smoldering ash.


The mayor looked on hopelessly, barely managing to step
aside before a great rush of warm water poured through the gates and washed
away the map.  For once, his ready smile failed him.


Dith only stood watching Rjeinar’s temple fall to pieces,
watching the sooty water flow over his feet, with an enigmatic smile on his
lips.  After all, Rjeinar could only kill him once.  He said nothing, letting
the gold cloth of his sleeves tumble down over his hands once more.


The townspeople came running out into the street.  The sound
of the explosion and the glow at their windows had brought them running from their
shops and homes, some carrying buckets of water, but by the time they reached
the temple, it was no more than a smoldering ruin.


“Constable!” shrieked the mayor.  “Seize this man and chain
him in the prison.”


Behind Dalthaz, the remaining stones of the temple flew
apart viciously, as if kicked by a giant schoolboy, and Dith laughed openly. 
Within seconds, nothing remained but a heap of rock and ash.


The constable approached him very carefully, and at first,
it seemed as if Dith would resist.  But instead of resisting, Dith obediently
presented his arms to be bound behind him.  Every Hadrian schoolboy knew that a
mage was helpless without his hands to direct his energy, and once Dith was
bound, the Hadrians were much bolder.  The townspeople who had hidden from him
before threw stones at him as the constable led him away to the jail.  They did
not seem to care that the stones bounced off without hitting him. 


“It was worth it!” Dith cried to the heavens as he stumbled
away behind the constable. “It was worth it just to see You angry, Rjeinar!” 
Through the corner of his eye, he saw a shock of white hair and a green robe,
but when he looked again, it was gone.


It might have been hours or days later; he could not be
sure.  They had fed him and given him water several times, but in the depths of
the prison, he could not reckon the time of day.  With little else to occupy
him, he had spent a great deal of his time asleep, so that even his own body
did not know whether the sun shone or not.  But once, toward the end of his
stay, he had a visitor.


“You are the one called Dith?” came a voice near his cell
door.


“I am,” he said from his bed, not bothering to try to see
through the darkness to the form outside the bars.


“I am Kano.”  The voice drew breath.  “Late of the temple of
Rjeinar.”


Ah, the one who remained outside.  The one who had so deftly
steered him into the mayor’s hands.


You see, son, we were told to expect you.


“Are you come for revenge, Kano?  Go on, then.”  Dith
sneered and turned his back to the shadowy form.  “I’ve vexed your Rjeinar. 
Twice.  My life is complete.”  He glanced up toward the top of his prison where
several amulets hung above his reach, then out toward the priest with an
insincere smile.  “Although with my power damped by these amulets, you’ll not
find me much of a challenge.”


“Amulets, bah.  Do not speak nonsense.”  The cleric drew
nearer the bars, and in spite of himself, Dith’s eyes widened.  Even in the dim
torchlight of the dungeon, he could see the countless marks of vengeance, the
tattoos, the ritual scars on Kano’s hands and face.  The whole of the man’s
body beneath his green robes was likely similarly marked.  The cleric’s hair
was cut away in thick swaths to leave the rest to stand out in a wrathful shock
about his head.  But even more, he could see the ultimate mark of Rjeinar’s
grace.  The old cleric’s eyes were opaque, solid white with no color at all,
not even the colorless color of Hadrian irises.  Rjeinar had closed Kano’s eyes
completely.  “You have lived under Rjeinar’s vengeance for three years, Dith.”


“Yes, I have.”  The sorcerer chuckled quietly before he sat
up on the wooden cot.  “It seems your god has no sense of humor.”


Kano sniffed.  “Rjeinar has an appreciation of wit,” he
replied, “particularly well-wrought schemes of vengeance.  But He has no
patience with those who treat Him lightly.  I am sworn to His service, but even
I would not dream—”


“You self righteous little scut,” Dith laughed bitterly.  “I
used His face and His name only to confound a bunch of Hadrian traitors and
rescue Duke Brada; I promise you, I took no pleasure in it.”


“You had but to ask—”


“Brada was dying; the Resistance had come into a trap!”  He
turned his head away in a dismissive gesture.  “I did what came to mind.  I
used His likeness to scare away the Hadrians.  Or would Rjeinar have Kadak
still in power?”


“His…likeness?”  Kano sighed.  “Ah.  You do not understand. 
This discussion is ended.”  He turned to walk away.


“Is that all, Kano?”  Dith cried after him.  “You brought
yourself into this place just to remind me that Rjeinar still bears me ill
will?  Did you forget your all precious vengeance, Priest?”


“No,” replied the cleric coldly, still walking away.  “I
came to offer you a bargain.”


“Don’t waste your breath,” muttered the mage.  “I have had
enough of your mayor’s bargains.”


At the prison door, Kano turned, and through the darkness of
the corridor, Dith thought he saw the priest smile.  “A bargain,” he said,
“from Rjeinar.”


 


 


Dith woke to find the constable shaking him.  “Good thing,”
the guard muttered as Dith finally opened his eyes and rose from his bed. 
“Hate to think something happened to you before we could execute you proper.”


Dith smiled and turned, putting his hands behind his back
for the constable to bind.  He glanced at the ceiling and noted with some
satisfaction that the amulets remained behind.  Not that they would have made
much difference, but he would rather do without the pain.  Besides, the
Hadrians could take comfort enough; his hands were bound.  Just the same, two
large guards joined the constable outside the prison block to escort Dith up
the stone stairs and past the menacing executioner’s block just inside the
justice chamber.


Dith was not terribly surprised to see Dalthaz sitting at
the judge’s bench.  The Hadrian mayor was dressed much as he had been in the
tavern except that now he wore a pompous blue rag of some sort tied about his
neck, no doubt with all sorts of historical significance in Hadrian
jurisprudence.  To Dith’s eye, it looked rather like a foppish hangman’s noose.


The constable led him to stand at the very center of the
chamber, still held by the guards.


“Dith the Merciless,” spoke the mayor, and Dith could not
help but smile.  So they had heard of him after all.  “You stand arrested of
murder, mayhem, recklessness and blasphemy in the matter of the Temple of
Rjeinar.  What say you to these charges?”


Murder.  So those in the temple had not been bandits after
all.  So who were they, then?  He doubted he would ever know.  Dith looked
about him at the hateful glares of the townspeople—colorless stares that
glanced away under his blue-white gaze.  Then he shrugged.  “Would it matter?”


By the time the townspeople had finished muttering and
whispering, the judge had finished his angry scribbling, blotted it and handed
it down to the constable.  Then he sat back with a look of smug satisfaction on
his face.  A look of power renewed.


The constable glanced at the writ and nodded to the judge. 
“Having been found guilty of the charges of murder, mayhem, recklessness and
blasphemy,” he intoned, already leading Dith to the executioner’s block.  “Know
now that the mage, Dith, also called the Merciless, shall be put to immediate
death in the presence of this assembly.”


Dith looked over the faces of the crowd.  Strange that
Rjeinar’s only surviving cleric in the town should miss witnessing his death,
especially under the circumstances.  But he saw something else, as well.  At
the constable’s reading of his sentence, a fiery wave of righteousness and
retribution passed over the faces of the crowd.  Surely they were taking far
too much pleasure from this sentence, as if Dith’s demise meant far more to
them than he could guess.  No, not pleasure, he saw.  Relief.  His eyes turned
back toward Dalthaz, knowing and cold, and the mayor looked away.


They were not just executing Dith for his crimes.  They were
executing someone else by proxy.  But whom?


At a nod from the constable, the two nearest guards came to
take Dith’s arms.  “Have you any last requests?”


Dith looked at the two men, studying their faces with his
blue eyes until they looked away uncomfortably.


The constable shifted on his feet, taking up the large ax. 
“Have you any last requests, I said.”  He cleared his throat.  “Any last
words?”


“Yes,” said Dith calmly.  He glanced at the guard on his
right.  “Sleep,” he said softly, and at once the man’s helmeted head dropped to
his chest.  “You, as well,” he said to the one on his left.  By the time the
two men slipped to the floor, Dith had made his way to the door, dodging the
startled townspeople and the constable.  He had it pulled open before anyone
could react.


As he opened the door, two guards who stood just outside
grabbed him by his arms, which were still bound behind him.


“Guards!” cried the mayor, standing suddenly.  “Stop him!”


But before the two could draw their swords, all three men
vanished.


It would take them a minute or two to figure out that the
faces of the two guards who had grabbed him at the door were the same as those
who slept within.  It would take them another minute to get over their shock
that he had managed to use magic in spite of their bindings and their amulets,
and perhaps two more minutes after that before they could organize themselves
to search for him.  That would be more than enough time.


Dith ran back through the corridors and down the steps to
retrieve his rucksack from beneath the guard’s table near his cell.  Then he
ran lightly past the last burning shreds of the rope that had bound his hands
moments before, bending the light around him as he moved through the corridors
so that no one would see him.  A moment later, having made certain no one was
near, he pushed open the door and stepped outside into the morning light.


“Congratulations,” came a voice as he stepped beyond the
doorway.  He turned and raised his hands to defend himself, but the voice only
laughed.  In the sunlight, Dith saw the green-robed form of Kano standing
before him.  He fancied that had the man’s eyes had any color, they would have
been staring right at him.


“I imagine you are bending the light around yourself so as
not to be seen; smart, that.  But then you wonder that I, who am blind, know
you are there?”  His strangely marked face split in an ugly grimace that seemed
to Dith a sort of smile.  “I could recognize you by your smell alone, mage, and
I advise you that there is a lake nearby warmed by hot springs and surrounded
by vringo plants, which might serve you well in that regard.”  The cleric
listened a moment, then gestured him to follow.  “Truly,” he said in a much
softer voice, “I recognized many things.  Your step, your manner.  Your
thoughts.” 


The mage raised one eyebrow.  “So you can read my thoughts? 
What am I thinking now?”


The Rjeinarian chuckled.  “Come, do you suppose Rjeinar
leaves us utterly blind when he takes our sight?  We are blind to petitions of
pity, blind to pleadings for mercy, but not to the hearts of men.”  He turned
toward Dith, as if he might still see, then turned back to the road.  


“Your heart, for example.  Very instructive.”  He smiled
again.  “I see in you a great potential, more than you might imagine.”  Kano
nodded back toward the court building, where people were beginning to come out
into the daylight.  “You put two guards to sleep within, yes?”


Dith nodded, wondering how the cleric could have known since
he had not been in the chamber.  Then remembering that Kano was blind, he
answered, “Yes.”


Kano clasped his hands behind his back.  “They will never
come awake.”


“Nonsense,” said Dith.  “They will wake any time now.”  He had
used so little energy he wondered that they had fallen asleep at all.  They
would never come awake—of course they would; what was Kano saying?


Kano smiled again and looked back over his shoulder to where
several townsmen carried the two guards outside into the sunlight and knelt to
splash their faces with cold water.  “Perhaps among the stars.”  The cleric
continued his apparently solitary walk away from the court, passing once more
the tavern where Dalthaz had hired Dith the tenday before, glancing in his
blind way toward the brand new door on the charred doorframe.  “And what of the
temple?”


Dith laughed and ran to catch up with the priest.  Ah, now
they would finally get to the meat of the conversation.  “If you can read my
heart so well, then you know ‘what of the temple.’”


“Yes,” he murmured.  “But do you?”


Dith stared at him sideways a moment, sure that he was
missing the old man’s meaning.  “Just like a priest, to speak in riddles.  No
love is lost between Rjeinar and me.  You know this as well as anyone could. 
You and the rest of his priests have dogged me since the war’s end.”  His voice
sounded uncertain, even in his own ears.  “Destroying the temple was my revenge
against him.”


“Revenge.”  Kano smiled.  “So it had nothing to do with
the...bandits?”


“Nothing.”


“I see.”  Kano stroked his chin.  “But this revenge of
yours,” murmured the cleric with veiled amusement.  “Revenge for what?”


“For two years spent under his death sentence, dodging every
green-robed cleric that crossed my path.”  Then Dith laughed.  “I suppose He
might even find that amusing if He has the wit to see it.”


The whites of Kano’s eyes flared red, and a strange low
voice erupted from deep within his chest.  “Beware, Dith the Blasphemer, lest
you raise My wrath against you again.”


Dith stood back and lowered his hands from the straps of his
rucksack to his sides.  Strange how much the red-eyed face of Kano resembled
the image he had created in Kadak’s stronghold.  “What do you mean, again?”


But the strange voice only laughed.  Then, just as quickly,
the red of Kano’s eyes faded to white.


“Rjeinar,” Dith called, setting his rucksack on the ground
and raising his arms to the heavens.  “Face me!  Do not hide behind an old
blind man’s skirts!”


Kano shook his head.  He bent to lift Dith’s rucksack and
handed it to him before he hurried the young sorcerer along the road.  “They
will expect you to stay to the roads, since they think you ill equipped for
climbing.  Instead, trek eastward two miles, to the lake I mentioned.  A spring
feeds the stream that fills that lake, and it flows through a deep ravine up
the mountain to the north; you will have to climb up and then down and then up
again to cross it as there is no bridge.  From there, turn north and run
parallel to the goat path.  The way is hard, but I believe you will find what
you seek there.”


“Galorin’s Keep?”  Dith looked that way but saw only
forestlands and the rise into the Hodrache Range.  


“If that is what you seek.”  The cleric touched Dith’s
shoulder and somehow managed not to burn his hand.  


“Why do you help me?”  Dith looked suspiciously along the
path the priest indicated, wondering if he should trust the Rjeinarian.  


“Because you did what no priest could do.  What I could not
do.  You freed Rjeinar.”


“I did what?”


But the priest merely gestured ahead impatiently.  “There is
no time.  Soon you will understand.  Go now,” he whispered, guiding the
invisible mage off the road and continuing along his path.  From behind him, he
could hear the sounds of galloping horses slowing.


“Pardon, Kano,” panted one man on horseback.  “You’ve not
seen that mage come by, have you?  The one that destroyed your temple?”


Kano smiled up at him with his blank white eyes, and the
mounted man visibly shuddered.  “Seen?”  Kano chuckled softly.  “Surely not.”


The rider nodded uncomfortably to the cleric.  “Good day to
you, then.”  Then the search party kicked their horses up into a fast gallop
and sped away along the road.


Dith paused in his step.  He might have heard the old priest
whisper, “Rjeinar’s blessings over you, Blasphemer.”  It was probably just the
wind.


 


 












Fourteen


 


 


The
river was always lower during the Gathering than it was at the Feast of Didian,
especially this high in the mountains, above the springs that fed the lower
creeks.  Last year’s snows had completely melted off, and the glacier that
yearly sought to press its way through the northernmost peaks had likewise
given off its yearly melt to stand shrunken and thwarted again.  The snows had
begun early this year, and the rugged peaks to the northwest stood dusted in a
thin sheet of white.


From somewhere near the center of the icy river, Dith burst
from beneath the water and sputtered for breath.  He waded crossways to the
current, working his way back along the boulders on the river bottom that
touched the surface in places, and he splashed the mud from his naked body as
he moved.


Clenched tightly in his hand, he carried something he had
found at the bottom of the river, something sought by men and women of the Art
for thousands of years but never found, as far as anyone .  Not since Galorin
first exiled himself to his Keep.  And now, Dith the Merciless held it in his
hand.


It was a flattish black stone no larger than a coin, a dull
river-tumbled rock of no especial value and clearly flawed, but it was the
right one.  He was certain. 


He lay the stone flat in his palm and slowly turned it in
the morning sunlight until a glint caught his eye.  Just off-center and to the
far side of the stone, a strange silvery vein marred the surface, forking and
rejoining toward the right side of the stone just as the river forked to the
south and rejoined a few miles before it reached the delta.  Just before the
fork, tiny spider web strands of silver joined the vein just as the spring
creeks joined the river farther south.  


His gaze moved left over the stone.  He had seen what lay to
the south; he was much more interested in knowing what lay above him, to the
north.  There the vein split several times toward the near side of the stone,
toward the west, but the central part of the vein continued almost to the edge
of the stone until it split for the last time.  Just above that final western
branch lay a curious splotch like a drop of molten silver.  


This was not how he was supposed to find it.  Legend held
that the worthy sorcerer would call it to himself from the banks with his
power.  The Stone would decide whether or not to answer him, whether or not he
was worthy.  It almost seemed like bad form to go in after it.


Dith grinned where he crouched on the pebbled bank and
kissed the stone. Then he flicked it as far as he could over the river,
watching it skip twice, three times, before it sank beneath the milky
turbulence, safely hidden once more.  The keep was between the river’s
headwaters and a bit to the west.  It seemed the most likely place for it in
these mountains; he wondered that no one had ever found it before him.  Then
again, it was probably high on a cliff wall and surrounded by bare rock faces
and steep mountains, as he had seen in his dreams.  He could be no more than a
tenday’s climb from finding it, from being able to see it at the very least. 
Once there...


He sighed then and shivered in the cold, and his triumphant
grin faded.


Last night’s fire he had started with flint and steel, just
as he had every night’s fire since he left Montor half a month ago.  It was a
necessary skill, he told himself, one he should keep in practice.  Besides, he
had not tried to start a fire without magic since he was a boy, and he found a
certain novelty in it, a certain mindless challenge, Man against Nature or some
such.  But last night, the wood was wet and nearly frozen with the early
mountain snow and ultimately Nature had defeated him.


Oh, he had managed to get the fire started, though it took
him the better part of the night, but it starved and died soon after he had
fallen asleep; to his disgust, the robes he had washed in the river the day
before hung stiff and frozen where he had spread them to dry beside what was
now no more than a cold pile of blackened wood.  He could dry them himself with
a thought, but that was beside the point.


Last night, when the first drops of cold rain started to
fall, he had raised his hand in frustration, ready to loose a small spark into
the stubborn wet pile of wood.  But then he had lowered it again, angry with
himself for letting his power become such a habit, such a weakness.  Angry that
he should be so powerful and yet so powerless.  Other men could start fires
with flint and steel and, yes, with wet wood as well, and using no magic at
all.  Other men understood their limits and lived within them, he told himself.


Limits, indeed.  He laughed at the heavens and cracked the
worst of the ice off his robe before he pulled it on, still damp and cold.  His
power grew by the day, by the hour; it had no limits but those he chose to
impose upon it by his own design.  He controlled it completely; likewise, he
controlled when he would and would not use it.  Now, for example, he chose not
to use it; he would not be forced into using his power, not even by his own
discomfort.  He slipped his soft seamless Bremondine boots on and stood,
grateful for their warmth.  


He had chosen not to use his power to start his fires, and
he had chosen not to dry his robes with it.  Just as he had chosen not to call
the River Stone with it.  He could not allow the River Stone to reject him,
after all, so he had fetched it out of the river himself, no mean feat and
certainly a show of power in itself.  But he would not let his power control
him.  He could not.


He was not afraid of it, not at all.


He swallowed hard and stared down at his boots.


Not exactly.  But something had changed over the last
several months, and now, since before Montor, really, he found himself as
clumsy with his power as if his hands were mittened in wool.  No, it was more
as if he had just lost the last twenty years of work, of discipline.  And yet
everything he had learned was still there, still reachable, perhaps even more
finely-tuned than ever before.  It was just that none of it applied anymore. 
He gazed up at the bald crest that rose to the north.  The mountain beckoned to
him; Galorin’s Keep was almost within sight.  And he could not trust himself to
start a simple fire.


Even if he could not put a name on what was happening to him,
he had known what caused it even before he undertook this journey.  It was why
he had left Graymonde in the first place.  This was not some sort of revenge on
Rjeinar’s part.  Nor was the burned tavern door the first time he had lost
control.  No, nor the second, nor the two hundredth, he told himself harshly. 
Not to mention the temple.  Never had he felt so much power surge through him
before, and for the first time he had felt a flicker of fear.


Fear, nonsense.  He would never fear magic, least of all his
own.  His power was growing too fast, outstripping his control; it was that
simple.  Galorin would see his talent and help him to regain his control, teach
him how to direct this incredible power.  Either that or he would call him a
threat and kill him out of hand.  If he could.  Dith frowned and skipped a
stone into the river.


Before Montor, before he left Graymonde, even before the end
of the war, he had felt changes in his power, barely noticeable, a thousand
little things that others might have written off to luck, to Limigar’s
distraction, what have you.  He wrote it off to simple good fortune when he
thought of it at all, and he chose to ignore it for the most part.


At first, his vision had cleared a bit; not his vision in
this world, but his vision of what he would create, what he would change.  The
minutiae that controlled what could and could not happen, what was and was not
possible.  When he would use his power, time seemed to slow for him, and he
could carefully examine each thread, each particle of each thread, each
infinitesimal degree of force that flowed around him.  Then, when he was ready,
just the least little tug here or there...


Later, he noticed that he seemed much stronger, less drained
and exhausted after each battle.  Sharper, quicker.  He was better able to
direct his protections over the soldiery, better able to aim and even contain
his attacks.  The magic seemed swifter, more powerful.  More deadly.


Then he destroyed the ship in Brannford port.  The explosion
had been pure luck, he had told himself then; after all, the weather had been
unusually dry.  A few sparks in the dry wood, and up it went, Kadak’s graetnas
and all.  Except that he had felt the power surge through his body, and it had
not felt like a few sparks.  In the heat of the moment, in the heat of all
those moments, he had not wanted to look any closer.


No, that was not quite right.  He had wanted to look closer;
he’d simply never bothered, an odd thing in itself.  Since when had he been so
deliberately unobservant, so less than curious?


At the time, he had entertained no explanation beyond his
own innate talent and practice.  He had been too busy helping to defeat Kadak
to consider it further.  But looking back on it, he had to wonder.


Hadrians always were a bit jumpy, and at the stronghold,
they’d been even more nervy than usual.  He had always assumed that their state
of mind had made the illusion more believable to them.


When the rock in the westernwall of Kadak’s stronghold had
rumbled and roiled slightly, then stopped, he’d wondered why such simple
illusion was so difficult.  Very well.  He'd tightened his focus.  The great
roar and angry scarred visage of Rjeinar that burst forth from the rock had
been better than he’d hoped.  The spitting rage had been a nice touch.


“How dare you!” the god’s red-eyed image had shrieked,
loosing fire and lightning behind the fleeing Hadrians.  Dith had had to move
off to keep from being hit by the barrage.  Once he had seen the last of the
traitors run away into the darkness, he dismissed the god’s likeness with no
more than a wave of his hand.


How dare you…  He had always assumed that that was directed
toward the Hadrians, but now he wondered if it hadn’t been directed at him. 
But why?


After all the hubbub and hoopla of the celebrations, he and
Gikka had retired to Graymonde, there to spend their days doing little more
than eating and drinking and making love and laughing at the bards’ stories. 
They had had to tend her miners, but the miners were kept under control by
rumor and reputation and by their fear that the blue-eyed child god, Limigar,
the bringer of bad luck, might grow bored with their offerings of puzzles and
toys at His shrines and amuse Himself at their expense.  So Dith had had little
to do but show his blue eyes occasionally to keep them under control.


He doubted he so much as warmed a loaf of bread with his
power the whole time he stayed at Graymonde.  So it was not until very near the
beginning of Gathering that he had found the dusty little rucksack again, in
the stables where it had fallen behind the workbench.


Look what I brung you, Dith!


Slowly, he walked over the riverbed rock, toward where the
ugly orange rucksack lay slumped on its side next to the failed fire.  He
looked warily at the sack, but the sack itself was not to blame.  It, the cause
of all this, was inside.  His fingers reached out mechanically to pick his
rucksack up, fumble the top open and take the thing out.


When Gikka had given it to him, he had turned the odd thing
over in his hands just as he did now.


She’d called it a clever bit of stone and nothing special. 
It was an odd piece of dull black stone about the length of his hand, and it
might have been some natural piece of rock she’d found at the roadside except
for several abortive cuts and scrapes at the narrower end which somehow seemed
to him the top, as if someone had tried to sculpt it and found it too hard.  It
had similar scratches and marks lining the edge of the fatter bottom.  Top,
bottom, it was all arbitrary.  He could not get it to stand flat on any of its
faces when he set it down.  It ever seemed ready to wobble its way back to him.


It had all but jumped out at her from a saddlebag as she
passed, and thinking Dith would like it, she’d brought it back to camp for him,
though once she’d handed it to him, she’d been filled with a certain
apprehension about it.


The scratches and marks were too carefully made, too
uniform, and certain of them repeated themselves here and there, like some sort
of writing.  If he let his eyes focus past the stone, past the cuts at the
narrower end, they almost suggested something to his eye, something he could
not quite see.


That was when it had started.  He stared at the rock now as
he did each time he took it out, stared at the strange half-letters at the
broad end, the carving at the narrow end.  Each time he looked at it, the shape
of it became clearer, sharper, the suggestion of a form more definite.  Yet to
Gikka’s eye that could see flaws in gems at ten paces, the stone itself had
remained unchanged, which meant that it must be changing him.


He stood impulsively now and drew his hand back to throw the
stone into the river, never to see it again, never to feel it pulling at him
again.  Yes, bury it beneath the river with the River Stone where no one would
ever find it!  By the gods, what had possessed him to go back for it in the
Montor jail, when he might have saved himself several minutes in his escape and
been finally free of it?  Had they been just a bit smarter, the constables
might have caught him down in the dungeon, and for what?  An ugly, little,
needy bit of rock.


Without it, he told himself, he had kept perfect control of
his power, bending the light, creating the illusionary guards.  Yes, throw it. 
Do it.  He stopped with his hand back, ready to throw the rock into the river.


But the skin on his scalp crawled.  No.  No!  He had been
without it when he put the two guards to sleep, and they had not awakened.  His
hand squeezed the rock.


He had only Kano’s word that they would never awaken.


“You do not know,” he said aloud, unconvinced even by his
own voice.  “You do not know...”  Slowly, he lowered his hand and let the stone
fall.  Somehow, it managed to land in the rucksack.


He could walk away.  He stood and smoothed his damp robes. 
The rucksack was empty but for the strange rock; he could leave the whole thing
there on the ground beside him.  He could turn without looking back and simply
walk away.  One step, then another.


He squinted north along the river, along his route toward
the keep, along the low trees that lined the banks.  Then with a deep sigh, he
turned and walked away.


Four miles later, making his way down the side of a ravine,
he shrugged his shoulder up irritably—the rucksack was slipping down again.


*          *          *


“You making a new offer, then?”  The dark Syonese man sat
picking the dried mud from his boot tips in the tavern and flicking it to the
floor.  “How much?”


Mayor Dalthaz pulled his gaze away from the curls of mud
where they fell and smiled broadly, obviously pleased with the generosity of
his offer.  The man could not help but accept.  “Whatever they are
offering, we will gladly double.”


“Well,” the other breathed, pulling his chair forward.  He
squinted over the Hadrian selectmen who sat gathered at the nearby tables. 
“That’s just the problem, ain’t it?  They,” he said heavily, “are withdrawing
their offer, just like that.”  He settled back and crossed his arms.  “Double
nothing ain’t but nothing.  I need round numbers, and bloody big ones, or I’ll
be saying good day.”


“Withdrawing their offer, did you say?”  Mayor Dalthaz
blinked in confusion.  “But that cannot be.  He destroyed the temple!  Do you
mean to say that Rjeinar’s—”


“And a big bloody bounty they were offering, too.  More’s
the pity.”  He hawked and spat into his mug.  “But I hunted this one before,
during the war, and well I know him.”


“You’ve…failed at hunting him before, then?” asked one of
the selectmen with a frown.


Hallin glared at him.  “I hunted this one off and on, as
bounty against him rose and fell.  But then at war’s end, he’s the hero, and
besides, I’m tripping right and left over Rjeinarian priests twixt him and me,
so it’s not long before I’m at better things.”  When the man looked away, he
shrugged and turned his attention back to Dalthaz.  “As for the Rjeinarians,
just as well they lost interest.  Between us?  No man could bring him in alive
like they wanted, not even me.  So I’m thinking,” he shrugged again, “none’s
the loss.”


“Well,” chuckled the mayor weakly, “we have no such
conditions.  Dead or alive, either way.”


“Better dead,” muttered the constable.  He scowled up at the
hunter.  “Two of my men lay all but killed at his hand.  Good men, too, and
wasting away, curled up like newborns in their beds.  I can’t even pension
their wives proper, not until they’re in the pyres.”  With a bitter shake of
his head, he looked away.  “All I want is his head.”


The bounty hunter nodded.  “Notice of bounty said fifty.” 
He sat forward.  “For one of his ilk, I’ll leave him lie unless you make it
five hundred.”


The selectmen stared at him in silent disbelief.


“Five hundred,” repeated the mayor, gesturing them to calm
themselves.  He smiled shrewdly, cracking his mental knuckles.  “What say you
to seventy-five?”


“No less than five hundred.”  The hunter smiled through crooked
teeth and gazed around at their faces.  “I’m not playing with you.  Either your
word is yea or I’m at my own hearth in Durlindale come the tenday, and Dith be
damned.”


“But—”


“But what?  He’s got a couple of tendays lead on me already,
and he knows his way besides.”  The bounty hunter jabbed his finger at them. 
“You’ve no time to dicker.  Now, what’s it to be?”


The mayor looked between the selectmen for a moment.  “Yes,
yes, all right, five hundred.”  They gasped in astonishment, but he ignored them. 
He nodded to the constable, who stood fidgeting near the door.  “For his head. 
Payable in full,” he added hastily, “upon delivery.”


The hunter squinted shrewdly at the mayor then.  They had no
intention of paying; they were lucky if they had five hundred crowns in the
whole town of Montor.  But once Dith was dead, they would have what they wanted
whether they paid or not.  “Something more,” he growled.  “I’ll be needing six
men to ride with me.  Six as know these mountains, mark, and rugged besides.”  Six
as he might hold for ransom.


Dalthaz sat back and crossed his arms, a bit puzzled.  “If
we could spare six men, we would have gone after him ourselves.”


“And never found the least trace of him.  Dalthaz.”  The
hunter leaned forward.  “See these men as your witnesses.  There’s no telling
what that head’ll look like, coming back.  They can see to it I make a fair
kill for my gold.”


The mayor nodded at last.  “Very well, then.  Six men.”  He
sent one of the men off with a list of names.  “Six of our best.”


“Settled, then.”  The bounty hunter stood like a giant over
the Hadrians and straightened his seamless robes.  “I leave within the clock.” 
He squinted out the open tavern door at the overcast sky.  A light rain had
just begun.  “See me provisioned for two tendays; after that, I fend for
myself.  Let the rest provision themselves.”  He flexed his huge hands and
strode away toward the door.  “You know which horse is mine.”


 


 












Fifteen


Castle Brannagh


Day
after day, the knights swung their scythes through the grain from sunrise until
sunset, fewer and fewer of them each day, to Renda’s grief.  In the time since
the knights had begun their harvest, many fields had been cleared, and the
straw stood stacked neatly near the farmers’ doors that they might re-thatch their
roofs against the coming snows.  So far, no one of the farm families had
touched a stick of it, not even to sweep it from the doorways.


From time to time, Renda caught glimpses of the farmers
watching from the windows of their houses while the knights worked the fields,
and she wondered what resentful, murderous, fearful thoughts lay hidden behind
their expressionless eyes.  When they feared they had been seen, they would
turn themselves away from the windows, sometimes waving their hands in imitation
of the priests’ wards against evil and always toward the fields where the
knights worked.  But she minded their watchings and wardings far less than she
did the blank, staring windows of the empty houses or the blackened stones of
those that had been burned out.


Scores of people, some from the villages, most from farms
and outlying lands, had come through the castle gates in the many days since
Arnard had brought the hospice within the castle walls, reluctant, distrustful,
and at the same time, desperate beyond bearing.  Some came with the first
cough, others not until their flesh had begun to run, but all carried the same
hopelessness, the same pleading desperation of those who see Death riding close
behind them.  While they could expect no more than small comfort before death
in the makeshift hospice, they all hoped for a miracle to save them.


They all watched the horizon.


The first score of days had passed and another ten besides,
and still Brannagh had heard no word of their cardinal, whether he might be on
his way or whether the request had been denied.  Strange that while this was
the first day on which they could possibly hope to see the cardinal, the mood
of those of Brannagh was almost gloomy with caution and wariness against hopes
raised too high.


The priests in the hospice said nothing openly, but they had
confided to the sheriff and Renda that they were afraid that the high temples
would choose to ignore the sheriff’s pleas and abandon Brannagh to the plague. 
The temples and basilicas would no doubt couch it in terms of the will of the
gods, but she was certain the decision would be based in worldly cowardice. 
After all, priests had been the first to fall to the plague.  


Even so, B’radik’s priests continued to hoard their strength
in the hopes of eventually effecting even a single cure.  So far they had done
no more than to prolong the misery of those afflicted.  Still, they did what
they could.  The victims themselves relinquished all hope before they so much
as crossed the garrison threshold, which did nothing to help the priests.  But
they knew that even if a cardinal arrived within the hour, many of them would
not survive to greet him.


The knights would continue to join their watches with
enthusiasm for a time, each hoping to be the one to announce the cardinal’s
arrival.  After all, each day that passed meant he was that much more likely to
arrive.  But she knew her soldiers.  Each day that passed without any sign of
him, each additional death to this enemy they could not defeat with swords, would
bleed their morale, and the mood would turn into fearful resignation.


As she carried out the bones of the plague victims, numb
against her grief and horror after so many days of helplessness in the face of
death, and as she mindlessly helped lift new patients from the floor to the
newly emptied beds before the mattress even grew cold…she wondered, in her
despair, if the gods—if B’radik Herself—had indeed abandoned the House of
Brannagh for harboring Pegrine.  But if destroying Pegrine was the price of B’radik’s
grace…no, she could not let herself form the blasphemous thought.  She prayed
it was not.


At first, few of her father’s farmers had come into the
hospice, and she had begun to wonder if Chatka was partially right about the
plague.  If so, it could only be for all the wrong reasons, that perhaps the
farmers were able to protect themselves with prayer by bolstering the gods’
strength against the plague or perhaps against this strange nameless god. 
Perhaps it was as simple as staying indoors and away from those who were ill.


But then more and more of them had begun to fall ill.


The villagers had come into the habit of meeting each
evening at the same time at Chatka’s door to listen to her pronouncements, but
as Renda had learned from Gikka’s reports, time had made mundane the meat of
the Verdura’s visions.  They still listened with reverence—they could not be
seen to do otherwise—but she could not tell them something new each day, and
they had stopped listening to her irritating and obscure messages.


Yet still they met at her door every night.


They had learned that they could use this time away from
their prayers to watch each other for signs of plague.  Those who coughed,
those who seemed a bit pale or feverish, those who missed a meeting, they and
their families were burned to death in their very homes, in their very beds,
with the rest of the village looking on.  Afterward, assured of their safety
and their hard proven piety once again, the rest went home to pray or finger
the strange bundles of herbs Chatka had been selling to them.


Four homes had burned so far.  Four homes, six and twenty
souls, and as she watched from where she stood now cutting away a row of wheat,
more smoke rose from the horizon.  The sheriff had taken several knights to
stop them each time, and each time they returned to the castle, they were
certain they had turned the villagers away, but always by morning, the marked
house and those within had been destroyed.  Finally, even the sheriff himself
gave up.  Now, only those lucky ones who managed to escape from the villages
before any of the others found out could hope to reach the sanctuary of the
hospice. 


Even so, the burlap beds had filled quickly, and each new
victim was forced to wait until another died before he could have a bed.  They
had discussed stuffing new burlap sacks with straw from the fields and
spreading them in the main hall of the castle, but the sheriff had forbidden
it.  The priests could not tend so many spread so far apart, he’d said.  It was
a feeble excuse, assuredly not his only reason for keeping them only to the
garrison, but Renda did not press him.


Likewise, from some of the men in the hospice, she had heard
that women and children were now being left to die at home that the priests’
energies might be spared for the men.  This news infuriated her.  Why in this
time of peace were the men’s lives so much more important that they would
sacrifice their wives and children to save them?  These were the thoughts that
haunted her before her eyes closed at night, the thoughts that held her guilty
for bringing this plague upon them.


Of Brannagh itself, those of the household, including Lady
Glynnis and the servants, were miraculously spared, and according to the duke’s
letters to the sheriff, Damerien was untouched as well, though Trocu’s letters
came less frequently these days.  Only the knights were stricken, and only
those of Brannagh, the formidable fighting force that had won the war against
Kadak, and once that force was destroyed and all the fighting men and women of
the surrounding lands were gone as well, Syon’s defenses would be crippled. 
The forces of the rest of Syon’s nobles would not stand for long against the
power which had so readily destroyed B’radik’s temple.


All of the House of Brannagh helped in the hospice as they
could by night, cooling fevers, changing bedclothes, emptying chamberpots into
the lavatory chutes, even wielding the broom and pan to clean up the sloughed
dust and ash as it fell from the bodies.  Most often, Renda and the sheriff spoke
comfort to the dying while the priests administered healing oils and spoke
their prayers over the victims or touched their throats with B’radik’s grace to
make them sleep through the worst of their pain.


One by one, Renda watched the knights, her father’s and her
own, grow pale and begin the coughing and the stiffening that were the first
true signs of the plague.  One by one, she and her heartsick father watched
them crumble to dust.  On those few nights when she managed to make her way to
her own bed before the sun called her to the fields, she would sit in the
gallery above the great hall and think of those who were lost, but the rest of
the time, her face was a masque of strength and hope.  She could do no less for
those who remained.


By day, they led the rest of their knights into the fields
to harvest the grain, trying not to hear the stifled barking coughs, trying not
to see those who flexed their hands worriedly.  Trying to ignore the
inescapable stink of the plague that seemed to rise from the very ground
beneath them.


“Renda.”


She started suddenly from her nightmare, awake and once more
enfolded in the stinking darkness of the garrison.  Outside the window slits,
the sky was still dark, although the first tinges of the dawn shown on the
horizon, and she supposed she must rise and lead the rest of the knights into
the fields once more.  In her weariness, she had fallen asleep against the wall
where she sat beside Sir Cammon, a young Brannagh knight, and someone, probably
Arnard, had draped a blanket over her as she slept, not wanting to wake her. 
Cammon slept peacefully on his burlap sack on the floor, and she wondered
whether he had finished telling her his story before she had fallen asleep.


A few feet away stood Lord Daerwin, and his voice had been
the one to wake her.


“Father,” she began, rising hastily to her feet.  Then she
stopped.  His arms were black with telltale ash, and his eyes shone with
weariness and sorrow.  “Saramore?” she asked.


The sheriff leaned against the wall beside her, and she
could smell the putrid dust on him, even over the swirling odors of illness
around her.  When at last he spoke, his voice was soft but tinged with anger. 
“I am just come from carrying him out.  Not enough was left of him to bury ere
it was over.”  He looked away from her.  “Saramore was a brave knight and
strong.  He took a long time to die.”


Renda touched her father’s shoulder.  “The priests—”


“The priests could do nothing, nothing!”  Lord Daerwin
slammed his hand against the wall.  “Not even Nara could make him sleep through
the worst of it.  It was all I could do, standing beside him, not to draw my
sword and...”


Renda looked around her in alarm, afraid that those nearby
might hear him and lose heart.  But at the same time, she asked herself, how
many times had the same thought come to her, standing over them, watching them
die so horribly, so slowly?  She wondered sometimes if the sleep the priests
imposed might not be permanent, especially for the babies and children, but she
had never asked and she never would.


“This waiting, this ministering to the dying, this is not
our way, Father,” she said finally.  “You and I, we are not made to stand with
swords undrawn to watch brave men die.  Such is the work of priests.”  She
spread another blanket over the knight on the burlap sack beside her before she
stood again.  “To fight an enemy we can see or touch, to avenge these deaths,
that is our way.  Would that we could begin this war in earnest!”


“Indeed,” her father sighed.  “But until we know our enemy,
we can only remain here and fight this plague as we can.  Until the cardinal
comes.  Then perhaps he will know where to find our enemy and how best to fight
it.  If our enemy is not already among us.”  He turned then and stared out the
window slit.  “Meanwhile, my farmers openly foment rebellion, my knights die by
the score, and the frost drives relentlessly south toward us.”  The sheriff
looked at his daughter and smiled sadly.  “By the time our cardinal arrives, we
may have no need of him.”


*          *          *


Matow lay motionless, as he had since the priests had told
Lord Daerwin that he would live.  The sheriff sat in the chair beside his bed
looking out the window at the moody gray sunrise, a thin blanket wrapped around
his shoulders, flattened and wadded with the night’s use.  Now, with the sun
fully above the horizon, Lord Daerwin stood and stretched, and moved toward the
door to lead the rest of the knights into the fields again, as he did each day.


“Mi...my lord?”  Matow’s voice sounded hoarse with disuse.


Lord Daerwin turned abruptly at the sound of the young man’s
voice to see him blinking in the morning light.  When he came near the bedside,
he looked down at the knight and, deserted of his usual eloquence, merely
beamed with joy and clasped Matow’s hand.


His hand!  The Sheriff watched Matow stare in amazement at
the full fingers that curled weakly under his elated grasp, fingers that had
been no more than bones when Matow had last closed his eyes.


“I...I live?”


The sheriff laughed then and felt tears spill from his eyes. 
“Indeed, you do.  One of the first saved, praise to B’radik.”


“The cardinal is come, then?”


Daerwin’s smile faded, and he shook his head.  “Not yet, but
soon.”  But hope rang in his voice.  Daerwin truly believed a cardinal would
come, and his conviction was nearly strong enough to convince Matow as well. 
“This healing of yours was worked by Arnard and the others.  They’ve each cured
one of you, knights all,” he said, the barest glimmer of a frown on his brow. 
“Barlow, Willem, Jadin and Cammon, and yourself, of course.  More will follow. 
Trust to that.  It could be our cardinal will arrive when we’ve no longer any
need of him.”


Matow rolled to his side to rise from the bed and grunted
beneath the coil of pain that buckled his arms and legs beneath him, and he
fell onto his back again.  “Alas, my lord,” he gasped weakly, “I am yet ill.”


“Oh, no, lad.  We did not make you whole just so you could
suffer your way through the plague band back to your death.  Arnard assures me
that you are cured,” spoke the sheriff, “though not completely healed of the
wounds.”  He squeezed the young knight’s shoulder gently, his hand trembling
with his excitement at the young knight’s healing.  “An they would cure your
fellows, the last of your healing must come later.  But for now,” the knight
smiled down at him gratefully, tenderly, as if Matow were his own son brought
back from death, “you live, which is miracle enough for one day.”


 


 












Sixteen


 


 


The
last sharp rays of the sun winked down below the horizon, and they began their
slow, grateful trek back toward the castle.  As always, the wagons went first
with the men and women of Brannagh following behind.  No one passing them on
the path would think them knights, not now.  Their tunics were filthy and torn,
already worn through and faded with their short time in the fields.  Their
skins had darkened under the Gatherer’s Sun, and their hair had lightened until
they looked just like the farmers who peeked out at them from shuttered
windows.


The squires and pages no longer followed formally behind the
knights, instead walking just where they fell, with some of the younger boys
being carried upon the knights’ backs.  These ragged men and women were the
last of the brave fighting force that had defeated Kadak.


Occasionally, a word or a quiet laugh would drift back to
where the sheriff and his daughter walked in exhausted silence behind them, but
most often the knights said nothing or spoke their prayers as they walked,
grateful for one more day of life, grateful tonight for the sheriff’s quiet
news of the five cured.  They were forbidden to speak of the cures outside the
castle, lest the villagers overhear, but even so, their steps moved with just a
bit more energy tonight, and the wagons were just a bit more full.


But as they approached the castle, one of Renda’s knights
slowed her pace and looked behind her toward the village.  Patrise was her
name, and her mother was part-Bremondine.  When Lord Daerwin and his daughter
stopped beside the young woman, her eyes were wide with fear.  “Hear it, do
you?”


At her frightened words, the sheriff and Renda looked back
over the fields behind them. They saw nothing, but a moment later, they could
hear a distant sound, and a moment after that, the noise was enough to bring
the sentries out of the gatehouse at the castle.  It was distant taunting, the
sound an army might make by night toward its foes’ camp on a neighboring
hillside before the next morning’s battle.  Except that this noise was coming
closer.  Only then did they see the moving forms of a great mob of farmers
coming through the fields behind them.  It looked to them to be all the farmers
remaining in the sheriff’s lands.


They must have heard.


“Quickly,” shouted the sheriff to the knights ahead of him. 
“Get within the castle walls.”


Daerwin was the last across the bridge that spanned the dry
moat, and once across, he signaled to the sentries to draw it up.


A quarter-mile’s distance from the gate, in a stream of
spotty firelight along the road, came the farmers and villagers, shouting angrily. 
Most were dressed thickly in quilting and leather as they had been during the
war, and some carried butcher knives, others pitchforks and scythes.  They
carried something else as well, an injured man on a litter, a plague victim,
perhaps a captured knight.


Behind the main body of the villagers, several more carried
a battering ram they had cut, and seeing it, the sheriff called at once for the
horses.


“Oil, my lord?” called the sentries from above the gate.


The ram was not large since they had but a score or two of
men to carry it besides those who ran afoot, and likely it could not bring down
the gates before they either lost interest or were turned away by sword.  He
hoped it would not come to that.  “No,” he shouted back to them.  “Not yet.  I
hope they but posture.”


By the time the knights were mounted and armed, the
villagers had set down their battering ram as a bridge, and most had crossed
the dry moat to the gate.


“Halt,” cried a sentry from the gatehouse, and she and two
knights beside her brought their bows to bear upon the leading villagers
drawing up below them.  “What business have you?”


“There he is!” shouted one of the farmers, ignoring the
sentries.  “The sheriff!”


“And his daughter, she’s the one we want.”  At that, the
small crowd of men surged against the gate.


The sentries drew their bowstrings tight, but Daerwin
signaled them to wait.  “How dare you,” he thundered at the mob’s leaders from
horseback, and they recoiled in spite of themselves.  “How dare you approach my
castle thus armed and ill humored!”  He rode toward the gate, careful to keep
himself and his horse out of the reach of their weapons.  “Speak, one of you!”


The villagers looked at each other, but no one spoke.


The sheriff glowered over them.  “Come, you would storm my
castle, but you have not the nerve among you to speak a word in mine ear? 
Maddock?  Botrain?  What is this about?”


“What is this about?  You know right well what this is
about.”  A large man at the front of the crown, the one the sheriff had
addressed as Maddock and apparently the leader of this insurrection, glared up
at the knights and raised his fist.  “She saw this, Brannagh.  She saw that you
would do this, and she warned us.”  The gathered men drew strength from his
words and shouted angrily to support him.


The sheriff shook his head.  “Chatka.”


“Aye, Chatka,” spat the villager.  “Who else?”


“The Verdura fortune teller.”  The sheriff eased a gentle
tone of amusement into his voice and crossed his arms over his chest,
projecting power and control, but more importantly, calm and reason.  He still
believed his farmers could be made to see through the old witch’s tricks. 
“Tell me, what has your Chatka seen now?”  The sheriff squinted beyond the
lighted torches at the gate.  “Is she with you?  Bring her here, let her
speak.”


To his surprise, the crowd snarled and lunged toward the
gate like a giant wolf. His horse, Revien, stamped his foot and neighed sharply
in challenge.


Then Maddock motioned for the villagers carrying the litter
to bring it forward and set in front of the gate.  They drew back the cloth to
show Chatka’s dead body. The tiny blood vessels of her cheeks and nose had
burst, leaving dark blotches on her pale sunken face, her lips black, but her
expression was nothing if not peaceful. The sheriff could imagine a hint of
triumph there.


He glanced at Renda, but she looked as baffled as he felt. 
He had assumed, as she had, that they might have heard that five knights and
not five villagers had been cured of the plague.  But this was something else
again.


His mind raced.  Daerwin looked down over the body. 
“Boticlan, or I miss my guess,” he muttered, looking away thoughtfully.   He
had seen men die by boticlan before, the pale skin with the tell-tale
blotching, the black lips.  Boticlan was quick and painless, a favorite among
suicides, but it did not allow for a change of heart.  As quickly as the poison
worked, even if Chatka had kept anoboticlan in her house, even if the vial had
stood open in her hand, she could not have taken it before she fell
unconscious.


His brow furrowed against the odor rising from her corpse. 
Odor?  Was it his imagination, or did she smell of the plague?  He shook his
head.  Everything smelled of it now.  He could not be sure.


“You killed her, Brannagh,” shouted the large man, “just as
she said you would.”


“She killed herself.”  His eyes narrowed.  “Had I killed
her, Maddock, she would have died upon my sword, not by some craven poison,”
answered the sheriff, and he looked into all their angry eyes.  Some of them,
some precious few of them, seemed unsure now.  They might be turned to his
side.  “You must know I have been all night in the hospice—”


“Easing the suffering of them as deserves to die,” sneered
another man, the one called Botrain, and instantly those who stood uncertain
were firmly against the sheriff again.  “Think us fools, do you?  We know right
well you’d not bloody your own hands, m’lord.”  The scorn in the man’s voice
was obvious.


His daughter, she’s the one we want.  


Poison.


Gikka.


A brilliant move.  Chatka could not be seen to die of
plague, not after her insistence that it only struck those who angered the
gods.  Not when she could ease her own passing and frame Gikka for her murder
all in one stroke.  But he could not reason with an angry crowd.


“Maddock,” he called then, turning to the large man who had
spoken to him first.  “Upon my sword, I know nothing of this.  Since you’ve not
thought to bring your liege lords with you,” he spoke over their shouts, “I
will let Maddock into the castle, unarmed and alone, to speak with me and come
to some accord.  Agreed?”


The crowd grumbled angrily, more upset, it seemed to the
sheriff, that they might solve the problem without bloodshed and looting than
they were over Chatka’s death.  But after only a moment’s consideration, they
agreed.  Maddock handed off his weapons, then bade the rest back away across
the moat before the sheriff opened the gate and let him through.  A few of the
angrier villagers ran for the gate, but the knights had it secured again before
they reached it.  They could only rattle the iron bars in frustration while
they watched their appointed representative disappear into the castle.


 


 


Maddock was the trapper and tanner who kept shop in Belen. 
While his lands held little value of themselves, he had free run of the
forestlands nearby which kept him well fed.  Renda had had no dealings with him
directly, but she had heard of him through the knights and farmers that he was
a man who traded honorably and could be made to see reason more readily than
some, and certainly more readily than Botrain, whose nom de guerre had
been the Rabid.  If her father could make any of them see reason, it would be
Maddock.


Now he sat grudgingly and accepted a cup of hot tea in the
sheriff’s audience chambers.


Lord Daerwin gestured for the servants to leave, and Renda
closed the doors behind them before she took her seat.


“Maddock,” the sheriff began, “I need you to tell me what
happened.”


“She spoke to us as she always does, but a bit quieter last
night, like she were worried or upset.”  Maddock’s tone was calm and wary, and
occasionally, Renda saw him finger a thin leather thong that hung into his
shirt from around his neck, no doubt holding up some medallion or sachet of
herbs or other.  “She said she saw her death.  It would come from poison at
Gikka’s hand and by sunset, and that we could see the proof of it an we but
come to her house today.  And sure enough, as she said, there we found her,
dead.”


“At Gikka’s hand.”  Renda sat forward.  “Surely not.  Chatka
never speaks so clearly.”


Maddock laughed darkly and drank his tea.  “True, Chatka
never speaks so clear.  But what difference does it make?  Her meaning is plain
enough.”


“Indulge me,” Lord Daerwin said with a diplomatic smile. 
“What were her exact words, do you recall?”


The man frowned, staring into his cup.  “Think so.  Repeated
it to myself over and over, the better to remember it later.  She said, ‘To
quell the overspilt dark comes the sweet and silent hand, trusted ‘gainst our
better thought, to claw and steal away the fire.’”  He frowned.  “I thought
sunset was in there somewhere, as well, but that’s the main of it.  Mayhap
sunrise.”


“Sweet and silent hand, overspilt dark.”  Renda laughed. 
More of the witch’s poetry, as she’d suspected.  “Why, that could mean anything
at all.”


The sheriff rubbed his eyes wearily. “Maddock, I tolerated
Chatka’s rubbish because I had the idea that you and Botrain and the rest were
wise enough to see through her street tricks.”  He looked up at the tanner, his
flint and steel eyes showing just a touch of disappointment.  “Was I wrong?”


“What is this?”  Maddock looked up at them both, and his
eyes were full of betrayal.  His gaze settled on Renda.  “Her words are clear
enough to me, and her sight was true!  Chatka’s visions scattered dirt upon
your blessèd family honor, so you sent your filthy squire assassin to make it
look—”


Renda felt her blood surge at the accusation. 
“Preposterous.”


“—like she done it herself!”


Such a challenge to Gikka’s honor and her own could not
stand unanswered.  She stood with her hand on the hilt of her sword.  “I will
gladly defend Gikka of Graymonde’s name and my own against your charges,
Maddock.  Choose your ground.”


“Hold,” Daerwin said sharply.  “Maddock, surely a man of
your intelligence can see,” he began, “that what Chatka said means nothing at
all, taken alone.”


“Aye,” Maddock nodded.  “Save she is dead.” 


“Aye, she is dead,” the sheriff agreed.


“Given that, it all comes sharp and bright, doesn’t it?”


“Ah, but she did not say that Gikka would kill her,” the
sheriff added, “and I must say, from what I know of Gikka’s methods, it strikes
me that boticlan is not her way.”


“Boticlan, what boticlan?  None but you calls it so,
m’lord.  Us common men, we’s not as learned in poisons and such, I reckon.” 
The tanner stood angrily.  “But we’ve no need to be.  Chatka lies poisoned,
just as she foreseed, and she all but named her killer, the assassin Gikka.”


“Gikka has served this house and the duke himself with honor
and loyalty. She is an acclaimed war hero,” snarled Renda, “and I will hear no
slanders against her!”


“You’ll not hear them, missus, but they be so, just the
same.”


“Peace, both of you,” said the sheriff.  “Maddock, did you
mount no watch, that someone might see who came and who went?”


“See?”  The villager laughed incredulously.  “See Gikka of
Graymonde?  You must be joking.  Aye, we did watch, but we seen no one.”


“There, you see?  You have no proof.” Renda crossed her
arms.


Maddock glared at her.  “Is all the more to her guilt.  We’d
have seen if it was anyone else.”


“Anyone but Chatka herself!”  Renda sighed in exasperation. 
“This is hopeless!”


The sheriff waved Renda to patience and smiled at Maddock
again—the picture of reason.  “Indulge me once more, good Maddock.  How is it
you hear Gikka’s name in Chatka’s words?”


“Do you not?”  The tanner sat again.  “Look, it’s not just
me.  Us all, when we seed Chatka dead, we standed around thinking and working
it out.”  He ticked off the points on his thick fingers.  “‘Quell the overspilt
dark,’ to kill Chatka and shut up her dark words against Brannagh.  ‘Sweet and
silent hand,’ that’s poison, but at a sweet hand, a woman’s hand, aye.  And
silent, by Didian, who but Gikka?  And ‘trusted ‘gainst our better nature,’
again, who but the assassin?  That, and then Botrain, he brung up the grudge
Gikka had against her for spying her out in the crowd that night.”  He looked
between the sheriff and his daughter.  “If you can’t see it, it’s because you
won’t.”


“‘To claw and steal away the fire?’” prompted Renda angrily.


“I…don’t know.”  He looked away and fingered his amulet rope
again.  “I’m not remembering the exact line we took, but it’s plain enough.”


Renda fumed.  It was plain enough indeed.  They had decided
Gikka was to blame, and Chatka’s prophecy just reinforced what they wanted to
believe.


The sheriff nodded and looked up at Renda.  He saw what she
saw.  They could not hope to fight the villagers’ conclusion, and Gikka’s very
absence all but proved her guilt in their eyes.


“Know, Maddock, that neither I nor the Lady Renda charged
Gikka of Graymonde, nor any other soul, to harm Chatka, much as her words vexed
us.  This upon my word as Sheriff of Brannagh.”


“You lie.”  The tanner rose and glared at the sheriff.


“Sit you down!”  Renda seethed.  She whirled, and with her
swordpoint against his gut, she pushed Maddock back down into his chair.  “You
have overstepped yourself.  You and I shall have business together, Maddock,
and soon.”


The tanner’s hard gaze broke, and he looked away.


“But,” the sheriff continued as if nothing had happened,
“even so, in the interest of justice, I must consider what you say, that Gikka
might have found reason to attack Chatka on her own.”


“What?”  Renda stared at him.


“Hear me out.”  Lord Daerwin gestured for her to put down
her sword.  “Please.”


She sheathed her sword in exasperation and paced away from
the table.


“Maddock,” he asked, “how did Chatka die?”


“Poison—boticlan, an it please you—as you seen,” the
villager muttered sullenly over his tea.  “No saying how.”


“You saw no marks on her, no sign of struggle?”


“None.”  The man glowered at him.  “Her food or drink must
have been poisoned.”


“Must have been!”  Renda slammed her fists down on the table
before him.  “Come, what proof have you that she died of anything but her own years?”


“Or the plague?” offered the sheriff softly.


“Plague’d not touch her!”  The man stood, clearly offended. 
“She was pure, unlike those of this house who consort with undead and
assassins.”  He watched the sheriff and Renda exchange glances.  “Her vision
was strong, and she seen her death at Gikka’s hand, is all I know.”  He turned
to the sheriff.  “Enough of this.  Lord Daerwin, we of your villages demand of
you the death of Gikka of Graymonde.”


“You overstep yourself again, Maddock,” said Renda menacingly.


The sheriff met his gaze.  “You have no idea what you’re
asking of me.”


“Asking!”  Maddock laughed incredulously.  “Oh, no, we’re
not asking, m’lord.  An you don’t, you force our hand.”


The sheriff stood then, and his eyes blazed with fury.  “Do
not threaten me, Maddock.  Without the grain gathered by my knights, by my own
hands, and put away in my storehouse, the villages will starve.”


“Not after your storehouse comes our storehouse.  M’Lord.” 
With that he rose and strode from the chamber.


For a moment, the two knights stood staring at the door. 
Then, from far away, they heard the sound of the heavy outer doors closing. 
The gauntlet was thrown.


“I’d have cut him down where he stood, had you not stayed my
hand,” Renda said quietly.


“And you would have brought them all against us, had you
done so,” he sighed, “which you know.  Else I could not have stopped you.  In
any case, I doubt we could stand against them now, toe to toe.  Thank the gods
for these ancient walls.”  He sat heavily behind his desk, and the dust of his
dead knights billowed up from his clothing.  “Renda, you must send for her.”


“What?”  She could not believe what he was asking of her. 
“You believe them, then?”


“Of course not.  I’m all but certain that Chatka took
boticlan to escape the dishonor of the plague.  Then again,” he said with an
uncertain shrug, “Gikka is a shrewd one.  She may well have had a hand in it an
she thought it a service to us.  Regardless, she must answer this charge
directly, or they will hound her and us until they have their quittance. 
Whatever her intentions may have been—”


“Assuming she killed the old witch at all.”  Renda shook her
head in disbelief.  “We have only their words for what the old woman said ere
she died.  For my part, I doubt Gikka would waste her time on such a one.”


“But, Renda, they will not rest until she pays for Chatka’s
death.”  Her father looked up at her. “Whether she stands guilty or no, we have
no choice but to bring her here to face the charge.”


“And how is she to prove herself innocent?  What possible
word or deed might acquit her?  You heard them.  That they did not see anyone
means Gikka is guilty in their eyes!  They demand her death whether she stands
guilty or no.  Maddock’s said as much.”


He rubbed his eyes wearily.  “I suppose I could imprison
her.  How long do you think she might stay below ere she freed herself?  A
tenday?”


Renda glared at him bitterly.  “Unlike yon rabble, Gikka of
Graymonde is loyal to the House of Brannagh.  She would stay below forever an
the door stood open, upon your merest word.”  She turned away from him in
disgust.  “Would that you might grant her the same trust.”


“Enough, Renda.” 


“You would have me summon her, then?”  She laughed with
angry disbelief, and her voice rose with rage.  “You would have me bring her,
if not right into their murderous hands, to her death of plague to appease your
mutinous canaille without?  Nay, I will not!”


“Renda!”


“And nay again, Father!”  She drew her sword and strode
toward the door.  “My sword wants blood since the war’s end.  If I must, I will
dispatch them all myself, one by one, but I will not sacrifice Gikka to them!”


“Hold, Knight, and hear me!”  He rose and moved between her
and the door.  “By the gods, child, it is a most dire risk, to bring her here,
but as surely as I stand before you, she is safer in my prison than she is at
Graymonde!”


He was right.  Assuming that Gikka had no hand in this, she
would have no idea the villagers were against her.  The first time she rode
into Brannagh lands, they would ambush her.


“I say we bring her hither, let them see her sent below, and
then a few days hence when they turn to other matters, she may quietly
disappear back to Graymonde.”


She stared at him.  “Can you be so naive?  They will not
settle so easily.  They know her, Father.”  Renda shut her eyes and turned
away.  “It’s said all over Syon that no prison can hold Gikka of Graymonde;
thus they demand her death, and I warrant they will not rest until they see her
head on a pike without.”


The sheriff nodded.  


“There has to be a way for her to defend her name.”


Her father looked up at her.  “What did you say?”


“I said, there must be a way for her to defend—”


“Her name.  Yes.  There it is.”  He turned to Renda.  “Go
speak with them at the gate, and in civil tones, or all is lost.  Tell them
that we must grant her opportunity to defend her name against these charges, as
we would any accused.  Tell them those words exactly, mark.  The opportunity to
defend her name.”


Renda was baffled.  Defend her name?  “Aye, but what good—?”


“Trust me.”  He smiled shrewdly.  “They must agree.  If they
would have any sympathy for their rebellion, they must follow all the forms. 
And naturally, they would be fools to expect any less for our loyal squire than
the right to defend her name.  In their agreement, they sow the seeds for their
own defeat.”  He templed his fingers.  “It’s hidden well, but I shall find it. 
It changes the whole flavor of the charge and sets them at risk if she is not
guilty.”  By now he was muttering to himself, looking over the old parchments. 
“Imagine it.  Gikka of Graymonde served, for once, by the arcana of Syonese
law.”  He looked up to see her still standing before him.  “Go!  Be quick!”


But by the time she reached the gate, the disgruntled
villagers had already gone back along the road toward their homes, having
already decided that the sheriff would not agree to their demands.  As an
ominous reminder, they had left behind the litter bearing Chatka’s body.  Given
their purpose and determination when they had approached Brannagh’s gates,
Renda did not have any sense of retirement about them.  They were preparing. 
They were leaving only to gather their horses.  They were preparing to attack.


 


 












Seventeen


Graymonde Hall


“Well,
well,” breathed Gikka, setting her candle down on the work table.  She drew her
shawl up about her shoulders and let the mews door close softly behind her. 
“If it ain’t Colaris, come bearing tidings!”


The little hawk’s slender, black-edged wings hung down and
away from his body, and he held his beak open to pant in spite of the cold
night air spilling in from the open window behind him.  She could tell that he
had flown hard tonight, keeping low over the trees as was his wont during the
war in spite of the darkness, and now he stood tapping his foot irritably, the
one with the little scrollcase strapped to the ankle.  His owlish eyes glared
at her before he fluffed his feathers and gave the bellpull one more
ill-mannered jerk.


“A bit slighted, are we, to carry my lord’s messages
about?”  She laughed gently and took the rope from his beak just as he was
about to pull it again.  “Oh, no.  I’ll thank you to leave the bell lie a
bit.”  She set down the small pan of water she had brought up with her and
stroked his back once before she strapped the falconing glove on her arm. 
“Here you are, and mind you drink it slow.”


While the bird sipped daintily at the water and cocked back
his head to swallow, Gikka moved to the window and looked out into the night,
over the shadowy grounds of Graymonde Hall and beyond the gate to the darkness
of the road leading toward Brannagh.  The sheriff had not sent his hawks out
with messages since the war, when speed was of the essence.  She looked back at
the bird who was visibly more comfortable now.  Something was surely amiss that
they would risk sending out the sheriff’s prize harrier by night, even with the
protections Nara must have set over him.


Gikka shivered against the cold air and reached to pull the
window closed, but Colaris squawked at her and flew to the sill, knocking his
pan of water to the floor with a crash.  The woman shook her head gravely.  So
he was to return by night, as well.  Something was very wrong.


“All right, then, up you come, lad,” she soothed and offered
her arm to him.  At once, Colaris stepped onto the glove and clutched the hard
leather with the talons of one foot while he raised the other that she might
take the tiny roll of parchment from its case.  Even before she could open the
scroll, the bird fluttered his wings impatiently.  So they were expecting no
reply, then.  Gikka quickly fed him some small pieces of dried meat that she
had brought up with her then closed the empty scrollcase at his ankle and sent
him on his way, shutting the small window behind him.


The seal on the scroll was set from a perfect miniature of
the signet in the sheriff’s ring, a match to the seal she had cracked on the
outside of the case.  Even so, she doubted the message had come from him.  She
opened the little parchment and squinted at the tiny writing in the light of
the candle she had brought up with her.


After she had read the message for the third time, after she
had set it aflame with her candle and set it to burn on the stone workbench,
even after the last ash had been taken up by a draft and dashed against the
doorway to dust, she sat in the empty silence and watched the candle wax melt
and drip down until at last the flame puddled and drowned.


 


 


“Just a wee owl,” growled Maddock squinting up into the
moonlit sky.  They had slowed their horses to listen, having only glimpsed the
bird as it crossed the small patch of sky above the trees.  In any case, it
flew against their way, not with it.  “Ride on.”


“An owl,” muttered one of the men behind him as he kicked up
his horse, “but no owl flies so high or so fast.”  When Maddock continued to
ride away without making answer, the man nudged his horse forward to catch up.


“A hawk, then,” Maddock snapped back, “but it ain’t no
bloody flying wolf.”


The men fell silent now, marching their horses through the
thinner woods at the southern boot heel edge of the Bremondine forestlands. 
Soon the trees would thin away to the west, and they would continue along the
woodland border northwestward toward the outermost foothills of the Fraugham
mountain range and the mines, and from there back to the main road and straight
on to Graymonde Hall.  Another two hours at this rate; two hours of fearful
shadows that turned his men’s anger to fear and dulled their resolve against
Chatka’s murderer.  But for the time saved cutting through the woods, he might
have been better served to keep to the main roads and avoid all the dangers,
real and imagined, of the Bremondine forests.


Never mind the Bremondines themselves, the lowlifes, ever at
picking pockets in the cities or working schemes against simple farmers.  That
was all they were suited to, robbing and thieving and whoring and murdering,
passing off the rotten wood of their forests to them as was too poor to afford
proper Brannford wood.  Maddock sneered.  Never seen a Bremondine as worked an
honest forge or tilled an honest field, no, nor sold a stick of hale
timber—damnable thieves and beggars, the lot of them, and on these hidden
forest roads where the sheriff’s knights never came, they were shameless
cutthroats and brigands, robbing any as came along.


But Maddock was sure his men hadn’t spent a moment’s thought
between them on the Bremondines, not them.  Oh, no.  Their brains were muddled
in the legends and stories, ever seeking out the glimpse of the beautiful siren
women or golden coinworms on the ground.  Or their damnable flying wolves—great
bats, these, with wings the span of a man’s arms, whose look alone would steal
a guilty man’s soul right through his eyes. Maddock snorted audibly.  He’d
heard all the same stories himself over the years, but truth to tell, he’d
traveled these woods his whole life, trapping and hunting, and he’d never yet
seen anything more dangerous than a wild boar.  Nothing except those damned
Bremondines.


The villagers would never take his word, not when their eyes
peered to and fro through the shadows making up wights and wyverns to menace
them.  He looked back over them, no longer seeing vengeance and determination
but seeing only fatigue and fear.  It was one thing to glory in the plan to
attack Graymonde Hall and destroy the sheriff’s assassin, especially with the
women looking on and waving their kerchiefs to your courage.  It was quite
another in the quiet and wicked dark of the forests to think of facing down
Gikka of Graymonde on her own lands, in her own manor, after riding a hard
three hours by night.  Before long, they would be wanting to turn back.


“A hawk, did you say?”  Botrain kicked his horse up to ride
beside Maddock.  “But hawks don’t fly by night.”


Maddock turned a glare on him.  “Of course they do,” he
muttered.  “Else you’d not have seen one, would you?”


 


 


“This is a house of the dead,” whispered Chul.  He set his
back into a corner of the sunken doorway where he crouched beside Gikka and
peered fearfully at the top of the crumbling marble stairs that ascended to the
ground level just above his head.  He was certain that the small square of dark
sky above him was shrinking.


Desecrator.  Mohoro eats trespassers.


The ground was closing over his head to swallow him up.  He
could already feel the tightness in his chest where Mohoro of the Underground
stole away his breath.


“Aye, that it is.  The old Graymonde crypt.”  Gikka glanced
at him while she held the candle flame against the iron of the lock to soften
the wax seal.  “If you’d rather, you can mind the horses.  I’ll be but a
moment.”


Weak at the knees, boy?


“No, no, I’m fine.  I’ll stay with you.”  Chul scratched
nervously at the threadbare woolen breeches he wore and looked away from the
shrinking patch of night sky into the darkness beyond the rusty mausoleum gate,
his brain blistering with fear that he might see his father’s rotting face
floating in the flickering shadows.  First the stone bedchamber, now this… 
“But why do we disturb the dead?  I thought you said...”  His voice cracked, and
he fell silent, ashamed at the sound of fear in his voice.


“Aye, we will away, and soon enough, but I’ve business below
first.”  Gikka gently pried up the soft edges of the seal with the long sides
of her fingernails, careful not to distort the mark, an ornate G raised within
a flattened square.  Then she warmed the iron of the lock again and pried a bit
more of the wax up, a knife blade’s width at a time, so it seemed to Chul.  And
again.  Once the seal was peeled free of the lock, she flattened it across
Chul’s hand to cool.  “Take care you don’t muck it up, aye?  I’ll need it again
to close the gates.”


The boy stared at the wax seal, shutting out all the
darkness and the closeness of the soil and stone rising around him.  But then
he moved the seal into the candlelight and looked at it carefully.  He shook
his head at the black lines that ran through the red wax.  “This wax is burned,
see the streaks?  You’d best use fresh.”  When she only smiled, he looked up at
her.  “Why do you want to use this one again?”  Then he sat back in
amazement.   “This is not your seal, is it?”


“The seal is mine, sure enough,” she said, oiling her key
before she slipped it into the lock, “or it were, once upon a time.  Right up
until the miners took the damned signet and made themselves a cast of it.  For
now, it serves me best to let them think their counterfeit fools me.  And best
to have this same seal back in place, old burn marks and all, when I go.”


“The miners?”  He found the thought of men who spent most of
their lives underground both terrifying and fascinating, but try as he might,
he had never caught a glimpse of one; somehow, he was always away on one of
Gikka’s errands whenever they came up to Graymonde Hall.


“Aye, the lowlifes.”  She turned the key in the lock and pushed
open the gate.  “There we are.”  She picked up the cloth sack she had brought
with her and started down the stairs.


Chul felt sick.  Another flight of stairs descended below
them, deeper into the darkness, into the guts of the underground.


Chul glanced back at the square of moonlight high above him
before he swallowed his fear and self-loathing and followed Gikka into the
crypt.  He carried the strange wax seal ahead of him as a sort of talisman
against the spirits and demons of the underground, an absurd token, some small
excuse for his presence in this sacred place.  As he walked, he mouthed prayers
to Nekraba, the goddess of the dead, and Her consort, the pale giant Mohoro, to
forgive his intrusion.


But in spite of his fear and his prayers, he saw no demons
here, nor any other fearful monsters of the depths.  The crypt was empty; he
could feel it.  The spirits of the dead had deserted this place centuries ago,
just as Aidan said they abandoned their barrows in the Kharkara plains once
their bodies turned to ash.  No terrors seeped from the walls, no ghostly
voices railed against him here.  Except for the broken catafalques and a single
stone casket near the back wall, nothing remained of the ancients of Graymonde,
not even their names.


The crypt itself was another matter.  The granite floor and
walls were buckled and cracked and looked like they were poised to fall in over
him, and telltale bits of soil stood at the open cracks, ready to burst through
the walls to cover them and their trespass.  Yet Gikka moved beneath the broken
stones of the walls without a second thought.  Chul blinked his eyes and looked
again.  He even made bold enough to touch the stones gently.  These broken
slabs of granite had been standing thus for hundreds of years.  A third glance
and he supposed he might even be able to climb them, though he reeled with
vertigo.


He had to walk carefully over the uneven floor to keep from
dropping the wax seal.  These breaks, like those in the walls, were not new, he
saw, nor were the strange scorched areas that occasionally appeared in the
light of Gikka’s candle, and he found himself wondering just what had made
those of Graymonde abandon their family mausoleum so long ago.


He was about to ask Gikka, but she had already moved toward
the single remaining casket.  Just as Chul’s worst fears told him she might,
she set down the sack and began to pry up the lid.  To his surprise, the lid
was no more than a thin sheet of stone, not the true lid for that sarcophagus
at all, and Gikka lifted it easily.  While she set it down against the wall of
the crypt, he steeled himself—


Guess who’ll be there looking up at you, boy.


—and stepped over the broken floor to look into the open
grave.


“Aye,” whispered Gikka with a grin.  She knelt beside the
casket and picked up a handful of the rough gems that lay inside.  “They’ve
been busy, my thieving miners have.”  She turned to him.  “Come, find a spot to
set down that wax.  Do as I do; we’ve no time to waste.”


 


 


Once the villagers had ridden free of the forest, Maddock
led them to join the road that led north.  Almost as soon as the trees were
behind them, they stopped their trembling whispers of flying wolves and
avenging dragons and silently rejoined the task ahead of them with their
courage refreshed in the openness of the land ahead.  Only occasionally did
bunches of trees sidle up to the road, and even so, they were low enough that
on the whole, the men felt they could see from one side of the foothill valley
to the other.


By day or in the early evening hours when fires burned and
candles lit the windows, they might have been able to see the manor house from
here, but this late, the road was dark all the way into the mountains, even
through the little Hadrian mining town that lay along this road.  Even so, they
followed the road with determination, sure now of their way.


 


 


Zinion neighed and nipped irritably at Chul’s horse, the one
the boy had taken from the tavern’s hitching post on his first journey to
Brannagh.  Both animals stood at the gate in bare tack over worn saddle
blankets, the one nearly invisible against the shadowy darkness with his eye to
the road and his ears well forward to listen, the other showy and white and
grazing stupidly against the fence.  They carried nothing that would betray
them as belonging to Graymonde Hall.  Their saddlebags held food and extra
clothing against the cold, Chul’s few belongings, but little else.  They would
need their speed.


Zinion’s head turned back toward the crypt, and he neighed
again, softly this time and with a note of anxiety.


“Aye, lad, we’re coming.”  Gikka pulled the rusty gate
closed behind her and set about warming the back of the wax seal with the
candle while Chul brushed away the little bits of rust that had crumbled from
the hinge.  Gikka would rather leave no sign for the miners that she had found
their cache.  Nothing, at least, on the outside of the crypt.


She matched the notched teeth of the lock to the relief on
the back of the seal and pressed it very gently into the lock, making sure not
to scrape any of the hard wax away in telltale curls.  A squinted eye showed
her, to her satisfaction, that the mark was not distorted before she warmed the
lock again to set the seal against it.  That done, she and Chul ran to the
horses, and just before she mounted, she looked far to the south along the road
to see several tiny pinpoints of lantern light dancing and bobbing along the
road.


Once more she looked back at her manor house, the only home
she had ever known, and once more she found herself inclined to stay and wait
for them to come.  Renda’s message had said that once the heat of their ire had
passed, only ten had had the will to follow Maddock and Botrain to Graymonde,
so she would face a round dozen at most.  She had her doubts that so many would
in fact reach Gikka’s gate after a three hours’ journey, that some of them
would surely have turned back.


Gikka was more than certain of besting so many tired
villagers on her own lands, especially with the boy’s help.  They could pick
them off one by one, for all of her, and it would be a goodly lesson for the
boy, besides.  But what of the twelve that would come to avenge them, and the
twelve after that, if so many remained?


No, she told herself as she swung up into Zinion’s saddle,
she would go, as Renda had said she should, to lose herself and the boy in the
Farras Maze until the farmers could be made to see reason or the sheriff could
find means of defending her from them with the law.  Were she alone, she might
be tempted to ride for Brannford on the east coast, to her old haunts by the
shipyards, but that would lead her past Brannagh or at the very least through
the sheriff’s lands.  Even if no one saw her, if no one recognized her, she
might well catch her death of plague and carry it into Brannford with her, and
once it reached the ports, no place in the world would be safe.


On the other hand, no plague had yet touched Farras as far
as anyone knew, though the city lay closer to Brannagh than B’radik’s temple,
and Farras would put her close enough to let her offer aid if the castle were
attacked, as Renda feared it might be.  Besides, Gikka had the boy with her,
and in Farras, this close to the Kharkara plains, one more Dhanani would not
raise a brow.  In Brannford they were much less common a sight; she’d have to
have some story for him there.  No, she had to agree with Renda.  For now, at
least, the Maze in Farras was her best choice.


Once the cardinal came, Renda’s writ had said, once the
plague was gone and the crops were safely stored away against their hunger, the
farmers would come to see the Sheriff of Brannagh as they had before, their
lord and protector, and his daughter, their guardian and hero of the Five
Hundred Years’ War.  Gikka would be a hero among them again when they were back
to themselves.


Gikka chuckled softly.  That was Renda, ever out to believe
the best of people, that the good in men was sometimes set askew by adversity,
to be set right again by grace.  But for Gikka’s part, she was certain the
reverse was true, that the farmers were set arights and at ease now;  they were
back to their distrustful, blameful selves again, back to the men they were
before this alien peace set them awry with false charity and tolerance for the
likes of her, war hero or no.  And if ever that charity returned, she would not
trust it again, having seen beneath its skirts.


She nudged Zinion out the southern gate to the road with
Chul behind her.  They could not hope to stay to the shadows, not with Chul’s
untrained and damnably luminous horse, but likewise, she could not lose the
horse’s speed to have the boy afoot, not if they were seen.  So they would do
what they must and stay to the road.  With any luck, they would pass the
crossroads and be well on the way to Farras before the villagers saw them, with
only the sealed city gates to slow them.


But Gikka never trusted to luck.


 


 


“Hold, there!” cried Maddock, and he galloped ahead to the
signpost where the roads crossed.  He took his sword from its sheath and slowed
his horse to walk toward the shadow beneath the clump of trees at the road’s
edge.  Trap, his mind shrieked in panicked tones, she lies in wait for you,
just ahead, and once you get close enough...


He hesitated, conscious of the men behind him, watching
him.  He could turn back; in faith, he had seen no more than a darkness against
darkness, and it might well have been his own fancy.  Sure it was nothing more.


But a horse shuffled its hooves up ahead, and he heard a
sharp whispered curse, in the voice of a woman.  Or a youth, he allowed
grudgingly.  Either way, someone was there, and he was already engaged to
investigate.  He could feel the eyes at his back, worried, wanting his courage
and leadership.  His exhausted mount stepped closer, and suddenly he could make
out the white flank of a horse.


What luck, he grinned, kicking his horse up, if indeed he
had caught Gikka in guilty flight from her own hall, and what then of the
sheriff’s refusal to see her as the murderer?  Outside the safety of her manor,
he assured himself, and away from the protections of Lady Renda, she was no
more fearsome than any other lousy Bremondine bitch, and he well  how to deal
with her.


He heard the hooves of the horse skitter over the rocks, as
if to race away toward Farras.  “Hold, I said, or by damn, you’ll ride less’n a
mile ere we cut you down.”


At his words, the nervy white horse drew up to a fitful
stop.  Behind it, somewhere in the darkness of the shadows, Maddock was certain
he heard another set of hooves.  He squinted, but he saw nothing.


“Why do you stop me?” came a young man’s voice, full of
challenge, and Maddock rode closer to see that indeed another horse was drawn
up beside the first, dark and shadowy, but a horse all the same, and bearing a
rider.  Two riders, but who would ride with her? His mouth felt dry suddenly. 
Only one would ride with her, one away in the north, in the Hodrache Range. 
One he had hoped never to face in battle.


“Our fight is with the Bremondine,” he growled, but his
voice was shaking.  “You other, ride away unharmed.”


But as he feared they might, both horses stood their ground.


“Who’s a bloody Bremondine?”  This voice came from the one
in the shadows, a gruff adolescent voice in the accent of Farras and still a
bit unused to its new depth, so it seemed to him.  This voice, too, crackled in
challenge, but with a thinly disguised arrogance and even bitterness about it
as well.


Maddock stared at the two shadowy forms in confusion.  Dith
the Merciless was young, but Maddock had heard the mage’s voice once or twice
during the war, enough to know that he was no milk-fed boy.  Yet now he had
heard both riders’ voices, and neither sounded the least of Dith or of Gikka. 
Then again, voices could be disguised, especially by one as cunning as Gikka. 
He held his lantern up to study their faces.


The one who rode the dark horse wore his brown hair back in
a womanish sort of tail over the lowered hood of his cloak and glared at
Maddock with black rebellious eyes, far too dark and far too young to be the
mage Dith.  His thick brows met in the arch above his nose, and he had a
scattering of pimply scars over his babyish cheeks.  The first of his beard had
come in along his chin, and he had a pitiful little mustache over the
disdainful curl of his lips.  Though dark of hair and eye, the boy’s skin
looked flaccid and pale in the glare of the lantern and his build was far too
stocky for Maddock to take him for Bremondine.  With rough, smudgy features
like his, there was no mistaking this one for a lass, and sure not for one as
handsome as Gikka of Graymonde.  This could not be she, much as he might want
it so.  Reluctantly, he turned his attention to the one on the white horse.


That one sat hood up, and Maddock took the hood down with a
violent, triumphant jerk, his dirk held ready to cut a Bremondine throat.  But
then he could only stare in surprise.  This boy was dark, at least part
Dhanani, smooth-skinned with his black hair in long thin braids down about his
shoulders.  Without a word, Maddock swiped rudely at Chul’s face and looked at
his fingers.  No, no maquille, no mud.  The coloring was his own.


Maddock ignored the outrage in the boy’s eyes and turned his
horse away.  “Away with you, lads,” he grumbled in dismissal, not even
bothering to look back at them.  “See you’re well away ere the fighting
starts.”


“Fighting?”


At the cold amusement in the arrogant boy’s voice, Maddock
shuddered.  Then he turned back to see the boy glaring at him coldly, and in
that gaze he felt a murderous wrath.  Such a glare as he might expect from the
Bremondine if she knew what they were about.  He blinked his eyes, and once
again, he saw only two sullen adolescent boys whose horses shuffled impatiently
by the roadside.  In any case, they bore no swords; they were harmless enough. 
“Away, by the gods, or you’ll come to harm.”


Then Maddock rode back to where the men stood waiting to
storm Graymonde Hall.  When he turned to glare back at them, when he looked as
if he might come toward them again, they very carefully and deliberately turned
their horses out of the shadows and walked them down the road toward Farras.


He watched the boys ride out of his sight, the dark horse
disappearing against the night and then the white one. Odd that he had seen the
dark horse as the better animal when now it danced and bucked almost angrily,
much more than the white one.  No horse for Gikka of Graymonde, either of
those; the filthy Bremondine thief’s horse was as well trained as the sheriff’s
own while the knights’ farmers had to ride beasts no better than mules.  But
not for long.  He would ride the assassin’s mount back to the village himself,
and right past the gates of Castle Brannagh.  And once there?  He laughed
grimly and led his men up the northern road toward the hall.  Once there, he
would ride against the sheriff and take Castle Brannagh for his own.


 


 


Gikka watched Chul bare his teeth when the lantern light
left him, watched him raise his hunting knife to throw into the man’s back, but
she touched his arm.  Wait, her signal said.  She saw the frustration in the
boy’s eyes.  But if she let him have his satisfaction against Maddock, they
would never escape with their lives.  Her eyes met his.  He would obey her, if
just this once.


She tapped her two long nails on the saddle.  Patience.


By the time the villagers had ridden through the gates to dismount
outside the manor house, Gikka and Chul had stopped just below a hilltop to
watch.  Chul had led his horse to stand and graze above a thick stand of trees
where its white coat would not be seen before he joined Gikka and Zinion a few
yards away to see where the villagers had just broken through the doors of the
manor house.


The shouts of vengeance when they rode through the Graymonde
gate did not carry this far from the hall, not over the little brook or the
thick grasses and low trees of the foothills below.  Neither did the death
screams of her livestock in the barn nor the breaking and splintering of each
of her few belongings that remained within.


“We could have killed them,” he offered quietly.  When she
made no answer, he looked up at her.  “We still can.”


“Nay, lad,” she sighed at last, peeling away the strips of
false beard and brow, the thin mustache.  “We cannot.”  Her eyes narrowed to
see the men drag her sheep and pigs out into the green to slaughter them.  “We
cannot.”


“Honor again?” he asked quietly, but Gikka could hear the
mocking undertone in his voice.  “Is this what your precious honor buys you?”


“You’d not understand,” she breathed, taking the thick wads
of silk from her cheeks and using them to wipe the pallid gritty maquille from her
face.  “And even if you might, I’ve not the will to try you.  Yes, honor it is,
that I let them take what’s mine and leave them to live for a time while it
serves.  Honor, that I’d not be killing off the sheriff’s men just now when the
plague takes more than its share.  But honor it is, too, lad, that I’ll not be
leaving this account unsettled.”  She glanced at him, then loosed her hair from
the thong that bound it.  “Them as owe will pay, and no mistake.”


Chul nodded and they watched the villagers’ lanterns and
torches move past the windows of the manor house for a time, past the window
that had been his own chamber.  A few moments later, he looked up at her a bit
uncertainly.  “If that, that mage, the one you told me about, if he were
here...”


But Gikka closed her eyes and raised her fingers just
slightly from the saddle in a gesture of such pain and weariness that Chul fell
to silence and turned his gaze back across the valley toward the hall.


Below them, the villagers had come together in the central square
before the manor house, some from the house itself, another from the empty
stables, some from the barn, a few from the mews, and even one from the mine
road.  Not one had come from the crypt.


The large one, the man who had spoken to them, came from the
house carrying something—a weapon, it seemed, and suddenly, the villagers
renewed their search.  Having spoken only a word or two between themselves,
they moved now to search the grounds again, careful to sweep their weapons
through the shadows before they moved, but when they came together again at the
center square, they were even more frustrated.  Their anger was obvious.  By
now, they had figured out that she had known they were coming.  They would know
she had escaped them.


“Ah,” breathed Gikka.  “They’ve found the sword.  Thinking,
they are, that I’d not have left it behind, and they’ll be searching for me
anew.”


“Your sword?”  Chul’s eyes grew wide.  “But why did you...”


“Peace, lad,” she whispered, engrossed by the tableau before
her.  “See, they’ve not a wit between them where to look.  I could have stood
just there, look you, right betwixt the mews and the stables, and they’d not
have seen me yet.”  She ground her teeth together.  “Best we go now.”


Chul was still staring, watching them light torches. 
“Gikka...?”


“They’ll be setting it afire, now,” said Gikka with strange
resignation.  She patted Zinion’s shoulder and turned him away.  “Their hope,
to drive me out of hiding an I’m still within or to draw me down out of the
hills to fight an I watch.”  She shook her head sadly.  “Best we not stay, or
they might have their way, aye?”


Chul said nothing and she watched him climb into his saddle
to follow her. 


Black smoke poured from the house, now, and in a few of the
windows.  Flames crept up the draperies and filled the windows.  She glanced
back only once, to see a stream of lantern light pouring in along the southern
road.  The road from the mines.  The miners were coming to protect what was
theirs.  She had expected no less from them.  She watched the foreman stop for
just a moment at the crypt and disappear down to the gate.  A moment later, he
came out again and routed the villagers back toward the house.  She smiled.


The seal had fooled the miners well enough; they would be
keeping fire out of the crypt, now, and the sundry writs and papers and
miscellany she had stored there would likewise be safe, at least until
Marketday.  By then, she should have had ample time to reclaim it, and
Graymonde, as well, so she hoped.


Her eyes flickered over the boy worriedly.  She had gone to
great lengths to keep him away from the miners, to keep him from so much as
seeing one of them.  The Dhanani hatred for Hadrians was visceral, deep and
uncontrollable.  She had seen Aidan, the merciful shaman of Anado, foam at the
mouth and claw his way through a band of knights to get to a Hadrian.  If Chul
were to look back, if he were to see one of them even at this distance, she
would lose him.


But he did not.  His attention was fully engaged in guiding
his horse up the rocks.


Gikka turned away, trusting that she had sacrificed
everything she ever had for good reason.  They rode in silence for some moments
until at last Gikka broke the silence.


“Tell me, lad.”  She managed a smile and gestured him
forward to ride beside her.  “Have you given a thought to passing the gates of
Farras?”


 


 












Eighteen


Hodrache Range


The
whole cliff was rotten, veined and crumbly like an old cheese, and even without
touching it Dith knew his fingers could gain no purchase on it, nor could his
boots.  Curdled clumps of the strange orange rock lay in a slump against the
foot of the cliff where sheets of it had fallen the few hundred feet and
smashed to bits, and protruding here and there from that pile, he found rotting
bits of rope and cloth, crushed tools, even some broken bones.  He squinted up
toward the top of the stone wall once more and shook his head in amazement. 
The world was full of fools.


With only a glance back toward the river, he turned westward
along the cliff’s base to look for another way up this peak.  By turning west,
he was taking himself farther and farther from the river, his only sure
connection to the keep, but he had no choice.  The cliff was too treacherous,
the falls themselves too violent and slick.  He would have to trust that he
could regain the river once he reached the top.


He had made no mistakes in his path; he was sure of that. 
Path, indeed.  The way seemed to him nearly a trail laid out for his benefit
and so clearly that he could not have gone astray if he had sleepwalked the
whole way.  The trek had been by no means an easy one, cutting through the
occasional thick clots of forest, but neither had it been the harrowing
gauntlet the legend had led him to expect.  He had met nothing more sinister
than a field of nettles the whole way from Montor.  Except for this cliff.


A year ago, he would have ported himself to the top of that
cliff without a thought.  No.  A year ago, he would have ported straight to
Galorin’s Keep as soon as he found the River Stone instead of wasting so much
time trekking and climbing through these mountains afoot.  He moved a low tree
branch aside, feeling the sack slip on his shoulder again.


His scalp prickled with a chilling realization.  A year ago,
he was such another fool, like the poor souls lying buried under that crumbling
rock.  Did he think he was the first sorcerer to think of porting?  Even if he
were, Galorin was no simpleton.  Dith shrugged the sack up irritably.  How many
others had ported themselves right into the bottom of a glacier, or right over
a thousand foot chasm, and with no strength left to haul themselves out again? 
He swallowed hard.  Or right into the heart of a volcano?  A year ago, he would
have failed.


No more than a mile to the west, the high cliff relented at
last and grudgingly sloped downward to meet a bed of rocks and boulders that
lay nestled against its flank, just where a landslide had dropped them eons
ago.  Dith stopped, a bit unsettled to have found so ready a climb so near the
cliff, so near the falls.  If those others had but taken the time to look...


He crouched beside the lowest rocks and studied the fall of
the boulders carefully, planning his way up the hillside.  This would not be
easy, but it was survivable.  With only a glance back the way he had come, he
began his climb.


He walked easily over the lowest of the rocks to step and
scramble here and there to the higher ones.  For a good part of the way, the
stones and smaller boulders fell neatly so that he could find a way up to the
next larger boulder without too much effort, having only to lift his robes a
bit to test his footing, but about halfway up the large boulders became even
larger, and he found himself having to find toeholds and heave himself up the
sides.  It was strenuous work, but not particularly dangerous.  Were he to
fall, he could not fall far.  Besides, the stones were well settled and so far
he had found them trustworthy.


Then he paused a moment, listening.  What had he heard?


He crouched on the stone and closed his eyes, listening to
the forest around him.  Birds called to one another in unharried tones and
hopped from branch to branch, the trees moved in the breeze, but that was
all...


No, he heard it again.


It was the sound of a horse’s hooves, the quiet crunch of
leaves and pine needles on the forest floor.  Dith opened his eyes and looked
down from his perch high in the rocks, down into the forest, but the trees
shaded the forest floor below him.  He saw nothing but tree limbs and shadows
beyond the edge of the boulder field.  A moment later, he heard the horse turn
and lope slowly eastward toward the river.


He frowned up at the next boulder.  The legends never spoke
of whether another mage might follow his path to the keep.  He set his boot
against a notch in the stone and clawed himself up with a grunt.  To follow
another’s path, especially through the legend of Galorin’s Keep, is to accept
his folly as your own.  If, on the other hand, the man you choose to follow
should be the one mage in almost four thousand years to reach Galorin, then you
were one lucky sod.  Dith scowled down at the forest.  One lucky, undeserving
sod.


 


 


Foolish.  That was just foolish.  The hunter whispered
curses and reined his horse in behind a tree.  The mage had followed the river
for nigh on a month, never straying more than fifty yards from it, and the
hunter had grown careless. Now, high on the hillside above him, his quarry hung
suspended like a gold spider against a sheer glassy wall, frozen, listening. 
Dith had heard the hunter’s horse; now he knew they were there.


Hallin had seen the remains of Dith’s last camp, the warm
ash of the last night’s fire and the freshly trampled grasses and plants that
still bled, and he had known that Dith could be no more than a few hours ahead
of them.  So he had sent the Montor men along the river toward the falls with
their noisy ill-mannered horses while he stayed well out of the way, hoping to
use them to draw Dith out and exhaust him, or at least divide his attention
during the attack.  Except that Dith was here, not where he should have been,
and the hunter, if he chose to attack now, would face him alone and unprepared.


Hallin’s mouth twitched in annoyance, and he retreated still
further into the woods, but as soon as he heard his horse’s hooves in the
leaves and needles, he cursed his mistake.  Dith’s easy crouch tightened
against the sheer almost vertical wall, and he stared out over the forest,
calmly scanning the trees with those terrible ice-blue eyes.  Those eyes seemed
to stare right through the wood of the tree, right into the hunter’s heart, and
yet Dith’s gaze continued to move over the trees as if he had seen no one.


The hunter breathed out slowly, grateful for his luck.


But what was Dith doing this far from the river?  For a
month, he had clung to the bank even when following so closely meant climbing
down steep ravines and making his way blithely past suffocating bogs and
bubbling hot pools of mud, as if he did not so much as see them.  So why now,
when all he faced was a simple lift up that nice solid cliff near the falls,
why had he brought himself here, to this impassable place?


The whole of Dith’s journey had been baffling.  Wood fires
started with flint and steel, meals of no more than what he had found along the
way.  But then Dith was shrewd; traveling thus, he left no thready traces of
magic to mark his passing.  But between the Hallin’s ability to track and the
Montorians’ knowledge of the mountains, they had consistently gained ground on
Dith, even through the worst of the journey, until now he hung just there,
waiting to be trapped.


Hallin saw here thick potent strands of power touching every
tree, every rock, a kind of power he had never seen before, staid and confident
as if it had always been a part of these woods.  Dith had not heard him coming,
no; he had felt it through these strands, and he was waiting to close his own
trap on them, waiting to unleash all the power he had been hoarding.  The
hunter licked his lips carefully.  He, on the other hand, had not been
conserving his power, and he would be lucky to escape with his life if he let
Dith force a confrontation here.


Slowly, calmly, he turned his horse and nudged him up into a
gentle gallop, retreating audibly if not visibly to the safety of the river for
a time.


He glanced back to the west as he rode, but the trees were
too thick for him to be able to see Dith now.  He could be no more than halfway
to the top of that wall—that sheer glassy wall that rose straight out of the
ground—and he had a steep climb from there to the promontory above the falls if
he would regain the river.  The hunter grinned and rode still faster toward the
river.  With any luck, he and his men would soon be on that promontory waiting
when Dith came over the last rise.


 


 


Dith scrambled up over a stack of smaller rocks and heaved
himself up the last large boulder.  A horse, Dith mused.  Even Zinion would not
let Dith ride him, not for all his Brannagh training, not for all Gikka’s
coaxing and cooing.  Not even for all that he was fond enough of Dith—at a
distance.  The feel of a mage’s power, even separated by as much as a good
Bremondine saddle and blankets, made a horse’s flesh crawl.


Yet this one comes riding.  If this rider were a sorcerer,
and after all, what else could he be, riding through this part of the range,
then that must be a rare horse indeed.  He looked back toward where he had
heard the beast loping away toward the river, wishing he had gotten a single
glimpse of it.  Why, he could not say.  It could be no more than idle
curiosity, he decided.  After all, he was no more inclined to ride than Zinion
had been to let him.


But rare horse or no, it would not be able to find its way
up this peak, and soon enough his pursuer would be forced to continue on foot
or turn back.


Pursuer.  Dith sighed, letting the word roll around in his
mind, and rejoined his climb with concentration.


 


 


“Hallin,” called one of the men, Haan by name, who came
running to greet him.  He was the youngest by far of the men whom Dalthaz had
chosen to accompany the hunter.  The youngest of his hostages.


Hallin slowed his horse and raised a hand in greeting.


The six Hadrians had moved themselves to the base of the
high granite cliff near the falls and broken out their climbing gear already,
anticipating Hallin’s orders.  Two of the men were eyeing the wall and touching
it carefully, making ready for their climb.


Haan stopped beside him with a grin and helped him dismount.
“What news?”


The hunter looked up at the rock face of the cliff.  It
looked to be an easy climb even without magic; heavy coarse granite with plenty
of toeholds, plenty of crevices for his men, and the minerals in the stone had
more than enough resonance to lift him neatly to the top.  Were it any more
welcoming as a climb, it would be a marble staircase.  They would have to leave
the horses behind, which meant they would have to leave most of their supplies
behind as well, but if his plan succeeded, they would rejoin the horses before
sunset.


He turned a confident smile to the Hadrian.  “Our mage
climbs a vertical cliff not a mile west.  Assuming he survives the climb,” he
added with a smirk, “he’ll be making his way back to the river, and there,
while he stands drained, we’ll take him.”  He clasped his hands behind him and
walked toward where the men were gathering their equipment.


“But take him how?”  Haan’s voice was almost whining with
insistence, and his brow bunched with worry.  A worry, Hallin saw, that the
young man had been carrying for quite a while.  “This Dith, Hallin.  I seen him
at the tavern, burnt a man’s hand without a thought, and after, I seen what he
done to the temple.  And the prison guards.”  The man’s eyes were widening with
each panicked word he spoke.  “He’s—”


“All hot air and baggage, lad,” laughed the hunter, and as
he hoped, the boy’s fear was allayed somewhat.  “Look you, any mage who spends
power like that...”  He shook his head in dismissal.  “Got no control, Dith. 
Spews out all his power right off, and then he ain’t got none left, is why
you’re not seeing him use his magic now.  He’s saving it up.  But now, he’s got
to use it to get up that cliff, and once he’s wrung out, he’s but a boy in
robes, is all.”


“Yeah, but—”  Haan was not convinced.


“The trick is to catch him when he’s spent.”  Hallin clapped
Haan on his shoulder.  “Spent or off his guard, say.  Then,” he said, spotting
a squirrel patting leaves over its newly buried winter cache near the base of
the cliff, “it’s just a matter of—”  The squirrel suddenly screamed and lay
still on the ground with blood draining from its nose and mouth even before
Hallin finished what had seemed a casual gesture. “—skill.”


The two who had been examining the wall began their climb,
starting up the low mound of granite that lay at the base.  It seemed a bit
slick underfoot, and they seemed to slip over it rather clumsily, but at last,
the one on the left managed to sink his pick into a crevice in the rock face
and pull himself along.  He reached a hand back to the man at his right and
drew him up as well.


“Fine rock,” spoke a soft Hadrian voice behind the hunter,
and he turned to see Tawn Baybric, a Hadrian whose judgment he had grown to
respect, crouching on the ground and squinting up the cliff.  Tawn had been a
miner, a trapper, even a bounty hunter in his own right many years ago, and he
was a fine tracker and a sensible woodsman besides.  While he was the first to
say he did not know this particular part of the Hodrache Range, he knew the
rest of the mountains well enough and had managed to get them past every
sinkhole and moss slicked ravine and boiling mud pit thus far without blinking
an eye.  But just now his words were not confident; they seemed almost
distrustful.  Finally, he stood and tossed away a small bit of rock he had
found.  “Should be a good climb.”


“Aye,” answered the hunter, and he was surprised to hear a
note of challenge in his own voice.  It was unlike Tawn to remark on something
for no reason, especially something obvious, and it worried him.  “A fine climb
indeed,” he added more gently.


For a moment, the Hadrian’s colorless eyes met his, and the
Hadrian’s pale lips tightened.  Hallin expected him to speak, expected to hear
him disagree and somehow be able to convince him in spite of the full face of
granite he saw before him, but instead, Tawn turned away to see to his gear. 
Somehow, the old Hadrian had not yet managed to break out so much as a rope.


“Don’t mind him,” spoke another of the Hadrians.  He came up
and took Hallin by the elbow.  “Tawn hates to be wrong, is all.”


Hallin looked up the cliff to see the two men making great
progress up the face of the cliff, as if the crevices in the granite had been
placed just so to speed them along.  Already they were halfway to the top; at
this rate, all seven men would be up when the time came to face Dith.  He
turned to see the little Hadrian still staring at him.  


“Wrong?” he frowned, suddenly registering what the man had
said.  “What about?”


The other Hadrian, the one they called Pax, drew him aside
to speak under his breath, out of earshot of the others.  “Tawn told us we
would find no stone worth the climbing this near the falls, not if the stone in
the riverbed meant anything.  Argued the whole way no matter how I tried to
calm him, saying we were wasting our time to even consider it, that we should
be turning well to the west.”  He did not see the hunter turn his gaze toward
where Dith was climbing.  “And then, right ahead, right in the midst of his
arguing we see this perfect cliff.”  The Hadrian laughed self-consciously. 
“Well, can’t you see?  He’s a bit—”


A hideous scream ended in a thump before Hallin’s eyes could
turn back to the cliff to where his men were climbing, but even before he
looked, he knew what he would see.


One man hung high on the cliff, dangerously high on the
cliff, by his ax.  His feet scraped uselessly against the rock to try to get a
footing before the ax slipped out, but they seemed to be pushing him away from
the face, pushing the ax further out of its niche.  The other man lay like a
boneless sack of mush, broken and lifeless over the mound of rock at the base.


No one breathed. Their eyes only stared up the cliff in
horror.  Even over the roar of the falls nearby, they could hear the climber’s
boots scraping desperately on the wall, breaking away great sheets of the rock
that fell to cover the dead man below.  The ax slipped a bit more, and he
paused his panicked scrabbling to watch it slip from its berth in the rock.


Hallin raised his hands toward the rock to lift his man if
he could, but the rock gave no resistance to him, nothing to brace the lift. 
It was like lifting against pudding.  Beads of sweat broke out over Hallin’s
brow as he focused more and more of his power against the stone, pushed against
it to buoy the Hadrian upward, but the rock drank away his energy like a
sponge.  Too late he tried to use his power to lower the Hadrian to the ground
slowly, but by then, he was drained.


With a cry of despair, the Hadrian huffed and clawed at the
cliff wall with his free hand and his feet, pulling away chunks of it beneath
his bleeding nails, trying to carve away just a bit of the rock, just the
tiniest shelf to hold himself up by his fingertips.  But the stone beneath the
ax at last gave way, and the climber skidded and bumped his way down the cliff
on a broken mat of stone until at last he lay still at the bottom.


Tawn shut his eyes and turned away.  Without a word, he
wrapped the oilcloth around his pick ax, the only piece of his equipment he had
managed to uncover, and slowly tied it to his saddle.


Hallin moved toward where the two dead men lay, one buried
under a pile of the other’s broken stone, the second shattered and bleeding
atop it.  He had seen the man’s battle against the cliff; he had seen the
stone, the thick solid granite of the mountain, pull away like pastry crust
beneath the man’s hands, to fall and shatter below.  He had felt the emptiness
of the rock against his lift, even emptier than the open air, so it seemed to
him. He remembered the first steps of their climb up this very mound, how their
feet had slipped, and only now did he seem to recall how that slipping did not
seem to him the same motion as a man moving over ice or mossy stone but more of
a man climbing a hill of...


“Sand,” he murmured.  He looked up the tall cliff, wondering
just how far a man might climb a pillar of sand before he fell.


“Not sand,” sighed Tawn.  When Hallin looked at him, he
shrugged.  “This rock is rotten, or it should be.”  He reached into his pocket
and took from it a crumbly piece of rock.  “See this?  This is your cliff.”  He
crushed the strange rock in his hand, and it came apart in flakes.  “Found this
a quarter-mile downriver and along the way.  It’s been miles since I saw
granite, not since the river bent east.”


Miles.  Hallin looked up at the huge face of granite.  Every
stone in the riverbed, or at least most of them, should have been of the same
granite, especially this close to the falls.  So Tawn was right; this cliff
could not possibly be what it appeared.  Hallin narrowed his eyes over the
hillside again, looking for the telltale threads of magic over the stone.  


At first, he saw nothing, but when he looked closely enough,
he began to see them.  The threads danced and billowed over the impossible
granite face of the cliff like ancient cobwebs, dusty and fragile with the
passing of time; to his eye, the passing of millennia. A few more eyes, a few
more souls to pass this way and try its power, and the threads of this
particular illusion would come apart completely.  Or would it?  The threads
seemed to be growing, thickening, extending.  No, it was impossible.  But he
looked down at the two fresh bodies on the mound and wondered if those strands
of power might not have gained some tiny bit of strength from them. Or even
from the dead squirrel.  Impossible.  From the power he had spent here, then. 
As wispy as the illusion’s threads had been, he had not seen the true face of
the cliff beneath it, and now they were much stronger.


He had never seen anything like this before.


Illusions faded, quickly or slowly, depending on how often
they were tested, but inevitably, they faded away unless they were refreshed. 
But these defenses renewed themselves, just as the legends claimed.  The hair
on his arms rose.


Dith was looking for Galorin’s Keep; the mayor had told him
as much.  But he had had no idea that Dith might actually find it.


The Galorin myth had grown over time, seeded with his
victories against Byrandia in the Liberation and the spectacular sinking of the
Pyran landbridge, all accomplished with power of a magnitude unknown before or
since, but Hallin had a shrewd eye for finding the truth behind any rumor, any
overblown tale.  Distilled to its essentials, the legend held that Galorin had
exiled himself to his Keep in punishment for some unknown crime of his own
pride.  Had he murdered his mistress, killed an apprentice who had grown
ungovernable?  No one but Galorin himself knew for certain, though everyone had
his own ideas.  In any case, the mage had gone into hiding almost immediately
after the Liberation.


Undaunted, young mages had still sought him out, begging him
to teach them what he .  Some had even attacked his castle in rage when he
turned them away.  Over time, the castle fell, so it was said, all but the
keep, and he had built an enormous array of defenses throughout the surrounding
countryside to protect it.


That was all Hallin could accept from the legend, the only
portion with any sort of tangible proof about it.  But there was more;
millennia of telling and retelling had not left the legend unaugmented with
morality and virtue.  And so the legend went on.  For reasons known only to
himself, Galorin decided that his knowledge was indeed too precious to keep to
himself, but he was unwilling to dismantle his defenses completely and train
every half-wit mage who came to the keep.  So he created the River Stone, a
guide to lead a single worthy mage right to his door.  Worthy defined as only
Galorin could know, which rather left the whole business open to
interpretation.


Bah.  Children’s stories, legends, myths.  So much wishful
thinking that the mighty Galorin would take an apprentice.  That made of the
defenses mere tests, to try the strength and cunning of his would-be
apprentice, which bafflingly enough seemed to lessen their danger in some
eyes.  In any case, Syon had lost many of her most powerful mages over the
years to that quest, at least until the war against Kadak began, and the tyrant
had taken his own toll on them, so that now a man could go the better part of
his life without ever meeting one.  Now that the war was over, any fool who
could bend a spoon with his will would be in these mountains again to find the
legendary Galorin’s Keep, and Dith was just such another.


And then there was the River Stone.  He remembered the odd
footprints in the mud at the river’s edge, down where Dith’s trail first met
the river.  Rubbish.  Even if the thing existed, Dith was the least worthy mage
by anyone’s measure to find it.  Surely it had not answered his summons or
Hallin would have seen traces of his power.  Besides, Dith should have ported
straight to the keep when he found it.  Now Hallin himself was far more worthy;
if it would come to any mage, it would have come to him.  Except that he had
not called for it.  Not yet.


By now, the other two Hadrians, the pair who had been
waiting at the bottom to follow the first two up, were touching Tawn’s
collected bits of crumbly rock tentatively and listening to Tawn’s
explanation.  Hallin smiled.  They would not doubt Tawn’s knowledge of the
mountains again, although he wondered if they would be so lucky next time.  His
memory turned back to the thick strands of power he had seen near Dith, strands
left by Galorin.  They were virtually untried over all those years, and his
mouth bent into a wicked grin at the thought of the immense power still waiting
in whatever traps and illusions Galorin had placed there.  The unworthy Dith
could not hope to survive.


On the other hand, Hallin had five hundred crowns waiting in
Montor that bade him be certain of it.


“We’ll build the pyre at sunset,” spoke Pax gently, helping
to lift the first body from the heap of stone.  Already, the granite had
covered the other completely and appeared solid once more.


“We’ve no time for that,” barked Hallin, “we’re set behind
as it is.”  He glanced at the horses, took in the grass near the river and the
way toward the west.  “He’ll be near the top by now, and we must go on afoot if
we would cross this peak.  We’ve lost a day on him at least by now.”


“Besides,” added Tawn when the others glowered and grumbled
in protest, “we cannot afford the smoke.”  At his words, the men grudgingly
nodded and solemnly set the dead climber back atop the pile of stone.  There,
at least, he would be as safe from the scavengers as they could make him.


Once again, Hallin was grateful for Tawn’s presence and his
unshakable pragmatism.  He sincerely hoped the Montor selectmen would have his
payment for him; he would regret having to kill such a one.


“Geretous,” called Tawn, waving the thin Hadrian toward the
dead men.  “You’re the nearest thing to a priest we have.  Come, see to them,
will you?”


The young man lowered his head and spoke a few soft prayers
over the bodies.


Once the prayers were done, Tawn came forward and rested his
hand on the shoulder of the dead climber atop the hard pile of stone.  “Rest
assured; the mage will pay for these deaths as well as his crimes in Montor,”
he said, looking to Hallin for agreement, “and then we will put both our men in
the pyre.”


Having gathered what provisions they could carry from the
horses’ bags, the five men disappeared into the deep forest to the west,
leaving their mounts at the river to graze.  None of the Hadrians looked back
to see the casual gesture Hallin made over the animals that bent the light
around them, so none of them saw the horses vanish into the afternoon light.


 


 


Once Dith regained the soil of the hillside, he still had a
steep hike back to the top of the falls, steeper, so it seemed to him, than his
climb over the rocks had been.  He had to lean well over and pull himself along
by tree trunks and low branches as he went, stepping up along the roots and
deadfall and winding his way over strange boggy sinkholes until, at last, the
steeps gave way to more gradual climbs and, finally, to the promontory itself
overlooking the falls.


North of the falls, the way along the river was once again
passable, and after only a moment spent looking out over the lower mountains
below and back toward the open land he had left so many tendays past and back
further still toward Graymonde Hall and his beloved Gikka, he turned to continue
his path along the river, deeper into the heart of Galorin’s lands, only idly
wondering about the horses he saw grazing at the river’s edge.
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Hallin’s
outstretched arms hung before him, still taut, still reaching helplessly into
the emptiness.  A shout, a name, still echoed through the trees and filled the
glade with a muzzy sound of panic.  His own panic.  The shout had been his.


The pretty little glade was only a few yards across, the
kind of place that bade the men stop and sit a moment in warm sunlight and on
level ground, a welcome respite from their steep and treacherous climb through
the cold of the high forests.  The floor still sparkled in the early sun with a
light dusting of frost, and the last of the autumn’s wildflowers were just
beginning to fade; everything was just as it had been a moment ago.


Except that Pax was gone.


By the time the hunter and his men had reached the top of
the falls, their quarry was at least half a day ahead by Hallin’s best guess
and had moved his path closer to the river, weaving his way through the most
absurd places, taking himself seemingly right through pits of bubbling hot mud
or around treacherous lips of stone that overlooked mist-hidden heights.  Over
the next several days, they had come close to him a few times—close enough that
Hallin had hoped to attack, but always some dratted bit of the terrain seemed
set against them, as if the very mountain would protect him from them.


The Hadrians had been of a mind to attack anyway and flush
Dith into the open, to force him into a defensive position right away.  During
the war they had been as adept at battle as anyone on Syon; such a strategy had
worked well for them then.  But this was to be a battle between mages, Hallin
had told them.  It would be no matter of weaponry, armor, nor even endurance. 
The first attack would decide the thing, so they’d best see to it that the
first attack was Hallin’s.


Time and again they fell back.  Meanwhile, Dith went
blithely on his way as if unaware of the dangers he had just passed or of the
hunters following him.  It was as if he saw a completely different path than
they, perhaps a completely different mountain.  Which was just as well.  Hallin
would choose the time and place, not Dith, and certainly not Galorin, if somehow
his hand was in this.


After they had regained Dith’s tracks near the river, Hallin
decided to outwit Galorin’s defenses by following Dith’s every footstep, even
going so far as to have each man fit his own foot within each of Dith’s
prints.  While following him this way was exhausting and rather harrowing at
times, they had managed to keep pace with him for a time.


Ultimately, even this approach failed.  They had watched
Dith walk right over an unusually open piece of ground only to find that by the
time they reached the same spot, the land had split itself apart and left an
impassable ravine.  If they had not been forced to the ground with the power of
the tremors, Hallin might have thought it an illusion.  Whether by Dith’s own
hand or not, the ground was changing behind him, destroying whatever path may
have been there, and they could not hope to follow, at least not directly.


Any path they took, whether in Dith’s footprints or not,
would be of their own carving in these woods, so Hallin took his men deeper
into the sound-damping safety of the trees to the west, there to make a new
path through the forest. They could do no worse traveling through the trees, he
reasoned, and perhaps they would fare better, knowing as they did that they
must watch each step.  The men had not been pleased, but in the end, what
choice did they have?


Tawn had been keeping a careful map, charting the mud pits,
the vents, the hot springs, freely adding new ones where he thought they might
be and crossing off those that made no sense, those that had to be illusory, so
that now his map looked nothing like the terrain they had followed.  Pax had
looked at it a while, as had Haan, but neither had the patience to hear Tawn’s
explanations of it, and they both eyed it with suspicion.  Only Geretous, the
one born to the religious caste, the failed priest, had studied it with
interest and understood.


So it was at sunset the night before when they had come upon
this little glen.  It was, more than anything else, blessedly flat, and it had struck
Hallin and the others as the perfect spot to camp.  But Tawn, after staring for
some time at his map, had insisted that they backtrack to a spot they knew was
safe, even at the risk of their own comfort, rather than sleep over untested
ground.  No exact reason did he give; by his own word, the glade was as welcome
to his eye as to any, and the map did not dispute it, but it was a bit too
attractive, and he would see it by daylight before he would trust it. 
Reluctantly, Hallin and the others had agreed.


Daylight this morning had found Tawn crouched at the edge of
the clearing, frowning over his map again.  Whether he had slept at all or
whether he had spent the whole night there, no one knew, but while the others
were eating and breaking camp a few hundred feet away, he was staring over the
thin sheet of ice covering the clearing floor.


He looked up suddenly to see Hallin standing beside him. 
Behind them, the others were making their way toward him, muttering between
themselves and carrying what few supplies they had brought up with them.  They
were ready to move on.  Tawn shrugged and rose to his feet.  “I don’t trust
it,” he said finally, folding his map carefully, not bothering to show it to
Hallin.  “Nothing says it can’t be here, but...”


“Nothing says it can.”  Hallin nodded grimly.  The clearing
was blanketed in thick strands of power, but then so was the rest of the
mountain this near the top; thus to his eye, the clearing was as likely to be
dangerous as the very ground where he stood, and while such dependence chafed,
he had had to trust Tawn’s instincts entirely for the last several days.


“It strikes me a bit too welcome to be just so, aye.”  He
squeezed Tawn’s arm.  “Your word’s enough.  Nothing presses us that way; we
move on.”


“Hallin.”  Pax pointed through the clearing toward the high
crest above.  “We could reach the top of the ridge well before Dith if we go
this way.”  He saw the look in Hallin’s eye, the dread in Tawn’s, and stepped
forward with the same diplomatic smile he had shown so many times before. 
“Tawn says he does not trust it, but he has no proof, not even for himself.” 
He looked at Tawn a moment, but the older man did not look away.  Then Pax
turned to Haan and Geretous for agreement.  “We know just where Dith is.  If we
mount that ridge ahead of him, I say that’s our best position for attack, the
best we’ve seen!  Tawn’s got a feeling, is all, Hallin—”


“His feeling’s been enough ere now.”


“Oh, aye,” Pax offered quickly, “and we’ve all felt the
same; by Limigar, the whole mountain’s witched and well we know it.  But
sometimes rocks are just rocks.”  Pax clasped his hands patiently and lowered
his voice.  “Beyond this, this meadow here, lies the best way to go, if we
can.  I only—”


“We can’t go that way,” barked the hunter, “so we’d best
move on.”  With that, Hallin turned and started off toward the east, thinking
to put them nearer the river, nearer the way Dith had gone.  Dith was no more
than a few hours ahead of them now—twice Hallin had seen the flash of gold from
his robes the day before—and with their early start they would have him within
striking distance again by sunset at the latest.  As Pax had pointed out, if
they could reach the ridge before him, they would have the advantage.


But at the back of the group, Pax had stepped away through
the clearing.  Whether to relieve himself or to feel the warm sun on his face
for a moment or to prove to the others that he was right, no one would ever
know.  Only a few feet from the trees that bordered the clearing he had
suddenly, horribly, found no ground beneath his feet. The realization had only
just struck him before his face disappeared beneath the unwavering surface of
stone.


Now Tawn stood woodenly from where he had hurled himself to
the ground to try to catch Pax’s clutching hand as it passed.  He had been just
a moment too late.  Pax had fallen through instantly.


Hallin looked up to see the other two Hadrians staring at
the frosty ground of the clearing with wide eyes.  Indeed, the ground looked
solid even while their minds told them it could not be, and the knowledge
filled them with vertigo.  Geretous picked up a few pebbles and tossed them
into the clearing.  Eerily, they rested on the ground where Pax had
disappeared, without falling through.  Haan only stared and shivered.


“It’s thick,” Tawn grumbled.  He picked up a single heavy
stone, one weighing about as much as a young boy, and heaved it with a grunt
from his shoulder.  That stone dropped through the ground with a soft thud and
disappeared, as if it were falling through clouds.  Right behind it, a small
rabbit paused for a moment at the sound, then bounded neatly, energetically,
over the same ground, over the pebbles, and into the underbrush at the opposite
edge.


Tawn touched Hallin’s shoulder and crouched at the edge of
the clearing to touch the ground beneath the melting frost.  Then he pointed
toward where the rabbit had come bounding across the meadow.  Tiny tracks
melted through the light frost at the edge of the clearing.  At first Hallin
did not see what Tawn found so interesting about it, but then Tawn directed his
attention toward the center, just beyond where he had thrown his rock.


Hallin shook his head and looked again, having seen nothing
that struck him as important.


“The tracks,” Tawn breathed.


Indeed, if the hunter forced himself to stare at them, he
could see that something was a bit odd about the tracks after all, but he had
to stare a good while longer before he understood what it was.  They distorted
and faded a few yards short of the clearing’s center, yet he had seen the
rabbit continue across.  Indeed the tracks faded back into existence just a few
feet away from where they had stopped and continued to the other side of the
clearing.  Now, having seen it, his eyes would not leave the incongruity alone
and kept staring at it, trying to use that as a wedge of reality to destroy the
illusion.


Hallin frowned.  Either a chasm lay beneath the illusory
ground or it did not, and a hidden chasm was as deadly to a rabbit as to a man
unless the rabbit saw the only true way across it, perhaps a narrow bridge of
rock.  But that did not explain the pebbles skittering evenly over the ground
where Pax had disappeared.


If there was no chasm, if instead it were only a trench full
of quicksand, then Pax might be just below, drowning within a hand’s reach of
them.  Hallin edged warily toward where he expected the edge to be, testing his
footing at every step.  “Pax,” he called, peering down at the ground as if his
gaze might cut through it.  But it did not.


“A volcanic vent,” observed Tawn who wiped a few drops of
sweat from his brow.  “See how the ground is stone all round?  That much is
real.”  He had unfolded his map again, and his eyes met Hallin’s.  “I’d say it
drops away a good thousand feet or more, right to the volcano’s heart.”  He
sketched at the map a moment.  “I’d expect to see more like this.”


Hallin shut his eyes against his dizziness.  In his mind, he
could hear Pax’s screams, could feel the blistering heat of the steam that
swallowed him up and carried him down into the liquid rock below.


Steam.


He opened his eyes again.  Could Galorin truly give steam
that kind of substance, that kind of density?   Could he control it so finely
as to make it thick enough to support a small animal, say, or a toss of
pebbles, enough to pass any simple test a man might think to make, but not
enough to support his full weight?  That kind of control was beyond anything
Hallin had ever seen, and he stared at the glade in awe.


To cover it, Galorin had only to extend the light from the
stone edges of the vent, except that in stretching the light so far, he
eventually distorted all but its color; the full depth of its texture and all
the minute details blurred and distorted toward the center.  At that point,
believability became more a matter of suggestion than of actual illusion,
having only to turn the mind’s assumptions against itself.  Such suggestion,
even for one of Hallin’s experience, was not easily overcome, and by the time
someone found himself far enough inside the clearing to see the flaws in the
illusion, it would be too late.


Dith had not had to pass this test; he had not come within a
thousand feet of this defense.  Hallin’s blood burned with rage.  Dith could
not have survived the temptation of this clearing any better than Pax; how
could he possibly be worthy?  Hallin cast one last look back at the clearing
before he rejoined the three Hadrian men in their slow climb toward the ridge. 
He would make Dith pay for this, for all of this, he vowed between grinding
teeth.


 


 


The river had diminished to an icy brook and finally to a
small slushy creek beside him, and Dith had made his way over countless fallen
logs and rocks to cross its many tributaries.  It forked one last time, just as
he had seen on the River Stone, and became two equal trickles from springs
whose hot water steamed out over the icicles building at the edges of their
stone beds.  The keep had to be just over this ridge.


Since his climb near the falls, the land had become steeper
and less accommodating, forcing him through narrow passages between cliff walls
and along ledges that fell away into the misty wintry clouds below, or over
crackling mud ice and rotting deadfall.  The way had grown colder for a time,
and a thin wind blew gusts of snow from the tops of the highest ridges.  Even
so, his fingers were not as stiff as they had been further down the mountain,
and he could feel a small amount of warmth rising from the ground itself.


He topped the ridge and stood to catch his breath, looking
down over the valley below.  As he had guessed, the bowl-shaped valley was the
crater of a long dormant volcano, one of many in the range.  It was by no means
the largest, but neither was it the smallest; it seemed the perfect place for
the keep.


But something was wrong.  The terrain was not right, not
bare and rocky enough.  Galorin’s Keep could not be here.  His heart sank in
his chest, but he shrugged up his rucksack once more and carefully scanned the
walls of the crater, hoping to see thick gray stone walls standing aloof and
inscrutable high above a barren cliff wall.  He had seen the place countless
times in his dreams; he would know it at once.


Instead, he saw a thick ring of forest covering the gentle
slopes of the crater walls that broke only occasionally at falls of rock and
trickles from high springs.  The trees below him looked as ancient as any he
had ever seen, and the underbrush grew thick in the rich volcanic soil, as
thick as if it were still summer.  Where the slopes eased away into the low
grassy valley, the trees and underbrush ended abruptly, as if the land had been
cleared for farming.


He glanced at the old trees and then down into the valley
itself.  Apparently this volcano had been asleep for many centuries; it was in
no danger of erupting today.


Then he saw something odd, something that made him stare for
a moment, and if he had not stared at it so directly, he might have looked
right past it.


Just a few hundred yards from the forest’s edge below him,
he saw a great mass of dark glossy volcanic rock gleaming in the sun.  From
here it looked to be no more than a lumpy bulge of black, the chronic seepings
of a boil on the volcano’s skin, nothing more.  But his eyes would not leave
it, and as he watched, it seemed to reshape itself in his mind, slowly, awkwardly,
until at last he saw what it was.  What it had to be.


His heart raced, and his breath came quickly in the thin
air.  This was nothing like the heavily fortified place he had seen in his
dreams.  Nothing at all.  Thoughts flew through his mind of falling prey to
deception, of having chosen the wrong stone from the river, of having come all
this way to find nothing at all.


Nothing?  His eyes narrowed.  He had certainly found
something here, Galorin’s Keep or no.  So perhaps the dreams had been a
deception, or maybe they were meant to lead him somewhere else.  His heart
jumped again.  Perhaps this was Galorin’s Keep after all. 


His inclination was to race down through the trees at all
speed toward that huge dark edifice, but he schooled himself to calm and tested
each step just as he had the whole way up from the rotten cliffs.  He had not
found his way here, wherever here was, only to die of recklessness at the
doorstep.


But just as he had since Montor, he found the path before
him clear and unmistakable.  Huge thorny brambles seemed set to guide him along
the only possible course through the thick forests to the valley floor.  He
could not hope to leave that path if he tried, not without burning the brambles
off first.  So he shrugged the rucksack up on his shoulder and crossed the
ridge.


 


 


“Hold,” spoke Hallin.  He crouched below the top of the
blunted ridge ahead of them and moved himself up carefully, only until he could
see down into the valley below.  He would not have Dith accidentally spy them
coming over this rise, not now, not when he had him trapped so neatly in this
bowl and with his back to them besides.  This ugly, rocky hole would be their
battleground, he told himself.  A pity it was that he would have to kill Dith
before he had led them to the keep, but having come this far, he was sure they
could find it alone.  He would not get another chance like this.


He could see Dith moving easily between the highest of the
rocks, the steepest and sharpest; occasionally the familiar gold of his robes
flashed between the rocks and moved as steadily here as it had beside the
river, as if over open ground.  Hallin ground his teeth together again and
spat.  He moved without a care, this Dith did, without a single care, while
three men, men who had stood to guarantee Hallin’s fee—good men, he allowed
grudgingly, who had shared many a cup and meal with him these tendays—lay dead
of Galorin’s traps.  Men whose deaths had served to keep him alive.  Hallin’s
lips thinned.  When he found Galorin, he would kill him, too.


Tawn crept along the ground and stopped beside him,  “He is
just below.”


“I’ve eyes,” snapped the hunter.


“If we creep down, the four of us, we could surround—”


“No,” Hallin answered abruptly. He was going to kill Dith
himself.  He had not hunted this mage for Rjeinar and for Kadak over the last
six years to have him fall to someone else by Limigar’s whim, and he was in no
mood to argue shares of the bounty besides.  There was more to it than just
gold now, and payment or not, legal bounty or not, Dith the Merciless was
finally his.  He glanced sharply at the questions in Tawn’s pinched features
before he turned back to watch Dith’s progress.  “No,” he repeated softly. 
“You’d be done to cinders at ten paces of him.”


“A good bow, and I’d have him from here,” muttered the
Hadrian darkly.  He motioned the other two to join him beside Hallin.  “A
single arrow, just at his neck, and we’d be headed home.”


“Fool, have you been awake at all these tendays?” seethed
Hallin.  “You seen his works; he’ll not fall but to a righteous blast of
magic.”  Then he looked at the men who crouched beside him and gave them a hard
smile.  “You’ve done your piece getting me here, lads; the rest falls to me. 
Now stand ye down and wait.”


From then on, his attention was entirely upon the occasional
flashes of gold between the boulders and the rugged, rocky plain just beyond. 
Very soon Dith would be out there in the open, forced to slow his pace over the
field of rocks and made virtually defenseless, at least for a moment.  Long enough. 
Hallin rolled up his sleeves.  It would have to be long enough.


 


 


The trees thinned only a little before they ended rather
immediately at the edge of the wide valley.  It seemed a land cleared and
tilled soft for farming except that no one farmed here, and wild grasses had
filled the fields.  The whole of the valley seemed deserted save the dark and
unnatural edifice ahead.  As he left the shelter of the trees, as his eyes once
more adjusted to the glare of the sun, Dith slowed his step and stared.


 


 


Hallin held his breath, held his attack ready for just the
right moment, the moment when Dith was clear of the trees, just a bit away from
those boulders, just a little closer to those rocks ahead.


But instead, Dith had stopped.  Trees still at his back, he
had stopped to gawk at the lumpy stand of rocks just ahead of him, as if those
particular rocks stood out somehow from the rest.  Hallin breathed deeply,
impatiently, and willed him to step forward.  Just.  One.  More.  Step.


“Hallin,” spoke Tawn worriedly at his elbow.  He was
frowning over a handful of soil.  “Hallin, the ground here—”


“Peace,” hissed the mage, raising his hands.  “Sure it can
wait.”


 


 


In thick ragged lines below the grass, Dith saw swirls of
clear black sand and shards of ancient obsidian, some made dull by wind and
rain and volcanic heat, others still deadly sharp. The dark curtain walls of
Galorin’s castle had fallen countless centuries ago; the broken rubble of many
battles clotted the valley in great glassy heaps that seemed at first glance
only random seepings from the volcano, and this sharp sand below his feet was
what the elements had slowly broken away.


But the keep itself...


No.  It could not be.  He squinted and stumbled forward in
amazement, and suddenly he could see the whole of the keep itself.  His heart
pounded in his chest.


The high corner towers of the keep rose above the valley
floor, not laid in crude chunks by masons, nor even carved by artisans from
single blocks of stone, but rather moulded and blown from the very blood of the
volcano itself.  It was nothing to make a volcano erupt; he could do as much
now if he so chose.  But to control it, to direct the flow so carefully, so
artfully—he doubted any mage alive, any mage in history, had ever shown such
delicacy—to create such a castle would take the finesse of Galorin himself. 
The glassy obsidian walls were dark, nearly transparent, buttressed with
magical power and protected, not by the destroyed curtain walls, but by the
defenses Galorin had built throughout the range.  The whole mountain was his
castle.


But those famed defenses had failed.  The magnificent towers
stood smashed and shattered, still whole in silhouette, but opaqued to a milky
gray with infinite cracks and breaks and held together such that a sharp breath
might blow them apart.  The walls between those towers were blasted outward,
and their sharp obsidian pieces littered the whole of the crater floor, even as
far away as the fallen curtain walls where Dith stood.


The keep, though still standing, had been gutted.


Grass.  Thin weedy grass. This ground had not been tilled;
the forest near the keep had been razed to the ground.  His scalp prickled. 
Extreme heat had dulled the obsidian sand at his feet, but not the heat of the
volcano.  The heat of an intense magical attack, a fire that gutted not only
the keep but the whole valley.  None of the lush ancient forest of the crater
walls grew in this valley; he saw here no tiny seedling trees, no low brush,
just the last season’s growth of prairie grasses.  Whatever had happened here
had happened since the war’s end, maybe even since he left Graymonde.  He had
come too late.


Galorin is—


Dith scowled, remembering the Hadrian’s comment in Montor. 
He had dismissed the man’s remark at the time, as well as Dalthaz’s silencing
gesture, the careworn eyes over the sly mayoral smile.  His mind raced.  The
shutters drawn shut behind him, the locked stores.  The strangely empty
streets.  The woman who fainted.  They had known, standing in the shadow of
their desecrated temple, they had known right well what had happened here.  He
swallowed anxiously.


Galorin is—


What? he wanted to shout into the sky.  Dead, missing?  His
eyes narrowed in rage.  They might even have had a hand in it somehow, and by
the gods, if they had...


He shut his eyes a moment to force the anger back down into
his gut.  No.  Those people had been terrified of him, even before he destroyed
the temple, even before they learned his name.  If they had destroyed Galorin’s
Keep, they would not have shown such fear over one more wandering mage. 
Something, someone, had made them afraid, and now he felt certain it had
nothing to do with the bandits in the temple.  He opened his eyes and looked
out over the field before him once more.


For the first time, he saw what he had been looking past,
what his mind had refused to allow him to see.  The moist, mulchy soil was
packed firm, but not by rain.  The ground was crushed down by footprints,
hundreds of footprints.  The light breeze had softened the lines of many of them
out in the open valley, but here he saw a few that were undisturbed, and he
crouched beside them.


They were all made by boots.  Seamless boots.  Hundreds of
them.


Dith rose a bit shakily. Hundreds.  Yes, it would have taken
that many to overthrow Galorin.  But so few of his kind had survived the war...


Even before the Syonese Resistance began its efforts to
overthrow his de facto rule and restore the House of Damerien to power,
Kadak had waged a separate war of obsession against Syon’s magic users—men and
women who, ironically enough, would otherwise have had as little interest in
Kadak and his agenda as they had in each other.  No one quite understood why,
even after the war’s end, but Kadak had been convinced that his end would come
at the hands of mages—not just any mages, but a special, very mysterious group
of mages.  “Them,” he called them, and he seemed to think he would know them on
sight.  How or why was anyone’s guess; nevertheless, he had expected these
beings at his door as fully as one might expect a dinner guest.


Galorin himself had been the most likely threat, so Kadak
had spent the early part of the war concentrating on finding him.  The
campaigns he had sent into the Hodrache Range either returned with nothing or
failed to return at all, but Galorin himself had raised no hand against Kadak,
which led the rest of Syon to believe that Galorin, like his ally, the Great
Liberator, had vanished into history and legend.


On another front, Kadak had conscripted or killed every
child who showed the least ability with magic, and he had executed outright any
mages who were not in his employ.  Those his troops and bounty hunters could
find, that is.  But even during the worst of the slaughter, those of the Art
had not joined their forces against him, something the rest of Syon had found
curious and still viewed with suspicion.


Some families over the years, like Dith’s, had managed to
hide their gifted children from Kadak, and while the noble houses knew better
than to provoke Kadak by keeping resident mages, those who were sympathetic to
the Resistance quietly supported them as they could, so that Syon always had a
few, a precious few, rogue sorcerers wandering the land, always in hiding,
always under threat of death.  Always under suspicion, even by the Resistance. 
When they were betrayed, for it was always when, not if, with the
bounties Kadak offered, they were killed outright.  If a mage had somehow
survived his first betrayal, if he had learned to see the signs of his next
betrayal early enough, then he might have survived, as Dith had.


Needless to say, most had not survived the first betrayal,
much less any others.  Since the war, Dith had seen only two sorcerers, three
if he were to include the horsed one below the cliff, all on different
occasions and all at a distance, and these had gone to great pains to avoid
crossing his path.  But here, before him, he saw the tracks of an army of
mages, apparently united towards one unbelievable end: Galorin’s death.


He ran now across the field of tamped footprints, heedlessly
adding his own and hoping against every rational thought in his mind that
Galorin might somehow still be in the keep, might somehow still be alive
somewhere in those ruins.


But something was wrong.  Not three paces from where he had
started, a great swell of fear and the heat of power suddenly surged through
his body, and he paused, confused, suddenly under attack again, naked and alone
and in the thick of a war again, but against whom?  The ones who had attacked
Galorin?  Tornado winds whirled around him carrying sharp obsidian shards and
chunks of heavy volcanic rock toward him at amazing speed.  At the same time,
the footprints beneath his feet began to liquefy, to melt away, and the ground
began to suck at his feet to pull him down.  Worse still, his chest felt
painfully tight.


 


 


High on the crater’s rim, Hallin had seen Dith start his
panicked run for the keep, and his eyes widened.  Why did he run unless—Dith
knew somehow that they were there, and he was making a dash for Galorin!  But
Dith knew they were there.  Whatever defenses he had readied, Hallin could not
stop now; he would never get another chance.  Even if Dith was expecting an
attack, he might be able to hold off one, perhaps even two, but he could not
hope to stand against three.  No mage had ever withstood all three.


So Hallin had let loose the tremendous bundles of power he
had laid by. His body surged forward, and he had grunted with the effort to
control the flow of his energy into the wind and stones, the ground, Dith’s very
heart.  The veins stood out at his temples and in both forearms where his robe
sleeves had fallen back, and sweat dripped to the ground until at last,
strength spent, his arms dropped to his sides.  He was too exhausted to look up
and see the result of his efforts.


But Tawn had been watching Dith, had seen him stumble in the
sand and raise his hand back toward them in what seemed no more than a weak
gesture of surrender, a plea for them to desist.  As distorted ripples of power
hurtled toward them through the still air of the crater, and as the huge rocks
and boulders below them seemed to flicker and run like mud, seemed to become
trees and underbrush for only a moment before they rumbled and fell away,
Tawn’s eyes grew wide and a gasp hung soundless on his lips.  He jerked Hallin
up by the arm and dragged him away at a dead run, shouting for Geretous and
Haan to follow.  A few moments later, the searing heat and concussion knocked
him senseless to the ground.


 


 


Dith sank gasping against the trunk of the nearest tree, his
heart still pounding furiously but no longer about to burst in his chest.  He
drew a deep breath and held it, listening, watching.  Above him, through the
sounds of landslides and falling trees, he heard no movement, none of the
sounds that an army might make moving through the trees, not so much as the
sound of a single man.


Ahead, between where he sat and the now completely crumbled
towers of the keep, the ground had hardened again, though the footprints of the
strange army of mages were gone, and the ground lay covered by the rain of
obsidian shrapnel that Dith’s latent defenses had so readily hurled away from
him.


Defenses.  He worked to catch his breath and glanced back
over his shoulder through the trees, to where he could begin to make out a
great bare swath of land through the falling dust and smoke.  High on the newly
formed cliffs, at either side, trees teetered and fell into the new canyon, and
the unstable soil and rock at the sides sloughed away into the steam and heat
below to broaden the cut he had made.  He pursed his lips and sighed.


It could have been worse.


His reaction had been no more than reflex, no more than his
own instinct for self-preservation crawling from the scaly underbelly of his
brain to rip away every shred of self-control and discipline he had built over
the last several months.  And if it had not, he told himself, he might have
been killed.


Where were they, why were they waiting?  Surely he had not
destroyed a whole army at a single blow.  Or was this the last remnant of
Galorin’s great defenses?


He listened again to the forest above, to the cries of the
birds circling over the fallen land and to the echoes returning from the far
side of the valley.  Nowhere did he hear the faintest sound of men.  No
footfalls, no treelimbs moving aside, nothing.  Yet they were there; they must
still be there.  What were they doing?


Slowly, he rose to his feet.


 


 


Hallin flattened himself against a large rock and cradled
his wrist against his chest.  Blood dripped into his eyes from a cut on his
forehead, and he shook it away angrily.  Above him, high on the edge of the
rim, Geretous lay crushed beneath the rocks, and Haan was nowhere to be found. 
He had just disappeared, carried down with the first great tumbling rush of
rock and trees.  But for Hallin’s own defenses and Tawn’s reflexes, he and Tawn
might have been killed as well; he could not be bothered with a bit of blood in
his eyes.  


“You see him?” he called.


Below him, Tawn moved awkwardly between the strange
boulders, stumbling over broken rock and gravel.  His left leg was swollen at
the knee, and his back was flayed and raw beneath the torn woolen cloth of his
cloak and his tunic.  His face, when he turned back to Hallin, was bruised and
caked with blood.  “He can’t have gone far, Hallin.”


The hunter did not answer, but moved down over the rocks,
catching himself on his shoulder or his elbow rather than his hand, until he
was beside Tawn.  “There,” he spoke darkly, pointing with his good hand down
toward the same place where Dith had emerged before.  Even as he spoke, he saw
a flicker of gold move at the edge of the rocks.


Hallin smiled grimly and raised his hands.


The rocks above where Hallin had pointed, above where Tawn
saw the edge of a gold sleeve, seemed to swell, almost to throb with the energy
Hallin poured into them, until all at once they blasted apart to thunder down
in a great heap.  Once the dust settled Tawn cried out in victory and thumped
Hallin on the back, for beneath their new heap of rock, he could see the winter
sun glimmering off a spot of seamless gold cloth.


But Hallin’s face was pale, and he clutched his broken wrist
in agony.  The flesh of his forearm was blistered and burned just below his
wrist where his power had eddied behind the shattered bone.  Tawn tore away
strips of his own jerkin and rubbed them with the greasy dried beef he carried
in his pack before he wrapped them around Hallin’s arm, the better to keep the
cloth from sticking in the burned flesh.  The mage would survive it, though
Tawn doubted the hand would be worth saving by the time they reached Montor,
but if such was the price paid to see this Dith dead, so be it. 


“Hallin,” he whispered, casting a glance back toward the
gold cloth beneath the stones, “you’ve done it.  You’ve destroyed him.”


Hallin was barely conscious, but he nodded.


“Come, we must fetch his head,” huffed the Hadrian, setting
his shoulder under Hallin’s good arm, “and then it’ll be time we went our
ways.”  He put his back into lifting the mage to his feet and stumbled under
the man’s weight.


“Hallin, is it?”


“Aye, Hallin of Graeme,” sighed the wounded mage in defeat. 
He took his own weight from Tawn’s shoulders and stood unsteadily.  “Dith, I
presume.” He looked around himself half-heartedly, as if he did not really expect
to see anyone standing nearby.  When he heard no answer, he spoke up
impatiently.  “Dith, also called the Merciless, the Impenitent—”  He coughed.


“The same.”  The voice seemed to come from somewhere to the
right now.  “I see you’ve heard of me.”


“Aye.”  Hallin tried to step forward but stumbled.  He would
have fallen except that Tawn caught him.  It was no use.  He did not have the
strength to face Dith, not now.  One arm was burned and useless, and he had
already spent almost every bit of energy he had.  After years of hunting mages,
of planning and plotting and driving them into traps, of forcing them to waste
their power, now this one had finally drawn him out, trapped him here exhausted
and injured, and now, this one would destroy him.  Hallin cleared his throat. 
“Tracked you through the Range, I have, by order of the mayor of Montor.”  He
raised his good arm unsteadily toward Dith’s voice, not readying an attack but
merely in defense.  “I’m sent to fetch your head.”


Dith made no sound, no motion.  A bounty hunter.  Just
another bounty hunter.  He almost laughed.  The thought struck him as
ludicrous, standing here within clear view of the greatest treasure any mage
had ever found.  Standing here above the ruins of Galorin’s Keep.  Above the
footprints of an army.  Was this bounty hunter blind or just terribly
shortsighted?


“I see,” he murmured at last, letting a slight note of
amused disappointment into his voice.  “Forgive me; I mistook you for a mage.”


Hallin snarled at the insult and flexed his one good hand,
and a ripple of heat split the air.  His intended victim had already moved well
away, and Hallin watched the rock wall absorb this last flare of his energy
without buckling and melting away as it should have, as it would have if he had
been any less exhausted.  If he could have used both his hands to direct the
power.  He completed the gesture with a dismissive wave.  


“You mistook nothing, and have your head I will, if not
today...”  He coughed again and fell gasping against Tawn’s shoulder.


Dith said nothing and watched the white-hot flames climb the
bark of the old trees, crackling and popping in the green wood beneath it and
right next to Hallin’s head, yet the hunter seemed oblivious even to the smoke
and heat of it.  Limbs high above him burned hot, ready to fall on him, but he
did not move; neither did his Hadrian companion.  Fascinating.  Dith cast a
quick glance down toward the keep’s ruins, then a few hundred feet nearer,
toward where he had fallen back after Hallin’s attack.  The stump of the great
tree was still smoldering, and charred bits of wood scattered the ground. 
Beneath them, the tiny scrap of gold cloth he had torn from his robes and stuck
to a branch still glimmered.


He raised his hand a moment, a storm of frozen rain and ice
in his fingertips.  Then he looked at the two men, the one pale with pain and
depleted, the other struggling to support his weight, and he lowered his hand
again.  They would never survive the cold.  Instead, he turned away.


“Hallin,” he called a few moments later from a spot well
below them, and both men moved almost involuntarily toward his voice.  A second
later, a thick fiery limb fell where they had been standing, and the two men
looked back.  What they saw there, since they apparently did not see fire, Dith
could only guess.  “Hallin,” he called again, and slowed his words to be
certain the man understood, “the forest burns behind you.”  He expected to see
perhaps a quizzical or befuddled look on the man’s face, or possibly a look of
revelation.  Instead, he saw two expressions of shock, of sheer terror, of
frozen gasping fear, and not of the flames but of him, as if he had set the
invisible woods afire himself to block their escape.  Fools.  Meanwhile, the
fire spread above them on the mountain.  “Best you see to it,” he prompted
before he turned away.


At the charred stump that marked the forest edge, he heard a
hideous cry of pain from high on the rim, a scream of such agony that he
stopped, wondering whether Hallin and his companion had been swallowed by the
flames.  But the fire was gone to no more than steamy mist, and a moment later,
as if in quiet confirmation, a rush of cool damp air swept down toward him and
on toward the keep just below.


By the time he reached the ruined glassy towers of the keep,
he could make out the dusty gray of Hallin’s robes shambling off balance
through the trees high on the crater wall, and the Hadrian dragging him along,
supporting his weight.  Whether by Hallin’s decision or no, they were no longer
pursuing Dith, no longer even looking down into the valley after him, but were
instead making their way up toward the rim, and most probably, back to Montor. 
There, once Hallin’s arm had been tended, they might set out after Dith again,
but by that time he hoped to be well away from this place and with nothing left
behind him but a cold trail.


Dith shifted his rucksack to his other shoulder as he moved
past what remained of the high obsidian doorway and peered into the keep.  What
he had expected to see there, he could not say, but he was disappointed.


The keep had indeed been gutted. No charred bits of
tapestries hung from the walls, no banners, no burnt wood of chairs or tables. 
Nothing but collapsed obsidian stone.  He shrugged up the rucksack and stepped
a bit reluctantly into the keep, half expecting the rest of the walls to come
tumbling down around him.  But they did not.


He supposed his feet crunched over what remained of the roof
and the upper two floors; the ceiling above stood open to the sky, and what
remained of the towers had only just crumbled down into the stairways at the
four corners of the great hall.  Thus, in only a moment, he had surveyed the
whole of the ruins.


Any furnishings Galorin might have kept had been utterly
destroyed or taken as spoils, so that the walls were barren but for their
amazing weblike pattern of shattering, and of Galorin himself Dith found
nothing but a small bit of metal cloth: gold cloth, like that of his own robes,
and of an eerily perfect match with the strip he had torn away to fool Hallin.


In a few places, especially near the center of the great
hall, the smooth obsidian floor shone through beneath thick piles of rubble, a
flawless glassy floor that glowed a dark, distant blood red.  He bent to touch
it, to feel the comforting warmth that rose from it, and he understood why the
floor was still intact.  Far below, how many miles or leagues he could not
know, but the whole of the floor reached down to the heart of the volcano.


Most of the floor glowed with only the barest glimmer of red
light, no more than a hint under the deep black of the obsidian, but as he
approached the center of the great hall, the place best guarded in the whole
keep, the light grew brighter—ever so slightly brighter—barely enough that he
should notice.  Dith licked his lips and stashed the tiny bit of cloth in his
rucksack.


He brushed aside what he could with his foot, clearing a
path toward the center of the hall where the debris was heaped the highest.  He
kicked violently at the thick piles of stone that blocked his view of the
floor, then got down on his knees to push it all aside, to rake it away until
his hands bled with cuts.  His mind only barely registered the burned black rug
he pulled away at last.


Then he sat back.  The name he had just called out still
hung on the air.  Galorin!  But no; Galorin was not here.  Just where the floor
should have been hottest, just where it should have glowed bright red, it was
cold and black.  He was looking at a huge black bubble in the obsidian.


Dith laughed bitterly and fingered the burned rug he had
cast away so hastily.  A modest rug, he saw now, set down to cover the only
flaw in the whole keep.  Tears dribbled meanly down his face, and he brushed
them away with an angry swipe to hear them sizzle over the hot obsidian.  He
had touched the illusion.  He had touched the illusion and found it wanting,
and now Galorin’s Keep fell cheap to his eye.


Sizzle.


The sound was gone now, but that stone had not been hot
enough to...  He rose suddenly, feeling a great heat beneath his feet.  He
backed away, watching the red glow rise, not over the whole floor, to his utter
relief, but just around the blackness of the bubble.  Thready white-hot veins
wormed tiny delicate ways through the topmost layer above the bubble, vaporizing
the stone in gentle puffs as they went until at last, the floor stood open. 
Then they subsided, and the red heat cooled away.


Below the open floor, obsidian stairs gleamed in the
sunlight that fell through the open ceiling, a spiral of black glass untouched
in the harrowing of the keep, and in the chamber below, bathed in the subsiding
glow of the mountain’s lifeblood...  


“Oh, my sweet Gikka.”  Dith squeezed the strap of his
rucksack and descended the stairway into the heart of Galorin’s Keep.


 


 












Twenty


Castle Brannagh


Besides
the sheriff and herself, only a dozen knights remained now who still showed no
signs of the plague, and Renda had brought these last few out into the fields
once more, perhaps for the last time before the frosts, to gather as much of
the remaining grain as they could. Field after field remained unharvested and
likely would.  They would continue the harvest as long as they could after the
Feast of Bilkar, but once the fields froze, the remaining grain would not be
worth gathering.


She smiled coldly to think how much she sounded like her
father now, worrying after the grain.  But this was a battle she could win, or
at least fight.  She could do nothing about the plague.


The grim truth was that with so many dead or dying, they
likely already had enough grain gathered, or near enough.  They might have a
lean year, but Brannagh would not starve.  And while they would not have any
grain to sell, the other noble houses should be able to manage without Brannagh
grain, assuming the plague was kept just to Brannagh lands.  Syon would not
starve.


Once again, Brannagh’s knights were dying for Syon.


Watching them die under the impotent touch of the priests
had been hard enough, but now she felt each loss all the more keenly because of
the handful of cures the priests had worked.  When there was no cure, there had
been no hope to dash.


Two of the five cured, the two worst stricken, were kept
asleep until their wounds could be finally healed, and the other three bore
wicked scars, but they were alive.  As far as anyone could tell, no single
trait marked these five, no peculiar strength or virtue, save that each was a
knight and not a villager, and so their cures had had to be kept secret.  The
cures had come hard upon each other, all within the space of two days, but near
a month had passed since the priests had managed to cure anyone else.  So no
one, not even her father who had witnessed each miracle as it happened, was
fool enough to take hope from the cures, not even enough to hope for one more.


She hoped that the plague had not reached as far as Windale,
but she had heard no word from Sir Kerrick or the knights who had accompanied
him, and she feared the worst.


She swung her scythe viciously through the wheat, wondering
as she often did of late whether she was standing in yet another field cutting
through another row of grain or whether she lay in bed dreaming it.  Not that
it mattered.  She was certain she hewed her way through as much grain in her
dreams as she did in the fields, and, as exhausted as she was right now, she
might be doing both, for all of her.  She stopped a moment to wipe her blade
and found herself looking once again toward the west, toward Farras.


“Renda.”  The sheriff set down his scythe and mopped the
sweat from his face in spite of the cold air, and though his voice was quiet,
she could not miss the weary tone.  “You were there when Colaris returned.  The
scrollcase was empty.  You gave her warning and well in advance; what more did
she need?”  He smiled encouragingly.


She looked up at him.  “I tell myself so,” she frowned,
turning again toward Farras, “but I cannot help but recall the sneer on
Maddock’s face.  He had her sword, Father.  Gikka would never part with that
sword.”


“Which is precisely why they believe she is dead.”


“But I wonder that she has yet to reclaim it or send word to
us.”  She almost could not form the thought, much less speak it aloud.  “Is it
possible he actually killed her, Father?”


“He did not bring back her body, Renda.”  Lord Daerwin
touched her torn tunic sleeve.  “Take courage from that simple truth.  Had he
killed her, he would have carried her on his own back, if need be, to hang her
upon our gates.  As to why she has not yet reclaimed it,” he shrugged.  “I
could name a score of reasons, as could you, were you any less worried for
her.”


“Perhaps,” she sighed and looked toward the field ahead of
her.  Suddenly the two knights who stood sentry in the fields reached for their
swords.


“Peace, peace!” cried the Bremondine man, raising his hands
above his head.  He waved back over his shoulder to where Matow was following
behind him.  “Can’t keep up, that one, on account of his poor legs, but it’s
him as sends me this way, lads.”  He spied Lady Renda and moved toward her, but
the two sentry knights held him back with their swords.  “I bring news from
Farras.”


“No, it’s all right.”  At Renda’s word, the sentries backed
away.  “What news?” she asked, almost breathlessly.


The messenger smiled gamely.  “Sent, I was, and with the
message whole in my mind, but in the coming,” he said, turning to the sheriff,
“I seen something as might be of interest to His Honorship, as well.”


 


 


“Speak,” ordered the sheriff when, a few moments later, the
audience chamber doors closed behind him.


“Eh, not so fast, there,” grinned the Bremondine.  He
settled himself into a chair and crossed his legs.  “Now, I done been paid, and
handsome well, too, to fetch along this message for Mistress Renda, aye, and to
take back a reply, but I ain’t seen no coin as to pay for my news, not yet.”


The sheriff’s expression darkened.


“Then again,” the Bremondine offered hastily, “I’d be just
as happy to take what you think it worth after I speak it.”


The sheriff slowly lowered himself into his own chair behind
the huge desk.


“Fine, then.”  The messenger cleared his throat and edged
forward in his seat.  “Fine.  First, the message for my lady.”  He closed his
eyes a moment and spoke in an expressionless voice.  “It’s not much.  ‘We’s
safe and sound, the boy and me, our mounts and what we could carry, by your
design.  The scoundrels burnt out the Hall, slaughtered the animals and took my
sword—the very one you gave me.  An the plague were none, I’d have got it back
twice by now.  Makes me wish I had kilt the old witch.’”


Lord Daerwin glanced at Renda but he said nothing.


After a moment of uncomfortable silence, the messenger
shrugged.  “Is all she had to say.”


Renda nodded with relief.  “By way of reply,” she began,
taking a parchment from her father’s desk.


“You could write it, you could,” interrupted the Bremondine,
“an you would keep it all confidence-like, you could, and I’d be all too happy
to set it in her hand, aye.  But I’m a memory messenger, me, and no message is
safer kept than in mine own head.”


She looked up at him briefly before she put the parchment
back in the drawer.  “Very well, then,” she said agreeably.  “Tell her—”


They heard a knock at the audience chamber door, and Sir
Matow stood outside, leaning painfully against the wall.  “Begging your pardon,
my lord,” he said, bowing his head, “but I see something at the northeastern
horizon—”


“Blast,” snarled the Bremondine.  “So much for my news.”


“Something?”  Lord Daerwin stood.


“Apologies, my lord.”  The sentry looked down.  “My eyes are
not as sharp...”


“Of motley, and spread along the roadway, is it?” asked the
Bremondine.


“No,” spoke Sir Matow uncertainly.  “I saw but a mere speck
of blue on the horizon ere I came to report, of a shade just darker than the
sky.  But sire, the villagers have seen it, as well, and they approach the
gates.”  He would have said more, but instead, he stood aside to let the
sheriff pass.


The villagers.  Maddock.  Renda looked at the Bremondine a
moment before asking, “You know what it is that brings the villagers, then?”


“Aye,” breathed the Bremondine dejectedly.  “The blue is a
Hadrian all bedecked and canopied and sitting astride a horse.  If you can
imagine it.  Behind him comes some ten more or so of varied hue and creed,
likewise of power and prestige, aye.” Renda’s eyes widened and she rushed after
her father.  She heard the messenger behind her telling the confused Matow,
“It’s your cardinal, lad, and a bloody decury more of his ilk, come to call at
Brannagh!”


 


 


For the first time since Chatka’s death, the remaining
villagers had come along the road to stand at the far side of the dry moat. 
Until now, they had been careful to hide their numbers since Maddock’s attack
on Graymonde Keep, to hide their meetings and their plotting against the House
of Brannagh.  Renda and her father, looking out at them from the castle gate,
wondered if even they could see how depleted in number they had been by the
plague.  But while they had been careful to hide their numbers from the
knights, so she and her father had not let it be known how many remained of his
knights.  Moments from now, they would see that even as they stood, they still
outnumbered those of the castle.  Maddock would see.


Of the two thousand common men and women of Brannagh who had
returned from the war, no more than a hundred remained, and of those, only a
few still had their families with them at roadside beyond the dry moat.  None
bore obvious weapons, and on the whole, they seemed far less concerned with the
castle itself than with those who peeked above the rise half a mile to the
east.


Her father raised his hand, and two of his knights drew up
the portcullis and lowered the drawbridge.  Once the gates were open, Renda led
nine fully armored knights out to escort the cardinal and his retinue within
the castle walls.  The other three, having just come in from the fields, were
at once taken with fits of coughing and had to be sent to the hospice.  Once
the last of the ten mounted knights had ridden out, the gate closed behind him,
leaving them alone to make their way past the surly clump of villagers to where
the assemblage of clerics rode toward them.


Renda rode ahead of the others with her hand resting on her
sword hilt, a warning if not an outright threat to the villagers and farmers
who had once fought under her banner.  Her gaze traveled over their sullen expressions. 
The only thing keeping them at bay was the promise of the approaching cardinal.


A rotting tomato thudded against her breastplate, and a gasp
traveled through both the knights and the villagers.  Murmurs of disbelief and
fear rose to her ears, and behind her, she heard the knights hands go to their
swords.  Her own hands were still at her reins, but she felt the villagers’
worried glances.  Maddock had thrown it at her, she was sure.  Maddock or
Botrain, the self-proclaimed leaders against Brannagh.  Nothing would suit them
better than to provoke an attack from the knights.


“What are you thinking, man?”  One of the farmers pushed
Botrain and almost knocked him into the dirt.  “You provoke the knights, and
we’ll not live to see our cure.”


“Remember Chatka’s words?”  Botrain’s voice boomed over the
crowd.  “See the red on her breast, and the blue, yonder?”  He spat.  “It’s as
Chatka foretold.  We’ll see no cure, mark my words.”


Renda frowned worriedly behind her visor and nudged Alandro
faster.  What was it Brada had said?  Prophecy, such a delicate thing.  Renda
brushed the disgusting red pulp from her armor as she rode, ignoring the angry
whispers around her.  Red on the Lioness’s breast, it was, but surely Chatka
had meant blood or treachery or some such, not something as insipid as a
tomato.


Had Botrain not thrown the tomato at her, had he not forced
that part of the prophecy, the blue of the cardinal’s robes might have gone
unmarked by the rest.  In any case, Botrain had fulfilled only part of Chatka’s
prophecy, the part under his control; the rest was under the sheriff’s control,
and he would simply prove their worries false.  Then, with the plague cured and
the prophecies made false, the witch’s hold over them might finally be broken,
and the sheriff could open negotiations with Maddock and Botrain.  All might
not be lost.


The Hadrian slowed his horse at Renda’s approach, and his
elaborate blue-tasseled canopy bobbled dangerously.  His pale eyes scanned her,
stopped on the tomato stain on her armor, looked over her retinue.  Satisfied,
he bowed his head.


“I am called Valmerous, Cardinal of Vilkadnazor the Unshod.”


“Lady Renda of Brannagh,” she said, squinting at him from
behind her visor.  Unlike other Hadrians she had seen, his eyes were not quite colorless;
they seemed to draw a tiny amount of color from his coarse blue cassock,
lending them a shade that other Hadrians might find unsettling.  To her
surprise, the cardinal’s feet were quite bare.  “Welcome to Castle Brannagh,
Eminence.”


“Renda of Brannagh herself,” he said with a gentle smile. 
His Syonese was surprisingly clean with only a mild clip on some of his words,
as if he’d spent quite a lot of time away from the Hodrache Range.  “She who
defeated Kadak?  An honor, my lady.”


Aye, Kadak and his Hadrian allies besides.  But she bowed
her head graciously, hiding her impatience at the formalities.  “The honor is
mine, Eminence.”  To her relief, she saw about him none of the bishop’s wispy
black veils, only a merry unwavering blue aura, the blessing of his god.  She
cast a quick glance along the road lined with angry villagers.  “But we must
hurry.”


“Yes, of course,” he said, clucking to his horse to move
forward.  “Lead on.”


“Eminence!”  A ragged woman stumbled along the road toward
the cardinal and reached up gratefully to clutch at the blue homespun of his
robes, trying to slow him, trying to lay but one finger of her hand upon him,
hoping to carry some of his strength away with her.


But the cardinal only smiled down at her and released
himself from her clutches.  “Patience,” he soothed, looking into the woman’s
wild eyes.  “We must to the castle first.”  He looked up at Renda, and his eyes
twinkled.  “I confess, I had thought us too late when we saw the burnt and
abandoned houses.  Faith, no one drew water from wells, no one drove animals
along the roads.  I despaired when I saw no children dodging and scrambling
about the streets.  I am surprised and grateful that so many remain, even
outside the castle walls.”


“Please,” the woman sobbed and coughed, at last falling back
as he kicked his horse up into a pleasant trot.  “He’s dying, please, I beg of
you, help him!”


Renda slowed her mount, expecting the cardinal to answer the
poor woman’s pleas, but he rode on without looking back, looking neither left
nor right but staring only ahead, along the path to the castle.


“But he’s dying!  He can’t wait!”


“Madam,” spoke one of the priests as he passed the woman,
“you must understand.  We’ve been summoned by the sheriff.  We must not stop
until we reach the castle.”


Renda looked back, and the red tomato stain on her armor
seemed to burn through to her heart.  Chatka’s prophecy was coming true in
spite of her, in spite of the best intentions of Brannagh to save the farmers. 
She could order a stop, let the priests save this one dying man, let the
villagers take it as a token of good faith.


“The castle?”  The village woman laughed incredulously,
casting a look of contempt toward the knights.  “The sheriff!  He’s untouched
by this plague!  What of the rest of us?”


The rest of them, indeed.  The order, the simple motion of
raising her hand that would have stopped the horses and let the priests tend
this man, died without a twitch.  Renda nudged Alandro up into a trot toward
the drawbridge, trying to block out the sounds of the woman’s sobs.  The
villagers would not accept a single token healing, not when each of them had a
houseful of plague and dying.  Had the priests stopped at every stricken hovel
along the way, they would never have reached Brannagh at all.  Once inside the
castle gates, they would be best equipped to fight the plague for everyone.


“It was he who called for us,” she heard the priest say, and
turned to watch him touch the woman’s forehead comfortingly.  “I’m sorry.”


“See it now!”  The woman clutched at his deep brown habit in
desperation.  “Come, please, see it in my husband!  Then you can cure him,
aye?”


But the priest pulled himself from her grip before his horse
trotted away.  Those behind him gave her a wide berth, riding past without
letting themselves meet her eye.


Renda rode on behind the cardinal, shutting out the woman’s
cries, shutting out the rage in the villagers’ faces and their distrustful
murmurs upon seeing that the priests were all Hadrians.  Once inside the
castle, the cardinal would prove Chatka wrong.  She had to believe that.


Red and blue.  Red on the Lioness’s breast and blue at her
gates, but not for you, not for any but those who need it not.


“One of you, please,” the woman cried hopelessly, running
behind them until she fell to coughing again.  When at last she recovered her
breath, she watched them ride away over the little rise and down along the road
toward the moat of the castle.  “It would take but one of you...”


 


 


They rested for several hours after taking their midday meal,
and then the priests excused themselves to prepare for the evening’s work, to
Renda’s frustration.  She bit back her impatience and told herself not to
begrudge the cardinal and his priests a few hours of rest before they began
their work.


An hour before sunset, the cardinal presented himself to
Lady Renda and the sheriff in the audience chamber dressed in a fresh blue
cassock and with his feet still bare.  He held out a small plate with a single
gold coin in the center, and his pale eyes twinkled merrily as he watched the
sheriff and his daughter exchange perplexed glances.


“A ritual greeting,” he said with a laugh, “no more but so.”


At last the sheriff shook his head.  “Forgive our ignorance,
Cardinal Valmerous.  We are not so familiar with the Hadrian pantheon this far
to the south.”


“Ah,” the cardinal nodded, apparently disappointed.  Then he
set his plate on the sheriff’s broad desk.  “I see.”  He crossed his hands over
his lap.  “Vilkadnazor the Unshod is the Hadrian god of charity and social
order,” he explained, looking for understanding in their eyes.  When he saw
none, he went on.  “Those who have are blessed when they give, as are those who
have not when they receive.”  He glanced sideways at the coin on the plate. 
“Hence our ritual greeting, to bless and remind each man—or woman, as the case
may be—of his proper place.”


Lord Daerwin nodded and immediately put two gold coins into
the plate.  At once, the sheriff’s coins disappeared leaving only the
original.  He looked up at Valmerous.  “Is this as it should be?”


The cardinal smiled gleefully.  “Yes, indeed it is.”  He
stowed the gold dish inside his robes, and at once, his expression took on a
more somber tone.  “Your messenger reached us a score of days ago.  You
mentioned disquiet in the woods and an unconsecrated grave, a corrupt
bishop...”  He shrugged apologetically.  “I had no idea.”


“Indeed,” Renda answered, “we have been in desperate
straits.  But now that you have arrived…”


Valmerous nodded.  “Yes, of course.”


Daerwin nodded and glanced at Renda.  “When I sent the
message, B’radik’s priests had not yet—”


But Valmerous continued over him.  “Had I known your
situation was so grave, I would have come at once.  Fortunately, however, on
the eve of my departure news of your plague reached me.  Else I might have come
alone.”


The sheriff fell silent and merely nodded.


“A plague that strikes those who serve the gods, even
indirectly, and that cannot be cured?”  He shook his head gravely.  “Unchecked,
this could spread over the whole of Syon, and beyond.  An irresponsible thing,
terribly irresponsible.”


Renda frowned.  Irresponsible?  Of all the words she might
have expected, that was not one.  But then Valmerous might not be as fluent in
Syonese as he had seemed at first. 


“It spreads quickly, yes?”


The sheriff nodded.  “Already we have fewer than a score of
knights, and only four priests tend the wounded—five, with my granddaughter’s
governess.”


“A governess.”  The cardinal shook his head sadly.  “I see.”


“If you would like to see for yourself—”


“So tell me, Lord Daerwin,” he continued, “How many have
died of this plague in the last two and a half, almost three months?”


Lord Daerwin looked down.  “Eminence, as you may have
noticed, we’ve had a bit of trouble with the farmers since the plague began.”


“Not surprising.”  He stroked his chin thoughtfully.


“No, I suppose not.  But the villagers keep to themselves
now, and today was the first we’ve seen of them all in one place.  When the
plague began, I had well more than five thousand men, women and children.  You
saw for yourself how few remain.”


“Yes, yes, I see.”  The cardinal nodded.  “Yet the House of
Brannagh itself remains untouched.”


Renda nodded.  “Yes, all save the knights themselves.”


The cardinal cocked his head.  “The knights, the servants, those
who are Brannagh by marriage.  All are subject to this plague?”


Renda looked at her father before answering.  “Only the
knights.  Even the last of the priests seem immune now that they are at
Brannagh.”


“Interesting.”  He smiled.  “And reassuring, I must say.”


Daerwin stood.  “If you would like to see the hospice—”


“Yes, yes, by all means,” he said, rising suddenly.  “That
would seem more urgent a prospect than a grave consecration, at any rate.  And
perhaps along the way,” he said, following the sheriff outside, “you might be
good enough to tell me more about the death of Bishop Cilder.”


 


 


Outside the door to the garrison, the cardinal’s forehead
broke out in sweat, and he drew from his cassock a blue handkerchief to cover
his nose and mouth.  “Forgive me,” he said, “but the smell is...overwhelming.”


“Indeed,” answered the sheriff, and his voice held a tone of
surprise.  “I shudder to think we’ve all grown so used to it.”  He knocked at
the garrison door.  When no immediate answer came, he cleared his throat and
knocked again.  “Our priests have made great gains in learning to fight this
plague; at first, it seemed a man might live a day or two at most ere it killed
him.  But now, thanks to Arnard and the rest, we have knights and villagers who
survive it for up to a tenday ere they succumb.”


“A bitter blessing, that,” spoke the cardinal through his
cloth.  “If they must die within the tenday, it were better they died
forthwith, yes?  To spare them the pain?”


“Except that our priests have managed to cure it, as well.” 
Renda smiled proudly, ignoring the dark look from her father.  “Some five of
our knights have been saved, praise B’radik.”


“Cured, did you say!  Well,” he laughed into his
handkerchief, “I suppose you’ve no need of our help, then.”


“On the contrary,” answered the sheriff quietly, “we’ve more
need of you now than ever before.”  He knocked again, more insistently.  “We’ve
begun receiving victims from nearby monasteries and convents, as well as the
parish churches and temples, all those who serve B’radik.  I’ve had no word
from Her high temple, however, and I fear the worst.”


“All these are on Brannagh land,” Valmerous noted.  It was
not a question. 


The sheriff nodded.  “Our beds are kept full.  Any help you
might be able to offer,” he said with a glance toward Renda, “would be most
welcome.  Arnard!” he called and knocked again.


Arnard opened the door and stood blinking at the three
silhouettes in the doorway, unsure whether he might be imagining the broad
tasseled galero on the third figure’s head.  “Your Eminence?” he offered
weakly.


“Valmerous,” spoke the other, “Cardinal of the Temple of
Vilkadnazor the Unshod.”


“I greet you in the name of B’radik,” spoke Arnard, barely
concealing his joy, “and will sow your heart with truth and light!”  He moved
aside at once to let the cardinal enter the hospice.


Renda watched the cardinal stand in the doorway and take in
the whole of the old garrison’s bottom floor, the burlap sacks on the floors,
the priests kneeling in the sloughed dust of flesh and bone beside the dying,
the burning odors of death and vomit that drove out all the air of the place. 
His face was even more pale behind his blue handkerchief than usual, and his
clear eyes were wide.


Renda looked out over the sprawls of burlap mattresses and bodies
and wondered when exactly she had become so hardened to the sight of men’s
flesh being flensed from their bones.  When was the last time she had had the
energy to weep for one of her lost knights?  She found she could not recall the
name of the last victim who had crumbled to dust in her arms.


The cardinal stepped forward a bit hesitantly, stepping
through the dust of dying men with his bare feet, careful as he moved not to
jar or jostle their mattresses.  Renda and the sheriff followed in his wake, each
offering a word of comfort or a gentle touch to the men and women who had seen
the cardinal and wondered why he passed them by.


A young woman’s voice rang out suddenly in a strangled cry,
and Renda ran to her bedside with the cardinal and the sheriff close behind. 
The young woman, the knight Patrise who had warned them of the villagers’
approach before the attack on Graymonde, lay dying, and some part of Renda’s
mind shouted that she was in the wrong part of the hospice to be dying
already.  She still had a blanket whose lightest pressure on her skin boiled
the flesh away.  When Renda knelt beside her, the priests were working to lift
it from her as gently as they could.


Renda gasped when she saw the extent of the young woman’s
disease.  Her belly was nearly hollow now, the flesh and gut having sloughed
away, and one arm and both legs were now no more than bone.  She glanced up at
Renda with her one remaining eye and smiled as she could, raising her fingers
from the bed in a weak salute.  Then suddenly she screamed again, and Renda had
the impression of a cliff wall collapsing within her.


Renda touched her fingers gently.  “The cardinal is come,
Patrise,” she whispered, glancing over her shoulder to look at the old cleric
behind her.  When she saw that the young woman had seen the cardinal and
understood, she smiled.  “Be strong.” Renda moved to step away to let the
cardinal kneel beside the woman, but he only stood staring down at her, his
face pale and oily, his sweat cutting ruts in the dust of dying men that
covered his face above his handkerchief.  He only stared at her and did not
move.


“Renda,” whispered the young woman, and a deep fear entered
her eyes.


“Shh, do not speak.”  She looked up once more at the
cardinal, but now he only stood with his eyes closed and his head bowed.  “Save
your strength,” she murmured, turning her gaze back to her knight.  “Once you
are well again,” she whispered, willing the tears from her eyes, “once you can
ride again, we will go north to your family’s lands, to see how your brother is
minding your lands...”


But Renda could see a cloudy gray distance coming into the
young woman’s eye.  “Patrise,” she called, staring forcefully into that eye,
trying to draw her gaze once more.  “Patrise, stay.  Do not die.”  But the next
moment, the rest of the young woman’s flesh dissolved away to dust.


Arnard touched Renda’s shoulder and moved to lift the sack,
to carry it outside the garrison and dump what little remained of the young
woman’s bones into the newest mass grave.  They could not afford to mourn, he
had told her many times.  That must come later, if at all.


“No,” commanded Renda, and at the hard, angry look in her
eyes, the priest backed away.  She lifted the mattress herself and carried it
out, past the cardinal, past the sheriff, not looking up to meet their eyes,
afraid of what wrath her gaze might bespeak.  “I will see to her.”


When Renda made her way back to the hospice an hour later,
her father was standing outside the garrison with Arnard, the cardinal nowhere
to be seen.  Even from the gate, Renda could see that Arnard was twisting his
hands and pacing back and forth.  She had never seen him so upset.


“My lord, she was only struck with the cough yesternight;
she came in this morning with a mild soreness in her bones, and it was not
until her first scream, as you heard within, that her flesh began to fall
away.”  He turned away, tapping his fingers together.  “I’ve not seen any fall
so fast, not since the first days of the plague.  Since we worked—” he dropped
his voice.  “Since we worked those cures, I’ve kept several alive for ten and
twelve days at a time, and Nara and the others the same.  We were fighting it
back, and then...!  Ah, my lord, I’ve not lost one so fast since the first, and
with this one,” he fairly sobbed, “I could do nothing against it.”


The sheriff frowned.  “What are you saying?”


“I am not entirely sure,” breathed Arnard at last, rubbing
his forehead.  “This plague has been like no other since it began.  The other
priests, Nara and I, we all feel it the same.  This plague, you cannot see it
as each person’s own battle with a mindless disease.  You must see it as we do,
as a single enemy to be battled at each front, at each bedside, and then you
begin to understand.  We have not lost one of these battles so quickly, not in
the last tenday at least.”


“So you would say this plague gains strength against us once
more?”  Renda looked between the two men.  “But how?  What has changed?”


Arnard looked up at her.  “It is my thought, however absurd,
that we do not face the worst of the battle here, in this hospice.  What we do
here has some bearing, certainly, but the main of it lies elsewhere.  And it
appears that we lose ground on that front.”


The sickness is only a very small part of what you fight; it’s
meant to keep you from the real battle.


Renda shivered and drew her mantle close about her
shoulders.  Those were Pegrine’s words, so very long ago.  Real battle, but
where?  How?  She still did not know her enemy.


A priest pushed open the door and spoke a few hurried words
to Arnard, and Arnard nodded to him.  “Just praise B’radik that the cardinal
has arrived,” he said before he opened the door to go inside.  “Without him,
no, without his full complement of priests, we cannot stand against it now.”


The cardinal.  Once the door fell closed, Renda blew out a
hard, bitter breath.


The sheriff touched her shoulder.  “He was overwhelmed,
Renda.”  He nodded up toward the castle.  “Look you, the sun still shines
without, and he has already retired to prepare for tomorrow’s healings, and for
Pegrine’s—”


“Tomorrow, is it?”  She shook her head bitterly.  “I had
thought they might begin tonight.”


Lord Daerwin’s eye narrowed.  “The plague is much worse than
he had thought.  It requires special preparation.”


“Of course it does.”


“Renda, they have just come a tenday’s ride through
Bremondine territory—Hadrians, mark, riding through Bremondine lands—I’ve no
doubt they’re exhausted, frightened—and the cardinal?  Renda, he’s more
politician than priest, for all his power, and I doubt he’s been through
anything like this in fifty or a hundred years.  For him to be confronted right
away with so terrible a circumstance...”


“Do you think I don’t know about exhaustion and fear?”  Her
voice was ragged with anger when she looked up at him.  “I’ve seen men panic
before.  But Father, once I carried Patrise away, once the shock of her death
had waned, did he heal a single soul?  Heal, no,” she corrected, seeing the
expression on her father’s face, “for that would tax his strength, as you say. 
Let me say rather, did he ease the suffering of a single man, woman or child
within?”


The sheriff looked down.  “He has come to help us, and upon
his own authority, he brought ten priests with him, Renda.  You of all people
should be grateful.”


“Grateful, yes!  I am grateful unto the four winds!”  She
sat on the splitting post outside the garrison.  “But would it be so very
ungrateful of me to wish that he might have worked the least bit of healing, to
ease the pain of one that the others might take heart?”  She nodded toward the
garrison door.  “How many within might have drawn courage enough from that to
survive one more night in hopes of a full healing on the morrow?”


Her words hung in the silence of the bailey, as shrill and
desperate as the cries of the woman on the road outside.


“Renda,” her father said at last, “he cannot bring Patrise
back from the dead, and he might not have had the strength to save her, had he
tried.  What then of their courage and hope?”  Without waiting for her answer,
he turned on his heel and strode toward the castle door.  “What would you have
me do,” he demanded. “Drag him down and press my sword at his back until he
worked a healing?  Drag them all down and set them to work?”


Renda stared back at him, radiating pain and anger.  


“Best you see to your armor,” he called to her before he
went inside, “if you would attend the consecration tomorrow.”


 


 












Twenty-One


 


 


“Your
pardon, Eminence?”  The sheriff looked up from his breakfast in surprise.


“I shall go alone, of course,” the cardinal continued over
him.  He smiled patiently and stirred his knife lazily through what remained of
his food.  “The rest will remain here.  To prepare.”


“To help Arnard in hospice,” murmured Renda without meeting
her father’s glare.


The cardinal turned a drawn and haggard face to look at her,
the same weary look she had seen in her own glass.  He he had not slept well,
either.  Dismissing her remark without a word, he turned back to the sheriff. 
“I must see him, look you, if for no other reason than to assure myself that
his household is not likewise afflicted.  To lose his Grace now, with no
heir…”  He shook his head gravely.


“Lose his Grace?”  The sheriff chuckled softly.  “The duke
is in no danger, Eminence.  I received a letter from him not two days ago, and
I assure you, he is well.”  The sheriff turned back to his meal.  “You must
understand.  My nephew is very unlike his father; he is generally indisposed to
entertaining guests.”


“I would see this letter,” Valmerous snapped irritably
without looking up, as if he addressed his own servants.


“I beg your pardon,” gasped Renda.


The sheriff slowly shook his head, his gaze ever on the
cardinal.  “Surely my word is enough; it needs no evidence to bear it up.”


At this, the cardinal raised an eyebrow.  They stared at
each other until Valmerous at last lowered his gaze.  He chuckled humbly and
dabbed at his mouth with his napkin.  “I meant no insult, Lord Daerwin. 
My…request was improperly phrased.  I mean to say that, if I might be
allowed—after all, his letter might—”


Lord Daerwin shook his head.  “His letter speaks to many
concerns, Eminence, and is in my confidence.”  Then, his point made, he smiled
hospitably.  “I assure you, he is well.  You needn’t trouble yourself.”


“Nevertheless,” the Hadrian bellowed, “I am a cardinal of
Vilkadnazor the Unshod!  His Grace cannot refuse to see me.”


Ah, so the gloves were off, then.  Renda watched the sweat
bead on the cardinal’s brow, watched the angry tremor in his fingers.  Curious,
that as seasoned a politician as the cardinal must be to take up such an
extreme posture in so trivial a matter, especially given her father’s
assurances of the duke’s well-being.


The cardinal had to know that the duke could refuse to see
anyone if he so chose, and that Daerwin had but meager influence on Trocu’s
likelihood of holding audience with the cardinal, but even so, if Trocu refused
him, the cardinal’s implied threat was clear: he would leave them to their
plague.  At last, Lord Daerwin bowed his head, deciding not to call the cardinal’s
bluff.  “As you say, Eminence.”


Renda felt her mother’s hand in hers, worried and tense, and
she squeezed it gently.


Satisfied that he had won, the cardinal sat back and
attended to his breakfast, seemingly oblivious to the veiled looks that passed
between the sheriff and his daughter.  But presently, he swallowed a large hunk
of meat and snorted.  “Lord Daerwin, ladies, I owe you an apology.  It was not
my intention to threaten you.  Oh, how I must have sounded just now!”  He
paused a moment, looking between their distrustful eyes, and his shoulders
sagged with weariness.  “You have seen through me, and it was less than
courteous for me to try to deceive you.  I apologize.  How I had hoped to keep
it from you,” he began with a sigh.  He shook his head, carefully setting down
his knife.  “The truth, then, and the reason for my seeming anger and
distraction,” he said, turning to Renda, “is that I come to you a beggar.”


The sheriff settled back in his chair.  “You came at our
invitation.”


“Your invitation gave me hope that I could earn some of the
charity I would otherwise have had to beg.”  The cardinal shook his head
sadly.  “You must understand.  At the war’s end, so many of our villages and
towns were burned.  Mines all over the Hodrache Range were collapsed, wells
were fouled, and not by accident.”  The cardinal shrugged.  “Whether the anger
on the part of the Syonese and Bremondines was justified, who can say?  That
part is over.  But with so much rebuilding to do and so little means, many,
many of my people found themselves asking for Vilkadnazor’s grace while few
could make offering.  So now, it is two years later, and my order finds itself
bankrupt.  Not just one parish or a few temples, mind you, but the entire
recivalesche of Vilkadnazor.”  He chuckled ruefully.  “Thus our need for
charity is greater than you might think.”


Renda and her father exchanged glances.  Neither had
forgotten the Hadrian treachery at Kadak’s stronghold.  What remained of the
resistance forces had not looked on the Hadrian traitors with much mercy or
charity after Kadak fell, and even though Duke Brada had expressly forbidden
any open retaliation against them at the war’s end, neither he nor Lord Daerwin
could change the hearts of those who had been betrayed.


On the other hand, a Hadrian cardinal had come to their aid
when no one else would.  Whether or not he would have come if his own straits
had been any less dire was an interesting question, but it was beside the
point.  He was here now, and willing to help them.  “Eminence, we of Brannagh
will contribute generously and most gratefully—”


“Brannagh can contribute, and such contribution would be
most welcome,” he smiled graciously, “but Damerien has the power to forgive our
debt utterly, yes?”  He shut his eyes and shook his head.  “By the gods, I
cringe in disgust at coming to him in this time of crisis to beg his charity. 
It smacks of extortion.  But to my shame and sorrow, I have no choice.”


“Indeed,” murmured the sheriff.


“The others, those who came with me, have no idea.”  He
looked between them for understanding.  “I gathered them as I rode, and as far
as they know, they are here to assist me in cleansing Brannagh.  Naturally, it
would be a disgrace…”


“They will have no word of it from us,” answered Renda.


“In any case,” he said, drawing himself up again, “I should
like to go at once and get this distasteful business over with.”


Lady Glynnis smiled diplomatically.  “Eminence, lest you
spring in upon him unannounced,” she said, shaking her head gravely, “I daresay
you could not set out until early this afternoon at the soonest.”  Her eyes
flickered toward her husband to see his slow nod.  “It will take our messenger
no more than a few hours to return with his Grace’s answer.”


“And upon his word,” Renda added, “I will gladly escort you
there myself.”


The cardinal shook his head.  “That will not be necessary, I
assure you.  I can make my own way.”


“On the contrary,” spoke the sheriff, “this land is not safe
for travel these days, especially for those who would help the House of
Brannagh.”  He nodded with finality, allowing no further argument.  “Renda will
see you there and back; you could ask for no better escort.”


Renda bowed her head graciously at her father’s praise.


“If you insist.”  The old Hadrian rose from his place at the
table with a gentle smile.  “In the meantime, we will apply ourselves to our
prayers.  I’m afraid your granddaughter will have to wait until my return,” he
continued, “as will the cleansing of the woods and,” he said with an apologetic
smile toward Renda, “any sort of proper healing for those in the hospice.  Best
not to show our strength until we’re able to commit fully.”  Then he bowed,
muttering his thanks, and padded away to the chapel.


 


 


The journey had already taken an hour longer than it would
have taken her alone, and behind them, a dark and heavy thunderstorm brewed to
the west.  The sun was hidden by the clouds already.  If the cardinal spent any
time with the duke at all, they could despair of returning to Castle Brannagh
before the storm.


She allowed herself a glance toward the cardinal who had
ridden in silence the whole way except for an occasional sigh.  She’d never
learned to trust Hadrians, not during the war and certainly not following the
betrayal at Kadak’s stronghold; cardinal or no, she found it just as difficult
to trust this one.  But even without a word between them, his shame at having
to beg alms from the duke, his devotion to his dying order and even his
heavy-handed ultimatum to her father had given her a grudging respect for him. 
She still had no love for Hadrians on the whole, but this was a man after her
own heart.


At their approach, the stable boy who had been standing
against the great doors of the castle whittling a piece of wood, gave a shout
of joy for Alandro and ran to help them down from their horses.  He drew a
carrot from the pocket of his fine green and gold Damerien livery and fed it to
Alandro while he himself chewed a piece of long meadow grass.  “M’lady.”  He
nodded awkwardly toward her.


“Jath,” she smiled, swinging herself down from her saddle
while the boy knelt to help the cardinal.  “Please see the horses watered, but
mind you don’t let them eat too much, not even your pet Alandro.”  She smirked
at the boy.  “We would have them quick to return to Brannagh ere the storm
comes.”


“Aye, m’lady.”


“Where is everyone?”


Jath looked between Renda and the cardinal and only
shrugged.  “Seeing to his Grace, I reckon.”  Kneeling beside the cardinal’s
horse, he laced his fingers together to make a step and eyed the cardinal’s
horse.  “How do you call him?” he asked, squinting up at the cardinal who
stepped into his clasped hands.


“Whom, the horse?”  He appeared somewhat nonplused by the
boy’s question.  “Why, I...I do not call it at all,” answered the old cleric
when his bare foot touched the ground.  “It’s a horse, after all.”


The boy nodded slowly, a look of understanding behind his
usually dull eyes, and twitched the grass between his teeth.  He led the
animals away, clucking and cooing and slipping each of them another carrot.


When she heard no answer at her knock, Renda pushed open the
huge doors of Castle Damerien and led the cardinal inside.  “Nestor?” she
called through the empty entry hall.  Fires blazed in the two facing fireplaces
and filled the great vaulted entryway with wavering warmth and light.  She
unclipped her mantle and took the cardinal’s from his hand as well.  “Most
peculiar.  Nestor never fails to greet visitors.  Nestor?”


“Perhaps all is not well at Damerien after all,” breathed
the cardinal.


But almost immediately from the archway leading to the great
hall, she heard the sound of footsteps approaching, pained footsteps that she
recognized as those of the duke’s retainer.  “A moment, my lady,” he called. 
“Not as nimble as once I was, I’m afraid.”


Relieved, she smiled at the cardinal who peered at the
approaching Bremondine with reservation.


“Nestor…Nestor’s family has been with the duke’s household
for ten generations,” Renda told the cardinal.  “A more faithful attendant his
Grace will never find.”  Then she turned to the servant.  “Nestor, I have
brought his Eminence, Cardinal Valmerous.”


“Aye, my lady,” spoke the old man without meeting the
Hadrian’s pale eye, “the duke’s been expecting him.”  With only a veiled glance
down at the cardinal’s bare feet, the retainer took their cloaks and folded
them over his arm before he gestured for them to follow him.


“My apologies to his Grace,” murmured the cardinal, glancing
around him at the rough stone of the castle walls and the mortar between them
that seemed as hard as the stones themselves and just as ancient.  He studied
the great hall’s crisp tapestries and murals intently as he passed and even
raised his hand to touch the brilliant hanging depicting the end of the Gods’
Rebellion with B’radik’s glory sparkling down over the prostrate Forgotten
Ones, and the fearsome Dragon of Damerien at its center.  The bright colors
might have been woven just yesterday, from the look of it.  “My horse is ill
shod for this sort of terrain, I’m afraid, else we should have arrived much
sooner.”


Nestor watched the old priest’s hand move over the tapestry,
but he said nothing as he led them to the stairway.


Renda watched him carefully.  This was more than just his
inborn dislike for Hadrians.


“Nestor,” she asked him softly, “is something wrong?”


The Bremondine drew a deep breath as if he would answer,
then let it out again.


“Nestor?”


He sighed.  “You will see for yourself soon enough, my
lady.”  He continued in silence until he had led them to the doors of the
audience chamber.  Then he pushed open the door and stood aside to announce
them.  “His Eminence, Cardinal Valmerous of the Temple of Vilkadnazor the
Unshod, and Lady Renda of Brannagh.”


Renda gasped.


Duke Trocu Damerien, only two years her senior, sat propped
on his throne with pillows like an old man, bloated beyond recognition,
lethargic, his dark gold hair thin and patchy against puffy pale skin.  Trocu
glanced up at her a moment with bleak ashen eyes and gave only a weak nod of
his head before he turned to Valmerous.  “Eminence,” he croaked with tremendous
effort.  “Dearest cousin.”


“Trocu, how now?”  Renda moved toward the throne.  “Nestor,
why have we heard nothing of this?”


“My apologies, again,” interrupted the cardinal, turning
back toward Renda and drawing his plate of greeting from his cloak with a
humble smile.  “But my business with his Grace is most confidential.”  He
gestured weakly with the plate, and shrugged.  “Please, my lady, if you would
be so kind...”


She glanced at the plate and understood at once.  He was
humiliated enough at having to beg charity from the duke; she would not
humiliate him further by watching.  “Yes, of course.”  Renda stepped back
through the doorway, casting a quick glance at the walls as she passed.


“As you will, Eminence.  Your Grace,” she breathed.


Nestor followed her out and pulled the doors closed behind
him.


“How long has he been thus?” she asked once the doors were
fully closed.


Nestor shrugged.  “Not long, truly.  A few days, it’s been
bad, is all.”


“It cannot be the plague.”


“Of course it is.”  He shook his head at her shocked
expression.  “Not that he has it himself, no.  Did you think that Brannagh was
blessed somehow, protected by the grace of the gods?  With B’radik bound, no
less?  No, his Grace, it is, shields us all.”  Nestor shook his head.  “But
these last few days, it wears on him worse than before.  Last night come this
worst of it.  The whole night I was at mopping his brow and changing his bed
for all the sweating, feeding him water and fever remedies by the clock, and
the Keepers was beside theirselves, aye, pacing and muttering.  But for the
urgency of his Honor’s message, the duke should have spent the day abed, and no
mistake.”


“Aye,” she said quietly, glancing at the door, “but his
Eminence has urgent business.”  She crossed her arms and paced across the
floor.  “The Keepers are with him, then?”


“Aye.”  Nestor nodded toward the audience chamber.  “I seen
no need to call the cardinal’s attention to them, for all his bother about
confidences.  None are more in the duke’s confidence than his Keepers.”  He
looked worriedly towards the door.  “Once his Eminence takes his leave, they’ll
tend the duke proper, see him through.”


Renda nodded.  Nestor himself was a Keeper and bound by
their ancient oath of fealty to the House of Damerien, though of habit, he
referred to the rest of the Keepers as “them.”


“But should he grow too weak, their power will desert them,
aye?”


“No danger of that.”  He touched the wall absently. 
“They’ve laid by a bit, just in case.”  He saw the concern in her eyes and
smiled.  “Oh, but it’ll not come to that, Lady.  A fine mess that would be, no
bride, no means to an heir.”  He looked toward the door.  “Is an evil harsh
business, this, is why I called them.  I’m thinking they’ll see him through better
than me alone.  Besides,” he grinned, “best to have a full house of servants
with company and all.”  He squeezed her arm gently and quietly moved off down
the hallway muttering under his breath about the darkness of the sudden storm. 
He took up several unlit candelabrum as he went.


She watched the old Bremondine man amble away into the
darkness, and by some peculiar twist of her thoughts, found herself once again
thinking about Gikka.  Her first thought, once they had seen the cardinal, had
been to bid Gikka and Chul through the messenger to join her at Brannagh. 
Surely with Maddock and the rest subdued and beholden to Brannagh for their
very lives, the villagers would forget their anger or at least hold their
tongues, and Chatka’s death prophecy be damned.


But instead, she had counseled Gikka and Chul to stay away
and take no action against the villagers yet, knowing even as she spoke the
words to the memory messenger what Gikka’s reaction would be.  The messenger’s
ears would ring the tenday for it.  But Gikka would obey her.  Once the
cardinal and his priests had the plague well in hand, she would have Gikka and
Chul join her at Brannagh, but until then they were best kept at arm’s length.


Renda turned in the darkness and strode across the hallway
to sit and wait.  She had grown used to waiting.


A scream rang through the corridor around her, a strange,
high inhuman squeal of rage.  The sudden shock of it had her on her feet with
her sword drawn.  In the silence following the scream, she heard only her own
heartbeat.  For a moment, she wondered if she’d imagined it, if she’d fallen
asleep on the bench and been jolted awake by a bad dream.  The hall was so
quiet.


She listened against the audience chamber door and heard
only the deepest silence.  Then she heard a shout and an extreme exhortation in
the cardinal’s voice against…something.  Something evil.  The terror in his
voice was clear even if the words he spoke were unfamiliar.


Sword raised, she kicked open the door.


Valmerous was backing away, warding, crying out and
sputtering, cascades of prayers and protections whirling about him, his voice
breaking under his terror.  The duke sat slumped over in a faint, pale and
drenched in cold sweat, ready to fall from his throne to the floor, and beside
him, brazen and serenely confident, stood Pegrine holding her wooden sword.


“Peg?” she breathed, not believing what she was seeing. 
Renda raced to the duke’s side, looking back and forth between Pegrine and the
cardinal.


“Trocu?”  She shook the duke gently.  His face was white and
bathed in cold sweat.  “Trocu, can you hear me?  What is happening here?”


“There!” Valmerous cried, “there is your plague, there is
your corruption!  Demon, vampire, undead!  She is the one, yes?  The sheriff’s
granddaughter, yes?  As long as she walks, this plague will haunt you!”


The little girl hissed at him and brandished her sword.


Without thinking, Renda put herself between the cardinal and
Pegrine.  “No!  She is not the cause of this!  She cannot be the cause of
this!”


“Now you know,” Pegrine said.


“Know what?” Renda asked.


But already, the child’s form had begun to fade into the
black clouds outside the window. 


“Pegrine, come back!” she called.


“What, what is this!”  Valmerous cried out, staring between
Renda and the open space where Pegrine had been standing.  “You, a Knight of
Brannagh, sworn to B’radik, you call this vampire by name?  You defend this
creature of evil against my word as a cardinal!”


“No, I…”


“She would have killed the duke, had I not been here to
protect him, and you dare protect her!”


“I don’t understand.”  Her sword drooped, uncertain.  She
looked back at the duke, where he slumped upon his throne.  No.  Pegrine would
never harm Trocu.  But Pegrine was dead, and who could say what drove the
undead creature who wore her form?


Vampire, he had said.


Had she attacked Trocu?  It made no sense.


I also remember a child.  At the end.


Why would she attack the duke now, with a cardinal standing
hard by, not to mention the Keepers?  On the other hand, why had the Keepers
done nothing to protect—


Through the corner of her eye, she saw a flicker of
movement—she turned toward the cardinal.  His eyes suddenly rolled up into his
head, and he dropped to the stone floor like a dead thing.  His cassock was
damp and cold, and he shivered when she lifted his arm about her shoulder and
carried him from the audience chamber.


She turned at the door to see the Keepers stepping from the
walls, silent, brooding, moving toward the unconscious duke.  She wanted to
talk to them, to ask them what they had seen, but at a glance from one of them,
she shuddered and closed the door behind her.


Nestor stood outside the door, a lit candelabrum in hand,
and after only a moment’s hesitation, took the cardinal’s other arm to help
Renda carry him.  “A terrible storm, this,” whispered Nestor.  “Rain and wind,
lightning.”  He gestured toward the staircase.  “I’ve made up beds for you. 
Sure you’d not ride back tonight.”


“We will,” spoke the cardinal weakly.  “I’ll not spend
another moment toward nightfall in this tainted place.  It pulls the very life
from me.”  He turned his head up to Renda.  “I can ride.  Please take me from
here at once.”


She looked at Nestor a moment before she looked back at the
cardinal.  “But why—”


“No, not another moment.  How could I have been so...?  We
must see to the child’s grave at once.”  With that, he drew himself away from
her and stood, a bit unsteadily.  “Else all may be lost.”


 


 












Twenty-Two


The Maze in Farras


The
messenger let his eyes take in the cracked mud-daubed walls of the house, the
tattered cloth curtains whose colors had long gone to gray that cut the large
central chamber into vacant stable-like stalls.  The woman who owned the place
let the stalls to whores and drunks by the clock or by the night, as it suited,
but by daylight the whole of the place stood empty.  Empty save for himself and
the two with him.


He saw no belongings stacked against the walls, no sign that
the woman had spent more than the present moment here; this was merely a
meeting place, and he saw at once that moments after their business was
concluded she would disappear deep into the Maze again, a place even he did not
treat lightly.


He glanced away, letting his gaze fall upon the boy whom she
had called only Chul—an obvious alias, but that suited him fine.  Knowing names
was a curse, especially for one like him.  The boy sat on the floor nibbling a
cheese tart, turned lazily away as if oblivious to their conversation, but the
messenger was not fooled.  At the hip of the boy’s cloth breeches hung a forbidding
Dhanani hunting knife, the hilt already smooth and well worn with use.  This
boy was no child, and he was no more ignorant of the message’s importance than
Gikka herself.


The messenger shifted uncomfortably in the silence and
crossed his legs where he sat upon the straw strewn on the floor.  “And of
course, there’s the bag of tarts for the boy, there.”


“Aye, the tarts,” Gikka nodded thoughtfully.  She fingered
the shabby curtain for a time, considering, before she turned to him again. 
“And full certain, you are, Marigan, there’s no more to it?”  She smoothed her
brow with the edge of a long nail and stared at the man intently.  “You speak
her words true, aye, and you seen nothing sideways, nothing as struck you odd
on your way?”


His brow wrinkled a bit, and his gaze dipped toward the
floor.


Gikka watched him, watched the nervous fidgeting of his
hands. She smiled amiably and leaned against the wall.  “Speak it, whatever it
is; I’ll know soon enough an you don’t.”


“No eye have I for what’d strike you odd, Mistress,” he said
carefully, placing each word as brick and mortar between them, “but now, come
to mind of it, as I come upon the castle, I did see something odd.  A priest, a
cardinal.”


Gikka straightened.


“Aye, and ten others besides, priests and temple dwellers
all.”  His eye narrowed.  “Hadrians, the lot,” he added with distaste.  “They
rode into Brannagh upon my very heels.”


She smiled as she turned away from him.  “I’m thinking those
of Brannagh’d take any cardinal just now.  And eleven, at that; by the gods,
the plague’s as much as done.”  But almost at once, her smile faded into a
frown.  “But I’m wondering why she spoke no word of it.”  She scowled over her
shoulder at Marigan.  “Or is that a bit you’re forgetting?”


“No, you mark it right, she made no mention.”  He looked
away again, biting the inside of his cheek.  He had answered a bit too quickly,
a bit too handily, and so ready had his words been upon his tongue, he had let
pass an insult hurled at his memory, the very heart of his being.


Gikka’s eyes narrowed.  “You know a bit more, then.”


“Mistress.”  He licked his lips almost painfully.  “It’s not
for me to spy...”


“What spying,” she laughed quietly.  “An they speak it
before your ears, knowing full well you’re a memory messenger, they’d as much
as have me know.”  Her lips thinned to a line.  “Tell me at last, afore I whet
my daggers upon your skull.”


He drew a deep breath and closed his eyes.  “All right,
then, but let it not get back to them as I spoke of it.”  He thought a moment. 
“As I say, the cardinal was come fair upon my heels, aye.  Now, at once, they
spended time behind closed doors—this whilst their kitchen mum done set me at a
full table so’s I’d not be listening at the keyhole—the Hadrian, my lord
Sheriff and Lady Renda, they talked a bit, until at last out they come, and
it’s off to the hospice.”


“So the cardinal’s priests, they set straight to work,
then.”  Gikka crossed her arms impatiently.  “Go on.”


The messenger looked down.  “But that’s just it, missus. 
They did not.”  At her questioning look, he shrugged.  “The cardinal retired
right off, so it seemed to me, but I bent an ear at an open window, and heard,
I did, bits of an altercation in the bailey twixt Her Ladyship and his
Honorableness touching our cardinal, and ugly words at that.”


“Twixt the sheriff and Renda.”  Gikka cocked her head.


Marigan licked his lips again and lowered his voice.  “Seems
the cardinal did naught in the hospice, even as a knight died at his feet, and
this whilst the hospice priest says they lose ground against the plague, no
less.”


Gikka looked at him sharply.  “Arnard said as much, truly?”


He swallowed hard and nodded.  “Is why they set to
argument.  Lady Renda took none too kind to yon cardinal, aye, and after she
and her father had words, her to complain the cardinal did naught, him to call
her ungrateful, he went within to slam his chamber doors, and she set to
polishing her armor with teeth bared.  For the consecration, it was to be, but
to mine eye she took especial care at her blades.”


Gikka shook her head and slammed her hand against the stone
wall.  “And yet she bids me stay away; why?”  She drew herself up and turned to
the messenger again.  “Is there more?”


The Bremondine stared up at her, neither nodding nor shaking
his head, only staring.


In a blur of motion, Gikka’s face was suddenly inches from
his own.  “I’ll not ask it again,” she seethed.  “Speak what you know.”


Marigan wrung his hands.  “Please, missus, I’m not
understanding what it is I saw, and if I speak of it, most like I’ll set you
awrong.”


But Gikka did not move, did not speak, only stared into his
eyes from where she crouched before him until at last he looked away.


“Very well, then,” he said shakily, “very well.  Happened
much later, it did, aye.  By night, they put me up in the servants’ wing, clean
bed, a fire.  But afore the sun leaves the top towers of the keep, I’m at the
stairway and up to the guest wing, there to learn what I may, in case—”


“You might sell it to the sheriff later, aye, get on with
it.”  She stood again.  “What did you hear?”


“At first, I heard nothing at all, not a word, not a
prayer.”  When she only stared at him, he shrugged.  “Well, that’s queer, ain’t
it, that priests as would consecrate a tomb on the morrow’d not be setting
themselves at prayer and such?”  She nodded at last, and he relaxed.  “Queer,
as I say, so I listened, I did, at each and every door, but not a sound come
forth.”


Gikka frowned.  “They slept, then.”


Marigan raised his chin.  “They did not!  It wasn’t until I
reached the cardinal’s own chambers, I heard their voices, but quiet like, that
they’d not be heard without.  At first, they spoke together, chanting as
priests will, but in no language I ever heard.”


“Hadric?”


The man laughed bitterly.  “I’d know Hadric grunting an I
heard it, missus, nay, that, it weren’t.  Set the very chill along my spine,
like no chant I heard before, and I made out of it just two names: B’radik and
Damerien.  Now, I’d have you understand, I know not whether they spoke for a
blessing or a curse.”


Gikka watched him, watched the sweat bead upon his brow. 
The man was truly frightened.  “Go on,” she said softly.


“You’ll not believe it, missus.”


“Go on.”


He nodded and licked his lips once more.  “As I stood at the
door, I set mine ear and then mine eye against the keyhole, back and forth,
listening to mumbling and planning within, not hearing but a word here, a word
there, seeing only the backcloth of their cassocks and such and thinking to
myself I’d not a jot worth the sheriff’s ear.”


“Nor mine,” she observed impatiently.


“Aye, mistress, but attend, I come to it.”  He glanced at
the boy, who had just now closed the bag of tarts and stood to stretch his
legs.  “Listening, looking, as I say, but I seen naught.  Presently, I hear the
door come open, and away I crept, not back to the stairs, as was my mistake,
but deeper toward the heart of the keep, and to mine ear, them just behind.  It
was all I could do not to be seen.”


“They see you, then?”


He smiled proudly.  “Nay, not I, not Marigan, to be seen by
Hadrians.  Holed up, I did, in a doorway, there to watch them pass.  But then
they stopped outside what looked to me a marked off wing—”


Gikka drew breath suddenly.  “From the guest wing, did you
say, and away from the stairs?”  At his nod, she bit her lip.  “The nursery.” 
She turned to him sharply.  “Tell me, and no matter how it sounds to you, but
did you hear anything from within the nursery just then?”


“Before they went inside, nay, not the least.  But then in
they marched, free as you please, and out of mine eye.  Now there I was in a
‘nundrum, do I stay and miss all, or do I move ahead as might get me seen?”  He
grinned again.  “Ahead, aye, and right into the door of the...nursery, as you
say; the damned Hadrians has not an ear between them, nor eye for aught but the
door, so there I seen clear and free what they was about.”


“And?”


The messenger’s grin faded.  “They was fast about getting
into the one chamber, like it were of all importance to them, and ignoring the
other like it weren’t there.”  He shook his head in confusion.  “The cardinal
worked his charms and whatnot over the door, but for all that, it stood locked
to his touch.  Tasked, they was, to a one, and I’d in mind they’d be wanting to
go back and think some more at it.”  He rubbed his forehead nervously.  “But
now here is the part what makes no sense at all.  As I say, I’d moved within
the very nursery itself, there to crouch before the shut door as stood at their
backs, but as I sat, I seen a bright whiteness come up from behind me.”


Gikka nodded.  “Setting in the nursemaid’s door, were you?”


Marigan shrugged.  “I suppose so, aye.  But soon enough,
says I to myself, even a Hadrian’d notice the light, and then is when I made my
run back for the stairway.”


Gikka flexed the muscles of her hands absently.  “Sure I
wonder what Nara was about.”  The young woman turned away from him to hide her
expression.  “A memory messenger, you are, sure you recall a word or two.  Of
their chanting?”


“Well, aye, the sound of it,” he said a bit uncertainly. 
“But I don’t know what—”


“You don’t know the tongue,” she hissed, “that’s not to say
I don’t.  Now, speak what you heard.”


He nodded and closed his eyes to concentrate.  “It went
something like, Idri gai braniana ro—”


“—bana ka verere Anado?”  Chul interrupted him in
surprise.


Marigan’s eyes widened, but he shook his head.  “—viana
kai virara Xorden.  I’m sure of it.  And more of the same.”


“Aye, sounds like Dhanani,” murmured Gikka with a glance
toward the boy.  “But not like I’ve heard before.”


“It’s the Old Voice,” Chul said.  “The Storykeepers tell the
old stories in that voice, stories from the Before Time.  But this is an Idri.” 
He turned to Gikka with a worried frown.  “Aidan calls the Idri to ask
Anado’s blessing over the hunt.  But the priests, the Hadrians, call it with a
different name.”


“Xorden, aye,” breathed Gikka.  The name meant absolutely
nothing to her; she was certain she had never heard it before.  And that in
itself was a strange thing.  Her gaze grew distant. 


“Could be they made it up,” offered Marigan weakly.  “Could
be some tribesman taught them the Old Voice—”


Chul shook his head.  “No.”


“No, what do you mean, no?”  Marigan glared at him.  “I
could teach what I heard to anyone as cared to listen.”


“Yes,” answered Chul, “but you could not say something new
with it.  Don’t you see?  You could not make a new story with it.”


“Oh, but if I knew a thing about Dhanani, I could.”  Marigan
shifted and crossed his arms.  “You could.”


Chul shook his head.  “No.”


“No again!  And why not?”


Chul tried to explain.  “The Old Voice is…”  He shrugged. 
“No one can tell a new thing in the Old Voice, not even the Storykeepers.  Only
the stories from the Before Time can be spoken in the Old Voice.  New stories
are told in Dhanani, Bremondine, Syonese.  But not the Old Voice.”


Marigan cocked his head in thought.  “Tradition, then.”


“No.  The words do not come.”  He saw the befuddlement in
Marigan’s eyes and shook his head.  “You do not understand.”


But Gikka did.  This Idri was not some experiment on the
part of these Hadrians, something pieced together from bits and snatches of Old
Dhanani they’d somehow picked up along the way.  This had to be a genuine
prayer in Old Dhanani, a language unknown outside the Kharkara Plains, a
language the Dhanani could not possibly have taught to anyone, much less to
Hadrians.  Which meant they had learned it intact from someone else.


But then, comes an old, forgotten god…


Unbidden, a memory of Cilder guzzling down the thick soup of
Pegrine’s blood came into Gikka’s mind, and her heart quickened.


…a god who sees my pain, a god who grants me a tiny fragment,
but the barest splinter of the gods’ own knowledge for my own!


Had she heard Cilder utter a single word of prayer, a single
syllable of Old Dhanani?  No, she was sure, not a sound.  His offering had been
blood.  But if there was any chance the cardinal was in the service of the
bishop’s god, if the nameless god now had a name, Renda and her father had to
know.  Even if the Idri was innocent, an idea she did not entertain for
a moment, they had to know.  In any case, she knew what she had to do, orders
or no.  She even had in mind how to do it.


But Marigan was still looking at her as if...  “Is there
more yet?”


He nodded slowly.  “And this’ll be the part you’ll not
believe, but I swear it, I speak it exact as it happened.”  He paused to wipe
sweat from his brow in spite of the chill air.  “Back down the corridor, then,
and down the stairs to the servants’ wing and back into my very chamber I gone
then, all the while counting myself lucky as not to be caught and wondering
only a bit at what I’d just seen.


“I swear, I know not how long she stood beside my bed as I
slept, but presently as I looked up, I seen a child there, a girl child dressed
in shining white, blue bows in the darkest black hair, and a vision she were,
truly, save the wicked white glow at her eyes.”  He shuddered visibly.  “Then I
.  She what I seen, she’s the sheriff’s own grandchild, she who lays below on
unhallowed ground, and revenant at that!  Thin, she was, and pale.  A sharp
grin from her, then, and I nearly blacked out at the sight of it, there
thinking to have met my death, but she touched my arm and whispered to me only
that I must tell you this.”  He opened his mouth to speak, but stopped.  “Are
you sure you’d hear?”


“So please you,” prompted Gikka.


“Very well, then,” he sighed, and drew a deep breath.


“Shadowrider, rest not in twain,

Futility calls vengeance thy name.

But turn thy heart from setting sun 

And falling star to gather one,

The Guardian Last, thy finishing shard,

To close your ranks, the sea to ford.”


He blinked at the woman. “Means this aught to you?”


She waved to him to continue.


“Come to castle, come to Death,

Let daybreak steal thy very breath,

Fly instead to craggèd crest

And set thy split halves whole, at rest.

The Guardian Last, thy finishing shard,

To close your ranks, the sea to ford.”


When the squire only nodded slowly, he gasped.  “Can’t you
see?  She calls you to die at the castle, that evil child, and me the
messenger, is why I’d no mind to tell you.”


Finishing shard.  To close your ranks.  A dark smile curved
over Gikka’s mouth.  “Chul,” she said, and touched her hip with her thumb.  At
once and with no questions on his lips, the boy slung the bag over his shoulder
and ran from the stall.


“No, please.”  Marigan watched him go, then turned to her in
amazement and fear.  “But you’re—!  Sure you’d not go against Lady Renda’s
word.”  He wrung his hands miserably.  


Gikka laughed quietly.  No, she would not go against Renda’s
word.  But neither would she wait around Farras.  Her course was clear now. 
She drew a golpind from her boot and pressed it into the man’s hand.  “For your
trouble,” she said and turned to run from the house, “and your silence, aye?”


 


 












Twenty-Three


Castle Brannagh


For
two hours Renda stood alone, motionless beside the sealed stone in the old
chapel, thoughts reeling between the duty before her and the certain threat
from the farmers without.  She did not know whether Maddock and the rest had
been watching when she and the cardinal left for Castle Damerien—she supposed
they had—but when they’d returned, the villagers had lined their path to watch
them pass, setting litters full of their dead and dying right in the road.  The
cardinal had turned his horse around them without comment, his punishment on
the House of Brannagh for sheltering Pegrine.  Behind her visor, Renda had
wept.


Her helmet and swords lay upon B’radik’s altar awaiting the
cardinal’s ritual blessing, and her lips moved with the ritual prayers, but her
heart felt black and diseased with pain.  Even as she stood in this hallowed
place praying for B’radik to grant her courage to face the task ahead, part of
her soul wished her breath would stop within her breast and grant her peace.


It was not until they had reached her father’s audience
chamber that she saw the long weal along the cardinal’s right arm, a raised
scratch from a child’s overgrown fingernail that ran from his wrist to his
elbow.  Even though it had not drawn blood, it festered under Renda’s eye with
dark squirming wisps of evil.


This was their proof, the cardinal had shouted over her
father’s protestations of Pegrine’s innocence, this evil that clung to her
scratch.  It was no longer a matter of a simple grave consecration.  She was
unquestionably an agent of the enemy and must be put down at once.  The plague
would not abate until she was destroyed.


Had Renda not borne witness to a good part of the cardinal’s
story, her father had snarled, he might have thought Valmerous was playing the
dramatic, driving up his price.  The accusation had cut the cardinal to the
quick, but he was unrelenting in his insistence that they allow him to do them
this service, for the good of all Syon.  At last, her father bade the cardinal
do as he felt necessary to save Syon before he had retreated into his chamber
and slammed the door.  But likewise he had made clear that he would have no
part of it.  Her mother, upon hearing the sheriff’s angry shouting, had
likewise retreated into her drawing room with stoic calm and refused to hear
more of it.  Lady Glynnis was already at prayer to B’radik and would be so
until dawn, if need be, to protect her granddaughter, the cardinal’s word
against her or no.  Either that or she was planning to join the child in death.


Which left only Renda to help him. She hated him for it and
hated herself for her blasphemy and her lack of honor, that she would rather
sell the whole of Syon to destruction than harm Pegrine.


“Oh, beg pardon, my lady.”


She looked up to see Nara’s soft white glow turning away from
the chapel door.  “Stay a moment, Nara,” she called to the old woman.  “I pray
you.”


The nun paused in midstep and looked down at Renda.  “Aye,
madam,” she wheezed presently and shambled into the chapel. Her rheumy eyes
missed nothing, stopping a moment upon the helmet and weapons on the altar, and
then upon her young mistress’s teary eyes.  But instead of stopping at her
usual place near the door, Nara made her slow but bold way forward until she
stood beside Renda, until the brightness of her habit touched the knight’s
armor.


“You are come once more to set Peg to rest, then, madam?” 
Her words were uncommonly calm and flat, betraying no accusation nor any
pleadings on Pegrine’s behalf.  She might have been asking the time of day.


Renda stared blindly at the stone sealing the crypt.  “Aye,”
she said finally.  “Upon the cardinal’s word.”


Nara nodded.  She glanced at the altar briefly before she
turned her eyes upon Renda again.  “My lady,” she whispered softly, as if the
walls themselves might be listening, “I wonder if I should appear
presumptuous—”


Renda turned to her.


“—were I to give my own blessings over you, the blessings of
B’radik.”  She smiled reassuringly and looked back toward the door.  “I mean no
disrespect to his Eminence; it would but ease my heart, to set Her hand over
you.”


Renda looked into the old woman’s eyes, and, without a word,
she picked up her helmet and her swords.  Then, armor complete, she knelt
before Nara, curious at the strange sense of danger that crept into her heart. 
Surely the cardinal could not take offense that she had accepted B’radik’s
blessing, but even so, she hoped Nara would finish before he arrived.


Nara must have felt it, too, because she used a different
ritual, one that Renda had not seen before.  She used none of the sacred oil
and spoke but half the prayers.


But the knight’s armor flared brilliantly against the
darkness of the chapel, and the nun seemed to greet the glow with relief.  “Yet
our goddess favors us, my lady,” she breathed as she turned and ambled out of
the sanctuary.


But by the time Nara passed through the doors of the chapel,
Renda’s spirits had fallen again.  Nara’s blessing—B’radik’s blessing—was
welcome, naturally, but Renda found her strange stoicism disturbing, especially
if the old nun understood what the cardinal was about.  But then, perhaps she
understood better than the rest of the house.  After all, Pegrine could only be
the worst order of evil for Verilion to reject her.


Except that she had not been rejected by Verilion; she had
been hidden from him by the bishop.


For evil purposes.


Then again, she had been rescued by B’radik.


Or so she claimed.


Renda sighed in frustration, hopelessly lost in the tangle
of contradictions.


She heard footsteps climbing the stairway to the chapel, and
frowned.  Valmerous was barefooted; she would not hear his step on the stairs. 
Yet the footfalls approached the chapel as surely as they sounded within the
stairway, the footfalls of ten men.


“Lady Renda.”  The cardinal entered the chapel followed by
all ten of his priests, and his voice held a note of surprise.


“Eminence,” she returned with a bow.  “Gentlemen.”


“I confess, I had not thought you would join us.”  The
cardinal strode past the altar and knelt beside the sealed stone.


“Eminence,” she began abruptly, “on the way back from Castle
Damerien, I told you what Pegrine said to me of her transformation.”  She
steeled herself for another battle of wills, but he only blinked at her,
uncomprehending, so she went on.  “What if Peg speaks the truth?  What if B’radik
bargained with Verilion, that She might somehow—”


“To what end?”  The cardinal smiled kindly.  “Recall, if you
will, that this child, this vampire, attacked his Grace, and before my very
eyes, at that!  Not to mention the destruction of B’radik’s temple.  No,
madam,” he said, shaking his head and turning away, “make no excuses for her. 
An her soul was bought from Verilion, evil was the coin, and no other.”  He
looked up at her with a sympathetic smile.  “I know you would not have it so;
indeed, that the sheriff should deny it so completely is none too
surprising—she was his only grandchild—but do not let your love for the child
she once was stay you from your duty, Dame Knight.”


Renda’s lips thinned behind her visor, but she said
nothing.  She cut through the wax seal with her sword and with the help of
three of the clerics, lifted the stone out of its place.  Taking up a torch,
she led them down into the crypt tunnel and carefully lit the sconced torches
from her own.  Once there, she raised her sword and struck through the seal of
the mausoleum and pulled open the great doors.


She moved to enter the crypt, but Valmerous touched her
arm.  “My lady,” spoke the cardinal quietly.  “I would spare your sensibilities
in this matter; I know how much the child meant to you.”


She drew herself up.  “I am a Knight of Brannagh, Eminence;
you need not spare my sensibilities.”


“Yes, yes,” he said, and she could hear the barest hint of a
chuckle in his voice.  “But this is no matter of swordplay and honor and
knightly nonsense; this is a grave consecration, the work of priests, and I
would not have it sullied, pray pardon me, by the presence of...nonclergy.”


“But—”


He raised his hand to silence her.  “I pray you, wait
without.  When all is accomplished, you may enter and assure yourself of our
success.”


Renda sheathed her sword and stepped aside helplessly while
the priests filed into the crypt.


“Once we are within, my lady,” the cardinal called to her,
“seal the crypt tight, lest the evil escape.”  With that, he bade her push the
doors closed behind him.


Renda looked at the small lump of wax she had brought to
reseal the tomb.  She had only enough to seal both the door and the outer stone
once, so she pushed gently against the doors to see that they were well closed
before she settled herself upon the ground to wait.


Inside the chapel, she heard the priests’ voices rising
together in a chant that raised the hair on the back of her neck.  The words
were muffled through the stone doors, and try as she might, she could not make
out the words.  The sounds of the chant were unlike any she had heard in the
temples, but she knew so little of the Hadrian traditions.  Like as not,
Cardinal Valmerous would use chants from his own temple and his own god.


Except that the words did not carry the brusque timbre of
Hadric, not even through the stone.  If anything, they sounded vaguely Dhanani
to her.  But the likelihood that Hadrians would speak Dhanani…


Then she heard a kind of quiet keening, as of children far
away, quiet enough that the least sound overwhelmed it in her ear, quiet enough
that it might only have been her imagination.  The same sound had brought her
running from her bed years ago.


It was the sound of the crypt’s guardians, the babies in the
walls, and as she moved back and forth through the tunnel, the keening became
crying, and the crying became screams, unbearable screams in her brain.  Then,
all at once, they stopped.


She turned, off balance in the sudden silence.  Even the
chanting had stopped, and now her ears made up sounds to fill the emptiness. 
She almost laughed behind her visor.  Her exhaustion was wearing upon her, and
now she was dreaming awake.  She stood then, feeling strangely alone in the
tunnel.


A moment later, the chanting resumed within the crypt where
her kinsmen’s bones lay upon hallowed ground, and where little Pegrine...


Pegrine.


Come, tell me you’ve missed me, too.


Renda’s eyes brimmed with tears.  Every vision, every memory
of Pegrine was full of light.  She glanced at the crypt door.  Try as she might
to blanket the child’s image in her mind with darkness, she could not.  The
bishop, yes.  The bodies of the wicked priests in the temple fields, yes.  But
Pegrine glowed as pure in her memory as Nara, white, pristine, perfect.  No
taint marked her.


If only until she could speak to her, ask her why she had
attacked the duke.  What harm, to stay her execution a few moments?  Renda rose
and drew her sword, but then she stopped at the crypt door, uncertain.


Was she once again letting her attachment to Pegrine sway
her from her duty, as the cardinal had said?  Was this the very reaction he had
feared when he had asked her to wait outside the crypt?


I would not have it sullied, pray pardon me, by the presence
of...nonclergy.


Renda’s brow furrowed.  Since when did the presence of a
knight sully a grave consecration?


Then again, the cardinal had overlooked the blessing of her
armor and swords—a reasonable oversight.  Perhaps.


Hadrians chanting in Dhanani.


She listened tentatively against the door and heard only a
low mumble deep within the crypt, near the tomb of Lexius, near Pegrine’s
bier.  She must see for herself; she must know for certain whether Pegrine was
indeed the evil of the house.  Quietly, she pushed open the door.


She had given her only torch to the cardinal, and he had
neglected to light the sconced torches inside the crypt, so her way was dark
but for the torchlight that came from the rear chamber where the priests
worked.  It was just as well; she would rather they not know she was there,
anyway.  Gikka would be proud.


She made her way between the large sarcophagi, past Dilkon’s
baby daughters, past Dilkon himself and Remiar, past the Peacekeeper.  Her hand
brushed over the stone of Cardon’s tomb, only vaguely aware of its warmth.  She
frowned into the darkness ahead and drew her sword.  Then she made her way
toward the rear chamber.


The cardinal stood in silhouette against the single sconced
torch at the rear of the chamber.  He raised his hands high above Pegrine’s
bier, above the little girl’s body where she lay just as she had the day Renda
and her father had first come into the crypt, with the vile wooden sword held
peacefully in her hands.  Even the flowers on her bier were fresh.


Renda’s lip trembled, and she gripped her weapon.  Her hail
to the cardinal, her injunction to him to stop, was upon her lips, but from the
assembled body of priests, a new chant rose over her voice, loud and powerful,
until the words began to echo over themselves in the darkness, making new words
and new chants of themselves.


She stepped forward into the chamber, thinking to make her
presence known, but just then, the cardinal jumped back in terror.  Pegrine’s
bier was empty; her body, her toy sword, everything had vanished, leaving only
doucetels, rosebuds and snow berries.


The chanting slowed, degenerated into confused mumblings and
finally stopped.  The priests stood in stunned silence, staring at the bier. 
Above his head, the cardinal’s hands still gestured, but he took a shaky step
backward.  “Do not stop, damn you!” he cried.  “We must vanquish her or all is
lost!”


Behind her, Renda felt a rush of cool air, as of someone
moving past her, as of a whole troupe moving past her on all sides, but try as
she might to see them through her visor, she could not turn her eyes before
they vanished from her sight.


The cardinal took another step backward.


At the walls of the chamber, tiny glints of torchlight
appeared and disappeared, as if reflected in moving metal.  Armor.  But whose,
her father’s?  Surely not at every corner of the crypt at once.  She glanced
down at her sword and saw but a single reflection there.  Her own.


Another step, and now Valmerous stood just before his
panicked priests.  “Start again, or by Xorden, your silence will be your end!”


By Xorden?  Renda blinked.  What could he mean, by Xorden?


Suddenly, from above the empty bier and at stations
throughout the crypt came the sounds of men, armed men, swords coming
unsheathed, armor creaking and clanging.  Looking up, Renda saw only vague
shapes at first, only the shadows that moved between flickers of torchlight.


For a single terrifying moment, the priests huddled in a
mass, all praying and gesturing for protections.  Then they scattered, running
pell mell for the door.


Renda began to see now what had kept the priests paralyzed
with such fear, and her eyes grew wide.  At least two score of knights, whether
shades or undead like Pegrine she could not tell, swung swords and maces over
the priests, crashing and sparking against the protections they had set.  She could
not see them clearly, but their movements and cries of battle fired her blood,
and in brief flashes, she saw the Brannagh coat of arms amid flashes of steel.


Some of the protections were formidable and had to have been
set before the priests began their chants. Set against the living—against
herself, against her father, perhaps.  But these failed against the dead, and
within only a few moments, one of the clerics fell beneath an ancient mace.  As
his life drained away, she saw his aura turn wispy and black, the false flat
aura he had worn melting away with the last of his strength.  Another fell
before they reached the passage to the outer chamber where more of the dead
knights awaited them.


The cardinal ran toward her, black veils of evil falling
about his own head and shoulders.  He took her hand and pulled at her,
mistaking the horror in her eyes.  “The vampire has unhallowed the whole of the
crypt!  The dead of Brannagh rise in their unrest and attack!”  He tugged at
her.  “Please, I have spent my strength; I’ve not the power to turn them to
their rest, not by night, please!  We must to the glade where she died; it is
our last hope against her!”


How could he stand there, reeking of his wickedness, and
speak to her of destroying Pegrine?  Her rage and disgust threatened to
overwhelm her.  She pulled herself free of his grasp and raised her sword, but
in the sword’s pause at the top of its arc, the cardinal’s eyes widened.  He
backed away, mumbling and gesturing for protections.  Renda swung on him, but his
protections threw off her blade.  Then he ran from the crypt.


She moved to follow him, but when she glanced once more into
the rear chamber, she stopped, and her eyes grew wide.  Upon her bier stood
little Pegrine just as she had at Castle Damerien, hemlock sword raised high
above her head.  Behind her, white light filled the crypt, light that seemed to
Renda to glow from the form of a grown woman around Pegrine’s tiny body, and
another form as well, that she could not make out in the darkness.


Renda stepped toward the bier, shielding her eyes from the
child’s glow, trying to see who it was who stood behind the child.


“Auntie?” little Pegrine called happily.  Once the cardinal
was gone, the glow that enveloped the child faded, and she ran toward Renda and
threw her arms around the knight’s armored waist.  “I knew you’d come.”


“Peg,” she said, hugging the child to her.  “I’m so
sorry...”


“Halloo, Renda.”


She stood then and stared at him, afraid of what she might
see once her eyes adjusted to the dimness again.  His wounds had been
grievous.  But he stood before her as he had in life, in perfect armor the
equal of her own, and as ever, he smirked at her bafflement.


“Roquandor.  Dear Brother…But how—”


He raised his hand to silence her and sheathed his sword with
a hiss.  “We’ve no time.  Where is Father?”


Her eyes moved over him in amazement.  “I—in his chambers, I
should think.”


“In his v’ry chaimbers, withal,” thundered a voice from
behind her, and she wheeled to see a man of about her father’s age, his height,
even the flinty steel of his eyes, glaring down at her from his raised visor. 
But this knight’s armor was at least half a thousand years old in design, of
thicker, heavier steel forged at a lower temperature than hers, though it might
have been smithed that morning, and he wore a thick white mustache above his
lip.  “What Shire Raiffe of Brannagh, Daerwin, to set in whaiting at his
chaimbers whilst his childerns fight the Hodrachian horde belough!”


“Peace, Lord Borowain,” spoke Roquandor softly, “the sheriff,
my father, has no idea what the cardinal is about.”


Borowain?  The Peacekeeper?  The last Sheriff of Brannagh
before Kadak seized control; the first to fall to him.  This was all so far
beyond her ken that Renda had to tear her gaze away and look instead at her
brother.  Her dead brother.  She had to focus, to give her thoughts some
ground.


“An he’d have his eyleds opent and his sworde draughn
instedde of hiding in chaimbers...” grumbled the ancient knight, but the rest
of his words were lost as he ambled back into the shadows of the crypt.


“Roquandor, you said we’ve but little time,” she said,
looking about her at the great gathering of knights who stood near, the ancient
sheriffs of Brannagh, and she fought down a dizziness that threatened to overcome
her.  “But the cardinal tells me his strength is spent.”


“Perhaps for the moment, assuming he speaks true, but that
is all that grants us any respite.  He will attack us again with the few
priests left to him, and by day whilst the child sleeps.”  He ruffled his hand
absently through Pegrine’s hair as he spoke, just as he had in life.


“I think not,” said Renda, looking between the shades of
Brannagh’s dead.  “He spoke of the glade where she was killed; he said it was
his only hope against her.”  She looked back toward the entrance to the crypt. 
“He knows I have found him out; I doubt he will wait any longer than he must.”


“The glade,” echoed Roquandor.  He crouched beside his
daughter.  “Peg, do you know why the glade?”


After a moment’s pause, the child shook her head.


“Ef I mayte,” came a lilting deep voice from nearby.  At
this, another knight came forward, only a few years older in appearance than
Roquandor, yet she had from him a sense of extreme age.  His armor was no more
than a pair of spiked vambraces over his forearms and a thick breastplate of
urine-hardened leather over chain, somewhat more aged than even Borowain’s;
ancient when Borowain’s was yet new.  This knight had no visor on his helmet,
only a mesh of coarse steel mail across his jaw.  When he spoke, his Syonese
was so very different in character even from Borowain’s that Renda found she
could hardly understand him at all.


Roquandor turned to her. “Lord Dilkon says that in his time,
it was well known of undead, even those created as Pegrine was by a god’s will,
that they hold three places sacred to their unnatural lives, three places in
all the world wherein they lie vulnerable to attack: the place of life, the
place of death and the place of repose.”


Dilkon.  Renda glanced for only a moment back toward the
outer chamber of the crypt, toward the place where the two skulls of Dilkon’s
daughters rested.  She nodded to him a bit self-consciously, like one who had
unwittingly stumbled onto the most personal effects of his life.  Then she raised
her eyes to him.  “So the cardinal must destroy all three, then.”


Lord Dilkon shook his head and spoke once more to Roquandor.


“No, he says Valmerous need make use of only one.” 
Roquandor looked down at his daughter.  “But as each is defended, the nursery
by Nara, the crypt by us, he has only the glade left to him, and none to defend
it but Peg herself.”


Renda raised her sword.  “Aye, and the living knights of
Brannagh.”  She faltered.  “Those of us who remain.”


Roquandor nodded sadly.  It seemed for a moment as if he
would say more, as if they would all say more.  But instead, he offered her
only a brave smile and a clap at her shoulder.  “Away, then, Renda.  You’ve not
much time before sunrise.  May the gods ride with you.”


 


 












Twenty-Four


 


 


Chul
rode carefully and quietly, no more or less so than any Dhanani rider would
traveling through Invader lands, and he took no especial pains to hide his
presence or his horse’s tracks.  Gikka’s spies had said that Maddock always
kept two or three of his people watching the castle, but unless they knew to
watch for a Dhanani, they would not pay him much notice.  Assuming they saw him
at all.  If they did stop him, if for some reason Maddock was with them and
recognized his face, well, he had an answer for that, too.  But he was willing
to risk the confrontation to keep his horse’s speed as long as he could.


The Groggy Bear’s Moon had been full most of the way from
Farras, a mixed blessing since it had illuminated his white horse as well as
the light frost covering the path.  But it was down by the time he and Gikka
had reached the eastern side of the foothills, and the night sky had grown even
darker since they had parted ways at the hilltop.  The horizon still showed
only darkness.  He put sunrise at half a night away yet, and beyond the lumpy
shadowy meadowlands at the base of the hill, he was already beginning to make
out the dark lines of the castle.  He had plenty of time.


But as he came around a small clump of rock and brush a few
hundred yards from the castle wall, the hair on the back of his neck bristled. 
Chul slowed his horse and dropped silently to the ground in a low crouch behind
a dense clot of trees and brush.  He could smell it in the dust hanging over
the fields and in the shocked silence of the night.  Something was wrong.


The whole land around him shuddered with fear.  He looped
the horse’s rein over a branch and crept closer, pulling Gikka’s cloak free of
his rope belt as he went.  Starlight glimmered over the bare fields and over
the terrified eyes of the night animals—over his own, if he was not careful. 
The animals stood as still as stone on the open ground, too frightened to move
even with a hunter stealing up behind them.


Chul held his breath and listened against the darkness,
against the low mist rising near the castle.  Strange.  No noise of crickets,
no bats.  He pulled the cloak close about him and slowly let out a frosty
breath.  His father had warned him about such silences; they always ended in
death for a reckless hunter.


But already the sense of disruption and danger was fading,
and before long, a few of the animals took tentative steps toward the dark
northern meadow and sniffed the air.  Satisfied, a few crept timidly back to
the shelter of the brush, still watchful but no longer quite so terrified. 
Their caution seemed to fade, and in just a few moments, the quiet scurry and
bustle of the night had returned.


He frowned to himself, frowned over the darkness, but
whatever had frightened the animals so completely was gone.  He sorely wished he
could have seen it go, whatever it was, a mountain lion or a bear.  Just to be
sure.


Then he laughed.  What, was he an old woman now, to be so
fretful?  He had his knife; he’d have been safe against it, whatever it was. 
Besides, it was gone.


A new silence fell over the land, similar to the first but
somehow different, far more frightening, and the remaining animals scattered
and scrambled for cover.  To the south, a slow wave of darkness rippled up over
the low ridge that separated the higher northern meadowlands around the castle
from the lowland farms, so subtle against the featureless black of the
landscape that he was not sure right away what he was seeing.


He blinked and squinted through the darkness, trying to see
the whole shape of it, trying to find the outlines of black inside black.  It
seemed only to breathe, this wave, not so much to move, and a moment later, it
settled into the shadows again.  Everything was as it had been before, except
that now an army was coming up to surround the castle.


They were still far away, and he well hidden; they had not
seen him yet.  He jerked the hood of his cloak over his head and settled back
silently against the brush as Gikka had taught him, calming the panic in his
breath and waiting for the cloak to awaken. Almost at once, his body reeled
with the fatigue and heat of a day’s run while the Keeper’s cloak drank its
fill of his strength.  He breathed slowly, deeply, until the heaviness passed,
and watched the darkness creep slowly northward toward the castle, the scatter
of eyeshine.


This was supposed to have been easy.  Get in past Maddock’s
scouts, warn the sheriff and Lady Renda about the cardinal, and get out again
before daybreak.  The Idri, the cardinal, Xorden.  He swallowed a bark
of desperate laughter.  Gikka had been so worried about the Hadrians and their
Old Voice chants, but what were a few priests next to an army?


Chul clutched the cloak about his throat and looked back
toward the hills, wishing Gikka had ignored Renda’s orders and come with him.  But
she hadn’t.  Nor would she ride in at the last minute to save him if something
went wrong.  It was up to him to get what he knew about the Hadrians and now
this army to the sheriff and Lady Renda.  If he got himself killed—


The Invaders burned the whole village because of the boy’s
foolhardiness.


—if he failed to reach them—


The Invaders killed them all because of the boy’s stupidity.


—but no. Gikka trusted him to do this, enough that she had
left him to it and gone on to Graymonde to wait for him.  She had taught him
well, especially since their exile in Farras, and, as she’d said while she tied
her cloak through his rope belt, the time had come for him to earn his keep,
Hadrians or no.  Army or no.


Before he moved, he counted those he could see like a herd
of elk, two hundred, four hundred, maybe more; it was hard to tell in the dark
and mist, and more kept coming over the ridge behind them.  He watched the
stealthy cloud of bodies press closer to Brannagh, and he frowned.  Black
cloaked, almost silent as they moved; these could not possibly be farmers, not
even warrior-farmers a season out of trim.  Never mind that Gikka’s spies had
numbered the remaining villagers and farmers at no more than fifty; this army
was far too careful, far too disciplined.  It was as if the war had never ended
for them.


As soon as he regained his strength, he backed out of the
brush and edged his way away from them to the north and east, refusing to give
in to panic.  He could get past them; after all, it was still night and he
would not have to go by all of them, just the front ranks.  This had to be
easier than getting around in Farras in broad daylight with wary constables and
merchants watching.  The cloak would conceal him as long as he did not make any
foolish mistakes—


The Invaders cut out his mother’s tongue because of the boy’s
arrogance.


He touched the long thin coil of rope around his waist to
reassure himself. His horse would be here, west of the castle instead of up in
the northern meadow as Gikka had suggested, but other than that, he told
himself, the plan was the same: cross the moat and up and over the northern
wall, just the way he’d practiced in Farras.  Once his message was delivered,
Lady Renda would see him safely out again—how, Gikka had not said, nor did it
matter.  With any luck, he’d be away by daybreak with the attacking army none
the wiser that the Knights of Brannagh were prepared against them.  Looking
over the encroaching army, he allowed himself a brief, arrogant moment of pity
for them.


A twig snapped not far from him, and he froze.


North of him, someone lumbered out to meet the wave from the
south.  Large, hulking. It shambled along wrapped in threadbare blankets
against the cold, and its hands were bound in tattered strips of cloth, but as
it came nearer, there was no mistaking the odor of the tannery about it, the
same smell that had burned in the boy’s nostrils on the road outside
Graymonde.  Chul’s eyes narrowed.  Maddock.


His knife was already loosened in its sheath; a throw as the
man passed—


From his other side, a strong hand gripped his arm.


Idiot.  Pull away!  Get free!


No.  The cloak was made for this; he would not defeat its
illusion by moving.  Instead of pulling away, he settled his weight deep into
the ground as Gikka had taught him and used his other hand to slip his knife
clear.  But the large man released his forearm without looking at him and
reached across him to the next branch to pull himself along between the trees
and low brush, making his way to meet Maddock.  He never so much as glanced at
the boy’s face.


Chul blew out a slow, relieved breath, mildly alarmed to see
a cloud of mist congeal in the cold air in front of him.  Such a thing could
give him away; he would have to be more careful.


The man had passed too quickly in the darkness for Chul to
see much of anything about him but his plain cloth cloak, but Chul guessed he
was not from the village.  He had about him the rich and varied odors of
travel, like the bards who had come through the Dhanani camps or the Wirthing
knights he had seen in Farras—heavy smells of oilbalm and scrub pea that grew
only in the southern plains, some hemlock and velmon from the high forests,
others Chul had never smelled before.


He watched the two men approach each other.  He suspected
they were not equals.  The man with Maddock seemed of higher stature, perhaps
some kind of nobility.  Chul frowned.  Gikka had told him of Pegrine’s death
and Brannagh’s betrayal at the hands of Wirthing knights.


From here, Chul could not hear what they said to each other,
could not see their faces at all when they hunkered down together to talk.  He
gripped his cloak tightly and wondered if he should try to get closer, to hear
their plans.  They were not far from him; he would move in carefully—but no, he
decided, watching the starlight soften and dim around him.  The shape of their
plan was clear to him even if the details were not, and he could not afford the
time, not if his warning—both warnings—would do any good.  Not if he would be
away before daybreak, as he had promised.


Silently, he moved out of the clump of trees and made his
way north.


 


 


Colaris stood on his turbulent perch on the sheriff’s
shoulder, grasping the falconing épaulette with his talons and twitching his
wing feathers in anticipation while Lord Daerwin and Renda swept down the rear
steps into the bailey.  Renda’s Alandro and the sheriff’s battle steed, Revien,
waited in full war armor beside Matow, Barlow, Willem and their horses while
the sheriff sealed the tiny scroll into his harrier’s ankle case and gave the
bird his orders.


Colaris let out a soft cry and beat his wings.  In a moment,
the bird disappeared into the darkness above the east curtain wall as he’d been
ordered, and then banked away toward the east.  Toward Damerien.  The sheriff
did not watch after his messenger.  He lowered his visor and continued toward
the horses in silence with Renda at his side.


“Willem,” he said quietly when they’d reached the rest of
the knights, “you’re certain they saw the cardinal leave?”


“Aye, reasonably so, my lord,” the young knight answered. 
“I saw the three, the same that watch every night, clustered up at the far side
of the drawbridge.  Then the cardinal came from the stable with the rest of his
priests, all riding their horses’ bare backs and swearing and cursing and
threatening to bring down the wrath of their gods if I didn’t get that
portcullis up at once.”  He looked down, ashamed.  “Sire, forgive me.  I had no
reason to think I shouldn’t let them pass…”


“Aye,” the sheriff nodded impatiently, “of course not.  But
they were still there, then?  The watchers?”


“Between the cardinal’s threats and heaving up the
portcullis, I can’t say when exactly they left.  All I know is, they’d run off
by the time the cardinal and the rest cleared the bridge.” Willem looked behind
him to where Matow and Barlow stood by the horses. “But with all the cardinal’s
noise, I can’t think they missed it.”


“Half a clock past.”  Lord Daerwin looked back at the castle
as he fastened his mantle.  “The wonder is we haven’t had Maddock clamoring at
the gates already.”


“It can only mean he’s occupied with something.”  Renda’s
gaze drifted over the poor knights and their horses.  Only five able to ride
including herself and her father.  That there were any knights still alive at
Brannagh at all had been enough to keep Maddock and his rebels back—that or
maybe some shred of hope that the cardinal might indeed work a cure.  But with
that hope riding away at full gallop and Chatka’s prophecies coming true
against Brannagh’s best efforts, nothing would hold them back now.  Maddock
could no longer be content with his simple siege, a siege that could only work
against himself and his followers since all the grain was locked away inside
the castle’s storehouses.  It would have to come to battle, and soon.


Maddock had to know by now that the cardinal and his retinue
had left, and if his men had an eye between them, they’d have told him that the
cardinal’s men left in haste, fleeing what came behind as much as they ran on
toward what was ahead.  So the farmers would lose nothing to gamble that
daybreak would find the knights giving chase and the castle all but undefended,
and Maddock would be making plans to that end.  If he was wrong, if the knights
did not ride after the cardinal, he and his followers would stay back and do
nothing, but if he was right…


The trouble was that he was right.


“Assuming he discovers we’ve gone, Maddock will still need
time to organize an attack, and with B’radik’s help, we shall return before he
is ready.  If not, well,” her father sighed and squinted over the hard rock of
the curtain wall and the stout corner towers surrounding them, “these walls
have held off many an army; sure they can hold off a few sickly farmers,
especially with the siege weapons safe in our armories.”  He swung himself up
into his saddle.  “Come.”


“My lord!”  Sedrik stopped only long enough to shout to the
sheriff before he ran down the steps toward the horses.  “My lord, it’s the
tanner, Maddock.  He’s at the south gate demanding to speak with you.  He said
I should tell you, my lord, that they watch the gates, they saw the cardinal
leave, and they know what you’re about.  If I may, Sire, he has some of the
farmers with him. If you were to take a moment to see to him…”


The sheriff sat his horse in silence, staring absently
beyond the northern wall.


“I’ll see to him,” seethed Renda, unsheathing her sword,
“and save us the trouble later.”


The other knights laughed grimly, but the sheriff raised his
hand to silence them.  “My apologies to Maddock, but I am…indisposed.”  This,
too, raised a chuckle from the rest of the knights, and the sheriff’s mouth
curved into a wry grin in spite of himself.  “Tell him I shall be pleased to
receive him first thing on the morrow, say, after breakfast.”  He breathed deeply. 
“That should do.”


Sedrik laughed with disbelief.  “I doubt he’ll take it well,
my lord.”


“Oh, your ears will ring the tenday, an he takes it as I
mean him to take it.”  The sheriff smiled darkly and nodded toward the armory. 
“Make haste.”


Sedrik’s brow twitched in understanding.  “Aye, my lord.” 
He bowed and ran back to the castle.


“That should keep Maddock occupied while we leave, and
hopefully, the spectacle he creates will keep his watchers busy, as well.”


Renda mounted her horse, and she and the other three knights
followed her father toward the armory where the smiths had already moved aside
the great anvils piled against the iron door at the rear wall.  Beyond the
door, a grated ramp led deep into the ground, some two hundred feet, and into
the dark tunnels they had not used since the war.


Once the floor began to rise to ground level again, it was
strewn with rich, dry soil, and thick layers of burlap and scrapcloth were
hammered to the stone walls to damp the sound of their horses’ hooves.  Two hundred
yards north of the castle, the tunnel ended in a natural cleft hidden by a
thick forest of brambles that was much easier to see from inside by daylight,
or even moonlight.  Tonight, the way ahead of the knights was merely dark.


The tunnel accounted for some of the legends and mysterious
victories of the Knights of Brannagh all through Syon’s history, for good
reason.  It was a military secret entrusted only to the Knights of Brannagh and
their smiths.  One of Renda’s early victories had come during the stormy and
short-lived flirtation between Kadak and the Anatayan tribes when she led a
battalion of her father’s knights out this tunnel in a surprise attack on the
Anatayan flank.  Her knights closed the third side of a tight triangle with her
father’s soldiers on one side and Wirthing’s on the other that trapped the
tribesmen and forced a quick surrender.


A full battalion.  What luxurious dream was this, to think
that she had ever had more than a handful of knights at her command, or that
Syon had ever had more than these five to defend her.  Yet it had been so, and
not so long ago, in a time of war, before peace came to destroy Brannagh.  She
looked back toward the castle, toward where Maddock and his men prepared to
attack.  “Father,” Renda whispered, “you and I can defeat the cardinal
ourselves.  If we were to leave the others behind to defend the castle—”


He shook his head firmly.  “We must stop the cardinal.”  Her
father kicked his horse into a slow gallop toward the barest brightening of the
shadows ahead that signaled the end of the tunnel.


“But we cannot sacrifice all of Brannagh—”


“Can we not?” he barked, oblivious to the echo of his voice
in the tunnel.  “We are sworn to it, child!”  He set his heel into Revien’s
side, and the horse bolted out the end of the tunnel toward the northwest,
toward the foothills and the dark glade where Pegrine had died.


Renda glanced back through the darkness of the tunnel,
looking toward the keep where her mother watched from the chapel window, where
Nara finished a last gesture of blessing over them at the door, where Sedrik
stalled Maddock below the gatehouse.  


They would be safe, she told herself.  The goddess will keep
them safe.  She had to believe it.  Then she turned and with a wave of her
hand, led the others after her father.


 


 


Chul had thrown himself flat into the dry grass and brush
when Maddock had gone by, barely hidden from him and lucky that he was so
intent on his purpose.  But he was not sure where Maddock was going or how long
he might be or—watching the other one, the traveler, return to his army at a
run—whether this was the signal that would start the charge; in any case, he
had to work fast.  The faintest of the stars were already disappearing from the
sky.


The rope was freed, and he’d tied the hook, imprinted with G
for Graymonde—or Gikka—on the end.  Above him and on the other side of the dry
moat was the lowest of the lancet windows on this side, a smallish window some
forty feet high leading into the barracks of the resident knights.  Marigan’s
news of the plague had been most grave, and Chul was not sure any knights would
be left, but just the same, he would rather any that were still alive not try
to kill him on sight.


He was getting ahead of himself.  Before he could try for
the window, he had to cross the dry moat.  He spied the low tree stump at the
side of the castle wall that Gikka had mentioned to him and moved toward it,
gripping the hook.  He would have to swing the hook hard, pay out enough rope
and cast it high to clear the moat.


His first weapon as a small boy had been the sling, and
later, he’d learned the spear.  He’d been quite good for all that his strength
had been that of a child.  His next weapon was to have been the xindraga,
what the Invaders called the Dhanani horseflail, a spiked steel ball on the end
of a forty-foot chain with a horned forearm-length handle, used from horseback,
and while he’d not had any real training with it, he’d practiced a bit.  This
hook was not much different.  With Anado’s help, he could do this; he only
hoped Gikka had gauged the length of the rope correctly.


He made ready to throw, but behind him, he heard the quiet
hordes spilling around the castle wall to take up their positions, and he threw
himself to the ground again.  They watched the castle intently, waiting and
watching every stone for something very small, very subtle, placing themselves
carefully.  He looked hopelessly across at the tree stump and up at the window
before he crawled behind some thin brush, hoping he had not missed his only
opportunity.  He stayed where he was and made no sound.  As it was, they would
have him surrounded in a few seconds; best he not give them reason to look for
him.


Then their attention that had been so intent upon the castle
relented sharply, palpably—so much so that he nearly stumbled from his hiding
place into the sudden vacuum.  The army had kept itself hidden and would keep
itself hidden until the attack, but he could feel disorder bristling through
them.  He stood and stared out over the dark plain at four or five shapes,
distant, barely discernible, that glinted and glimmered very faintly through
the rising dust, reflecting back only the torchlight from the castle
battlements.  They seemed to have appeared from nowhere beyond the hidden army,
but they ignored the gathered host—or perhaps were still unaware of them—as
they rode across the meadows toward the cliffs and the foothills.


Chul moved to follow them, even ran a few steps to try to
catch them before they left him behind, but it was hopeless.  They were too far
away and had been even as he had first seen them.  His heart sank.  He had seen
Revien and Alandro only once before, in the stables while he and Gikka were
preparing to leave for Graymonde, but at the front of this small band of
knights, even as far off as they were, even in just the glimmer of torchlight,
they were unmistakable, even in armor.  The sheriff and Lady Renda were
leaving.  He had missed them.


 


 


Across the northern meadowlands, they rode in silence, every
fiber of every muscle taut beneath the steel of their armors.  The Brannagh
Horses at Arms flew side by side over the ground in full battle armor, as sure
of hoof over uneven grass clumps, creek ravines and rock mounds as if they ran
a bare plain.


Sworn to it.


After the Liberation, after the Liberator took for himself
and his heirs the title of duke—not king—of Syon, he swore for himself and all
those of his blood an oath of gratitude and fealty to the goddess B’radik. 
When his son, Lexius, who later became the first Sheriff of Brannagh, gathered
together a ragtag mob of exiled Byrandian rebels and made of them the most
deadly order of knights the world had ever known, he likewise swore them to the
service and protection of B’radik, the duke and all Syon.  But to B’radik first
and foremost.


 


 


Memories flew through Renda’s mind as she rode, memories of
Pegrine standing serene and strong before the duke, of the strange glow that
surrounded her in the crypt.


…my body was killed and my spirit was trapped with no place to
go when She found me.  It was smashing good luck for us both, you see.


She remembered Nara lying unconscious on the palace floor,
her habit dim to almost gray, the priests’ feeble attempts to save her.  What
was it Arnard had told her, that they’d been gaining ground against the
plague?  How could they if B’radik was bound, unless…


She told me She could fix my body for a little while so I could
be Her helper here.  But only for a while since it drains Her so.


Arnard had seen a child at the temple’s destruction—not
partaking of the destruction, but defending as she could against it.  Of
Roquandor and the rest of Brannagh’s dead rising to Pegrine’s protection.  To
B’radik’s protection.


We are sworn to it.


At last she understood.  Pegrine was not raised by B’radik
to be her messenger or her companion undead; she was the goddess’s avatar, Her
conduit of power into this plane that somehow weakened Her binding.  If Pegrine
fell, B’radik would fall.


Suddenly, all around them, hundreds of armed men and women
sprang from the hillocks and trees and, instead of rushing for the castle
behind them, they ran for the knights shouting and screaming, waving their
swords—where did so many get swords?—and from the surrounding meadows and
hillsides, even more of them flowed in to enclose the horses.


Hundreds.


She rode straight on and drew her long sword.


“Do not stop for them,” her father shouted and spurred his
horse on.  “The glade, Renda!  We must reach the glade!”


Revien and Alandro did not slow at all, and the other three
horses fell in close behind them.  While the jeering, shouting army clotted
close around them, they raced for the cliff, driving most of their attackers
out of the way as they rode.  But the horses were not fast enough in their
armor, and the way just ahead of them was closing fast.


 


 


Chul’s only chance now was to get back to his own horse and
hope he could catch them with his warning.  He had no idea where they could be
going with this army massing outside their gates, but he had to reach them, had
to warn them.  He turned to run for the hillside, and instantly collided with
what must have been a tree.  In a second, he found himself crushed to the
ground beneath a man’s weight and silently cursed his own stupidity.


The man who had run into him got up and squinted down at the
bare ground where Chul lay gasping for breath, toed it tentatively.  He could
feel something was there, and now he could hear it, but he could not see it. 
He flipped back his dark cape and drew his sword to probe the ground.


Cape.  Sword.  And beneath the cape, simple farmers’
clothes.  He had spent enough time with Invaders, studying them, becoming them,
to know that this was strange. First Hadrian priests chanting in Dhanani, now
farmers in knights’ capes carrying swords.  Nothing made sense.


The point of the man’s sword came perilously close to Chul’s
knee.  The boy rolled his leg slowly out of the sword’s way as Gikka had taught
him.  Slowly, so slowly, but not slowly enough.


The man’s gaze narrowed a moment, and then his eyes got
wide.  “By the gods,” he murmured.  He reached down through a cloud of the
boy’s breath and picked Chul up by the throat.


Chul gasped in amazement and tried to pry the man’s fingers
away from his windpipe.  He tried to hurl himself at the man and grapple him
down, but he was off balance, and the man was strong.  Chul could not seem to
get his feet under him.


The man dragged him the few feet into the torchlight and
threw back his hood.  No, the disappointment in the man’s eyes said, this was
not the one he was hoping to see.  He opened his mouth.  He drew breath to
shout to the others.


Chul’s knife ripped through his throat.


The effect on the surrounding army was almost
instantaneous.  By the time the dying man crumpled to the stones outside the
gate, by the time Chul had freed himself from his grasp, and run off along the
castle wall, those who had heard the shout had turned to look, and confusion
and fear rippled through the army.


Never mind that Maddock had sworn the Brannagh assassin was
dead, killed at his own hand.  If it wasn’t her, it was her ghost, and the
fearful whispers of “Gikka!” that blazed through the ranks broke what was left
of the villagers’ discipline and scattered them to chase their own shadows into
the hills.


But then most of the army was not made up of villagers, and
within seconds, several of those who were left split off to pursue the boy.


 


 


The main body of the force was too well trained to
completely break off its pursuit of the knights; it did not splinter apart in
panic.  But in the moment of confusion, in the hair’s breadth of indecision,
the attacking army split its attention between the commotion at their flank and
the Knights of Brannagh, and it was enough.


The sheriff made no sound or gesture, nor did Renda, yet
they both saw the weak spot, exactly where they would breach the wall of bodies
ahead of them.  Likewise the connection between horse and master was so
complete that Revien had already banked left by the time the sheriff’s nudge
was completed, with Alandro close by his shoulder.  Without losing a step,
Revien reared and struck through the side of their thinning, shifting blockade
with the spikes on his shinguards while Alandro spun, kicked and spun again,
sending them back in disarray.  The breach they made could not close before all
five horses broke free and rode off into the foothills with only a few of
Maddock’s followers making the effort to chase them on foot.


While Maddock cursed the knights’ escape, while his massed
army watched in disgust as they rode away, no one noticed the ghostly white
horse galloping north, seemingly riderless, just below the top of the western
ridge.


 


 


The knights were all veterans, blooded in the war against
Kadak.  They had all had to choose between battles sometimes, abandoning one to
win another.  If they split their own hearts, they were defeated already. 
Castle Brannagh had stood against the Anatayans and even Kadak’s demon armies. 
As the sheriff had said, it would stand one more time.  If they would defeat
Valmerous, if they would survive to enjoy the luxury of addressing the Maddock
problem, they had to believe in those walls.  And so, by the time they reached
the cliff’s edge, they could no longer see the castle or the attacking army,
and with minds well disciplined to the needs and inevitabilities of war, they
forced their attention the only way they could, toward the battle ahead.


Renda moved ahead and wheeled Alandro westward, counting on
the rest of the knights to follow.  With large brambles rising at her left, she
raced him through a narrow corridor inches from the precipice that fell away to
forest treetops at her right.  Occasionally Alandro’s hooves kicked away
pebbles and stones to fall down into the trees below, but Revien and the others
stayed at her heels.  She had no need to look back.


She kept her mind as tightly focused on the way ahead as she
could, not allowing herself the luxury of congratulating herself on her
instincts about the cardinal.


Congratulations, indeed.  She had nearly let him kill both
the duke and Pegrine—she’d all but helped him destroy the goddess she was sworn
to protect.  She’d even gone to attend him in the crypt when her father had
not, and all for the sake of duty, of unquestioning honor and discipline, as if
that in itself were virtue enough to excuse her.  Worst of all, she had done
this over the strident objections of her intuition.


She had never learned to trust her intuition the way Gikka
had.  Perhaps it was that she always had had lives in her hands, or that her
own fame and honor seemed so small against the ancient Brannagh name.  In any
case, she’d always let patient, careful reason decide strategy for her, and for
the first time since she’d become a knight, she was beginning to see it as a
weakness.


She had taken Matow and Willem and searched the priests’
quarters after the cardinal had fled with his six remaining priests.  They had
not had time to return to their chambers, so the knights had found almost all
of his belongings still there, including Vilkadnazor’s ceremonial plate of
offering.


Almost all?  She frowned.  She would never have allowed
herself so careless a thought during the war.  Gods, but her mind felt fat and
lazy.  But two years since the war’s end, and already she was making dangerous
assumptions, fretting over phantoms.  Valmerous had carried something into the
crypt, but so miserable and self-absorbed had she been, this war hero, this
guardian of B’radik, that she had not bothered to mark it.  She had not wanted
to know what he intended toward poor Pegrine.


She felt guilt and failure threatening to overcome her, and
she cleared her mind to focus on the battle ahead.  The whole and precise truth
was that the knights, even her father, had had no idea what the priests might
have brought with them to Brannagh in their bundles.  At the time, it had been
clearly none of their business.  But that meant that they also had no idea what
the priests might have carried with them into the crypt, nor what they carried
now.


The only assumption she could afford to make now was that
Valmerous had come to Brannagh prepared to do battle, but not with the Knights
of Brannagh, not even with Pegrine, but with Damerien himself.  She wanted to
know why, but the why did not matter now.  Damerien had been his target, but
Pegrine had thwarted him, and Pegrine was the one he attacked now.  In any
case, knowing what he did when he left Brannagh, Valmerous would not have gone
to Pegrine’s glade any less prepared than he had gone into the crypt.


Whatever he planned would take time—that stood to the
knights’ advantage—but once completed, the assault would be difficult if not
impossible to stop.  She bit her lip.  If ever they could use a sorcerer…


Before long, the foothills rose to the northwest and the
cliff relented until the two met and rose together.  Alandro banked hard to the
right and slipped in the soft dry soil to graze the side of his foreleg, but he
recovered with a grunt and lost but a single step to lead them upward and over
the rocky range of hills.


Renda slowed Alandro when she reached the place where she
had first heard Gikka’s hunting horn, careful to keep the top of the hill above
them, that their silhouettes would not be visible from below.


“The glade,” she murmured.


Lord Daerwin paused.


Renda squinted at him in the grayish light, seeing in his
flint and steel eyes what he would not let the others see, and his anguish
broke her heart.  This was the first time he had looked down at the thick copse
of trees that enclosed the glade where his granddaughter had been killed.


“A wretched place.”  He breathed deeply, and she saw that
her father’s pain had hardened to rage.  She nodded to him and motioned the
rest of his knights forward to his side.


“Come,” she said.  “We’ve little time.”


 


 












Twenty-Five


 


 


The
trees, the same that had strained and crowded at the clearing’s edge and pulled
at Renda’s cloak to keep her from the alderwood stump a season past, were no
more than spindly sticks and lifeless trunks now, but for all their bareness,
they still completely enclosed the cardinal and his priests and hid them from
the knights.  That concealment worked both ways.  The priests, expecting them
to come riding in at full gallop, were likewise unaware that the knights had
already crept in close to their perimeter afoot.


“The altar,” she whispered, gesturing toward the west side
of the glade, “and our priests, I should think.”


The sheriff nodded and gestured for Barlow, Matow and Willem
to fan out to a single line, not too far apart but with plenty of room to swing
their swords if it came to it.  Then, as a body, they moved deeper into the
dense line of trees.


But after only a few steps, Renda raised her hand to stop
them.  The eerie chant rising from every corner of the glade ahead was now
clear and audible, lacking the echoes of the crypt, for all that it was still
incomprehensible to her.


Idri gai braniana ro viana kai virara Xorden.


Go ziara kai bar no vortai brai Xorden.


Then, just as it had in the crypt, the perfect unison of the
priests’ voices splintered apart, and the strange words twisted and curdled
over themselves, but the words were different, of that she was sure.  At first,
she heard nothing but a muddle, a crowd of muttering buzzing together
mindlessly, but as the sounds all blended, separated and recombined, they
formed new words, a new chant, crystal clear and in perfect rhythm.


Goai drio ziara goai kai baraina nro vortirarai bra Xorden.


From the first, one word always rang clear of the muddle,
just as it had in the crypt—Xorden, spoken with a certain emphasis, a certain—


comes an old, forgotten god


—reverence.


They never use a name.


Hah!  Renda’s spirit crowed.  At last, Bishop Cilder’s
unnamed god had a name.  It was a name she had never heard before, a name that
meant nothing to her, but it was more than they’d had before.  She glanced at
her father, hoping he might know something, but from the quizzical look he gave
to the trees ahead, she doubted it.  For once, he seemed as baffled as the rest
of them.  She shifted irritably on her haunches and looked away.  They were
still fighting blind.


Willem shook his head.  “It makes no sense.”


“No, it does not,” Barlow answered softly.  “It’s like
nothing I’ve ever heard.”


“Nor I,” murmured Matow, rubbing his aching elbow.


“That’s not what I mean.  Listen again.”  Willem gestured
toward the gray branches ahead.  “Renda says the altar is at the west, but the
sound comes from all around.”


“Unthinkable.”  Matow closed his eyes to listen, then shook
his head.  “It’s echoes you hear, a trick of the hills.”


But Willem was insistent.  “My ear puts them round the
perimeter, spread wide apart.  Listen for yourself, tell me I’m wrong.”


Barlow turned on him with an exasperated sigh.  “What manner
of foolishness is that?  Not even priests would be so—”


“Shut your mouth and listen!”  They listened a few seconds
before Willem went on.  “Foolishness or no, they ring the perimeter.”


“Could be there’s more of them than we thought, then,”
whispered Barlow.


“Maybe one or two.”  Willem listened again.  “But I doubt
it. Sounds like the same half-dozen.”


Matow’s gaze traveled up the impenetrable stand of trees. 
“Would that we could see,” he muttered darkly.  “I should dearly love to know
what they’re about.”


“As would I,” the sheriff muttered.  “Priests are not
traditionally clever at strategy, especially not Hadrian priests, and while I
would love to think that Valmerous is merely ignorant…”


Renda nodded.  The plan they’d given the knights, the attack
she and her father had discussed at the castle, had been based on the
assumption that the priests would act as priests should when they fall under
attack: huddle together round the altar and surround themselves with tightly
overlapping rings of protections while they worked their rites.  Cutting
through such a defense would be almost impossible, even armed as they were. 
Such a massed ring of protections would be the only hope the priests would have
against them, so it was the only scenario she’d thought worthy of
consideration.


But set around the perimeter as they were, even if their
protections touched and interlocked one with another, each priest was effectively
alone, protected only by his own power.  Worse than that, they’d left a great
open space before the altar with no one except perhaps Valmerous to guard it,
and all his attention must necessarily be turned to the ritual.  Spread so
thin, the knights could pick them off one at a time, and the others could not
hope to stop them much less close the gap in the ring before the knights were
in the open, and from there, it would be but a few steps to Valmerous himself.


Never underestimate your enemies.


The words were her father’s, her uncle’s, her teachers’, her
own.  She’d heard them and spoken them herself so often that she could not
recall where she had first heard them nor when she had last spoken them.  All
right, then.  Five knights, seven priests.  An even match, given their
defensive position inside the glade and the protections they would no doubt
bring to bear.  But even so, they would have been best served to stay together
and direct their attacks outward at the knights in concert, not meet them one
to one.  So why would Valmerous deliberately put his priests in danger?


Unbelievably, and with a martial sophistication Renda would
hardly have expected of a priest devoted to charity, Valmerous was trying to
draw the knights’ attack, a very specific attack he apparently had prepared to
meet.


“Have a care,” the sheriff breathed, “It’s clear they expect
us.”


“Aye.” Renda shuddered away the sudden chill that settled on
her spine. “He’s all but daring us to attack, spread out thus, but I’ve yet to
see how he thinks to win if we do.”


They were in no position to wait, regardless.  They could
not see Valmerous, could not see how far he was into his ritual attack on
Pegrine—on B’radik—but every moment that passed worked to his advantage, not
theirs.  They had no time to formulate a new plan of attack.  Given the
circumstances, they would not need one.  It was already clear that they would
need to spring the priests’ trap quickly, most likely by attacking one of the
priests and opening a hole in the perimeter—a draw of their own—then see what
came next and hope they could withstand it long enough to get to Valmerous. 
Otherwise, all would be lost.


They heard movement in the glade, and the knights ducked
low.  The priests were moving out still further from the altar, thinning their
circle yet again.


“What do you suppose…” breathed Matow.


But the sheriff raised his hand to silence him and rose to
his feet.  They could not afford to wait any longer.


The five armored knights abruptly broke through the trees,
weapons drawn, with great clamor and shouting, but the priests, bundled head to
toe against the chill night air, did not flee in terror, did not so much as
break their chant.  A single torch burned behind the alderwood stump at the
west side of the glade, and beneath it, Valmerous was cloaked and cowled in the
familiar blue of Vilkadnazor, kneeling before the altar with his back to them.


Barlow raised his sword, ready to run between two of the
priests and cut him down, but Renda stopped him with a look.  That was certainly
what the priests were expecting.  The priest at the altar was almost certainly
not Valmerous, not if the cardinal was as shrewd as she now supposed him to
be.  She looked around the circle at the closely covered faces.  They would
have to kill all the priests to be certain, something Valmerous must have
anticipated.


Suddenly, one of the priests beside her turned and raised
his hands to attack, and before she could stop herself, before she could
understand the calm, almost gloating smile under his cowl, before the knights
were ready, before she could stop herself, Renda slashed him open with her
sword and breached the perimeter.


The knights steeled themselves, waiting for the attack of
the priest’s protections to wash over them or for the rest of the priests to
close ranks on them.  But nothing happened.  They looked at each other in the
long moment that followed, puzzled, speechless.  Why would this priest neglect
to set his protections? 


Then the nightmare began.


 


 


The stout branches of the trees moved aside under the boy’s
hand willingly, as if they welcomed him to this place, but he did not find this
comforting.  Not in the least.  He’d tracked the knights along the southern
edge of the glade—clear, overly heavy steps that kicked and crushed down tree
limbs, underbrush that had been viciously hacked away with swords.  Their
passage had been far more difficult, and not just because of their armors. He
gripped his hunting knife and pressed on through the accommodating trees.


From the moment he’d entered the glade, he could hear the
Old Voice chant coming from its center.  So the Hadrians were here then, and
the sheriff had brought his knights in pursuit.


Idri gai braniana ro viana kai virara Xorden.


He was too late with his warning; the sheriff had already
discovered what he was coming to tell him and apparently something more.  The
knights had been willing to abandon Castle Brannagh to the overwhelming forces
arrayed against her to pursue this cardinal.  It must be far worse than he and
Gikka had feared, worse than he could even imagine.  Worse still, even as few
as they were, he would be of little help to them in this battle.  Chul’s
shoulders slumped, and he lowered his hunting knife, defeated before he’d
begun.


Idri gai braniana ro viana kai virara Xorden.


Chul frowned and raised his head, listening.


Goziara kai bar no bortai brai Xorden.


The first part was as Marigan had heard it in the castle,
and the sound of a sacred Idri in the strange, mewling voices of these
Invaders, these “Bloody-Hadrians,” as Gikka called them, boiled up his rage. 
But the second part baffled him utterly.


Goziara kai bar no bortai brai Xorden.


It was just babbling, a series of syllables that meant
nothing at all, not even in the Old Voice.  Why would they call the Idri
and then follow it with a lot of gibberish?  Was it meant as some kind of
desecration?  But as he approached the center of the glade, as the chanting
grew louder and mingled and muddled together, he heard it meld and crystallize
into something terrifying.


Goai drio gziara, goai kai baraina nro vortirarai bra Xorden.


Somehow, the priests, the Hadrian priests, had done what
could not be done.  They had made of their Idri and their babbles a new
chant in the Old Voice, something even the tribe’s Storykeepers could not do,
and the meaning of this new chant was as clear to Chul as if he’d heard it all
his life.


Rise and defend, rise to your vow, ye sons of Xorden.


 


 


The dust began boiling about their feet even before the dead
priest’s body touched the ground, but with the first drops of his blood, it
began to churn faster and harder.  Instantly, the knights spread themselves to
a tight line with Renda at the center, swords drawn.  With the almost
impassable trees at their backs, they awaited this new attack, this unleashing
of prayers from the rest of the priests.  Except that it did not seem to come
from the rest of the priests.  The Hadrians had not moved; if anything, they
seemed most intent on not moving.


Suddenly, a fearful, savage scream of rage rose from empty
center of the glade, terrifying enough to make the priests falter in their
chanting.  From the open space, hundreds of shadows erupted from the ground
like geysers, human shadows that seemed to drink in substance from the darkness
until their footfalls had weight in the soil.


“Stand your ground,” Renda called, shifting her stance and
regripping her weapon.  “Do not be drawn in!  We cannot let them surround us.”


Unlike Kadak’s armored demons, these creatures moved
quickly, explosively, and within a single breath, the first wave was upon the
knights, crowding in close to their swords.  By the light that fell from the
cardinal’s torch, the knights could see the enemy. Those who faced them were
boys of every age that could walk, dark-skinned, as dark as Dhanani.  Below
those shadowy, feral faces, they wore no armor, only strange, knotted robes of
richly colored cloth, silk or linen, and they carried wicked-looking weapons
like nothing the knights had ever seen before.


But they did not attack.


 


 


The throaty scream of rage that came from the glade almost
knocked Chul backward in terror.  He did not want to consider what these sons
of Xorden might be, or for that matter what Xorden might be.  Instead, he
swallowed painfully and regained some of his composure, enough to continue what
he had begun.


“Idri ga brinania ro bana ka verere ba triaksa arada.”


The first prayer.  Chul held the shrew by the back of its
neck and lifted it above his head.  He touched the small shrieking creature’s
throat with his blade—a blade already stained with the blood of a man—but did
not cut.  Then he touched the point to the animal’s chest, then its little
belly.  The power to kill reserved.  After a moment, he lowered the terrified
creature to the ground and released it.


 


 


“What are they,” gasped Barlow, shifting back and forth in
his stance, trying to stay calm.


“The dead,” answered Matow quietly, with a certainty the
others found disturbing. “Dhanani dead, from the look of them.”  Two of these
dead, young and willing if inexperienced with the thick bladed swords they
carried, shouted something in challenge and shook their weapons menacingly.
“This glade must be an old Dhanani burial ground or temple, perhaps,” he added,
looking around him. A shudder shook his weak frame, as if he’d found with these
shades a certain kinship—those who had looked Death in the eye and somehow come
back.  He shut his eyes a moment to regain his composure.  “Though what they’d
be about this far east is beyond me.”


“It’s been thousands of years,” murmured the sheriff to
himself, and dread darkened his features.  “They’ve kept to the Kharkara Plains
since the Gods’ Rebellion, or just after…”  Renda watched him, curious,
questioning, and he looked back toward the creatures facing them, hiding his
thoughts from her.


“Why do they not attack?”  Barlow scowled.


“They defend.”  The sheriff breathed out sharply.  “They
stand between us and the cardinal; they need only hold us off long enough to
let him complete his work, and they’d rather not open any holes for us.  Sure
we’re not in a position to attack them.”


“We did not come here to stand by and watch!”


“No,” answered the sheriff with a glance toward the altar,
toward the rest of the priests, “no, we did not.”


 


 


“Idri ga brinania ro bana ka verere ba triaksa arada.”


The second prayer.  Chul took the sluggish garter snake he’d
dug out of its winter den and broke its neck cleanly.  Then he cut it open and
squeezed its cold blood into a small depression he’d made in the soil.  The
mulchy dirt drank the blood off thirstily.  He slit the tip of his finger and
dropped a few drops of his own steaming blood into the soil as well and watched
the soil drink his blood just as eagerly.  The blood of mortal brothers, shed. 
Then, feeling a little dizzy at the sudden cold and undeniable proof of his own
mortality, he covered the depression with dead leaves.


 


 


Not far from the knights, one of the priests let out a cry
of surprise and suddenly crumpled to the ground.  From his body, a great lash
of liquid fire spewed without direction over the ranks of the dead like a
fountain, making the whole crowded body of them surge in every direction like
panicked cattle.


“Did you see that?” cried Barlow, retreating with the rest
of the knights to put the trees at his back as the Dhanani dead churned and swirled
in panic before them.  “What in the name of B’radik…?”


The sheriff grunted and heaved against the crush of bodies
that threatened to overwhelm them.  “Hold them off!”


The priests’ careful, orderly construction had flown apart,
but they patiently restarted, quickly blending the two chants into the third,
trying to regain control.


Goai drio gziara, goai kai baraina nro vortirarai bra Xorden.


But chaos had already been unleashed.  Their prayers
splintered apart again and again in the frenzy, and when they saw that they no
longer controlled the child warriors, the frightening dead warriors they had
raised to battle the knights, they scattered in terror.  In the same feverish
moment, the knights found themselves under dire attack from the warriors.
Nothing held back the Dhanani now, and the knights fought for their lives.


 


 


“Idri ga brinania ro bana ka verere ba triaksa arada.”


The third prayer.  He quickly untied his gold storyskin and
bound it around the snake’s body.  Then he dug feverishly in the cold, mulchy
soil to make a burial chamber and lay the snake inside.  One by one, in
ceremonial order, he spoke a blessing over each stone and set it in place until
the snake was completely covered, in the style of a warrior’s barrow.  The
honored dead, bestowed.  He breathed deeply and placed the final stone.


Nothing happened.


“Idri ga brinania ro bana ka verere ba triaksa arada!”


The words flew out like a volley of arrows.  His voice was
full of anger and indignation, and instantly, he regretted it.  What did he expect? 
He had no right to speak to the gods.  He had not spoken the ritual prayers
with Aidan during his Rite of Manhood; he had not used the traditional animals,
the elk calf, the goose, the wolf.  His blade was stained with human blood.  He
had no right to think that the gods would hear him, or, even if They did, that
They would help him.  But in spite of all of it, he shouted his prayers again
and again over the chanting and shrieking coming from the glade, hoping that
his gods, the gods of the Dhanani, would listen to the voice of the outcast.


 


 


“Renda!”  The sheriff shouted to her through the battle, and
seeing that he’d gotten her attention, nodded toward the eastern side of the
glade.


Through the smoke and flame and flutter of silk-clad bodies
moving through the glade, she could see only glimpses of one of the priests who
seemed to be fighting someone.  In spite of the warriors pressing him, he was
turned away, batting furiously at something Renda could not see, something that
seemed to be tugging at him from behind, pestering him more than actually
attacking him.  But beside him, something still more interesting caught her
attention.


Another priest, perhaps seeing what it was that attacked his
fellow or perhaps thinking he might be next, had tightened his hood around his
face and begun to move through the center of the glade between the risen dead. 
Toward the altar.


“Valmerous.” She snarled in frustration and redoubled her
fight to push back the Dhanani.  But she was still hemmed in on all sides by the
boy warriors, as were the rest of the knights.  They could not hope to break
free in time to stop him.


Beyond the clot of dead warriors, the embattled priest
fought with his hidden attacker, using his bare hands and what rocks and sticks
he could pick up.  Suddenly, his body arched stiffly, and his hands clawed
weakly at his back.  The posture was unmistakable—she’d seen it so many times
on the battlefield.  The priest was trying to pull a knife or a sword out of
his back, but whose?  She could not see through the smoke.


Then his cowl fell back from his head, and his strange,
alien voice rose out of the chant in a pitiful cry for mercy before he died.


Had he fallen without a sound, Renda doubted the dead
warriors would have seen him at all through the smoke.  But he had not, and the
Dhanani turned to his scream like a pack of wolves.  The terrible, strangled
cry of horror and outrage they sent up upon seeing the face of the fallen
Hadrian priest made the rest of the battle fall to stillness and silence for a
long, terrible moment.  Then those who could see the priest’s face savaged the
little Hadrian body, ripping it and rending it until no recognizable piece
remained.


The rest of the priests, stopped from fleeing the glade,
tried once again to resume the chant, but soon, they, too, fell silent, seeing
the curious warriors move closer and eye their hoods with suspicion.  Near the
knights, one of the warriors had kicked away the hood of the priest Renda
killed.  Within only a few moments, that body, too, was ripped apart.


Dhanani blood rage.  And these priests were Hadrians.


“By the gods,” whispered Matow, tentatively lowering his
sword while one of the warriors tried to peer through the slits in his visor,
trying to see his eyes.  A vexed snarl rose on the lips of the warrior, and he
shifted his grip on his pole ax. 


“Remove your helmet,” Renda whispered.  


It was a risk.  After all, if they were souls from the early
Dhanani Empire, from a time before the Gods’ Rebellion or even before the first
of the Byrandian refugees had come this far west, then the knights might seem
as alien to them as the Hadrians.


“Matow,” Renda said calmly, “trust me.  Remove your helmet
and look him in the eyes.”


He hesitated for only a moment.  “For the duke, for Syon and
for B’radik,” he whispered.  He reached up to unfasten the leather straps, and
the warrior watched him, keeping the ax ready to cut him down.


“All of you,” spoke the sheriff, “take them off.  We’ve
nothing to fear.”


Barlow snorted, eyeing the huge spiked weapon his opponent
held poised over his head.  “With all due respect—”


“You have your orders,” returned the sheriff calmly, already
lifting his helmet from his own head.  The warriors studied his face, his eyes,
his waves of silver hair.


Renda unfastened the leather straps that held her helmet and
moved to strip it off, then paused, uncertain.  Aidan had told her that the
present Dhanani were distrustful of women on the battlefield, but she knew
nothing of how these men, whom the knights now assumed to be ancient Dhanani,
would react.  A woman, here, in armor and battling against them, might be even
more of an outrage to them than a Hadrian.


“Renda, no,” her father called to her.  “Only your visor. 
They should be satisfied to see your eyes.”  


She lifted her visor, and a young warrior who reminded her
of Chul loomed close to her, so close she could see the thin strands of blue
silk woven into his braids, the dusting of soil that still lingered on his
smooth, dark brow.  He reached a rude, dirty hand up to touch her face, to turn
her head roughly into the torchlight where he could see her better.  The rest
of the knights bristled, but she waved them back and withstood the warrior’s
touch.


He stared at her for several moments, long enough that the
rest of the knights looked at each other worriedly.  Then the young warrior
looked around at the mostly pale, bareheaded knights, at Renda, at Lord
Daerwin, and his lip curled into a snarl, enough that the knights readied
themselves for a renewed attack.  It never came.


Without the chant to direct them against the knights, they
seemed more inclined to hunt down this other enemy, this hideous creature whose
very existence boiled their blood, and while they did not retreat visibly from
the knights, they’d clearly relaxed their interdiction against them to focus on
the priests.


At the rim of the glade, the priests were trying desperately
to regain control, to renew their chant, but between the threats of the
warriors and the strange, hidden pest that harassed them from behind, the chant
had degenerated into muffled gibberish.  Soon it lacked even that much
substance as each priest turned his attention toward his own protection and
prayed for the mercy of whatever gods they thought might listen.


Meanwhile, the knights saw their opening and moved through
the crowd toward the altar.  Silently, the rest of the dead closed in around
them.


 


 


“Idri…”  Chul sobbed, sinking to his knees, and drove
his bloodied knife into the soil.


 


 












Twenty-Six


 


 


The
knights stood motionless, afraid to move, afraid to breathe, as they watched
the ancient Dhanani cut through the priests like so many deer.  All but one. 
Somehow, this last and most dangerous of the priests, Valmerous, still knelt
motionless at the alderwood altar on the far side of the glade, unseen,
unnoticed.


Renda marked the purplish light that touched the tops of the
trees and wondered if Valmerous would need to complete his rite against Pegrine
before daybreak.  She doubted it.  But time and the rising sun were his allies,
not theirs. The goddess was tied to Pegrine, and Pegrine was a creature of
shadow.  Once the day had broken, the knights would surely be on their own
against him and his god.


Her knights had pushed their way through the Dhanani toward
the altar, and at first, they had made good headway.  She had thought they
might get through, but now, they were no longer gaining ground; in fact, they
began to lose ground.


Then the Dhanani attacked.


The knights cut them down easily with their swords, but they
soon discovered that swords were not much good against those who were already
dead.  The Dhanani they cut down rose time and again to rejoin the fight, their
wounds gone.


“Willem!”


Renda grunted and heaved against the crush of dead warriors
with her sword and pressed forward, that much closer to the altar.  She and her
father were at the front edge of their tiny wedge, fighting through the crush
of Dhanani toward the altar, with the other three knights holding the warriors
off at the rear.


But the wedge broke, and Willem fell.  Behind her, she heard
Barlow fighting his way to the fallen knight, trying to clear the space around
him with his sword.


“Leave him,” Matow said.  “You can’t save him.”


“He moved,” Barlow grimaced, cutting through the dead.  “He
yet lives!  If I can get him to his feet…”


“Aye, he lives,” Renda shouted, pressing ahead, “but the ax
cuts too deeply into his helmet.  You do him no favor to save him now.”


Barlow looked back at Willem.  “But the priests at Brannagh
could…”


“He’s gone,” gasped Matow, falling into Willem’s place at
Barlow’s back.  He panted, nodding ahead.  “We’re almost to the altar.”  He
knocked away a spear with his sword.  “Just a bit further…”


“Tiadre!”


Abruptly, the ferocious energy of the warriors and their
unrelenting press on the knights fell away.  Even the warriors they fought
disengaged in midstroke and turned toward the voice.


Barlow cried out in triumph and raised his sword, but Matow
caught his wrist and nodded toward the edge of the glade.


There, a single young Dhanani stood, alone, uncertain and very
much afraid, with his hunting knife outstretched toward the dead warriors.  He
was clearly not one of these, not one of the ancient dead, but a living boy of
the tribes.


Renda turned and squinted through her visor.  “Chul?”


“Tiadre!” the boy screamed, swinging his knife back
and forth viciously.  “Gui, il tiadre lema!”  The warriors watched him,
studied him, as if they were seeing one of their primitive ancestors suddenly
come to life before them.  But they could not understand his language, and he
could not form the words in theirs.  When they only stared at him, he raised
his hands to the sky in frustration.  “Tiadre,” he cried, as if by
shouting he might make them understand.  “It’s dishonor to fight them!”


“Tedriadre,” echoed another voice in Old Dhanani, a
young voice but resonant in this place, and at the sound of it, the dead
warriors murmured and muttered between themselves, turning to see who had
spoken now.  A shadow emerged from the forest not far from the knights, and as
it stepped into the pale predawn light, they saw that it was another young
Dhanani the same age.  The resemblance was striking; the two boys could be
brothers.


“Dhanani, both of them,” Barlow spoke under his breath, “but
who do you suppose—”


Like Chul, the second Dhanani was dressed in the habit of
the tribes, in close fitting dark leathers, bare-chested for the hunt except
for a pale gold storyskin on one arm and a young deer slung over the other, but
as He moved into the glade, His garb changed.  His leathers seemed to spread themselves
on the air and swirl about Him until they became smooth silken robes in dark
shades of green.  Hundreds of long, unadorned black braids framed a beautiful
face that grimaced at the dead warriors in pure rage.


“Gui, le tedriadre liemna!”


The ancient warriors dropped their weapons and fell to their
knees.


“By the gods…”  Barlow lowered his sword in astonishment.


Renda raised her hand to silence him and gestured toward the
other side of the glade.


Another shadowy form appeared, this one a sleek, agile
Dhanani woman, old enough to be Chul’s mother but still handsome, with short
cropped black hair.  Her leather cuirass and kilt were a disturbing shade of
gray, the gray of mold, of decay, of bones in the grave, but these, too,
changed as she moved, becoming whispers of gray silk beneath a long gray veil.


“Gui, le tedriadre liemnad, Xorden!”  She spat the
name as if it tasted of bile.


 


 


Tiadre, dishonor.  Tedriadre in the Old Voice,
betrayal of a blood oath.  Chul looked up in surprise when he heard his words
being echoed in the Old Voice, first by the hunter and then by the woman.  His
eyes took in the two who had come into the light, and like the warriors, his
deepest, most primitive self recognized Them.  He dropped to his knees and
kissed the ground.


The gods had answered his prayers.


Why would the gods answer you, boy, when They never answer the
shamans?


He was suddenly ashamed of himself.  It was arrogance to
think that his meager little prayer could summon the gods like so many servants
when no one, not even Aidan and the other shamans of the tribes, had ever seen
Them.  No, the gods had not answered the outcast; They had come for Their own
reasons.  Chul followed their dark gazes to the hooded shape at the altar and
wondered what sort of mortal man could so threaten gods—


At the alderwood stump, Valmerous rose suddenly.  He flung
his hands outward and whirled around, and the air rippled violently around
him.  As he whirled around, his hood lifted away from his face and fell to his
shoulders.


—and Chul’s blood began to boil.  He screeched and ran
headlong through the thick mob of bowing warriors, climbing over their backs,
shoving his way through them toward the knights, toward the impossibly hideous
creature at the altar, the one who must not be allowed to live.  The warriors
looked up at his cry, and some rose to their feet in their confusion.  Somehow,
none of them seemed to see what had driven him into such a frenzy.


 


 


The whirl of air that Valmerous raised threw the sheriff
backward.  He let out a sudden scream of pain and dropped his sword.


“Lord Daerwin!” cried Barlow, roughly searching the
sheriff’s armor for dents or breaches while the rest of the knights closed
protectively around him. “How now, are you injured?”


“Hot.  It’s burning hot!” He scrabbled frantically at the
buckles that held his right vambrace in place, but he could not seem to get his
fingers around them.


“My lady,” breathed Matow, gesturing toward the warriors who
were still watching the two Dhanani at the edge of the glade.  As far as he
could tell, none of them had noticed Valmerous.


“Watch them.”  Renda dropped at once beside her father,
sword still in hand. “Keep them back.  Don’t let them near us.  Father?”


“I can’t get it off!”


Barlow managed to unfasten the topmost buckle, but he was
burning his fingers.  “It’s getting hotter.”


“Here, let me—”  Matow pushed his way past Barlow and
grasped the buckle with his mantle.  But the cloth was too thick and clumsy,
and it began to smoke where it touched the metal.  Barlow tossed it away with a
curse and tapped gingerly at the buckle with his bare fingers.  “It’s too hot! 
If I can just—”


“You…can’t…” the sheriff groaned.  “My arm, by the gods,
Renda, cut it off, just cut it off!”


Steam and a sickening sizzling sound rose from between the
metal plates that held his forearm.


“No time.  Get back!”  Renda kicked his arm clear of his
body with her boot and raised her sword.  Then she slashed through the
smoldering leather straps, ripping through them one by one until at last the
glowing metal fell away, taking with it flaming tatters of linen and hunks of
cooked flesh.


Matow stripped off his mantle to bind around the sheriff’s
wounds, but he hesitated.  The wounds were deep, glistening, raw, and already
the charred ends of his undershirt were sticking in them.  The heavy cloth of
the cloak would surely stick as well.


But Renda took it from him and bound it around the sheriff’s
arm.  Hopefully Nara or Arnard would be able to see to a proper healing for him
at the castle, but until then, the wounds needed protection.  So she wrapped
the thick cloth around the arm and put the rest of the cloak over the sheriff’s
shoulder to act as a sling.


Lord Daerwin crumpled forward against her, gritting his
teeth in pain.


Not far from them, Chul broke free of the milling warriors
and barreled toward the knights, his blade glinting in the torchlight coming
from the altar.


Barlow caught the snarling boy and carried him to the
ground, pinning him beneath the weight of the knight’s body and armor.


“Let me…!”  Chul struggled against him and nearly fought his
way free.  He’d bitten his tongue and his mouth ran with blood.  “It must not
be allowed to live!”


“No,” grunted Barlow, trapping the boy’s knife hand, “no, he
must not.”  He stripped the knife away from Chul and nodded ahead, toward the
altar and the cardinal.  “And he will not.  But you’ll not stop him by burning
alive, lad!”


The air just a few feet ahead of them shimmered with heat,
as it did above the scorching roads during the Feast of Kanet.  As that roiling
heat took shape and substance, it formed itself into a massive dome surrounding
Valmerous at the altar until he was no more than a hazy, wavering shape beyond
it.


“We will stop him,” murmured Barlow with a glance at Renda. 
She nodded.  “Trust to that.”


Whether because Chul understood what Barlow had said or
because he could no longer see the hideous face of the Hadrian, the boy stopped
fighting.


“Chul,” she said, “all is well?”


He blinked up at Renda in bafflement.  “Yes, I think so.  I
don’t remember…”


When Barlow felt Chul relax, he helped the boy to his feet
and returned his knife without comment.  But Matow patted the bewildered boy’s
shoulder and nodded toward the injured sheriff.  “It’s a good thing Barlow
stopped you. Lord Daerwin all but lost his arm when it rose.”  He picked up a
long tree branch and threw it as hard as he could through the shimmering wall
of heat, but it caught fire as it left his hand, and the instant it touched the
wall, the thick wood vaporized.  “Hate to think what would have happened if
you’d tried to run through.”


Renda frowned through the wall.  Valmerous could have raised
it as soon as he and his priests arrived in this glade and locked the knights
completely out with it.  But he had waited to raise it until now.  Clearly, he
had been waiting for something, and that something had come to pass, but what
it was, she could not guess.


“Lady Renda,” Chul began, “Gikka sent me to warn you about
the priests.”


Matow snorted.


“Sent you?”  Renda looked back through the trees.  “Where is
she?  Is she here?”


The boy shook his head.  “She went back to Graymonde.  I was
to meet her there.  This was not…”  He looked around at the horror of the
glade.  “I was supposed to warn you.”


Renda breathed deeply to hide her disappointment.  She had
ordered Gikka to stay away.  Once, just this once, she wished Gikka had ignored
her orders.  She rose to her feet with a brave smile and gestured toward her
father.  “Chul,” she said, “I need you to help Lord Daerwin back to the horses
and stay there with him.  I may need you to see him back to Brannagh if we
cannot.”


Chul frowned at her and opened his mouth to protest.


But with amazing strength of will, Lord Daerwin raised
himself to one knee, then to his feet.  “I can go on,” he growled.  “I’ll not
be sent back to the horses while B’radik and all Syon are in danger.”  He
reached down with his good hand and picked up the sword he had dropped.  Then
he nodded toward the dome.  “The battle is joined.  We cannot stop now.”


She looked at him worriedly.  His face was waxy and pale,
and his lips looked almost blue to her, so intense was his pain.  During the
war, she would never have let him—or the boy, all the nonsense about Dhanani
boy-warriors aside—stay to fight, not like this.  But then, during the war,
she’d have had an army of knights and soldiers to take their places.


She blew out a hard breath.  “Quickly, then.  Matow and
Chul.”  She lowered her voice to a whisper, watching the warriors, who were
still distracted for the most part by the two Dhanani at the glade’s edge. 
“Gather wood, leaves, rocks, damp moss, anything we can use to try to weaken
this wall.”


Sir Matow and the boy nodded and moved away along the edge
of the trees.  Chul slipped easily between the trees while Matow, in full
armor, fought for every inch.


“Tedriadre.”  A new voice chuckled bitterly, the same
chilling, sinuous voice Renda had heard in Cilder’s chambers, and the knights
shuddered.  “Tedriadre arada veo!”  Thunder shook the ground, and a
vicious wave of power rippled outward from the dome, directed, like His
sneering words, not toward the knights who seemed beneath His notice for now,
but toward the other two Dhanani at the edge of the glade.


Still, they were in its path.


“Down!”  Renda threw herself to the ground to cover her
father with her own body while the wave broke over them.  The concussion was
overwhelming, and her armor seemed to compress around her, trying to squash
itself flat under the force.  She could not breathe, could not move, and the
flow of power held her pinned to the ground.


 


 


The wave stretched outward instantly, blasting through the
dead warriors who had no time to escape it, straight toward Chul.  Too
dumbfounded to throw himself down or try to run, he could only watch the blaze
of power hurtling toward him.  But it drew up short and splashed sullenly to
the ground at his feet.  Chul backed up clumsily, unsure what he had just seen,
and fell through the trees.


 


 


Untouched by the ferocious attack Themselves, the two
Dhanani at either side of him had held Their hands outstretched toward Chul,
and crashing against Their combined strength, the great wave had bled to death
at the boy’s feet.  Now They turned and raised Their hands against Valmerous,
and Their powerful attacks sliced toward the priest, the combined powers of
Mercy and Death.


 


 


“Barlow!”  Renda called when she’d regained her breath.  The
wave had passed at last, and she could move again.  She lifted her head above
the settling dust and squinted through foul, greasy smoke, looking for the two
knights.  “Matow!  Chul!”


The glade was all but empty.  Most of the dead warriors were
gone, and the other two knights and Chul were nowhere to be seen.  They’d
vanished.  She found no bodies, no weapons, no armor.  No trace of them.  Apart
from her father and herself, she could make out only a last scattered handful
of the risen warriors and the other two Dhanani through the smoke.


“Here!”  Chul scrambled toward her through the smoking
brush.


Then the two Dhanani lifted Their hands.


She ducked and threw her arms across her father again. 
Great icy blades sheared by just a hand’s breadth above her head, blades that
ripped open clefts in the nearly opaque wall.  Through those clefts, she could
clearly see Valmerous shaking out his blue mantle and setting it over the altar
as calmly as Greta might set a tablecloth.  Somehow, he was completely unmoved
by the attack.  Unaware of it, if that were possible.


Her father was barely conscious.  She could not leave him
here; he would never survive another attack alone.  Whatever else she might do,
she had to see to him first.  “Come, come,” she whispered to him, heaving him
up to lean on her shoulder and half carrying, half dragging him back to the
safety of the trees.  “We’re caught between.  We can’t stay here.”


“No,” groaned the sheriff, “Valmerous must not win…”


“You can’t come on, and I’ll not leave you here,” she
grunted under his armored weight, “Valmerous be damned.”


“Damerien….”


“Damned, I say.”  A flicker of movement drew her eye, and
she paused to look.  Nothing overt, nothing clear, but it was inside the dome
with Valmerous, and in the moment it took her to turn her gaze to that spot, it
was gone.


Her mind raced.  One form attended the altar.  Valmerous. 
The other seemed to be near the other side.  It was small, whatever it was, and
fast.  At least it seemed so.  What she had seen had been no more than a
shimmer, a bare shuffle of movement that might only have been the last leaves
of the trees falling to the ground.  But there it was again.  No, she was
certain now.  Someone was inside with Valmerous.


She chewed her lip and considered her position.  Barlow and
Matow were gone, likely dead, and her father was badly injured.  She was the
last of the Knights of Brannagh, alone against Valmerous and his god, the last
defender of B’radik.  Her only ally was a young Dhanani.  The hopelessness of
her situation was almost laughable.


She turned her eyes toward the two Dhanani shamans or
sorcerers, whoever they might be.  They were fantastically powerful, and they
seemed most committed against this cardinal, which made them her allies, at
least temporarily.  Her brow flickered upward.  Perhaps all was not lost after
all.


“I have him.” Chul slipped his arm under the sheriff’s other
shoulder and, between them, they moved him a few feet deeper into the shelter
of the woods, where they settled him against a stout tree trunk.


“There, there.”  Renda took off her father’s helmet and lay
her thick cloak over him to keep him warm.


Renda watched Chul lay the back of his hand against Lord
Daerwin’s forehead, watched the calm reassurance that seemed to pour from his
hand, and she could not help but see the shadow of Aidan’s gentleness and
caring in him.


He carefully unwrapped the sheriff’s arm and frowned,
looking over the burned flesh.  After he wiped his knife clean on his leathers,
he pulled down the sheriff’s sleeve as far as he could under the armor and cut
off great hunks of it.  Then he fished two of Aidan’s salve-filled leaves from
his leathers, untied them and sniffed at them.  


“This is the same balm Aidan used on me when…”  He glanced
down at his own arms where the scars had gone light with time.  “It keeps out
infection and speeds the healing,” he said to the sheriff as he gently pressed
the ointment into the burns, “but it does nothing for the pain.  I’m sorry.  If
Aidan were here…”


The sheriff nodded groggily and fell back against the tree,
weak, exhausted by this new assault on his burns.


“Chul.”  Renda’s gaze touched on the other two Dhanani, who
had momentarily stopped their barrage of attacks on the dome.  “Who are they?”


“They,” he said without looking up, “are gods.”


He might have been talking about the price of goats at
Marketday, his tone was so calm, and it took Renda a moment to be sure she
understood what he’d said.  Her breath caught in her throat.  “Gods.”  She
stopped and stared at him.  “What do you mean, gods?”


“Anado and Nekraba, gods of the Dhanani.”  He rubbed more of
the gooey salve into the burns, then wrapped the linen strips around them. 
“They came to fight the cardinal.”


Gods, appearing to fight a mortal man.  “I think not,”
murmured Renda with a glance toward the altar.  “They came to fight Xorden.” 
She rose to her feet, not letting herself wonder why the gods of the Dhanani
had come to fight while the rest of Syon’s gods kept silent.  “Which leaves the
cardinal to us, I’m afraid.  Chul, stay here with Lord Daerwin.  I must find a
way into that dome.”


 


 


In his mind, Chul saw villages, towns and cities full of
Dhanani like those he had seen in the glade, dressed in sheer linen and smooth
silk in the midsummer heat.  The sun shone brightly over the water to the east,
and voices called out through the streets in the Old Voice, hawking food,
silks, trinkets from across the sea.  It was a sort of Marketday, but filling the
whole city from end to end.  It was unlike anything he had ever seen.


Servants richly dressed in robes of crimson and honey
carried palanquins draped with elaborate embroideries through the streets,
stopping here and there to accept a gift offered by this merchant or that.  As
they passed, the crowds of people would smile and sweep into low bows before
going on about their own business in the marketplace.


Katsa.


The word came unbidden, a word in the Old Voice that he had
never heard before, a strange word that had about it the flavor of both chief
and shaman, and for some reason, he had trouble keeping the word in his mind. 
It was as if it would hide in the deepest part of his memory or disappear
entirely if he did not repeat it over and over to himself.


The ones inside the palanquins were…katsa.  Rulers of
the city.  And the god they served was Xorden.


“Tedriadre, Xorden!”  Chul distantly heard Anado
shout as if He were far away.  “Leave the boy’s mind alone!”


“Have You something to fear, Anado, Quiixia, He-Who-Would-Take-No-Side?” 
The disembodied voice seemed almost to laugh in its mocking tone.  “He is
Dhanani!  Let him see what his people had, what they were before the Invaders
came.  What they lost.  Let him imagine what they might have become if We had
won instead of the harridan goddess and Her pet, Damerien.  Then let him carry
what he’s seen back to his people.”


“Impossible!”  Anado shook his head angrily.  “B’radik’s
word is clear—”


“B’radik is bound!”  Xorden crowed, “I say let the
boy see and judge for himself!”


“If You insist,” Nekraba snarled and raised her
fists, “but if he must see, he will see the truth!”


Chul was at the edge of the glade again.  But Lord Daerwin
was not with him, nor was Lady Renda, and the sky above the clearing was as
dark as midnight.  A ring of torches burned around the alderwood stump—eleven
of them, he noted stupidly—and between those torches stood ten men in crisp,
identical robes of crimson and honey.  Young men and boys, Chul saw, not all of
an age.  At the altar itself stood the eleventh man, older and clearly in
charge of the proceedings.


Ten young men and boys, these wearing ceremonial knotted
silks in the colors of their clans, entered the circle of torches and knelt,
each one at the feet of one of the men standing.  Then they all stood and
embraced the men before them.


Outside the brightest part of the light stood their
families, proud families who were deeply honored to have had their firstborn
sons chosen to become katsa.


No, that was not quite right.  Their sons would indeed be katsa,
but something else was happening here, something that eluded him, a slippery
underbelly to this rite that was at the same time its real purpose.  If he
could just wrap his understanding around it...


“Ha!” the disembodied voice laughed.  “So You
begin to see the unfairness of B’radik’s decree against Us.  For the boy to see
Your truth and keep it, You must break Her law and give him back what She took
from them when She banished them to the Kharkara Plains.  You must give him the
language, the words, the concepts and names of the lost doctrines.  Noti’s,
Mine, Kadeta’s, Pildaro’s—”


“And bring all Your poison back to them?” Nekraba
screamed. “I will not!”


“Oh, but You will.  Because without them, I’m afraid
he’ll never understand just what a monster I am.”  The disembodied voice
seemed to smile and settle back against the cushions of oblivion around him.  “Not
to mention these glimpses he’s already had.  What if he were to misunderstand
and judge all the gods harshly?”


Nekraba snorted.  “The judgment of a boy—”


“The judgment of Your people, Goddess!”  He laughed
again, but this time his voice was much darker.  “Without them, You are less
than nothing.”  He paused, only a breath, to let Her consider.  Then he
smiled, his voice soft again.  “Besides.  What does it serve, to show him,
if he cannot understand what he sees?”


“Enough.”  Anado shook his head bitterly.  “I had
forgotten how… gifted You were, Xorden.”


The voice laughed.  “You will do it, then.”


Anado and Nekraba exchanged heavy glances.  


“I suppose,” He went on, “You could wait, ask
B’radik…”


“Selectively,” answered Nekraba at last.  “He will
have only what he needs to understand.”


Outside the brightest part of the light stood their
families, proud families who were deeply honored to have had their firstborn
sons chosen to become katsa.  


No, that was not quite right.  Chul frowned, and as
questions formed in his mind, they were answered.  Yes, it was an honor to have
a son chosen for the katsara, and for the first time, Chul’s mind could
contain and understand the reason.  Even while these new katsa were
still in training, before they held any voting privileges, the families’
requests and wishes would enjoy a louder voice in the katsara, and any
accusations or testimony coming from them would be accepted without scrutiny in
the courts.  The honored families stood to gain political power and influence
in the city for themselves.  Politics.  The word was new and alien to him, but
somehow, he understood it fully.  Indeed, a son in the katsara was a
highly coveted honor, so a new question was born:  how were the ten chosen?


In each pair, the katsa held a small cup out, and the one in
the knotted silks was to take it and drink from it, but one of them, a boy of
about Chul’s age, knocked the cup out of the katsa’s hand and ran from
the circle crying.  His father cuffed him viciously, dragged him back to the
circle with a groveling smile.


As the man turned away to resume his place, the smile became
cold, determined—the same smile his own father had worn when he attacked Chief
Bakti.  Looking into his eyes, Chul’s mind burned with a stream of angry
questions, and then, horribly, he understood.


“Such honors,” spoke the strange, soft voice in his
mind, “have a price.”


He shut his eyes, refusing to accept what he saw.  The boys
in the knotted silks were not the new katsa, as he’d assumed—the katsa
had already been initiated in a public ceremony in the town center; they were
the ones standing between the torches.  These boys were their younger brothers.


“That price,” remarked the voice wryly, “can be
rather high.”


One by one—


“The knotted silks were once formal, ceremonial armor,”
Nekraba’s voice whispered in Chul’s mind, “but by this time, they weren’t
worn—”


—the boys crumpled and fell to the ground at the katsas’
feet, choking and gagging on their own blood and vomit—


“—but for graveclothes.”


—until at last they lay still.  All but one.  The same boy
who had managed to slip free of his brother’s grasp once before pulled free
again and ran screaming through the trees to escape.


Chul watched the terrified boy disappear into the clutching
trees, watched him run blindly from his family, from his city, from everything
he had ever known, and he felt his own chest grow tight.  He could feel the
unfriendly ground pounding against his own feet again, the face of his father
in the shadows of the trees and the terror that had chased him through the
trees himself not so long ago.  But this boy was no hunter, and he had no Gikka
waiting to take him in; without help, he would die in the forest before
morning.


“Tedrivora!”  The word formed in his mind as if he’d
spoken in the Old Voice all his life, and he spat it in the father’s face. 
“Betrayer of blood!”


The man did not see him, did not hear him.


“Chul, these things you see happened thousands of years
ago,” Nekraba’s voice soothed.  “You cannot change them, but take
heart.  The boy survives, and he proves to be very important—”


“He betrayed Us to the Invaders!” snapped the other
voice.


“ —in ending the Gods’ Rebellion.”


“Bah!”


The escaped boy’s newly ascended brother lowered his head in
defeat, but he said nothing while the older katsa at the center lifted a
knife from the altar and raised it above his head.  The father’s dark eyes were
wide with fear, and he fell to his knees, pleading with them to wait, that he
would chase the boy down and bring him back, he would kill the boy himself if
they would only wait.


But they could not wait.  The knife flashed in the
torchlight, and the young katsa fell dead without a sound.


“Disgrace,” the voice chuckled, “also has its
price.”


And then he felt his mind released from the god’s grasp.


The faint echo of Renda’s words still hung between the
trees.  “I must find a way into that dome.”  Then, when he looked up at her,
she touched his shoulder and moved off through the trees.  She did not notice
the panicked, disoriented look in his eyes, or if she did, she was not
surprised.


Renda.  He breathed in deeply, surprised and angry at the
sob that hung in his chest.  The city, the wicked ritual in the glade.  It had
not been real, any of it.  What was real was the sheriff, lying here against
the tree, and Lady Renda, and the cardinal inside the dome who was making ready
to do something terrible.  


Let him see what his people had, what they were before the
Invaders came.


But he could not forget the strange, fantastic city he’d
seen—it was nothing like Farras, nothing like Gikka’s stories of the Brannford
docks.  Dhanani women perfumed and wrapped in silk, impossibly long ships
pushed over the sea by wind, great stone temples reaching up to the sky—he’d
seen only a glimpse, but what he’d seen had been fascinating.


What they lost.


He rubbed his shoulders to warm them.  Then he spread more
of the gooey salve over the sheriff’s burns and settled the heavy mantle over
him again.  If they’d lost all that, it was because they’d grown soft and fat
like Invaders.  Where were their warriors?  Where were the hunters?  He did not
care what they’d lost, not here and not now.  The gods, he thought wearily,
would have to see to Their own problems.


More images flowed through his mind, insistent images,
serene, beautiful images of peace and prosperity, the city, the merchants, the
benevolent katsara.  Farms of patchwork golds and greens at the
outskirts of the towns, the caravans of traders that moved between them, and
all this, all the subcontinent, belonging to the Dhanani.


But then he was left looking into the eyes of the boy, the
one who had escaped so long ago.  Tedrivora, Xorden’s soft voice
whispered in his mind.  Betrayer of blood.


Now he saw the Dhanani people running in panic from their
cities, cities aroar with flames and chaos.  Most carried their children and
precious little else.  The robed katsa ran screaming from armies of
horsed Invaders who smashed their skulls and cut them down.  Invaders, he saw
to his horror, who wore mantles of brilliant blue.


Let him imagine what they might have become if We had won
instead of the harridan goddess and Her pet, Damerien…


 


 


Bright light blazed through the cracks in the dome, a
glaring flash that made Renda fall back against the trees and turn away to
shield her eyes.  When she looked back, even more of the wall had burned away,
enough that she could probably slip through, and she crouched, ready to spring
the instant the cardinal’s back was turned.  But she drew up short; at last she
could see who was inside the dome with Valmerous.


The little girl stood as she had in the duke’s audience
chamber, serene and confident, with her wooden sword outstretched.  Her form,
still gowned in the lovely white of her First Rite, radiated a brilliant blaze
of light, B’radik’s light, against which the cardinal had already protected his
altar.  But far from surprised by her presence, he turned and grinned at her.


“Ah,” he said, raising his hands toward her.  “I had begun
to wonder if you might not come.”


 


 












Twenty-Seven


 


 


“Lord
Daerwin?”  Nestor paused in the library doorway and tied the sash on his
dressing gown.  “Have you been up all night, lad?”


“Aye.”  The young sheriff rubbed his eyes and looked up at the
old man.  “Studying.  Searching.”  He chuckled wearily.  “For a new way to
weaken Kadak’s armies, one everyone else has somehow overlooked for the last
five hundred years.”


Nestor’s look of concern changed to mild amusement.  “I
couldn’t sleep, either.  Not with Brada’s ascension tomorrow.  So much to plan,
so much to do.”  He looked over the stack of books and scrolls on the table,
scanned the titles.  “But you’ve brought down half the library, I see.  Have
you found anything interesting?”


Lord Daerwin studied the old retainer’s face for a moment,
considering.  “Nestor,” he began, moving aside scrolls and books until he found
the one he wanted.  “Do you remember Melchiorus?”


“The play, my lord?”


“Aye, the very one, required reading at the academy.  You know
it, aye?”


“Not well.”  Nestor settled in a chair across from him.  “I
recall little more of it,” he said with a yawn, “than a lot of tedious fretting
and strutting about, I’m afraid.”


“Act three, scene four.”  Daerwin flipped through the quarto
until he found the passage.  “Here it is.  At the hospice.  Lady Betancourt
asks the priestess of Ka’ar about her invalid son Godward’s condition, and the
priestess tells her that only the gods can help him.  But Lady Betancourt presses
her; she would know if the boy would survive.  Do you remember the priestess’s
reply?”


“Not precisely,” Nestor chuckled self-consciously.  “It was one
of those fretting scenes stuck in betwixt the strutting-about scenes, not very
memorable.”


Daerwin grinned at him.  “This is what she said: ‘Thei stirre
the bludds en heis staide da battaille.’”  He settled back thoughtfully.  “Now
what do you suppose that means?”


Nestor closed his eyes.  “They stir the bloods, obviously the
four sacred bloods of man.  The pith, the blood, the heart, the glow, symbolic
of your four knightly virtues Courage, Diligence, Empathy and Honor.  In the
play, the gods bring the bloods, hence the virtues, hence the knights
themselves, to battle in Godward’s stead.”  When Lord Daerwin only templed his
fingers and frowned, Nestor shifted uncomfortably.  “In the final battle, I
seem to recall four knights in four colors, each to symbolize—”


“Aye, and Godward symbolized the weakness in all mankind,”
murmured the sheriff, “so we were taught at the academy.  And Godward the
Innocent, being a bleeder, naturally They should be clever and bring blood to
battle in his stead.  But these are schoolboy metaphors.”  Lord Daerwin snorted
impatiently.  “This play is almost four thousand years old, Nestor.  Blood for
virtue, that’s our symbolism.  It’s arrogance to paint so ancient a work with
our meanings.”


“The ancients were men like us, my lord.”  Nestor shrugged. 
“Certain themes are timeless, aye?  And certain symbols, as well.”


“That,” the sheriff sighed, rubbing his eyes with weariness,
“that, I must grant you.  But now, for argument’s sake, suppose, as I did just
now, that the priestess meant exactly what she said.”


The retainer squinted his eyes in thought then shook his head. 
“I’m not sure I understand.”


“Let’s say the gods were stirring, literally stirring, real
bloods and saps and such to enhance Their powers.  Or the powers of Their
priests.”


“Real—!”  A strange look came over Nestor’s face.  “But why?”


“Aye, real bloods of men, of animals, even of trees.  The pith,
the blood, the heart, the glow, ingredients to gather for potions, salves. 
Perhaps they used different piths, different bloods for different things, but…”


“I should think it horrific!  What you’re describing is…”


“Not so different from the legends of the Witcher Mages.”


Daerwin watched Nestor fight to regain composure.  “Melchiorus
is a classic ancient play, not a cookbook for witchery.  My lord.”  Nestor’s
color returned to his face, and he smiled diplomatically.  “It’s late.  If I
may say so, a few hours’ sleep might—”


“What, is it so unreasonable?” he interrupted.  “The Keepers’
power, your own power, comes from the duke’s life force.”


“But not from his blood, my lord.  We are not vampires.” 
Nestor’s eyes flashed darkly.  “Nor Witcher Mages.”


“No, of course not.  But our priests use oils and unguents to
enhance their powers, powers given them by the gods.”


“Aye, so they do.”  Nestor’s brow twitched.  “But not blood.”


“What if those oils and such are but a tiny scrap of what men
knew before, not to mention what the gods Themselves might know?”  Excited, he
picked up another ancient book.  “Look here.  This is Vorn’s En Magickes and
Strategia, from a thousand years later, just before the Gods’ Rebellion.  The
pages are stained, quite a few are missing, but now and again Vorn mentions
power in tree saps—hemlock, for example…”


“Priest’s blood…” Daerwin murmured.  “And hemlock sap...” 
His voice was breathy, vague, and no one was near enough to hear him.


He’d slept or lain unconscious against this tree trunk for
some time—not long, he thought; the sun still had not risen above the trees. 
His wounded arm was a searing iron weight attached at his shoulder, immovable,
but the pain had dulled enough to let reason return to him.  With his good
hand, he picked up the discarded leaves that Chul had used to spread the salve
into his wounds.  Chul, the Dhanani boy, who had somehow found them here.


The boy sat not far from him, lost in thought or perhaps
asleep himself.  Matow and Barlow he’d seen ripped away by Valmerous’s blast of
heat.  That left only Renda, and at some point while he’d been asleep, she must
have gone off to fight the cardinal herself.


He had to tell her.


With great effort, the sheriff turned himself over onto his
knees and crawled toward the dome like a wounded animal, binding and cradling
his burnt arm against his chest.  But when the blood settled into his arm, his
vision blurred with the splintering pain, and before he had gone twenty feet,
he crumpled forward in an agonized, exhausted heap.  He squinted up at the
sky.  The sun would touch the glade in minutes, and by then, the thing would be
decided.  He had to reach Renda before that, even if he died at her feet.


He grabbed the lowest branch of a tree with his good hand and
dragged himself to his knees again.  Then, branch by branch, he pulled himself
along toward the dome.


 


 


Pegrine.  Renda’s heart seized in her chest, and she lowered
herself behind a clump of brush only a few feet from the rift in the dome.  No
wonder the cardinal had spent so little of his energy against them; he was
saving it to use against Pegrine.  Her eyes narrowed.  She had already lost
three of her knights and she might well lose her father for no more than to
bait the cardinal’s trap.  But it made no sense.  If he could attack Pegrine’s
place of death and destroy her, as Dilkon had said, why did he need her here? 
To gloat?


Her eyes turned to the alderwood stump.  The altar.  She
cursed her own stupidity. This ground was sacred, possibly Xorden’s only sacred
place on all of Syon, and Valmerous would not dare desecrate it, not even to do
Xorden’s bidding.  So while Nara guarded Pegrine’s place of life and the
Brannagh dead guarded her place of rest, because of Bishop Cilder’s bungling,
Xorden Himself guarded her place of death from His own cardinal.  If Renda had
known this, if she had had the least bit of understanding, they could have
defeated him by simply ignoring him and staying at Brannagh.  Her throat
tightened.  By staying and saving Brannagh.


Valmerous might have known already when he left Brannagh, or
he might have discovered it upon entering the glade and changed his plans
accordingly, but either way, just the threat had been enough to lure the
knights and ultimately Pegrine herself to this place, away from the castle,
away—


To free Her hand and guard the throne.


—from Damerien.


Renda kept her head low and crept in closer, keeping her
mind clear and calm, ready for any opening, any possibility.  Because just now,
she saw none.


Inside the dome, Pegrine extended her small hemlock sword
still wet with blood toward the cardinal.  “Your arrogance is profound,
Valmerous,” she said, “to think that you could do battle with my mistress.”


“Arrogance, profound?  Bold words in the mouth of a child,
B’radik; You betray Yourself.” Valmerous laughed.  “And my arrogance is more
profound than You can imagine, for I intend to win.”


Renda gripped her sword and coiled her muscles to spring
through the breach in the wall.  If she missed, if she so much as touched the
sides, she could likely die, but she would not let Valmerous win while she
lived.


“Renda.”  Behind her, Lord Daerwin clawed his way over the
ground toward her.  “Renda, stay.”  His lips were pasty and dry, and he was
gasping for breath.


“Father,” she cried, “what are you doing?”  She looked back
to the spot where she had left him, where Chul sat angrily cutting into the
ground with his knife, oblivious.  “Why did you follow me?”


“You can’t go, Renda.”  He grasped her arm with his good
hand.  “The pith, the blood, the heart, the glow.  Don’t you see?  You
can’t go!”


“You must be delirious.”  She pulled herself away from him
angrily.  Had he not been the one to press them forward?  And now he spoke to
her of, what, of Pegrine’s rhyme, of the four bloods, of the four knightly
virtues?  Nonsense.  She was the last of the Knights of Brannagh, and the duty
fell to her to protect B’radik.  “Go back and wait.”


“Leave it.”  He fell gracelessly beside her.  “You do not
understand.”


“If you cannot go back alone, then stay and wait for me
here, but do not stay me from this.”


A flash of light burst from within the dome again, but the
cardinal recovered himself right away.  He twitched his fingers and gestured. 
All at once, the little girl’s body was engulfed in blue flames.


“I must go now, or all is lost!”


The flames disappeared almost instantly, swept away in
another brilliant flash of power, but he had given himself time to take up the
weapon he’d prepared against her, a sharpened staff no longer than a man’s
thigh and carved from a single long bone.


“I…order you.  Stay.”


Renda edged forward nervously.  He was the sheriff, the
Knight General of Brannagh, but he was also her father, the one who had taught
her everything she knew about battle and honor.  His sense of duty, his oath to
B’radik, was as sacred as hers.  But he was injured, and his judgment might not
be his own.  “Bone against undead.”  Her protest was weak, almost the whine of
an anxious hound on tether.   “It’s as sure a weapon as any.”


“Aye.”  The sheriff licked his dry lips and closed his eyes
against the pain in his arm.  “Unless…”


“Unless?”  Renda watched the cardinal step slowly toward
Pegrine, watched her last opportunity slip away.  “Unless what?”


“‘The pith, the blood, the heart, the glow.’”  He opened
his eyes again. When Renda looked down at him, he shook his head.  “Not the
virtues, Renda.  Real blood, real pith.”


“What?”


“Trust me.”


She frowned, watching Pegrine and the cardinal circle each
other with their weapons.


“Bits and pieces, I’ve found over the years, hints,
references to lost texts...”  The fingers of his good hand opened and dropped
one of the empty leaf-sacs.  “A lost science of bloods and saps,” he sighed,
marshaling his strength to say more.  “Lost since antiquity to all but the gods.”


But then comes an old, forgotten god, a god who sees my pain, a
god who grants me a tiny fragment, but the barest splinter of the gods’ own
knowledge for my own!


She nodded uneasily. “Magic, then?” she asked.  When he made
no answer, she pressed him.  “Magic, like Dith’s?”


The sheriff craned his neck to watch his granddaughter
attack, not the cardinal, but the bone spear he thrust at her, as if the dried
marrow inside were more precious than her very life.  Finally, Pegrine’s sword
smashed through the cardinal’s spear, and he blew out sharply.  “Draw a cart
with horses, or push it down a hill.”  He swallowed painfully.  “Both move the
cart, aye?”


Inside the cardinal’s dome, Pegrine’s hemlock sword was
dipped in the blood of a priest and flecked with dried marrow.  But at the same
time, the cardinal’s bone spear was splashed with the priest’s blood and
splintered with hemlock.  If her father was right, both had the pith and the
blood.  Both were capable of completing the rite or whatever it might be called.


“What will happen?”


But the sheriff did not answer.  He only stared at the
dawning sky.


 


 


Chul rose to his feet, his whole body shaking with the rage
of his fifteen years, all the abuse, all the betrayal, all the pain.  Scars
he’d thought healed burst and bled in his mind, and his throat tightened with
horror at what he’d seen.


Before his eyes, Dhanani families ran screaming from the
Knights of Brannagh and their armies.  He saw farms burned, men cut down as
they ran away, women, young girls and even boys raped and beaten to death,
little children spitted and flayed alive.  He watched the Invaders feed the
Dhanani dead to their dogs.


“How dare You?”  Nekraba’s voice bristled with
anger.  “You caused this, not B’radik! They fell in punishment for Your
rebellion!  This was justice!”


“Does this look like justice?”  Xorden shrieked.  His
voice turned outward, horrifying, deafening inside the boy’s mind.  “Does it
feel like justice to You, B’radik, to see Your own priests and warriors die
like so many diseased sheep, to watch Your temples fall, to watch Your people’s
world fall to pieces, and stand helpless against it?”


The ground rumbled angrily at Chul’s feet.  The two Dhanani
who gestured and shouted at the edge of the glade were too far away for him to
hear, but in his mind, the gods shouted at each other in a whirl of angry
voices.


“Once Your pet, Damerien, and his insipid knights are
dead, no one will remain who remembers Your doctrines.  How long, then, before
they forget Your name, Your realm? Just as they forgot Ours.  Tell Me, does
that feel like justice, B’radik?”


Nekraba shook her head.  “Do not blame B’radik.  You led
them to it.”


“Me?”  His attention turned to Her, and His tone
softened.  “Noti was the leader—”  


“The god of entropy?”  Anado laughed bitterly.  “He
was a lazy, incompetent fool, unambitious in every way!  He kept no temples, no
followers, even then; what had He to gain from rebellion?”


“Or lose.  Hence Our surrender.”  Xorden laughed
crazily.  “Noti was a poor choice to lead.  Now, Kadeta, or even Pildaro—”


Anado was horrified.  “You would loose the gods of war?”


Suddenly Chul understood much more than he had.  His eyes
played over the crumbling, decaying deadfall and the fallen leaves, over the
two Brannagh knights at the edge of the cardinal’s dome, and he understood.  He
knew what he had to do.


His father had been right.  All his stories from the Before
Time had been true, whether Vaccar had known it or not, as true as if they’d
been spoken in the Old Voice by the Storykeepers.  The Invaders and their
gods—these same Knights of Brannagh—had taken everything his people had ever
had, destroyed them, banished them to the Kharkara Plains. Stepping forward
with all the stealth and silence Gikka had taught him, with a single stroke of
his blade, he could return his people to—


Welcome.


—their proper—


Of me, lad, you’ll have your honor, or you’ll have your death.


—glory.


And no mistake.


 


 


Another flash of light from within, but this time the wall
did not seem to weaken.  Pegrine stood then, for she had fallen to the ground,
and now the light seemed to expand around her.


The cardinal bowed graciously with his shattered bone staff
in hand, and reached behind him to the altar without taking his eyes from the
child.


Renda blinked at the wall, looked away a moment, then looked
back.  Yes, the rift in the wall was widening slowly as the power at the edges
cooled and dissipated; he was turning more and more of his energy toward
completing his rite.  Through the widening rift in the dome wall, she saw the drops
of sweat on the cardinal’s brow, but his expression was calm, controlled.


Light blazed through the dome again, a blinding white light
that left no shadows.


“You cannot hope to stop me now,” Valmerous crowed, blotting
his brow with his sleeve.  “I’ve won.  Your avatar shall fall, and so shall
You.”


But neither Pegrine nor the goddess made answer.  They
seemed most intent on filling the dome with light to drive out all the shadows,
especially those beneath the cardinal’s mantle on the altar.


The glow, perhaps, but—


Smoke rose from the altar where the cardinal’s hidden
implements had been touched with white hot light, and in only a few moments,
the cloak covering them fell flat.  But Valmerous did not seem to care.  He
whisked it away to bare the steaming stump.  Then, not waiting a moment longer,
he raised what was left of the bone spear high above the bloody wooden altar—


“Alder’s heart!”  The sheriff surged up, his eye gleaming. 
“But what of the glow—” He looked up to see Chul standing over him, knife in
hand.


 


 


“Chul Ka-Dree.”  The new voice in his burning,
anguished mind seemed at once to seep in under the others and to drown them
out.  It was deep and rough, crumbling like an old wall but full of vibrancy
and life, and even before he turned his eyes to look, he knew who had spoken to
him.  At the edge of the glade, a new presence had joined Anado and Nekraba, a
hideous, pale giant who rose from the soil and towered over Them.  It was the
most feared of the Dhanani gods, Mohoro of the Underground.  And he spoke only
one more word: “See.”


Suddenly, Chul was standing alone on a mesa overlooking the
dusty Kharkara Plain. This place was called Hawk’s Perch, a favorite lookout
for the hunters.  For the first time in a season, he could look across the vast
distance from one low, curving horizon to the other, breathing deeply, freely,
without trees or clouds or stone houses to hide the length and breadth of his
world from him.  By the gods, he missed the plains.  Over time, he’d grown used
to waking up inside stone walls, but at night, before his eyes closed, his soul
still cried for the soaring depth of infinite starry sky.


Below, familiar animal skin tents and huts lined well worn
paths, landmarks he’d held in his heart since he was a toddler, and his whole
being ached with memories.  The sun had not yet risen; no one walked outside
the tents except the healer, Aidan.  Chul watched him move from tent to tent to
cast Anado’s blessings over those within.  A young mother coughed in her sleep,
a hard, dry cough, and the shaman paused, concerned.  He searched the small
pouch he carried and found a small vial, which he left at the threshold for
her.  Then he moved on.  


No one saw him pass, and by day, no one would pay him much
notice.  No one bowed to Aidan or carried him through the camps in a great
curtained palanquin.  No one felt compelled to give him their children.  No one
in the tribes feared him.


Of course not.  Chul stared down at the warm dust on his
feet, unsure what he was feeling.


By the time the warriors stirred from their beds, rising and
stretching, some disentangling themselves from their wives’ arms, Aidan was in
his own tent again.  Soon, all the men of the tribes had all come to the doors
of their homes and were facing the rising sun with their knives in hand.


Then Chief Bakti came out carrying the Verge of Anado.  At
the sight of him, Chul’s hands flew reflexively to his forehead, back to back,
even though no one could see him.  He remembered the awe he’d always felt in
the presence of the hunters, especially the chief.  He’d always envied them
their sleek muscles and sharp eyes, their hardness, their confidence in the
kill.  Their pride.


His eyes ran with hot tears of love and loss.  These were
his people, these proud, beautiful survivors, not the soft, flabby creatures
he’d seen bowing and smiling, groveling and sacrificing their children to their
political god.  Everything he was, everything they were, everything that was
Dhanani, was here now, in this place, in these people, harrowed out and made lean
by hardship.  He could not take that from them or from himself.


And though the warriors could not see him, exile of the
exiles, for the first time, he raised his knife with them to meet the sun.


 


 


“Ge jhombra ri tanara Xorden!”  Throwing back his head to
cry out with triumph, Cardinal Valmerous crashed the splinters of bone down
into the very heart of the alderwood stump.  “I feed this life to Xorden!”


 


 


The first ray of sunlight splashed angrily over the Dhanani
blades; the plains predator bared its fangs in defeat.  Then, the morning
joined, ten thousand hunters stretched and yawned in the doorways of their
tents before they turned away to face the business of the day.  But in another
place, a small clearing far to the east of the Kharkara Plains, a single tiny
burst of Dhanani sunfire flared from one bloodstained knife and bit through the
last shadows of dawn to flash away the heart of an ancient altar.


 


 


“Mohoro!”  Xorden’s voice was furious.  “What have
You done?”  But he was speaking to empty air.  The three Dhanani gods were
gone.


 


 


In the heartbeat that followed, Renda threw up her visor and
squinted into the intense heat.  Her eye darted from Chul to the empty glade to
Valmerous to Pegrine, trying to see what had happened, what had changed. 


Then horribly, Pegrine’s eyes began to dull and fade.  She
stumbled, unable to keep her balance, and a flash of fear crossed her
features.  Then, without a sound, she collapsed to the floor of the glade.  The
light that surrounded her was gone.


“No!” Renda shrieked, all but hurling herself toward the
dome wall in spite of the heat.  “He has destroyed her!”


“Peace,” her father gasped, his eyes closed against the
terrible scene.  “One thing more remains.”


“To what?”  She glared at him and rose to her haunches, once
again ready to spring through the nearly open wall.  “Pegrine is gone.  It
falls to me, now.”


His eyes looked up into hers, stony, gray, the walls of
Brannagh itself.  “Wait.”


Valmerous moved cautiously inside his dome to stand beside
the child’s body.  He nudged at her with his bare foot, joggling her where she
lay until he was satisfied that she was indeed dead.  Then he threw his head
back and laughed, a hideous, Hadrian laugh that chilled Renda’s soul.


He had won, the laugh said, as he had known he would.  But
he was not finished yet.  One thing more remained.  Finally, having seen to
Pegrine, he would be able to obey Xorden’s command: he would destroy Duke Trocu
Damerien.


Through the corner of her eye, Renda saw the sheriff’s slow
nod.  “Father?”


“The glow of light is no blood,” he murmured.  “The glow of
a killer…”


Valmerous turned back to his work, his hand absently
flicking away the sweat collected at his brow and showering it over the burned
altar.  From his mantle, where it lay upon the ground, he brought out a small
cache sack and took from it several bottles of oils and salves and little
trinkets, those that could not possibly have withstood B’radik’s light, and set
them upon the altar.


Beyond the cardinal, a small wretched form rose from the ground
where she had fallen, dark, with no light about her.  The beautiful white gown
she had worn was now dingy gray and stained with blood, and her hair hung in
damp black strings, bloodclotted strips that lapped at her face to leave
clumped red-brown streaks.


Renda drew breath at the sight of the hideous creature. 
This was Pegrine, a true vampire now, no longer needing the goddess to sustain
her and drive her.  But alive, or at least, not dead.  Not destroyed.


Her teeth were bared, long and sharp, and her neatly
manicured little girl nails had grown into hawklike talons.  But all these
observations were made in an eyeblink.  At once, she was upon the cardinal’s
back, chewing and clawing at him, tearing his flesh and shredding his back and
shoulders through his cassock.


The cardinal stumbled back in shock at her attack, but he
quickly regained himself.  He turned and twisted furiously until he managed to
loose Pegrine’s grip on him.  Then, hands free, he began gesturing and
muttering against her, abandoning one prayer for another and another, trying to
find the one that would work.


She dropped lightly from his back and circled, snarling like
a great wolf.


“Child of darkness,” he intoned weakly, staggering back in
agony, “I, Valmerous, Cardinal of, of Vilkadnazor the Unshod,” he smacked dry
lips, “I pray your god Verilion, in good charity, receive you and speed your
spirit through the stars.”  But still the child circled him, eyeing him darkly
and growling.  “I thus consecrate your...your place of death and your flesh,
and commend your spirit skyward.”


“Commend your own spirit skyward, Valmerous,” the little
girl hissed.  “You and your god have no power over me.”


“Depart, Undead!” he cried, raising his hands only as far as
his shredded shoulders would allow to ward against her.  “In the name of
…Vilkadnazor the Unshod.”


At once, a glow of white light showered down over Pegrine, a
brilliant blaze of fury.  “I doubt even Vilkadnazor has charity enough to grant
you this boon,” spoke a new voice, a woman’s voice, B’radik’s voice, sweet and
clear, with a touch of amusement that instantly gave way to rage.  “Not now
that He and so many others lie deceived and bound at your hand!”


So many others.  Only three gods besides B’radik had come to
fight Xorden, the three gods of the Dhanani.  The thought that only these four
of all the gods of Syon had escaped Xorden’s bindings left Renda’s heart cold. 
Her hands twitched around her sword, but she could not see her opening.  Not
yet.


“In Xorden’s name, then, depart!”  The cardinal thrust his
hands out toward the little girl.  “I abjure thee, Pegrine of Brannagh, in the
name of—”


“In the name of Xorden,” the child mocked.  “I did not die
for Xorden before.  I shall not die for Xorden now!”


“No?”  Valmerous gestured, and suddenly the wall, the dome,
collapsed away, taking its heat with it.  But just as suddenly, it reappeared,
surrounding his body like armor, moving when he moved.  “Perhaps you will die
for B’radik, then.  Or the creature Damerien.” 


By the time the wall disappeared, Renda was already moving,
leaping through the brush.


“Renda, no…” her father gasped.  “You can’t help her.”


“Chul,” Renda called over her shoulder.  “Stay with him.” 


Even when Valmerous raised the fiery wall as a shield around
himself, she kept coming.  With the wall as far away as it had been, she could
not have reached him before the heat of it killed her, but with it wrapped
around his very body, she had a chance.  


“Stop!”  Valmerous outstretched his hands menacingly, and
the heat around him seemed to swell.  “You cannot touch me, Knight, not if you
would survive.”


“My life means nothing while you live, Valmerous.”  Renda
raised her sword and prepared to charge through him.


“Perhaps, but what about their lives?”  He nodded toward her
father and Chul.  “Or the girl?  The sheriff is injured, the child trapped in
the shadows.”  He shrugged, his whole form rippling beneath his searing armor,
and lifted his hands toward his hood.  “And as for the Dhanani…”


“Chul, look away!”  Renda shouted back to the boy.  “Trust,
and do not look, no matter what you hear!”  She gripped her sword and ran
straight for Valmerous.  But instantly, she was hurled to the ground by a
terrible explosion.  In a blur of heat and light, Valmerous, his hood thrown
back, had flared into a giant whirling, thrashing fireball.  But he was not
alone.  Someone or something was inside, grappling violently with him, burning
and smoking, the two bodies tearing each other apart.


She spared a glance at her father, at Chul, who sat beside
him with his eyes carefully turned away from the scene—no, her heart whispered,
not Pegrine.  She turned to the spot where the little girl had been standing,
creeping back away from the sunlight.  But as she feared, the girl was gone.


The cardinal twisted and turned, uttering prayers that
spattered feebly against Pegrine while she scratched and bit and tore at him.


The two bodies inside the inferno fell to the ground, still
battling while their flesh burned.  But when the agony of the flames and her
vicious attack left him unable to fight her anymore, Pegrine lifted herself up
from the burning mass, up out of the fire of his shield into the lethal
daylight, to raise a taloned hand above her head.  Then, with a final shriek of
victory, she raked her talons through his throat.


The cardinal, already close to death, convulsed only once
and lay silent.  His terrible shield of heat collapsed to leave only the
vengeful flames that leapt up from his body and Pegrine’s until even they
subsided.


Then, in the full light of the winter’s sun, the little girl
sagged and fell to the ground beside him.


Renda sank into the hot, dry dust and cradled the poor
charred little body to shield it from the sun.  Pegrine’s beautiful black
ringlets were gone, burned away, as was a great part of her skin and flesh, but
in her last moments, her hand reached up to touch the tears on Renda’s face.


“Don’t cry, Auntie,” Pegrine’s hoarse voice rasped, “I told
you.  It was only for a little while.”


“You won,” Renda smiled through her tears.  “You protected
Damerien, freed B’radik.”   She looked up into the morning sky and blinked back
her tears, searching for all the things she wanted to tell Peg of honor, of
duty, of heroism, and finding only her tears.


The child drew a difficult, gurgling breath so she could
speak.  “I only wish…”


“What, sweet?”


“…it could be over for you, too.”


Then she was gone.


Renda held her close for a moment, as close as the
cumbersome metal of her armor would allow.  Then she settled the child’s poor
burned body to the ground, and in a merciful flare of sunlight, it was gone to
ash and dust.


She stared at the ground for a long time, not thinking, not
feeling.   The dust that had been her niece’s body spread itself on the cold
Bilkarian wind until at last it was gone.


After a while, she rose to her feet.  “Chul,” she said
quietly and nodded toward her father, “help me get him to the horses.”


 


 












Twenty-Eight


 


 


Colaris
stood irreverently on the scrollwork of the duke’s headboard, snapping and
clawing at the handful of Keepers who tried to take his message case from him. 
Below him in the cold darkness lay Trocu Damerien, with what was left of his
dark gold curls bathed in sweat.


“Easy, Colaris,” soothed Nestor quietly, drawing his hand
back after the bird gave it a sharp nip.  “There’s a good lad.  Very well, for
the duke and no other, your message, aye.”  He turned to the other Keepers who
surrounded the duke’s bed.  “Sure there’s no helping it.  We shall have to wake
him.  Lord Daerwin would not have sent Colaris if it were not urgent.”


One of the others, a woman, shook her head.  “It’s too much
a danger to wake him.”  Out of habit, she switched to their ancient tongue,
just as she always did when speaking to him in private, as if to keep secrets
from the others.  Or, perhaps superstitiously, from the sheriff’s harrier.  “As
it is, we should be already away from here, preparing for the Succession before
it’s too late.”


“Idiot!” seethed Nestor.  “Fiona, have you been asleep this
many a year?  Does this endless watching dull your wits?  He’s yet to see his
thirtieth year, Trocu is.  To put him through the Succession now would raise
even the dullest man’s brow, to wonder how it is that our unmarried duke could
already have a son grown near as old as he.”


Fiona raised her chin.  “I for my part should rather take my
chances with whisperings and gossips than face what comes without Damerien’s
strength for ours.”


“He has survived this many a thousand year by not allowing
the least credence to be given to such whisperings and gossips.  Now you would risk
that by giving the doubters proof?”


“An Trocu should die, what then, Nestor?”  She whispered,
but her fear and anger were unmistakable.  “Sure Trocu’s heir can find answer
and ease their minds.  After the Succession.  Repeat a thing often
enough, it becomes truth, this thou knowest.  But dost remember how near a
thing it was with Brada, how we very nearly lost him before he could complete
the Succession to become Trocu?  I’d not risk it again.”


“That was a different thing entirely, Fiona.  Brada was mortally
wounded, barely alive.”


“Yes!  One and all could see exactly how it fared with
Brada.  Sure there was no question!  But with Trocu, we know he lives only by
the steam of his breath on a mirror.  Verilion could steal him away in his
sleep even while we speak!”


Nestor snorted.  “I doubt even Verilion would like His odds
an He tried it…”


“Damerien could slip away,” she insisted.  “What then!  It
could be a hundred year ere he regain strength enough to return, if at all, and
us without him for the nonce, without his essence to give us power, in the
midst of the coming maelstrom.  An we lose him now, we lose all.”


“Lose all…?”


She looked away.  “I’ve already long since lost all sense of
how to work the strands that bind this world without his strength.  So it is
with us all, I fear.”


Nestor laughed grimly.  “Then it is your weakness, not his,
that speaks for the Succession.  You care only for yourself and your own need
for his power, Fiona.  You’d have a new duke, hale and strong, throwing all
five thousand years past and the prophecy ahead into chaos to feed your need,”
he spat.  He turned to the others, mocking them.  “‘I can’t lace mine own boot
without Damerien,’ quoth he.  ‘I can’t poach mine own egg of a morning without
Damerien,’ quoth she.  I wonder, can any of you walk up a stair or down without
you call upon his power?  Are you—the very ones to whom he entrusts his life,
cycle upon cycle, his keepers, his bodyguards—are you all grown so feeble that
the merest babe has now more power of himself when he wets his swaddling than
all of you combined?  What use are you to him or to yourselves?  What use were
you when the cardinal attacked him?”


The Keepers shuffled uncomfortably.  “But we would not
betray ourselves to him, Nestor,” answered Fiona.  “Can you imagine what he
would say, what he would do?  The child Pegrine stood to guard the duke, and
she was enough.”


“What luck,” he muttered.  “I’d hate to think you’d have to
raise a finger to protect your lord as you’re sworn to do.”


“That is unfair.  As it was, we drained the Hadrian of his
strength so we could see to Damerien.”


“Before or after he attacked?”


They stood in silence, staring at the floor.


“Before or after Renda herself came into the room to defend
him?  Have you any idea how your cowardice put the future of this land at
risk?  And what of Damerien?  The Succession would weaken him at his very core
at a time when he may be all that stands to protect Syon.  Not just this body,
his very bloody core!  Have you spared a thought to that?”  He pushed harder. 
“What of the land?  What of the people?”


They stared at Nestor, unmoving, silent.


Colaris bobbed his head and hissed impatiently, whacking the
foot with the scroll case against the headboard at his feet.  Finally, he
leaned down and called sharply right at the duke’s ear.  “Kek!  Kek kek kek!”


For a moment, there was no movement from Trocu, and Colaris
moved his head closer to call again, but presently the duke’s eyes opened to
see wide owl eyes and a sharp beak looking into his face upside down and rather
quizzically.


“Kek…” added Colaris softly.


“Colaris?”  The duke’s voice was hoarse and barely audible. 
“How now, little one?  What brings you…?”


Trocu sat up weakly and drew the blanket up.  Beside him, on
the night table and on the dressers lining the walls, candelabrum flames
flickered softly to life, until the room was bathed in a gentle glow of
candlelight.  Trocu looked around at the Keepers, noting the expressions on
their faces as they looked at him.


Colaris hopped gently down to the blanket and lifted his
foot so the duke could open the case.  The duke fumbled with the clasp, and
Nestor stepped forward to help, but the bird fluttered his wings and glared. 
The old Bremondine stepped back.


“It’s all right, Nestor.”  Trocu smiled weakly at the crowd
of keepers around his bed.  “A bit of rest seems to have done me good.  I must
have given you quite a scare, for all of you to be hovering over me so,” he
said.  He rubbed at his dry throat and reached for the cup of water next to his
bed to take a drink.  “Fear me not.  There will be no talk of Successions, not
for quite some time.”  He cast a meaningful look at Fiona and set down the cup.


“So what’s this about, Colaris?” He scratched the bird’s
head for a moment.  Then he slid the tiny scroll from its case and read it.  So
they had discovered the Hadrian cardinal’s treachery, good.  He was afraid they
would not.  But it was as he feared, then.  The plague was no more than a
distraction, and far more was at stake than he’d imagined.  Ah, prophecy, he
mused darkly to himself.  Such a delicate thing.


“Nestor,” he said, his voice gaining strength even as he
spoke.  “Fetch me some riding clothes, something unobtrusive, and gather
provisions, see to the horses.  We leave before sunrise, as soon as all is prepared.”


The Keepers, strengthened by the duke’s waking, raised a
cacophony of protest as Nestor opened the duke’s armoire and began gathering
the duke’s things.


The flames on the candles flared.  “Silence, all of you, or
have you forgotten your place?”


The roar of Damerien’s power, even muted by his body’s
weakness, was unmistakable, and they fell silent, chastised certainly but
relieved to feel the warmth of his life energy flowing over them.  Trocu might
not be as strong as he had been, but neither was he on his death bed as they
had feared.


“Nestor, only you and the boy Jath will accompany me,” he
continued.  “The rest of you will keep to the castle and present all outward
appearance that I am within but indisposed, just as I have been for the last
many a tenday.  Nothing has changed.  Is that understood?”


The rest of the Keepers nodded.


“You may find yourselves defending the castle, so I suggest
you plan accordingly.  Now away with you.  We all have much to do ere I
depart.”


Almost at once, they melted into the walls and were gone.


“Nestor, come,” he said.  “We’ve no time to waste.”


*          *          *


She sat in the early morning darkness on the third step of
the family mausoleum scratching the unusually long nails of her little fingers
on the stone step beside her.  Her head would not peek above the sides of the
stairway unless she chose to look, so she was in no danger of being seen from
the main house if anyone was within.


She’d made peace with what she expected to see long before
she set out from Farras, and in truth, what she’d found was not as bad as she’d
expected.  She had her Hadrian miners to thank for that, as anxious as they
were to take up housekeeping in her estate, but it would not buy them an ounce
of mercy.  She’d already seen to that.


The main house still stood.  Maddock and his men had set it
burning right before they left with her sword, but being as it was an ancient
hall from the earliest days of Syon and all stone and mortar, it did not burn
well or long.  She’d lost some furnishings and draperies, things—just
things—and easily replaced.  Everything irreplaceable she’d either hidden or
taken with her.  Barring that, she had a good mind where to go to recover it.


Only charred piles of old timbers and ash remained where the
stables, the mews and the barn had been.  The servants’ house had been
vandalized and had not a single door or window intact, but, like the main
house, it was built of stone and did not burn well.  If Maddock and his men had
noticed that the both the servants’ quarters and the stables were empty, it had
not seemed to give them pause on their rampage.


Gikka had fetched up her papers from beneath the rubble in
the crypt where she’d hidden them, those absurdly flimsy weapons for securing
one’s belongings that were only of use in a world not at war.  She only hoped
that she would need them again one day.  She’d also taken the opportunity to
empty the crypt of the miners’ stashed gems as well.  They’d be furious when
and if they found out, and they might even guess it was she who had robbed
them, not that it would matter.  They would soon have much larger problems.


Four modest shrines lined the mine roads between the miners’
shanty town and the mines, all shrines to the blue-eyed Hadrian child god
Limigar—Limigar, whose outermost shape could change but whose eyes were ever an
icy blue.  Limigar, the spoiled brat who would ease His boredom with cruelty,
especially against those who took risks if He did not have a steady supply of
new toys and games to entertain Him.


So, once a tenday, Gikka’s miners, as well as Hadrians
elsewhere who would climb mountains, sail seas, gamble, give birth, open a
shop, or do anything involving risk, would fill Limigar’s shrines with
offerings of games and puzzles, signed with their names or the names of those they
wished to favor, to buy his distraction.  How those lazy Hadrians managed to
come up with clever new toys for him every tenday was a mystery to Gikka.  If
they’d ever turn half that ingenuity toward their work, they should own all of
Syon in a trice.


She’d considered simply smashing the toys in the shrines to
pieces, but remembering herself as a child, she decided Limigar would likely
find it more frustrating to get toys that were nearly perfect, that almost
worked but for a single missing piece.  So slowly, painstakingly, she moved
from one shrine to another, taking key pieces from each of the toys and games.


Only one of the puzzles in one of the shrines would be
intact when the offerings vanished in the morning, one maddeningly simple
collection of curved wooden rings the size of a man’s wrist that had to be fit
one within another in exactly the right order or they would go all awry.  The
set of rings was beautifully carved with Chul’s own hunting knife, a brilliant
diversion he’d made in his idleness in Farras, and here was a use for it.  It
was surely something Limigar had never seen—a Dhanani puzzle for a Hadrian
god.  She wasn’t one to cling to Hadrian superstitions, nor any superstitions
in truth, but right now, she would take any advantage she could get, especially
for the boy.  She’d only hoped it would shield them from Limigar’s wrath when
he discovered the toys she had broken.


That seemed a lifetime ago.  She looked up at the horizon,
where the sun was almost ready to crown.  The miners had left hours ago to head
for the mines.  They should be arriving there soon, and not long after
that…well, she hoped to be well away from here by then.


Where was Chul?  A worried frown crossed her brow.  He
should have delivered his warning to Brannagh and been back hours ago. 
Something must have happened.  She stood, considering her options.  She could
ride to Brannagh and take her chances with what she might find there, or she
could go straight on to Brannford, as they’d planned in Farras, and hope he had
the wit to seek her there.  The boy had protested when she said she would leave
him in Brannford while she sought Dith, but she had made clear that she was not
taking a Dhanani into the Hodrache Range, into a land infested with Hadrians.


Hadrians.


She cursed under her breath.  All it would take is for the
boy to see one of those cursed Hadrian clerics at Brannagh, just one, and he’d
lose control.  She’d planned so carefully, sending him in as far from the
chapels and the guest quarters as possible, straight to the family’s private
quarters.  She’d warned him not to be seen by anyone, and she’d even given her
cloak to him.  Most of all, she’d warned him about the Hadrian priests.


Her mouth felt dry.  She’d seen what happened when Aidan saw
his first Hadrian.  Maybe she should have ignored Renda’s orders and gone
herself.


She felt the rays of the sun cross over the stone and touch
the top of her head, and she wondered if he’d raised his knife to catch the
first ray or if today was the day the sun would sneak up on him.


 


 












Twenty-Nine


 


 


At
B’radik’s command, Nara had not stirred from her bed in the nursery since
Valmerous arrived at Brannagh.  She’d eaten nothing, drunk nothing, moved not
at all lest he know she was there.  Her body was asleep to the point of death,
cold and quiet, sipping only tiny amounts of her goddess’s strength to keep her
alive, while her spirit kept silent vigil in Pegrine’s sacred place of life.


She had allowed herself only one departure from B’radik’s
orders.  Last night, she had sent her spirit to Renda in the chapel to ask the
blessings of B’radik and to set protections over her.  It had been quite a
risk—Valmerous could have come to the chapel a moment earlier, or he might have
decided to try attacking the nursery again before entering the crypt.  Either
way, Pegrine would have been in danger.  But without Renda, Damerien would not
survive.  Nara had failed the duke once; she would not fail him again.


Her hands flexed irritably under the bedclothes at the
strange spreading warmth that began in her palms and poured through her veins
like warm cognac.  Suddenly, her sips of power became frantic gulps as the
thirsting woman nearly drowned in the sudden burst of B’radik’s power.  Her
bedclothes began to smoke and smolder until she regained herself enough to damp
the tremendous glow of power emanating from her body.  Her spirit soared.  She
had not felt this luxurious rush of the goddess’s power since the war’s end: 
B’radik was free.


“Nara!”  Lady Glynnis was pounding at her door.  “Nara, open
at once!  Please!  The castle is in danger!”


Minutes later, wrapped in a dark gray mantle to conceal even
the controlled glow of her habit, she shuffled up the battlement stairs alone
and looked down over the churning mass of bodies below.  Would that she could have
taken Arnard and his priests away from their patients to help her, but they
were trying to save as many of the knights as possible now that B’radik’s
strength had returned to them, too.  Arnard had even ventured aloud that they
might have the strength to stop the plague, but Nara had hushed his optimism. 
First, they would have to survive.


So, alone at the top of the castle wall, Nara took a deep
breath and raised her hands over the enemy army massing below.


“Nara.”


She paused, lowered her hands.  “Praise B’radik,” she
murmured.  “I greet You.”


“And I, you.”


“It is as I’d hoped, then.  You are free.”  Nara bowed her
head.  “Lord Daerwin and Lady Renda were victorious?” 


“It was a near thing, but Valmerous is dead, and Damerien is
safe.  The sheriff and his daughter live.”


The old woman nodded, her eyes focused in the far distance
as she watched the battle in her mind’s eye.  “Lord Daerwin,” she gasped.  “He
is injured.  Badly.”


“He lives.”


“And Pegrine?”  But even as she asked, she watched the final
moments of the battle, watched Renda cradle the dying girl in her arms, watched
the child’s body flash away to dust in the sunlight.  She looked down, letting
her tears spill down her cheeks.  “I see.”


“It was she who destroyed Valmerous.  Now she is at peace among
the stars.  You should be proud, Nara.”


“Proud and grateful,” she replied automatically,
tonelessly.  “I could have wished no more for Peg but to serve You so.  Her
victory is a victory for all Syon and all the world.”


“Not victory, Nara, not quite yet.”


Nara’s head tilted almost imperceptibly.


“Xorden keeps one place on Syon sacred to Him still.”


The nun stared through the battlement’s stone floor.  “The
east chapel.”


“Cilder consecrated it.”


“Aye, Madam, he did.”


“But not to Me.”


Nara nodded.  “Since his death, we’ve not trusted it, and no
one’s been to use it since.  I’ve meant to see to it, but with the plague and
the cardinal and all…”


“Consecrate it now.  In My name.”


“Now?”  The word escaped before the old nun remembered to
Whom she spoke.  But she did not take it back.  She looked down worriedly over
the army and over the huge battering ram they carried toward the castle gate. 
The gates would not stand against it long, certainly not long enough, and with
no hale knights inside to hold them back, once the villagers breached the
gates, the castle would be theirs.


She could do nothing to strengthen the metal of the gates. 
Such a thing would take the powers of a mage, or at the very least a priest of
Glaiben, the Hadrian god of metalsmithing and gemmary.  But perhaps she could
still do something about the army.


She imagined the iron in their weapons, their armor and
their blood, fired to a red glow.  Even if she managed to stop but a few of
them, the horror of it might be enough to hold the rest off for a time,
certainly long enough to consecrate the chapel.  The tight, dry skin of her
ancient face wrinkled with a hard smile, and she lifted her hands toward them,
anticipating for the first time in a season the full strength and glory of
B’radik’s power flowing through her.


“Nara.”


The power dropped away cruelly, leaving her cold.  With a
little cry of anguish, she turned pleading eyes toward the heavens.  “It’ll
take but a moment.”


“Nara.”


She stood transfixed, watching the crisp phalanx of
knights—Wirthing knights—form up around the battering ram the way the condemned
man watches the axeman hone his blade.  Presently, her hands dropped to her
sides, and she bowed her tonsured head in submission. 


“Praise B’radik.  I will obey.”  Then she turned away and
made her way quickly down the battlement steps.


A new thought entered her mind, a plan at once simple and
certainly possible.  If she would obey her goddess without abandoning her duty
to the sheriff, to the household, to all Syon, every moment mattered.


 


 


Willem, Barlow and Matow were gone, presumed dead with honor
in the service to B’radik; Renda’s mind gave a eulogy for them as she rode,
burying them, setting her honored dead at rest between battles as she had
during the war, the better to clear her mind for what lay ahead.


She had freed their horses from silence and sent to graze,
not wanting to be burdened with bringing them back to a beseiged castle.  By
sunset, when their knights did not return, the three horses would make their
own ways back to Brannagh or, if that was not possible, to Damerien.  By
sunset…but sunset seemed so far away.


I only wish it could be over for you, too.


Renda lifted her chin and rode on, trying to shut out the
terrible visions of Pegrine locked in her fiery battle with Valmerous.  Pegrine
had lived long enough to see the goddess’s enemy die first; hers was death in
the service of B’radik, death with a kind of glory that filled a Brannagh
Knight’s dreams and a bard’s belly.  How insipid, indeed, to survive such a
thing and make it mundane.  This, Renda, Knight Commander of Brannagh,
understood through every cell of her being.  She only hoped her own death would
one day prove as glorious.


But Pegrine had not been a Knight of Brannagh.  She had not
been forged into a weapon of war.  She’d worn no armor and carried only a toy
sword, the same sword which had been placed into Renda’s hand so long ago.


No armor.


She'd been so keen to return to battle, but not for want of
excitement or glory.  The armored knight, the military commander…this life came
easily to her.  But she had seen another part of herself, if only for a moment:
the part she’d called Renda the Maid.  And it terrified her.


Like Pegrine, this side of her hid nothing.  It thought of
simple, soft things like love and loss.  Regret.  This side of her wore no
armor, and because of this, it could be hurt in ways she had never dreamed
possible.


She’d hated that side of herself, and she would have happily
destroyed it only months ago.  But now, knowing that she was again at war and
knowing this was not a side of her that could live in battle, she found herself
missing it.  After the farmers went back to their farms, after Maddock’s head
was mounted on a pike, after they were sure of Xorden’s defeat…then she would
sit in the gallery darkness and dwell on the horrors of this season and perhaps
allow that side of herself to breathe.


For now, she had no time to dwell on what should have
happened, what could have happened.  They had won, and they were alive, which
meant they—she—had to turn all thoughts back to Maddock and to the army that
waited between them and the castle.  The tunnel entrance was well hidden, and
even if it weren’t, the army was most likely clustered near the castle gates. 
A careful approach and they should be able to get back inside.  Then judicious
use of the catapults should force the army back.  After that, they had only to
wait for cold and starvation to put Maddock in mind to negotiate.


Lord Daerwin’s arm was bound tightly to his body armor from
the pauldron to his linen-wrapped hand, but still, each jolt of the ride showed
in his face.  Only his good hand peeked from beneath his heavy mantle to hold
the reins, and he rode bonelessly in his saddle, occasionally slumping over
Revien’s neck or leaning dangerously to one side or the other.  Chul had used
the last of the salve on the sheriff’s arm before they bound it to his side,
only a tiny amount, so part of the injury burned on, gaining momentum against
Lord Daerwin’s ability to stand the pain.  Nevertheless, injured and unlikely
to survive even the briefest battle, she watched him drive on by sheer force of
will toward Brannagh.


She slowed Alandro at the crest of the foothills above the
glade.  From there they could see a thick, dark haze filling the valley below
them, too much to be the dust of a dry season kicked up by the farmers’ boots,
too dark to be anything but smoke.  They could see neither the castle nor those
who surrounded it through the haze, but suddenly the full magnitude of the
battle became apparent to her.  From the sound of it, the force arrayed against
the castle was made up of thousands, far more than just the farmers of her
father’s lands.   But that made no sense.


She saw glints of light winking through the smoke and
realization dawned on her.  Those glints of flickering orange light were
reflected by armor.


“Wirthing…” her father gasped.  “The bastard.”


Low rumbles and roars of battle echoed up the foothills and
filled the whole Brannagh valley below them, rumbles of battle, of resistance
and of hope.  Time was all they needed, time to gather Lord Kerrick and the
handful of knights who had gone to Windale, time to find Gikka and Dith.  Then
they could stop this army and retake Brannagh.  All they needed was for those
walls to hold for a few days, a tenday at most.  They’d done so before, during
the war, against demon armies, against the Anatayans.  Surely they had one more
war left in them.


Suddenly a great flare of unnaturally white light erupted
over the plateau, thick, black smoke billowing out in all directions, and
Chul’s horse reared in terror.  A few seconds later, barrages of flame and ice
and otherworldly energies lit the smoke below.  A great rumbling shook the
ground and made the horses skitter to keep their footing.


Mages.  An army of them, no less.  How Maddock had managed
to convince so many mages to join his cause against Brannagh, she could not
imagine, but he had.  Clearly she had underestimated him.  With the last sounds
of battle dying away, no doubt the last resistance giving way under the
firestorm and smoke, Renda closed her eyes in defeat.


“Renda!”  The sheriff’s face was twisted in a grimace of
pain and rage.  “To the tunnels!  We cannot let them win!”


“It’s not up to us!”  Renda shouted back at him.  “Look!” 
As if at her command, another white-hot flare burst out over the land.  “This
is more than just Maddock and a few Wirthing knights.  They’ve mages with
them!  We’ll never make it to the tunnels alive!  Would you have us add three
more bodies to the field?”


“Aye, to defend Brannagh!” 


“No!  If we die here today, it will mean the end of Brannagh
for all time!”  She looked back at the smoke filled valley.  “Then who will
guard Damerien?  Who will guard Syon?  Surely Maddock’s bargain with Wirthing
and these mages goes beyond taking Brannagh!”


The sheriff sank over his horse’s neck, and his ragged voice
scraped itself raw with anguish.  “Glynnis…”


Renda’s mouth went dry, and she shut her eyes against the
flood of pain.  Her mother.  Nara.  Sedrik.  Greta.  All the priests, the
remaining knights, even the villagers in the hospice.  So many.


But her voice was clear and strong, the unconquerable war
hero subdued for so long.  “I’m sorry.  For Damerien’s sake, we cannot.”  She
turned her attention north, toward the Bremondine forests.  “For the sake of
all Syon, we cannot.”


The sheriff watched fiery burst after fiery burst fill the
valley below with thick, black smoke.  “The gods are merciful,” he murmured
bitterly, gritting his teeth against his grief and pain.  “And because the gods
are merciful, my Glynnis and the others are already dead.”  He looked down,
shaking.  With one last sob of grief, he nodded to Renda. 


They rode together to the northern cliffs.  Slowly over the
early morning hours as they rode, the shocked silence slowly melted away, and
they began to formulate the beginning, just the bare beginning of a plan.  
Then, with a few reassuring words and a clap at the boy’s shoulder, the two
knights rode down the steep cliff trail to the north and disappeared into the
southern edge of the Bremondine forest.  Lord Daerwin’s arm would need
attention, and Renda had an idea where to seek it.


Chul watched them go.  He looked out over the thick trees
that covered their escape and raised his hand after them.  Then he turned west
and galloped away over the foothills toward Graymonde.
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Aidan  Dhanani healer, serves Anado of the
Hunt.


Alandro  Renda’s brindle stallion, Brannagh
Horse-at-Arms.


Anado of the Hunt  Dhanani god of the
hunt and mercy.


Anatayans  One of two aboriginal tribes on
Syon.


Ano-  Prefix meaning “antidote for,” used with
poisons.


Anton, Sir  Knight of Brannagh.


Arnard  B’radikite Priest.


Art  Pure magic, also any magical art.


Bakti  Chief of the Dhanani tribes.  Full
name:  Bakti Ka-Durga Ba-Vinda.


Barlow, Sir  Knight of Brannagh.


Belen  Market village connecting the lands of
several Knights of Brannagh.


Beridien  One of Gikka’s many identities,
wanted dead or alive in Durlindale.


Bernold of Avondale, Sir  Knight of
Wirthing.


Bilkar the Furred  Bremondine god of winter,
survival, self sufficiency.


Borowain, Sheriff of Brannagh  Known as
the Peacekeeper.  Died 3324.


Boticlan (C. celeritanium)  Also called
“Mercy.”  Swift, painless shock poison frequently used in suicides.


Botrain  Farmer, co-leader of the villagers.


Brada, Duke of Damerien  Called the Restorer. 
Son of Vilmar, father of Trocu.  Died 3862.


B’radik  Syonese goddess of enlightenment and
truth.


Brannagh  The sheriff’s castle and lands.  Also
the sheriff’s knights.


Brannford  Large seaport city on the east coast
of Syon.


Bremondine  Central forest north of Brannagh
lands, also the forest people.


Byrandia  The continent east of Syon, ruled by
King Cragen.


Cardon, Sheriff of Brannagh  Called the
Ruthless.  Ended the first Bremondine Hadrian  War. Died 1712.


Chatka  Verdura witch, fortune teller in Belen.


Chul  Vaccar’s son, exiled Dhanani.  Full
name:  Chul Ka-Dree.


Cilder  Bishop of B’radik


Coinworms  Mythical forest worms that turn to
gold when they die.


Colaris  Lord Daerwin’s prize harrier hawk.


Corin, Earl of Wirthing  Leader of the
Knights of Wirthing, ally to Brannagh.


Crimson Lioness  Renda’s order of knights.


Crocus, Autumn (C. autumnale)  Seeds
and corms used to treat gout.


Cuvien the Torturess  Bremondine goddess
of suffering, pain, catharsis.


Daerwin, Sheriff of Brannagh  Leader
of the Knights of Brannagh and the Resistance during the war.  Father of
Roquandor and Renda, son of Vilmar Damerien.


Dalthaz  Mayor and judge of Montor.


Damerien  The duke’s family name, also Castle
Damerien.


Damping Mantle  Cloak worn by B’radik’s high
clergy to protect the faithful from Her radiance.


Dersea  Glynnis’ mare, Brannagh Horse-at-Arms.


Dhanani  One of two aboriginal tribes on Syon.


Didian  Syonese god of weather, chaos, that
which defies prediction.


Dilkon, Sheriff of Brannagh  Ended the
Dhanani-Anatayan War. Died 2682.


Dith the Merciless  Also called the
Impenitent, the Blasphemer.  Sorcerer, hero of the Five Hundred Years War.


Doucetels (S. doucetelia)  Small white
flowers of the Sweet Savon tree, used in funerals for virgins and children,
occasionally seen in royal weddings.


Dragon of Damerien  Symbol of the House
of Damerien, one of many nicknames given to the first duke.


Drikatsa  rulers
of any of five regions, 


Drikatsara  governing body for a large region.


Durlindale  Large mining market town southwest
of the Hodrache Range.


Farras  Large city west of the Fraugham
Mountains.


Feast of Didian  The first day of warm weather,
spring.


Finnig of Estrella, Sir  Knight of
Wirthing.


Fiona  One of the keepers.


First Breath  The daily challenge to the sun,
the morning ritual of Dhanani warriors.


First Rite  Ritual to pledge a child to
B’radik’s service and to the knighthood.


Five Hundred Years’ War  Struggle between the
House of Damerien and Kadak the Tyrant for rule of Syon, 3324 to 3862.


Fraugham Mountains  Mineral rich central
mountains that cut through the Bremondine forests, object of many
Bremondine-Hadrian wars.


Galorin  Most famous sorcerer in Syon history,
allied to the Liberator.


Geretous  Hadrian of the religious caste from
Montor.


Gikka of Graymonde  Squire to Lady
Renda, reformed thief and assassin.


Glaiben  Hadrian god of gems, goldsmithing,
wealth, generosity


Glasada  Bremondine dance for the Feast of
Bilkar, modeled, so the story goes, on the careful and agile steps of a person
crossing ice.  Also the name of Dith’s horse.


Glynnis of Brannagh, Lady  Lord
Daerwin’s wife, mother of Roquandor and Renda.


Golchok  Dhanani duel of honor, a fight to the
death.


Graymonde  Gikka’s lands and mines, also Graymonde
Hall.


Graetna  A demonic spy dog used by Kadak.


Greta  Brannagh kitchen mistress.


Haan  Young Hadrian from Montor.


Hadrians  A pale race of miners who inhabit the
northern mountains of Syon.


Ha’guaka  Long ax-like weapon with spikes on
one side and a blade on the other, usually poisoned, used by Kadak’s demon
guards.


Hallin of Graeme  Bounty hunter from
Durlindale.


Hero  Roquandor’s sorrel stallion, Brannagh
Horse-at-Arms.


Hodrache Range  High volcanic mountains far to
the north.


Invaders  All those outside the Dhanani and
Anatayan tribes.


Jadin, Dame  Knight of the Crimson Lioness.


Jath  Damerien stable boy.


Javelin Dog  Large, swift rodent used by the
Dhanani in javelin training.


Jero  One of Sir Deny’s farmers.


Jurfaele  A fine Hadrian alcoholic brew.


Kadak the Tyrant  Called the Evil, the
Destroyer, the Ravager.  De facto ruler of Syon from 3324 until his
overthrow in 3862.


Kadeta  Ancient Dhanani goddess of motherhood,
protection and combat.


Kanet  Syonese god of fertility,
flowers, the harvest.


Kano  Old Rjeinarian cleric in Montor.


Katsa  Priest-governors of the ancient Dhanani
civilization, loyal to Xorden.


Katsara  The governing membership of katsa
for any city.


Keepers  A band of mages sworn to protect the
duke.


Kerrick of Windale  Knight of Brannagh,
son of Taynor, Viscount of Windale.


Kharkara Plains  Flatlands northwest of the
Bremondine forests, home to the Dhanani.


Laniel  Abbot of the Abbey of Bilkar


Lexius, Sheriff of Brannagh  First
Sheriff of Brannagh, died 935.


Liberator  Ildar, the first duke of Damerien
who liberated Syon from Byrandian rule.


Limigar  Hadrian child god of misfortune,
mischief, bad luck, especially in mining.


Maddock  Tanner from Belen, village leader.


Marigan  Messenger from Farras.


Marketday  The last day of the Gathering, also
the first day of the Bremondine Feast of Bilkar.


Matow, Sir  Knight of Brannagh.


Maze  Winding Farras slums, Renda’s base of
operations during the war.


Merina  Roquandor’s wife, Pegrine’s mother. 
Died 3855.


Mohoro of the Underground  Dhanani
god of the underground, that which lies hidden.


Montor  Hadrian town at the southern edge of
the Hodrache Range.


Nara  Nun of the Order of B’radik,
Pegrine’s nursemaid.


Nekraba  Dhanani goddess of the dead, change. 
Keeps the sun as a pet.


Nestor  Damerien retainer, one of the duke’s
Keepers.


Noti  Ancient Dhanani god of entropy, decay and
nihilism.


Oil of Truth  Sacred B’radikite oil used
in blessings.


Order of B’radik  Nuns who serve the goddess of
truth and enlightenment, usually as teachers.


Patrise, Dame  Knight of the Crimson Lioness.


Pax  Hadrian from Montor


Pegrine  Renda’s niece, daughter of her dead
brother, Roquandor.


Pildaro  Ancient Dhanani god of conquest and
warfare.


Quiixa  Ancient Dhanani ruler, known for
indecision.  Used as an epithet meaning coward or fence-straddler.


Pyran  Northermost port city on Syon, east of
the Hodrache Range.


Recivalesche  Hadrian term for all the
temples, metropolitans, cathedrals, monasteries and convents belonging to a
single [Hadrian] god or goddess; a god’s kingdom.


Remiar, Sheriff of Brannagh  Defeated
the Wittister Mages.  Died 1058.


Renda of Brannagh, Lady  Heroine of the
Five Hundred Years War.


Revien  Lord Daerwin’s black stallion, Brannagh
Horse-At-Arms.


Rjeinar  Hadrian god of revenge, justice.


Roquandor  Called the Handsome.  Renda’s
brother, Knight of Brannagh. Pegrine’s father. Died in 3858.


Saramore, Sir  Knight of Brannagh.


Sedrik  Valet to Lord Daerwin, man at arms.


Snowberries (R. consecrata)  Rare white
berries used in gravesites, thought to poison desecrators.


Storyskin  Gold leather sleeve embroidered with
stories of a Dhanani’s victories.


Syon  Subcontinent ruled by Damerien.


Tawn Baybric  Hadrian tracker from Montor.


Tremondy  Barony of Tremondy southeast of the
Hodrache Range, also the House of Tremondy.


Trocu, Duke of Damerien  Son of Brada.


Vaccar  Chul’s father.  Full name:  Vaccar
Ka-Nira Ba-Dree.


Valmerous  Cardinal of Vilkadnazor the Unshod.


Verdura  Northern Bremondines, often tricksters
and fortune tellers.


Verge of Anado  Dhanani ruler’s quarterstaff,
symbol of the united Dhanani tribes.


Verilion  Syonese god of death, peace.


Verinara (R. verinarus)  Poison used in
Rjeinarian ritual vengeance, gathered from verinara leaves and bark.


Vilkadnazor the Unshod  Hadrian god of
charity and poverty, social order.


Vilmar, Duke of Damerien  Ruler of all
Syon, grandfather to Renda.


Vimenkatsa  rulers of the whole nation.


Vimenkatsara governing body for the whole
nation.


Vringo (G. scoliatus vricola) 
Deodorizing root, used in Hadrian soaps.


Waydon, Sir  Landed Knight of Brannagh.


Willem, Sir  Knight of Brannagh.


Wolf, Flying  A giant bat of the Bremondine
forests.


Xindraga  A flail-like Dhanani weapon with a
forty-foot chain, used from horseback.


Xorden  Ancient Dhanani god of political
acumen, power, manipulation.


Zinion   Gikka’s stallion, son of Revien and a
Bremondine mare.  Brannagh Horse-At-Arms.
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to fall in love with them just as she fell in love with them in the writing. It
was that thrill that got me to return to writing novels full time.


I currently live in North Carolina with my partner and my
cats. When I'm not working (and my editor isn't looking), I run, practice
aikido, play computer games and remodel my hundred year old house.


 


To learn more about Jordan or the land of Syon, check out www.jordanmaclean.com Facebook
or Twitter!
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