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      Prologue

      
      
      
      The king – Falkieri Amrothlin Artfielan Phelani, once Duke Phelan of Tsaia and now ruler of Lyonya – sat before the fire,
         brooding, his fingers tented together before his face. ‘I have heirs enough now; my lands are safe. It is time to undo the
         damage my folk did long years since. Time to redress old grievances, time to bring ancient enemies together in peace.’
      

      
      ‘Are you sure this is your task?’ The woman stood by the fireplace, leaning one arm on the mantel; it shadowed her face, but
         the firelight brought out the gleam of silver in her belt, in the hilt of a dagger at her hip, and glinted from the crescent
         symbol of Gird that hung from a thong around her neck. And in shadow or sun or firelight, nothing dimmed the silver circle
         on her brow. Paksenarrion, paladin of Gird, the king’s friend and former soldier.
      

      
      ‘I’m sure. My grandmother, that lady you met, said the present ruin was in part my fault – I cannot argue. And the original
         problem, too, comes from my ancestors.’ He gestured to the table behind him, with its litter of scrolls and books. ‘The Pargunese,
         in their rough way, have the right of it: they were free Seafolk, whom my ancestors sought to enslave—’
      

      
      ‘As they had enslaved the Dzordanyans?’

      
      ‘Perhaps. I don’t know that, but I do know – I am sure – that the Old Aareans routed the Seafolk from their homes. They came
         here, to the Honnorgat valley, and settled the north shore of the river as far up as they could sail or row – and then found
         themselves faced with the Aareans again, moving north from Aarenis.’
      

      
      ‘A long time ago,’ said Paksenarrion, frowning.

      
      ‘Very long, for humans.’ The king smiled briefly. He himself looked no older than she, though in truth he could have been
         her father; he had not seemed to age for a score of years. He would live as long again, or more: his elven mother’s inheritance.
         ‘But when I asked my lady grandmother, she confirmed the Pargunese account. They sailed upriver; the Tsaians and human Lyonyans
         came over the mountains. And a few have memories of complaints made then, and wars begun then. The Pargunese and Kostandanyans
         have quarreled with Tsaians and Lyonyans as long as any human remembers. And now with Sofi Ganarrion’s heirs loose in Aarenis, with Fallo
         and Andressat at odds—’
      

      
      ‘Not all that is your fault,’ Paksenarrion said. She moved to the chair across the firelight from him and sat down. ‘Surely
         you know that.’
      

      
      ‘As I know what is my fault,’ he said. ‘A king must never excuse himself. Gird would say that.’
      

      
      ‘Gird did,’ she said wryly, with a grin. ‘But how will you proceed?’

      
      He stared at the fire, as if it had answers to give. ‘I must find some way to convince the southerners that I do represent
         Old Aare as well as the north. You remember Andressat: those old lords believe no northern title. If it were possible to find
         some buried talisman, some ancient relic . . .’
      

      
      ‘Is a sword worth more than a swordsman?’ Paksenarrion rested in her chair as if weightless; no hawk ever had more vigilant
         eyes.
      

      
      ‘No, but I’m not likely to find a convenient army of Aareans ensorceled for an age, ready to my command—’ He stopped abruptly;
         she had held up her hand. Her face seemed closed a moment, then she grinned as happily as the young girl he remembered.
      

      
      ‘Are you not? Can you doubt the gods’ influence, sir king, in asking me here?’
      

      
      ‘I would never doubt the gods where you’re concerned, but what—?’

      
      ‘Kolobia,’ she said; Kolobia. His breath caught in his throat. Where she had been captured by iynisin, the elves’ cruel cousins
         who hated all living things, who corrupted the very stone by dwelling in it. Where she had lost what made her what she was,
         a paladin of Gird . . . he thought of what she had gone through to regain it and winced away from the memory. She shook her
         head, impatient with his sentiment. ‘Kolobia,’ she said again, joyfully. ‘Luap’s stronghold – the sleeping knights there—’
      

      
      ‘But you told me they waited some god’s call to wake—’

      
      ‘So Amberion said, when we found them. But, as you know, the Marshal-General has sent scholars there to read through their
         archives; they have not shared all they learned abroad. Those were not Gird’s closest followers, as we first thought, but
         mageborn, descendants of those lords against whom Gird fought. And in their own time, they believed themselves descended from
         the lords of Old Aare.’
      

      
      
      ‘Were they?’ he asked.

      
      She shrugged. ‘How can we know? We know what they said of themselves in their records, but not if they spoke truth – or even
         knew it.’
      

      
      ‘And you think I should try to wake them?’

      
      ‘I think you should ask the gods, and possibly your elven relatives. The scholars found as many mysteries as answers; they
         are not sure why the stronghold was founded, or why an end came – even what the end was. The records end abruptly, as if it
         came suddenly, or as if the writers expected no one to read their words again.’
      

      
      The king stood and paced the length of the room without speaking. Then he came back to the table, and leaned on it, as if
         reading the maps and books thereon. She watched him, silent.
      

      
      ‘I know the way,’ he said finally. ‘I know, and cannot tell you, how to wake the sleepers . . . but without knowing why they
         sleep, and if some great power intended another awakening for them, dare I intrude?’
      

      
      ‘The gods will tell you, if you listen,’ she said. He grunted; she always said that, and for her it was true: she listened,
         and the gods guided her. That was the essence of a paladin. For himself, it was more of a struggle. A king could not merely
         follow; a king had to understand. She had said more than once that paladins were not meant to govern.
      

      
      ‘And what of the iynisin in Kolobia?’ he asked. ‘If I waken the sleepers, what about them?’

      
      A shadow crossed her face, as well it might. ‘Sir king, if you could persuade your elven relatives to explain more of the
         iynisin presence there it would help us all. In all the records from Luap’s time, there is no mention of iynisin, and only
         one or two comments of some mysterious danger. The neighboring kingdom was said to believe that demons of some kind lived
         in the canyons before Luap came. Perhaps they thought iynisin were demons, but that doesn’t explain why Luap and his folk
         never saw them.’
      

      
      ‘It would help,’ the king said, ‘if we knew more about Luap himself: who he was, and why he journeyed there, and what he thought
         he was doing.’
      

   



      
      1

      
      
      Fin Panir in summer could be as hot as it was cold in winter; every window and door in the old palace complex stood wide open.
         Luap had started work early, before the heat slicked his hands with sweat to stain the parchment. Now, in midmorning, the
         heat carried ripe city smells through his broad office window. He paused to stretch and ease his cramped shoulders. For once
         Gird had not interrupted him a dozen times; he had finished a fair copy of the entire Ten Fingers of the Code. He reached for the jug of water and poured himself a mug, carefully away from his work. Could he write another page without
         smudges, or should he quit until evening’s cool? He wondered, idly, why he had heard nothing from Gird that morning, and then
         remembered that a Marshal from a distant grange had come to visit. Doubtless they were still telling stories of the war.
      

      
      He stretched again, smiling. It was nothing like the life he had imagined for himself when he was a boy, or a young farmer,
         but somewhat better than either of those vanished possibilities. As Gird’s assistant and scribe, he had status he’d never
         had before; he was living in the very palace to which his father had never taken him. And he knew that without him, Gird could
         not have created, and revised, the legal code that offered some hope of lasting peace. His skill in writing, in keeping accounts,
         in drawing maps, had helped Gird win the war; his skill in writing and keeping records might help Gird win the peace.
      

      
      ‘Luap . . .’ One of the younger scribes, a serious-faced girl whose unconscious movements stirred him, brought her work to
         his desk. ‘I finished that copy, but there’s a blot – here—’
      

      
      ‘They can still read it,’ he said, smiling at her. ‘That’s the most important thing.’ She smiled back, shyly, took the scroll
         and went back downstairs. He wished he could find one woman who would chance a liaison with him. Peasant women, in the current
         climate, would not have him, as some had made painfully clear. They had suffered too much to take any man with known mageborn
         blood as lover. The few mageborn women who sought him for his father’s name he could not trust to bear no children; he suspected
         they wanted a king’s grandson, and in his reaction to their pressure he could understand the peasant women’s refusal. As for those women
         who sold their bodies freely, he could not see them without thinking of his daughter’s terrible death. He needed to feel that
         a woman wanted him, the comfort of his body, before he could take comfort in hers.
      

      
      But he knew that would not happen, any more than wishing would bring back Gird’s wife or children, or restore any of the losses
         of war. All the marshals had lost family; everyone around him had scars of body and mind both. His were no worse, he reminded
         himself, and decided to work on another page. Work eased his mind, and kept it from idle wishes – or so the peasants always
         said, in the endless tags and ends of folktales that now colored every conversation. He was lucky to have his work indoors,
         in this heat, or in winter’s cold. He was lucky to have Gird’s understanding, if he could not have his indulgence.
      

      
      He had just pulled another clean sheet toward him when he heard the old lady’s voice all the way up the staircase. He covered
         his inkwell; perhaps he would be needed. With that accent, she had to be mageborn, and with the quaver in it, she had to be
         old. The young guards, he suspected, would have no experience with her sort.
      

      
      ‘I don’t care what you say, young man.’ A pause, during which some male voice rumbled below his hearing. ‘I must see your
         Marshal-General, and I must see him now.’
      

      
      Luap rolled his eyes up and wondered how far the respect for age would get her. Her voice came nearer, punctuated by puffs
         and wheezes as she came up the stairs.
      

      
      ‘Yes, it is important. It is always important to do things right. If your Marshal-General had had the advantages of good education, he
         would know that already, but since he has not—’ A shocked interruption, from what Luap judged to be a very young yeoman, whose
         words fell all over each other in disarray. He grinned, anticipating the old lady’s response. She did not disappoint him.
         ‘You see, young man, what I’m talking about. You’re very earnest, I’m sure, and very dedicated to your Marshal-General, but
         you cannot express yourself in plain language with any grace . . .’
      

      
      Just as he realized that she would inevitably end up in his office, the yeoman’s apologetic cough at the door brought his
         eyes to the spectacle. She was, undoubtedly, mageborn: a determinedly upright lady with snowy hair and slightly faded blue
         eyes, who dressed as if the former king were still ruling. A pouf of lace at the throat, a snug bodice with flaring skirt and puffed sleeves, all in brilliant reds and blues and greens: he had not seen such clothes since
         childhood. Luap wondered how that gorgeous robe had survived the looting. Then, with the appearance at her back of a stout,
         redfaced servant in blue and brown, he realized she must have impressed her staff with more than her money. The younger woman
         gave him look for look, challenging and defensive both.
      

      
      ‘This is the Marshal-General’s luap,’ the yeoman said. He was sweating, his eyes wide. ‘He’ll be able to help you.’

      
      ‘I want the Marshal-General,’ the old lady said. Then, as Luap rose and came toward her, she raked him with a measuring glare,
         and her voice changed. ‘Ohh . . . you’ll understand. Perhaps you can help me.’ Whatever she had seen convinced her he was one of her kind. Behind her, the peasant woman smirked, and Luap felt his ears redden. Of course everyone knew about him – at least
         that he had mageborn blood on his father’s side, which was not that uncommon. But the way this woman said it, she might have
         known who his father was.
      

      
      The old lady favored him with a surprisingly sweet smile, and laid a long-fingered hand on her chest. ‘Could I perhaps sit
         down?’
      

      
      Luap found himself bowing. ‘Of course . . . here . . .’ His own chair, onto which he threw a pillow. She rested on it with
         the weightless grace of dandelion fluff, her rich brocaded robe falling into elegant folds. The peasant woman handed her a
         tapestry bag, then settled herself against the wall. The old lady rummaged in the bag, her lips pursed, and finally drew out
         a strip of blue gorgeously embroidered in gold and silver; it glittered even in the dim indoor light.
      

      
      ‘You will understand,’ she began, peering up at Luap with a smile she might have bestowed on a favorite nephew. ‘They all
         tell me that the Marshal-General doesn’t like fancy things, that he was a mere peasant, but of course that’s nonsense.’ Luap
         opened his mouth, then shut it slowly at the expression on the peasant woman’s face. Best hear the old woman out. ‘Being a
         peasant doesn’t mean having no taste,’ she went on, looking up to be sure he agreed. ‘Peasants like fancy things as much as
         anyone else, and some of them do very good work. Out in the villages, you know.’ She seemed to expect some response; Luap
         nodded. ‘Men don’t always notice such things, but I learned as a young wife – when my husband was alive, we used to spend
         summers at different vills on his estates – that every peasant vill had its own patterns. Weaving, embroidery, even pottery.
         And the women, once they found I was interested, would teach me, or at least let me watch.’ Another shrewd glance. Luap nodded again, then looked at the peasant woman leaning against the wall. Servant? Keeper? The
         woman’s expression said protector, but it had to be an unusual situation. Few of the city servants had stayed with their mageborn masters when Fin Panir fell.
      

      
      ‘So I know,’ the old woman went on, ‘that Gird will like this, if he only understands how important it is.’ She unfolded the
         cloth carefully, almost reverently, and Luap saw the stylized face of the Sunlord, Esea, a mass of whorls and spirals, centering
         a blue cloth bordered with a broad band of silver interlacement. ‘For the altar in the Hall, of course, now that it has been
         properly cleansed.’ She gave Luap a long disapproving stare, and said, ‘I always told the king, may he rest at ease, that
         he was making a terrible, terrible mistake by listening to that person from over the mountains, but he had had his sorrows, you understand.’ When he said nothing, finding nothing to say, she cocked
         her head and said, ‘You do understand?’
      

      
      ‘Not . . . completely.’ He folded his arms, and at her faint frown unfolded them. ‘This cloth is for the Hall, you say? For
         the High Lord’s altar?’
      

      
      She drew herself even more erect and almost sniffed. ‘Whatever you call it – we always called Esea the Sunlord, though I understand
         there has been some argument that the High Lord and the Sunlord are one and the same.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, lady.’ He wondered what Arranha would say about this. For a priest of the Sunlord he was amazingly tolerant of other
         people’s beliefs, but he still held to his own.
      

      
      ‘I could do nothing while the Hall was defiled. And of course the cloths used then could not be used again; I understood that.
         But now that the Hall is clean, these things must be done, and done properly. Few are left who understand that. You must not
         think it was easy.’
      

      
      ‘No, lady,’ Luap said automatically, his mind far astray. How was he going to explain her to Gird? How would Gird react?

      
      ‘First,’ she said, as if he’d asked, as if he would be interested, ‘the wool must be shorn with silver shears, from a firstborn
         lamb having no spot of black or brown, neither lamb nor ewe. Washed in running water only, mind. And the shearer must wear white, as well. Then carded with a new pair of brushes, which must afterwards be burned
         on a fire of dry wood. Cedar is best. Then spun between dawn and dusk of one day, and woven between dawn and dusk of another,
         within one household. In my grandmother’s day, she told me, the same hands must do both, and it was best done on the autumn Evener. But the priests said it was lawful for one to spin and another to
         weave, only it must be done in one household.’
      

      
      She gave Luap a sharp look, and he nodded to show he’d been paying attention. He wasn’t sure he had fooled her, but she didn’t
         challenge him. ‘It must be woven on a loom used for nothing else, the width exactly suited to the altar, for no cutting or
         folding of excess can be permitted. No woman in her time may come into the room while it is being woven, nor may touch it
         after; if she touches the loom while bleeding, the loom must be burned. Then while it is being embroidered, which must be
         the work of one only, it must be kept in a casing of purest white wool, and housed in cedarwood.’
      

      
      Luap nodded, tried to think of something to say, and asked about the one thing she hadn’t mentioned. ‘And the color, lady?
         How must it be dyed?’
      

      
      ‘Dyed!’ She fairly bristled at him, and thrust the cloth toward his face, yanking it back when he reached out a hand. ‘It
         is not dyed, young man; that is fine stitchery.’ Now he could see that the blue background was not cloth, but embroidery.
         He had never seen anything like it.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, since she clearly expected an apology. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen work that fine.’

      
      ‘Probably not.’ Then, after a final sniff, she gave him a melting smile. ‘Young man, you will not guess how long I’ve been
         working on this.’
      

      
      He had no idea of course, but a guess was clearly required. ‘A year? Two?’

      
      She dimpled. How a woman her age had kept dimples he also had no idea, but they were surprisingly effective. ‘Ten years. You can’t work on this all day, you know. No one could. I began when the king made that terrible mistake; I knew what
         would come of it. I tried to warn him, but . . .’ She leaned forward, conspiratorial. ‘Would you believe, the king thought
         I was just a silly old woman! You may have been my mother’s best friend, he said, but she only liked you because you were
         too stupid to play politics. Safely stupid, he said. You needn’t think I’ll listen to you, he said, you and your old-fashioned
         superstitions. Well!’ Old anger flushed her cheeks, then faded as she pursed her lips and shook that silver hair. ‘When I got home, I told Eris
         here—’ she waved a hand at the peasant woman ‘—I told her then, I said, “You mark my words, dear, that hot-blooded fool is leading us straight into trouble.” Though of course it didn’t start then, but a long time before; these things always do. Young people are so rash.’
      

      
      A movement in the passage outside caught Luap’s eye – Gird, headed downstairs on some errand, had paused to see what was going
         on. For someone his size, he could be remarkably quiet when he wished. From his expression, the old woman’s rich clothing
         and aristocratic accent were having a predictable effect on his temper. Go away, Luap thought earnestly at Gird, knowing that was useless. Then Be quiet to the old lady – equally useless.
      

      
      She went on. ‘And that very day, I began the work. My grandmother had always said, you never know when you’ll need the gods’
         cloth, so it’s wise to prepare beforehand. This wool had been sheared two years before that, carded and spun and woven just
         as the rituals say: not by my hands, for there are better spinners and weavers in my household, and I’m not so proud I’ll
         let the god wear roughspun just to have my name on it. Ten years, young man, I’ve put in stitch by stitch, and stopped for
         nothing. The king even wondered why I came no more to court, sent ladies to see, and they found me embroidering harmlessly
         – or so the king took it.’ She fixed Luap with another of those startling stares. ‘I am not a fool, young man, whatever the
         king thought. But it does no good to meddle where no one listens, and my grandmother had told me once my wits were in my fingers,
         not my tongue.’
      

      
      Gird moved into the room, and the old lady turned to him, regal and impervious to his dangerous bulk. He wore the same blue
         shirt and rough gray trousers he always wore, with old boots worn thin at the soles and sides. He stood a little stooped,
         looking exactly like the aging farmer he was.
      

      
      ‘Yes?’ she said, as if to an intrusive servant. Luap felt an instant’s icy fear, but as usual Gird surprised him.

      
      ‘Lady,’ he said, far more gently than her tone deserved from him. ‘You wanted to see the Marshal-General?’

      
      ‘Yes, but this young man is helping me now.’ Almost dismissive, then she really focused on him. ‘Oh – you are the Marshal-General?’
      

      
      Gird’s eyes twinkled. ‘Yes, lady.’

      
      ‘I saw you, riding into the city that day.’ She beamed on him, to Luap’s surprise. ‘I said to Eris then, that’s no brigand
         chief, no matter what they say, even if he does sit that horse like a sack of meal.’ Gird looked at the peasant woman, who
         gave him the same look she’d given Luap. Gird nodded, and turned back to the lady. ‘Not that you could be expected to ride better,’ she went on, oblivious
         to the possibility that a man who had led a successful revolution might resent criticism of his horsemanship. ‘I daresay you
         had no opportunity to learn in childhood—’
      

      
      ‘No, lady, I didn’t.’ Gird’s formidable rumble was tamed to a soft growl. ‘But you wished something of me?’

      
      ‘This.’ She indicated the cloth on her lap. ‘Now that you’ve cleansed the Hall, the altar must be properly dressed. I’ve just
         this past day finished it. Your doorward would not allow me to dress the altar, and said it was your command—’
      

      
      ‘So you came to me.’ Gird smiled at her; to Luap’s surprise the old lady did not seem to mind his interruptions. Perhaps she
         was used to being interrupted, at least by men in command. ‘But we have a priest of Esea, lady, who said nothing to me about
         the need for such—’ He gestured at the cloth.
      

      
      ‘Who?’ She seemed indignant at this, more than at Gird. ‘What priest would fail in the proper courtesies?’

      
      ‘Arranha,’ said Gird, obviously curious; surely she could not know the names of every priest in the old kingdom.

      
      ‘Arranha . . . is he still alive?’ A red patch came out on either cheek. ‘I thought he had been exiled or executed or some such years ago.’
      

      
      ‘Ah . . . no.’ Gird rubbed his nose; Luap realized his own mouth had fallen open, and shut it. ‘You said you were in the city
         when it fell – when we arrived. Surely you came to the cleansing of the Hall?’
      

      
      ‘No.’ Now she looked decidedly grumpy. ‘No, I did not. At my age, and in my – well – with all due respect, Marshal-General,
         for those few days the city was crowded with – with noise, and pushing and shoving, and the kinds of people, Marshal-General,
         that I never – well, I mean—’
      

      
      ‘It was no place for a lady of your age and condition,’ Gird offered, twinkling again, after a quick glance at Eris, the peasant
         woman. ‘You’re right, of course. Noisy, rough, even dangerous. I would hope your people had the sense to keep you well away
         from windows and doors, most of that time.’
      

      
      ‘In t’cellar, at the worst,’ said Eris, unexpectedly. ‘But the worst was over, time you come in, sir. Worst was the other
         lords’ servants smashin’ and lootin’ even as the lords fled. Runnin’ round sayin’ such things as milady here shouldn’t have
         to hear. Though it was crowded and noisy enough for a few hands of days. And when th’yeoman marshals sorted through, takin’ count o’ folks and things. But they didn’t seek bribes, I’ll say that much for ’em.’
      

      
      ‘They’d better not,’ said Gird, suddenly all Marshal-General. Even the old lady gaped; Luap, who had seen it often enough
         not to be surprised, enjoyed the reactions of others. He had never figured out what Gird did to change from farmer to ruler
         so swiftly, but no one ever mistook the change. ‘So,’ he went on, this time with everyone’s attention, ‘you did not come to
         the Hall that day, and had not known Arranha was with us? You should know that I’ve known him for some years – he’ll tell
         you in what tangle we met, if you wish. I knew he’d been exiled, and nearly killed, but for all that he’s a priest of Esea,
         one of the few left alive these days.’
      

      
      ‘He’s a fool,’ said the old lady, having recovered her composure. ‘He always was, with his questions into this and that and
         everything. Couldn’t let a body alone, not any more than a bee will give a flower a moment’s peace to enjoy the sun. Always
         “But don’t you think this” and “Well then, don’t you see that” until everyone was ready to throw up their hands and run off.’
      

      
      Gird grinned. ‘He did that to me, too. You know he took me to the gnomes?’

      
      She sniffed. ‘That’s exactly the sort of thing I’d expect. Gnomes! Trust Arranha to complicate matters: mix a peasant revolt
         with gnomes and both with religion.’ The flick of her hand down her lap dismissed Arranha’s notions.
      

      
      ‘Well, it worked. Although there were times, that winter, when I could happily have strangled your Arranha.’

      
      ‘He’s not ours,’ the old lady said. ‘A law to himself, he is, and always has been. Although you—’ She gave Gird a look up and down. ‘I expect
         you give him a few sleepless nights, and all the better.’
      

      
      ‘But my point,’ Gird said, now very gently, ‘is that Arranha is the only priest of Esea now in Fin Panir, serving his god
         within the High Lord’s Hall, and he has not said anything about needing such cloths . . . although your years of labor should
         not be in vain, you must know that we are not such worshipers of Esea as your folk were.’
      

      
      ‘Even he – even he should realize—’ Abruptly – Luap wondered if it were all genuine feeling, or a habit known to be effective
         with men in power – the old lady’s eyes filled with tears that spilled down her cheeks. ‘Oh, sir – and I don’t mind calling
         a peasant sir in such a case – I don’t care what you call the god: Sunlord, High Lord, Maker of Worlds, it doesn’t matter. But he must
         be respected, whatever you call him, and I’ve made these . . .’ A tear fell, almost on the cloth; when she saw it, her face paled, and she turned aside.
         ‘I must not – cry – on the cloth—’
      

      
      Eris came forward, and offered her apron, on which the lady wiped her damp face. ‘She really believes, sir, that if the altar’s
         not cared for, it’ll come bad luck to everyone. It’s no trick, sir, if that’s what you’re thinking.’
      

      
      The old lady’s hands, dry now, fumbled at the cloth, to fold it away safely. She didn’t look up; her shoulders trembled. Luap
         felt a pang of emotion he could not identify: pity? sorrow? mean amusement? Gird sighed, gustily, like his horse. Luap knew
         what he wanted to say; he had said it before. You should have worshiped better god, he had told more than one mageborn survivor who wanted enforced tithes to rebuild the Sunlord’s lesser temples. Only Arranha’s
         arguments had kept him from forbidding Esea’s worship altogether, although Luap couldn’t see how the god could be responsible
         for his worshipers’ mistakes. What he could see were any number of ways to placate the old lady without causing trouble among
         Gird’s followers. Give the cloths to Arranha, and let him use them once or twice . . . the old lady would not make the journey
         from her house too often, he was sure. Agree to use them, then not – only she would care, and she would not know.
      

      
      But he knew as well that Gird would not take any of these easy ways out. He would refuse her utterly, or agree, and use the
         damn cloths, and leave Luap to explain it all. Or Luap and Arranha together, an even less likely combination. Luap squeezed
         his eyes shut, wishing he could think of a deity who might be interested in this minor problem, and untangle it with no effort
         on his part.
      

      
      ‘Luap,’ said Gird. Here it came, some impossible task. He opened his eyes, to find Gird’s expression as uncompromising as
         ever in a crisis. One of those, then. ‘You will take this lady – may I have your name?’
      

      
      ‘Dorhaniya, bi Kirlis-Sevith,’ said the old lady.

      
      Eris spoke up again. ‘Lady Dorhaniya, as a widow, was entitled to revert to her mother’s patronymic and her father’s matronymic,
         sir . . .’ As if Gird really cared, but he smiled and went on.
      

      
      ‘Luap will escort you, Lady Dorhaniya, to confer with Arranha. I presume there is some ritual . . . you do not merely lay
         the cloths on the altar yourself, at least not the first time.’
      

      
      ‘N-no.’ Her voice was shaky. ‘N-no. Properly—’ Now it firmed; clearly the very thought of propriety and ritual gave her confidence. ‘Properly new cloths are dedicated by the priest . . . it’s not . . . it’s not a long ceremony,’ she said, as if fearing that might make a difference.
      

      
      ‘I understand. Then you will need to speak to Arranha, tell him what you’ve done, and have him arrange it.’

      
      ‘Then you will – you give your permission?’ She looked up, flushed, starry-eyed as any young girl at her first courting. Gird
         nodded, and her smile widened, almost childishly, the dimples showing again. ‘Oh, thank you, Marshal-General. Esea’s light – no—’ and the smile vanished. ‘If you don’t honor Esea—’
      

      
      ‘Lady,’ said Gird, as to a frightened child, as gently as Luap had ever heard him. ‘Lady, I honor all the gods but those who
         delight in cruelty; in your eyes, Esea’s light is kindly. May Esea be what you see; you need give me no thanks, but your blessing
         I will take, and gladly.’
      

      
      She had not followed all that, by the bewildered expression, but she put out her hand, and Gird gave her his. She stood, then,
         and said, ‘Then Esea’s light be with you, Marshal-General, and – and – then I can rest, when I see the altar dressed again
         as it should be.’
      

   



      
      2

      
      Arranha had a favorite walled court, on the west side of the palace complex, edged with stone benches and centered with a
         little bed of fragrant herbs. Against one wall a peach tree had been trained flat: something Luap remembered from the lord’s
         house in which he had grown up. Most mornings, Arranha read there, or posed questions for a circle of students. Luap led Lady
         Dorhaniya by the shorter, inside, way, ignoring her running commentary about who had lived in which room, and what they had
         done and said. When he reached Arranha, the priest responded with his usual cheerfulness to the meeting.
      

      
      ‘Lady Dorhaniya! Yes . . . weren’t you—?’

      
      She had flushed again, whether with anger or pleasure Luap was not sure. ‘Duke Dehlagrathin’s daughter, and Ruhael’s wife,
         yes. And you – but I’m sorry, sir, to so forget myself with a priest of Esea.’
      

      
      ‘Nonsense.’ Arranha smiled at Luap. ‘This lady knew me in my wild youth, Luap, and like her friends gave me good warnings
         I was too foolish to hear.’
      

      
      
      She softened a trifle. ‘I blame my sister as much as anyone, she and your father both. If he had not tried to force a match,
         or she had accepted it—’
      

      
      ‘I would be a very dead magelord, having fallen honorably on the turf at Greenfields with my king,’ said Arranha. ‘If, that
         is, your sister had not knifed me long before, for driving her frenzied with my questions. She threatened it often enough,
         even in courtship.’
      

      
      ‘Well . . . that’s over.’ With a visible effort, the old lady dragged herself from memory to the present. ‘And my business
         with you, Arranha, is about the Sunlord, not about the past.’
      

      
      At once, he put on dignity. ‘Yes, lady?’

      
      She sat on the stone ledge beside him, and recited the whole tale again. Arranha, Luap noted, actually seemed to listen with
         attention to each detail – but of course it was his god whose rituals mattered here. But when she started to pull the cloth
         from her bag and unfold it, Arranha put out his hand.
      

      
      ‘Not here, lady.’

      
      ‘But I wanted to show you—’

      
      ‘Lady, I trust your piety and your grandmother’s instruction, but you have now told me – Esea’s priest – about them. From
         here, the ritual is his, not yours or mine. Give me the bag.’
      

      
      She handed it over, eyes wide, and Arranha held it on outstretched hands. A pale glow, hardly visible in the sunlight, began
         to gather around it. Luap realized that the sun seemed brighter, the shadows of vineleaves on the wall darker . . . stiller.
         No air moved. The glow around the bag intensified, became too bright for eyes to watch. Luap felt a weight pressing down on
         him, yet it was no weight he knew, nothing like a stone. Light. But very heavy light.
      

      
      Abruptly it was gone, not faded but simply gone; he blinked at the confusing afterimages of light and shadow. A cool breeze
         whirled in and out of the courtyard. And the bag on Arranha’s outstretched hands lay white as fresh-washed wool, only less
         white than the light itself. The old lady sat silent, mouth open, eyes wide; her companion’s face had paled, and even Arranha
         had a sheen of sweat on his forehead.
      

      
      ‘Lady, your gifts are acceptable, and we can now, with your help, restore Esea’s altar to its proper array.’

      
      ‘What was that?’ Luap asked. Arranha merely smiled at him and shook his head; a fair answer. He offered his arm to the old lady, who roused suddenly from her daze and stood, more steadily than Luap would have expected.
      

      
      ‘You should come too,’ Arranha said, as he guided the women toward the High Lord’s Hall. Luap knew better than to ask why;
         he suspected the answer had to do with his ancestry, and only hoped Arranha wouldn’t think it necessary to tell the old lady
         about that. He tried to think of a duty he must perform, right now, somewhere else, and couldn’t – and in Arranha’s presence, he could
         not make one up.
      

      
      Fortunately for his composure, the walk through the maze of passages and little walled yards that had grown around the old
         king’s palace kept the old lady breathless enough that she had no questions to ask. When they finally came to the great court
         before the High Lord’s Hall, Arranha led the way straight across it to the main entrance. Whatever the doorwards may have
         thought, they offered no challenge to Arranha and Luap.
      

      
      Inside, the coolness of stone and tile and shadowed air. Most of the windows, shattered when the city fell, had been boarded
         up. Luap supposed that someday artists would design new windows to fill the interior with manycolored light, but for now Gird
         had no intention of spending the land’s wealth on such things. The great round hole in the end wall, above the altar, had
         been left open, for light, and through it the sun’s white glare fell full on the pale stone of the floor, a bright oval, glittering
         from minute specks in the slabs of rock. Luap noticed how it was all the brighter for the shadows around it, focusing the
         eye on what lay within the light.
      

      
      Arranha walked up the Hall, followed by the other three, their footsteps sounding hollowly in that high place. They walked
         through the sun, and back into shadow, halting when Arranha did, then moving at his gesture to stand at either side, where
         they could see. At the altar, he bowed before laying the bag atop it. His prayer seemed, to Luap, unreasonably elaborate for
         something so simple as the consecration of a handwoven cloth for its covering, but he omitted none of the details the old
         lady had mentioned, from the selection of the animal, to the washing and spinning and weaving. From time to time, he asked
         the old lady for the name of the person who had performed each rite. At last, he came to some sort of conclusion. By then
         Luap was bored, noticing idly how the sun’s oval slipped up the floor, handspan by handspan, as the morning wore on. Arranha’s
         shadow appeared, a dark motionless form; when he looked, the sun blazed from Arranha’s robe. It shifted minutely to catch the edge of the altar, which would be in full sun any moment.
      

      
      Abruptly, in silence, Arranha came alight. As if he had turned in that instant to the translucent stone of a lamp, his body
         glowed: Luap could see the very veins in his arms, the shadows of his bones. Once more he prayed, this time in a resonant
         chant. Without haste, yet swiftly as the sun moved, he opened the bag and drew out the cloths, unfolding them with cadenced
         gestures. In the full light of the sun, that rich embroidery glittered, shimmered, gold and silver on blue. Arranha’s hands
         spread, and passed above the cloth. Its folds flattened as if he’d soothed a living thing. Blue as smooth and deep as the
         sky . . . light rose from the altar, as light fell from the empty window, to meet in a dance of ecstasy.
      

      
      Luap did not know if Arranha kept on chanting, or if he fell silent. Until the sun moved from the altar, as it passed midday,
         he stood rapt in some mystery beyond any magicks he’d thought of. Then the spell passed, and he looked across to find the
         old lady’s face streaked with tears; she trembled as she leaned on Eris’s arm. Arranha folded the cloths, just as ceremoniously,
         and returned them to the snowy bag for storage. Then, stepping away from the altar, he turned to her.
      

      
      ‘Lady, Esea accepts your service, and I, his priest, thank you for your years of diligence.’

      
      She ducked her head. ‘It is my honor.’ From the way she said it, Luap wondered if she had anything else in her life to look
         forward to. He smiled at her when she looked up, but none of them said anything as they left the Hall. Back outside, she seemed
         to have recovered her composure, and turned to Luap with a sweet smile.
      

      
      ‘You will thank the Marshal-General for me? I will come again, but now – I am a little fatigued. Eris will see me home; please
         don’t trouble yourselves.’
      

      
      ‘Of course, lady,’ he said. He might have offered to escort her anyway, but she’d already turned away, and something in Arranha’s
         expression suggested that Arranha wanted to talk to him out of the old lady’s hearing. For a few moments, Arranha was silent,
         then he shook his head abruptly and smiled at Luap, a smile twin to the old lady’s, before leading the way back to his own
         chosen courtyard. There he waved Luap to a seat on the stone bench and sat beside him, hot as it was now in midday. Luap was
         about to suggest that they find a cool inside room in the palace when Arranha shook his head slowly. ‘I had forgotten her,
         you know. Until you brought her, I had not thought of Dorhaniya for years.’
      

      
      
      ‘You knew her,’ Luap said. ‘A . . . duke’s daughter?’

      
      Arranha sighed, and nodded. ‘Yes – longer ago than I care to think.’ He gave Luap a searching look, then went on. ‘You need
         to know some of this, and you probably don’t remember it.’
      

      
      Luap felt himself tense, and tried to relax; he was sure Arranha saw through that, as he did through most pretense. ‘Don’t
         remember what?’
      

      
      Arranha peeled a late peach with care, and then handed it to him before starting to peel another for himself. Luap bit the
         peach fiercely, as if it were an enemy, and Arranha talked as he peeled.
      

      
      ‘You need to know that we both saw you, as a child. Dorhaniya and I.’

      
      ‘What!’ It came out an explosive grunt, as if he’d been punched in the gut, which is what it felt like.

      
      Arranha gave him an apologetic look. ‘I didn’t remember, until I saw her, and she started talking. Then, thinking of places
         we’d met before, I remembered. She will remember, too, once she thinks of it. She’s the kind of old woman who thinks mostly
         of people, and where she’s seen them. She will tease at her memories, Luap, until your boy’s face comes clear, and then she
         will come to ask you. Be gentle, if you can; that’s what I’m asking.’ He started eating.
      

      
      Luap could not answer. He had locked all that away, that privileged childhood, a private hoard to gloat over when alone. Now
         he realized that no one had ever claimed to know both of his pasts . . . the nobility had left him strictly alone, a pain
         he had thought he could not bear, and the peasantry, where he’d been sent, had not known him before. He did not even know,
         with any certainty, just where his childhood had been spent. It had never occurred to him, during the war, that he might come
         face to face with anyone but his father who had known him . . . that the other adults of his childhood might still exist,
         and recognize him.
      

      
      He felt that a locked door had been breached, that he had been invaded by some vast danger he could hardly imagine. His vision
         blurred. In his mind, he was himself again a child, to whom the whole adult world seemed alternately huge and hostile, or
         bright and indulgent. He could remember the very clothes, the narrow strip of lace along his cuff, the stamped pattern on
         the leather of his shoes. And someone else had seen that – someone who knew him now – someone who could estimate the distance
         between that boy and this man, could judge if the boy had grown as he should, even if the boy had potentials he had never
         met.
      

      
      
      ‘I – didn’t know—’ It came out harsh, almost gasping. He could not look at Arranha, who would be disapproving, he was sure.

      
      ‘I’m sorry.’ Arranha’s voice soothed him, sweet as the peach he’d eaten and which now lay uneasily in his belly. ‘I was afraid
         she would tell you and cause you this grief in a worse place . . . here, you are safe, you know.’
      

      
      He would never be safe again . . . all the old fears rolled over him. He had been safe, secure, in that childhood, and then
         it was gone, torn away. The farmer to whom he’d been sent had not dared cruelty, but the life itself was cruelty, to one indulged
         in a king’s hall, a child used to soft clothes and tidbits from a royal kitchen. All around, the walls closed in, prisoning
         rather than protecting. He could hardly breathe, and then he was crying, shaking with the effort not to cry, and failing,
         and hating himself. Arranha’s arm came around him, warmer and stronger than he expected. He gave up, then, and let the sobs
         come out. When he was done, and felt as always ridiculous and grumpy, Arranha left him on the bench and came back in a few
         minutes with a pitcher of water and a round of bread.
      

      
      ‘I dare say you feel cheated,’ Arranha said, breaking the bread and handing Luap a chunk. ‘Those were your memories, to color
         as you chose, and here I’ve pointed out that others live in them.’
      

      
      Luap said nothing. He did feel cheated, but it was worse than Arranha said. Someone had invaded his private memories, his
         personal space, and torn down his defenses. The only thing that had been his, since he had had neither family nor heritance.
      

      
      ‘I don’t remember much,’ Arranha said, musing. ‘You were a child; I was a priest, busy with other duties. Not often there,
         in fact.’
      

      
      Luap noticed he said there instead of here, which must have meant he had not been brought up in Fin Panir – at least, not in the palace complex. That made sense; he
         remembered a forecourt opening on fields, not streets. He got a swallow of water past the lump in his throat, and took a bite
         of bread. If Arranha kept talking, he could regain control, re-wall his privacy.
      

      
      ‘Someone pointed you out. I was in one of my rebellious stages, so I remember thinking what a shame it was—’

      
      ‘What?’ That came out calmly enough; Luap swallowed more water, and nearly choked.

      
      Arranha chuckled. ‘Well – she’s right, Dorhaniya, that I was troublesome. I questioned – as I do to this day – whatever came
         into my head to question. Her sister threatened more than once to cut the tongue from my head – and might have done it, too, that
         one. Anyway, I not only thought the lords’ use of peasant women was wrong, I thought it was stupid – and said so. You were
         an example: a handsome lad, bright enough, eager as a puppy, and by no fault of your own the hinge of great decisions. All
         the talk was of your potential for magery: not your wit or your courage, not your character or your strength. I thought you
         had the magery, but that fool of a steward had frightened it out of you; others were hoping you had none.’
      

      
      ‘Why? Didn’t the king have legitimate heirs?’ He would be reasonable; he forced himself to ask reasonable questions.

      
      ‘You didn’t know—? No, of course, how could you? Luap, the king’s wife lost four children, either in pregnancy or birthing,
         and died with her last attempt, who was born alive but died within the year. By then he had taken the fever that left him
         no hope of children, even if he married again. He did, in fact, but to no purpose. He had sired you just before his wife’s
         death; his older bastards had shown no sign of power, and most – for three were the children of a favorite mistress – died
         in the same fever that left him sterile.’
      

      
      Luap had never thought of his father as a king with problems. Whatever the king’s problems, they could not have been as great
         as those he gave Luap. It gave him a strange feeling to hear him spoken of, as an archivist might write of a figure of history.
         In his mind he could see the very phrases that might be used of such a king.
      

      
      ‘And his brother and brothers-in-law, and his cousins – all would have been glad to have him die without an heir. As in fact
         he did, before you were grown.’
      

      
      ‘But – but then the king Gird killed was not my father?’

      
      ‘Oh no. Although when Gird told me you were the king’s bastard, that’s who I thought of, naturally. It was the simple answer,
         and like so many simple answers, it was wrong.’ Arranha shook his head, presumably at his own foolishness. ‘Seeing Dorhaniya
         again brought it back to me, and then I realized the child’s face would grow into one very like yours. The king Gird killed
         was . . . let me think. First there was his brother, but he died in a hunting accident. So-called. Then his eldest sister’s
         husband, who caught a convenient flux. The king Gird killed was the fourth, or fifth, since your father, a cousin.’
      

      
      
      ‘But she said she knew him – when she was talking about mistakes—’

      
      ‘Well, she knew all of them. So did I. Her father was a duke, her husband one of the cousins – not one who became king; they
         killed him, I’ve forgotten how. She did know your father—’
      

      
      ‘Does Gird know?’

      
      ‘Know what?’

      
      ‘That the king he killed at Greenfields – the king who defiled the Hall – was not my father?’

      
      ‘I . . . I would have thought so, but . . . perhaps not.’ Does it matter? was clear on his face, then his expression changed. ‘I see. Of course he must be told, in case he doesn’t know. You are not
         that man’s son; you would have been the heir, but of a different man. A better man than that, though not much wiser. I’m sorry,
         Luap, but your father was, for all his troubles, a blind fool. I said it then, and spent a year in exile for it, and I’ll
         say it now, to his son.’
      

      
      ‘He . . . didn’t hate me?’ It took all his courage to ask that; it was the deepest fear in his heart, that he had somehow
         earned his father’s hate. Against it he had mounted a fierce defense – it wasn’t his fault, it wasn’t fair.
      

      
      ‘Esea’s light! No, he didn’t hate you. He put all his hopes on you, but understood only one thing to hope for, and pushed
         too hard. He was desperate, by then, but that doesn’t excuse him.’
      

      
      ‘No.’ Luap stared at the pavement under his feet. He had held that grudge too long; he was not ready for a father who had
         had problems of his own, who had been desperate, who had placed a kingdom’s weight on the hope that his latest bastard would
         grow to have the tools of magery. He was not ready to consider how a king might be trapped by something more honorable than
         his own pleasure. ‘My . . . mother?’ For the instant it took Arranha to answer, he held the hope that she had been mageborn
         too.
      

      
      Arranha gave a minute shrug and spread his hands. ‘I’m truly sorry; I know nothing about her. When I saw you, she was nowhere
         in evidence. A tutor had you in hand, and bragged to the king of your wit.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t remember her.’ He said that to his locked hands, staring at his thumbs as if they were the answer to something important.
         ‘I never knew – except that I couldn’t ask. It made them angry.’
      

      
      ‘I daresay it frightened them as much as anything. You know the peasant customs: the mother’s family determines lineage. We overrode that, whenever our law intruded into the vills, but quite often the peasants evaded our law one way and another.
         If you had found your mother, if she had claimed you, her people might have helped her get you away and hide you.’
      

      
      ‘But she didn’t.’ Luap strained for any memory of his mother, forcing himself to imagine himself an infant, a child just able
         to stand. Surely he would remember who had suckled him, that first deep relationship; surely he could raise it from the deep
         wells of memory. A face hovered before him, dim and wavering like the reflection of his own in a bucket of water.
      

      
      Arranha shrugged again. ‘It’s likely she couldn’t. She may have been sent far away; she may have died. That I don’t know.
         Your problems were not her fault, Luap, any more than they were yours.’
      

      
      Too much too soon. His mind ached, overstretched with new and uncomfortable revelations. He had had it all organized, he thought,
         his past tidied into a coherent tale of childhood wrongs and struggles flowing logically into the conflicts of his adult life.
         He had constructed it of his own pain, his own understanding, and he had become comfortable with it. Now he must revise it,
         and found he was unwilling to do so. Tentatively, somewhere in his head, a new version began to take shape, safely remote
         from the other . . . something he could revise, to bring it into conformance. A tragic king, struggling against destiny –
         an equally tragic peasant victim, a child doomed from the start to be less than anyone’s hopes, including his own.
      

      
      He spent the rest of that day pretending to write, hoping no one would ask what he was doing. He wanted no supper, but knew
         that if he did not eat with the others, someone would ask questions. So he forced the food down, complained with the others
         of the heat, and spent a restless night by his window, staring at a sky whose stars held no messages for him.
      

      
      The old lady returned days later, as Arranha had predicted. In those two days, Luap had struggled to regain the balance she
         had disrupted. Arranha had told Gird which king had really fathered him; Gird had grunted, scowling, and then given Luap one
         of his looks.
      

      
      ‘What difference d’you think it makes?’ Gird had asked. Luap felt abraded by the look and the question, as if the mere fact
         of stating his real parentage had been an evasion, or a request for something Gird could not approve. He realized he’d hoped
         for understanding, for Gird to move toward a more fatherly or brotherly relationship, but now he saw that could not happen. Anything that reminded Gird of his father’s blood and rank – even this, which should have
         made it better – aroused the old antagonism.
      

      
      This day she came early, before the late-morning heat. He heard, again, her voice below, and went down to meet her. Be gentle, Arranha had said; he wasn’t sure he could be gentle, but he could be courteous. She wore a dress equally costly, but different,
         from the day before, more blue and less green in its pattern. Lady Dorhaniya’s servant gave him another warning look, as he
         led them toward an inner room on the ground floor. He had no idea what it had been, but recently it had housed scribes copying
         the Code from his originals. These, at his nod, left their work gladly enough. The room had a high ceiling and tall narrow
         windows opening on a court shaded by trees and edged with narrow beds of pink flowers; it held the night’s coolness and the
         scent of the flowers as well as the tang of ink and parchment.
      

      
      ‘No need to climb the stairs,’ Luap murmured, offering her a chair. Lady Dorhaniya smiled, but tremulously. Clearly she had
         something on her mind.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, young man. Now let me just catch my breath—’

      
      ‘A drink of water?’ The scribes kept a jug in their room; he poured her a mug. She took it as if it were finest glass, and
         sipped.
      

      
      ‘You should sit down, young man. What I have to say is . . . is very important to you.’

      
      Luap tried to look surprised. ‘I thought perhaps you’d come about something in the Lord’s Hall.’

      
      ‘No. It wasn’t that.’ She peered at him, then sat back, nodding. ‘I wasn’t wrong, either. I may not be as young as I was,
         but I’ve not lost my memory, for faces. Tell me, these men call you Luap, but do you know your real name?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve always been told it was Selamis,’ Luap said.

      
      ‘Ah. You have reason to wonder?’

      
      He shrugged. ‘Lady, by what I was told, my mageborn father chose my daily name, and gave me no other – common enough with
         such children.’
      

      
      ‘You know that much,’ she said, her eyes bright. ‘Do you know which lord fathered you?’

      
      ‘I’ve been told it was the king,’ Luap said with more difficulty than he’d expected. ‘But many bastards dream of high birth.’

      
      She bent her head to him, in so graceful a movement that he did not at first recognize it as a bow. ‘Then I will confirm what
         you were told: you were the king’s son – not this recent king, but Garamis. I saw you many times as a small boy, and you have the
         same look about the eyes you had then. Your mother was, it’s true, a peasant lass – a maidservant in the summer palace – but
         some said she had mageborn blood a generation or so back.’
      

      
      Even knowing it was coming didn’t help. He felt the same helpless rage and fear that had overwhelmed him while listening to
         Arranha. This old lady, so secure and decent, had seen him, remembered him. She had seen his mother, no doubt; she had known his father. He shivered, and looked up to find them
         both staring at him. The old lady’s servant – Eris, he remembered – had a look he could interpret as contempt.
      

      
      ‘Does it bother you?’ Lady Dorhaniya asked. Her eyes were altogether too shrewd. ‘You were a charming boy, very well mannered,
         and you’ve grown to a charming man . . .’ It was almost worse, though he could not explain it. If he’d been a bad child, cruel
         or wicked or dull, that could justify what had happened to him. If his father had been the last, most wicked king, that could
         justify what had happened to him. But he could see, against the inside of his eyelids, the child he had been, the child she
         was now describing so carefully . . . the child who wanted so much to please, the child alert to the wishes of those who cared
         for him. ‘—you brought me a little nosegay,’ she said. ‘So thoughtful, for such a young boy . . .’ He had learned that from
         a mageborn youth, a few years older, and found it impressed ladies visiting; he had made nosegays for all of them. ‘—and recitations.
         Your father had you stand up one night before dinner, and speak the entire text of Torre’s Ride. You must have been nine or so, then—’
      

      
      That he remembered; it had been just before he was sent away, and at first he’d thought it was because he’d made an error.
         His tutor had scolded him for it. He had known, then, that the king commanded that performance, but not that the king was
         his father. And then the steward had come, with a false smile on his face, to take him to an outlying vill and deliver him
         to the senior cottager.
      

      
      ‘—just before your dear father died,’ Lady Dorhaniya said. ‘I don’t expect you remember it. They closed the summer palace,
         and I suppose you went somewhere else.’
      

      
      She could not know where ‘somewhere else’ had been – to someone like her, the closing of one palace meant the opening of another.
         His mind, running ahead on its own track, tripped on the memory of ‘—your dear father died,’ and came back to the present. ‘He died after that – not long after that?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, that’s what I was saying. Before Sunturning, it was, and then Lorthin took the throne, and sent my dear husband into
         exile for a time. So of course I wouldn’t have been to the summer palace even had it been open.’
      

      
      ‘What—’ His mouth had dried; he swallowed and tried again. ‘Did you know my mother – I mean, her name?’

      
      ‘You don’t remember—? Oh – yes; they sent her away when you were just walking. Her name . . . no, I don’t . . . but she was
         a comely lass, never fear. Darker haired than your father, but with red in it; that’s where you got the red highlights in
         your hair, and your eyes are more like hers. Your face is his, brow, cheek and chin.’
      

      
      That didn’t help; she seemed to realize it, for she made one of the meaningless comforting sounds old ladies make, and reached
         to pat his knee. ‘There, young man – young prince, I should say, for you alone survive of the royal blood, though it won’t
         do you much good. You’ve nothing to fear in my memories of you . . .’
      

      
      But I do, he thought, feeling himself squeezed between intolerable and conflicting realities. Already I have much to fear
         from you, and I can’t even tell what it is . . . but I feel it. ‘I . . . don’t remember much,’ he said with difficulty. Even
         as he said it, details he had forgotten for years poured into his mind as pebbles from a sack, each distinct. Yet it was not
         a lie, for he could not remember what he most wanted to at the moment, what this old woman had looked like, which of the many
         noblewomen she had been. He could not remember what she remembered; he had nothing to share, no memories that would make sense
         to her.
      

      
      ‘I expect you remember more than you want, sometimes,’ she said, surprising him again. He had scant experience of old women,
         and none of his own background; when he met her eyes, they seemed filled with secret laughter, not unkind. ‘Most men remember
         the bad things; my husband, to the day he died, remembered being thrashed for riding his father’s horse through a wheatfield
         near harvest. Yet in his family he had the reputation of being a rollicking lad no punishment could touch. You look now as
         you did then – sensitive enough to feel a word as much as a blow. That’s why I thought, perhaps, my memories could help you.
         Show you the way you seemed to others—’
      

      
      ‘No!’ It got past his guard, in a choked whisper; then he clamped his lips tight. Tears stung his eyes. He swallowed, unlocked
         his jaw, and managed to speak in a voice nearly his own. ‘I’m sorry, Lady Dorhaniya, but – that’s over. It’s gone. I don’t – don’t think
         about it—’
      

      
      She sat upright, her lips pursed, her expression unreadable. Then, as if making a decision, she nodded gravely and went on.
         ‘Prince, you cannot put it aside that way. It’s true, the world has changed; you have no throne, and no royal family to sponsor
         you. But you must know your past, and make it your own, or you cannot become whatever Esea means for you.’
      

      
      The god’s name startled him; he started to say that he was no worshiper of the Sunlord, but stopped himself. Instead, he said,
         ‘I swore that I would give up all thought of kingship.’
      

      
      She nodded briskly. ‘Quite right, too. Pursuing such a claim could only bring trouble to the land and people. And you have
         had no training for kingship. But this does not mean that Esea has no path lighted for you.’
      

      
      Luap shrugged, easing tight shoulders. ‘As Gird’s chronicler, scribe, assistant . . . it seems clear to me that this is my
         task.’ Listening to himself, even he could hear the lack of completion; he was not surprised when she shook her head.
      

      
      ‘For now, prince. For now, that is your task, and see that you do it in the Sun’s light! But you have more to do – and don’t
         laugh at an old woman, thinking me silly with age.’ For an instant, she looked almost fierce, white hair and all, though he
         had not laughed, even inside. ‘You have a position no one else can share: you are the royal heir, though you have no throne.
         But you – and only you – can lead your own people—’
      

      
      ‘Which of my people?’ Luap asked irritably. She was beginning to sound like the Autumn Rose, and he had a sudden vision of
         that dire lady in old age, still pursuing his irresolution with her own certainty.
      

      
      That got him a long straight stare; he could feel his face reddening. ‘That,’ she said severely, ‘was unworthy of you. You
         know quite well I meant your father’s folk, the mageborn. I would have thought Arranha would have spoken to you . . .’
      

      
      ‘He has,’ said Luap, suddenly as disgusted with himself as she seemed to be. ‘He and the Autumn Rose both. I am supposed to
         do something – but no one can tell me what, or how, or even more how to do it without breaking my oath to Gird—’ And the gods. Sweat came out on him. What kind of leadership could he give, without using magery he had sworn not to use? What kind of
         leadership without usurping Gird’s authority?
      

      
      
      ‘Of course no one can tell you,’ Lady Dorhaniya said tartly. ‘You are the prince; you inherited the royal magery – oh yes, I have heard that, too. As the prince, the Sunlord’s light is yours, do you choose
         to ask such guidance. Have you?’
      

      
      To such a question only a direct answer was possible. ‘No, lady,’ said Luap, sweating. He had had a child’s knowledge of the
         gods when he was sent away; after that, among peasants, he could not have worshiped the Sunlord even if he’d wanted to. He
         had not wanted to; he had been abandoned by his father and his father’s god, and he would not pay homage to either of them.
      

      
      ‘Well, you should. Esea knows you had a poor enough childhood, with that prune-stuffed steward and whatever happened after
         your father died, but the fact remains that you are what you are, and unless you learn to be that, you’re as dangerous as a warsteed in the kitchen.’ She looked around for her servant, and then hitched herself forward.
         Luap rose and offered his arm. ‘Yes – I must be going. I’ve said too much too soon, it may be. But your father, prince, had
         more sense than his brothers; somewhere in your head you have it. I suggest you ask the Sunlord’s aid, and soon.’ Then she
         stopped again. ‘And who is this Autumn Rose you mentioned?’
      

      
      That he could answer. ‘A mageborn lady, a warrior from Tsaia, who joined Gird’s army after—’

      
      ‘Oh, her. The king-killer. Some nonsense about her having been involved with the king before his marriage.’ Lady Dorhaniya sniffed.
         ‘She was a wild girl, willful, always storming off about this and that. It’s one thing to learn weaponlore, if you’ve the
         strength and stomach for it, and another to be starting quarrels just to have the chance of settling them. Not that the prince
         – later the king – wasn’t as bad, for he loved to watch her flare out at things. So she’s calling herself Autumn Rose, is
         she?’ From her tone, that was just more foolishness.
      

      
      ‘Do you know her name from before?’

      
      The old lady’s eyes twinkled in mischief. ‘Of course I do, but if she hasn’t told even Gird, why should I tell you? I doubt
         she has much family left to be embarrassed, but it’s her business, silly as she is.’ Luap could not imagine anyone thinking
         Autumn Rose silly. Dangerous and difficult, but not silly. ‘You might just tell her it sounds more like a title than a name.’
      

      
      Luap grinned. It had not occurred to him that the old lady would have known the Autumn Rose, or, knowing her, might disapprove.
         She sounded as she might about an errant granddaughter. ‘I think of her as Rosemage,’ he said. ‘Some call her that.’
      

      
      
      Another sniff. ‘It would not hurt either of you to ask Esea’s guidance,’ she said. ‘You’ve no time for foolishness, either
         of you, at your ages.’ Then, with a last nod, she left, leaning only slightly on Eris’s arm. Luap followed silently to the
         outer door, then climbed the stairs to his office. He felt even more unsettled than usual. Everyone wanted something from
         him, but none of them agreed on what it was. All the decisions he’d made so firmly, in good faith, seemed to be coming apart,
         unraveling in his hands like rotting rope.
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      Through the hottest days of summer, Luap kept to his work. Gird wanted copies of the newest version of the Code spread widely
         by late harvest; he asked no more about Luap’s real father, only about how the copying proceeded. Aside from the heat, the
         work suited Luap well. He could concentrate his mind on accuracy, on the precise flavor of a phrase, on Gird’s intention and
         its best expression. He had little time for memory, though he found forgotten courtesies creeping into his speech. ‘It’s that
         old lady, eh?’ asked Gird. Luap agreed it probably was, or perhaps Arranha. He tried not to think about it, and claimed his
         work prevented visiting Dorhaniya until he’d finished the Code. It was safer not to think of it, to submerge himself in Gird’s
         plans, to become, if he could, the eldest son or younger brother that Gird so desperately needed.
      

      
      But at last the copying had been done, and in the cooler fall weather, he had more than an excuse to leave Fin Panir – he
         could best be spared to carry the copies to the larger granges, where more copies could be made to send elsewhere. So it was
         that on a dank autumn day he found himself peering along the bank of a stream for the overhanging rock and dark entrance to
         a certain cave.
      

      
      He did not let himself wonder why he chose not to stay overnight at Soldin, knowing he could not reach Graymere by sundown.
         When the chill autumn drizzle thickened to gusts of rain, he made for the cave directly. It was the only thing to do. It was
         logical, reasonable, and he did not have to manufacture an excuse.
      

      
      It bothered him slightly that he could think of making an excuse. He had legitimate business, Gird’s business, in Soldin and
         Graymere both. No one would have questioned his spending a night in the cave, even if anyone had seen him. The yeoman-marshal in Soldin
         had suggested that he stay the night there, but obviously saw nothing amiss in Gird’s luap choosing to press on, even in bad
         weather. Young and earnest, he expected such dedication in Gird’s personal staff.
      

      
      Luap had wondered if other travelers used the cave . . . surely they did. But on this dank, dripping evening no smoke oozed
         from the entrance, and no tethered mounts or draft teams snorted or stamped as he legged his own mount along the creek bank.
         A pile of blackened rocks marked a firepit, obviously in recent use – but not today. He would have it to himself, unless someone
         showed up later. He hoped no one would, but he was grateful to the previous users, who had stacked dry wood inside the entrance,
         out of the rain.
      

      
      He got his fire going, and went out to gather more wood to dry beside it. Someone had improved the path down to the creek,
         cutting steps and anchoring them with stone; the single plum he vaguely remembered had suckered into a thicket, now dropping
         their narrow leaves to the sodden ground. By the time he had found wood to replace what he expected to use, it was nearly
         dark.
      

      
      His wet cloak steamed as he set his traveling kettle to boil. So did his horse’s coat, and the smell of horse expanded, he
         thought, to fill the cave as well as his head. Wet wool, wet horse . . . almost as bad as the stench of their army, the last
         time. And then someone else had done the cooking. His head felt heavy, stuffed with thick smells and memories . . . including
         that final memory, of Gird’s fist against his skull. He ran his hands over his wet hair as if feeling for that old lump. There
         – it had been there, and another bruise on the other side, where he’d fallen against stone.
      

      
      He had eaten his soaked wheat and beans, and a lump of soggy bread that wrapping had not kept dry, had gone out into the fine
         rain to use the jacks he’d dug, and was back in the cave’s relative warmth and dryness, when he admitted to himself just why
         he had chosen that trail, that day, in that weather. Of course he didn’t expect anything to happen. He had had his revelation,
         first from the gods, and then from Gird: you are a king’s son, and (or but) you can’t be a king. One revelation to a lifetime,
         Gird had said after Greenfields, and would explain no more than that.
      

      
      But for Luap it had happened here, and he still did not understand it. As with the rest of his life, he had been shown something,
         a small glimpse of some mystery, and then it vanished. He had learned to hoard such glimpses, to keep them hidden deep in his mind,
         until he found another – and another – and could try to make them fit some pattern. He had learned, he realized, in all the
         ways Gird despised . . . that he himself despised, when he thought how he admired Gird . . . but ways he could not change.
         Not now. Gird had all the pieces of his pattern – had always had them. He had always known who he was, and what his place
         was, growing out of his own ground like a young tree. Luap had had sidelong looks, sly taunts, occasional brief phrases, whispers,
         suggestions, riddles. ‘Don’t you know, boy?’ he remembered an older youth had asked once. ‘Only bastards don’t know who their
         fathers are.’ The boy had been yanked away by someone in guard’s uniform, and disappeared; Luap never saw him again.
      

      
      He sat staring at the flames, ignoring the dancing shadows on the walls that shifted, bowed, straightened in answer to the
         flames’ movement. He had come back because . . . because he was going back in there, to the place where he got one straight
         answer, for once in his life, and might – no matter what Gird said – get another.
      

      
      But that means, one of his inner voices said, that you are not content to be Gird’s luap. Was that true? Alone in the cave, in the orange firelight, he let himself think about that. Feel about that. He did not resent Gird. Gird had won his heart, that first night, when he had had to confess his duplicity, when
         Gird had let him sob out the agony of loss. Gird had defended him against the other peasant leaders. And even the blow that
         felled him had been, he realized, justified. In the years since, he had come to believe that Gird, with all his peasant coarseness,
         all his human failings, had the intrinsic greatness of an ancient tree, or a mountain.
      

      
      Yet he did not want to be only a luap forever. He let himself remember, cautiously, his life before the war. His wife and children were long dead, their
         suffering ended. He would regret his treatment of them for the rest of his life . . . but that was in the past. Tonight .
         . . tonight, he would like to have had a woman beside him. A child leaning against his knee. A place where he, not Gird, was
         paramount. A kingdom, however small, in which to be king.
      

      
      Here, inside a whole mountain, on a black night of dripping rain, no one would see him use his power; no one could see his
         light. It could not be betrayal if no one knew. He felt his way to it cautiously, even here – a little light, just enough
         to see by – and his hands enclosed it, glowing. He felt the hairs rise on his arms. He could still do it; it had not vanished. Despite Arranha’s assurance that it would not, he had doubted. Around him, in the throat of the
         cave, the walls showed their stripes of gray and pink and brown. There was the ledge over which Gird had stumbled . . . there,
         the opening beyond.
      

      
      Gingerly, he edged toward it. The little chamber opened, then enclosed him, as if he completed it. Its walls held the same
         graved patterns he remembered, that Gird had traced with his thumb, that Luap had devoured with his eyes, trying to remember
         them. Spiral on spiral, coil in coil, lacing and interlacing. He turned, slowly, following the pattern . . . it felt strong, and meaningful, but he could not read it. A bad taste came into his mouth: another failure.
      

      
      On the chamber’s floor, curiously clean of dust, multicolored tessellations glowed in his light, inviting. A different pattern,
         in which color as well as line interacted, in which his eye was teased, frustrated, satisfied, and finally released with a
         snap that echoed in his head. He looked up.
      

      
      And up.

      
      He stood, not in the small bell-shaped chamber of the cave, but in a lofty hall, larger than the Lord’s Hall in Fin Panir,
         lit by unshadowed silvery light. He could see no windows, no source for the light. He stood on a pattern like that on which
         he began, but set on a raised dais large enough for a score to stand uncrowded. All his hair rose; cold chills shook him;
         his own pulse thundered in his ears.
      

      
      At last he could hear and see clearly again, only to find great silence and unmoving space about him. He did not want to speak,
         and risk waking whatever power held sway here, but courtesy demanded some greeting. In his mind, he recited the opening phrases
         to the first ritual he remembered, something out of his childhood, the morning greeting to the Sunlord. Around him, unbroken
         silence changed its flavor from austerity to welcome. Was he imagining it? He took a slow, shuffling step forward, away from
         the pattern. Nothing. He was not sure what he half-expected, but he felt like a child exploring forbidden adult territory.
         For an instant, such a moment flashed before his eyes, a tower bedroom crowded with furniture, rich hangings, a bed piled
         with pillows, and the furious eyes, four of them, that glared at him before an angry voice rose and whirled him away on its
         own power.
      

      
      No. He was grown, and whoever that had been must have died in the war, if not before. He fought down the fear that trembled
         in his knees and walked forward, off the dais, across a pattern of black and white stones, to the high double arch that closed the end of the hall. Not truly closed, for he could see less brightly lit
         space beyond, but he didn’t want to walk under those arches. At the top of one, a harp and tree intertwined; on the other,
         a hammer and anvil. He shivered; he could not imagine a place where elves and dwarves would both choose to carve their holy
         symbols. He turned back.
      

      
      The dais, at that distance, seemed apt for a throne; he closed his eyes, and let himself imagine seeing one there, and himself
         – no, not on the throne, but walking up the hall toward it. His imagination peopled the hall with vivid colors, the richly
         dressed lords and ladies of his childhood. Music would fill the hall, harp and drum and pipe, and from that celebration no
         one would be sent away, solitary, to cry in the dark. His power prodded him from within, responding to some influence he could
         not directly sense.
      

      
      He opened his eyes. He could still see what it would be like, but – he shook his head to force the vision away – that was
         daydream, and this was – if not reality – at least something less tuned to his wish. It lay empty, gracefully proportioned,
         but blank stone, not filled with the friends he had never had.
      

      
      Soon he realized that it must be all under stone somewhere, for in his cautious exploration he found no window, no door, no
         hint of outside weather or time. Fresh air, in currents so gentle he could not detect a source, lighted corridors and chambers,
         all carved of seamless red stone, all empty, all silent but for his footfalls echoing from the walls. No sign of living things,
         not the Elder Races he assumed had built it, or the animals that should be inhabiting any such underground warren. He dared
         not explore too far; he went cold again at the thought of being trapped here forever, in some vast nameless tomb, if he lost
         his way back to the main hall.
      

      
      Then it struck him that he might be trapped anyway. Would the pattern work again, and if it did would it bring him back to
         the cave he knew? Trembling, he placed himself on the dais, on the pattern, as precisely as he could. With a last look around,
         he concentrated on the pattern, and his own power. A cold shiver, as if touched by ice, and he was back in a bell-shaped chamber.
         The same such chamber? He intensified his own light, and went back toward the cave mouth . . . to find there the embers of
         his fire, his blanket, his damp socks now dry on the hot stones. He felt almost faint with relief.
      

      
      All that night he sat crosslegged with his back against the rock, hardly aware of the rain outside or the smell of horse.
         In his head, the puzzle pieces would not merge, made no sense. What kind of place was this? What kind of place was that? Twice he found himself on his feet, headed back to the chamber to see if it would work again, and twice he forced himself
         back to the fire. He shouldn’t try it again until he’d thought it out, and thinking at it wasn’t the same as thinking it out.
      

      
      Should he tell Arranha? He could imagine the priest’s eager questions, his childlike curiosity. Arranha would tell everyone
         else, hoping to stumble on someone with more lore, if it were but fireside tales. He didn’t want others to know yet, not until
         he knew more himself. The Rosemage would want to come try it for herself; she might keep it a secret from everyone but Gird,
         but she would not let the knowledge rest idle – she would insist that he do something with it. And telling either of them meant that Gird would find out, and Gird would not overlook the use of magery
         if he found out through someone else. So – should he tell Gird first? That would mean admitting the use of magery, unless
         he could claim that the pattern acted without his power – and lying to Gird was always, no matter how good the reason, tricky.
         At best. At worst, Gird would hit him again (he rubbed his scalp, remembering).
      

      
      The next day, in the rain-wet woods between Soldin and Graymere, he argued with himself and his internal images of Gird, Arranha,
         the Autumn Rose. Surely the gods would not have given him the power, shown him the inner cave, if they had not meant him to
         use them. In his head, Arranha agreed, pointing out that using magery where no one could see it, where it could affect no
         one but himself, was very like using no magery at all. It had not been oathbreaking, because he had not sought power, or influenced
         anyone, or taken command unbidden. The Autumn Rose also approved; he imagined her striding along that vast hall as if she
         owned it: she fit that sort of space. She would want to know where it was; she would want to know who had been there before,
         who built it, who used it now. He had a moment’s vision of her confronting a troop of very surprised dwarves somewhere in
         those warrens, and almost laughed.
      

      
      Gird, though. Gird stood in his head foursquare and awkward. You used magery, that image said, scowling. Only a little, and it didn’t hurt anyone, he answered. And look what I found. Excuses, said Gird’s image in his mind. Truth’s truth, lad: you swore to give up the mage powers, and you used them. Even in his own mind, Gird had the stubbornness of a great boulder in a field, or a massive oak; he felt that his own arguments scratched around and around, going nowhere
         and moving that obstruction not even the width of a fingernail.
      

      
      By Graymere, he’d convinced himself to tell the Autumn Rose and no one else until she’d had a chance to try the pattern herself.
         She might agree to keep it secret from Gird until she had used it, or tried to; perhaps Gird would accept that if Luap explained
         he had wanted confirmation from someone else before ‘bothering’ Gird. Between Graymere and Anvil, by way of Whitberry, he
         changed his mind, and planned to tell only Arranha. Arranha, for all his skewed approach to things, would be more likely to
         know what those symbols carved in the arches meant, if there had been a time when elves and dwarves worked stone together.
         Approached carefully, he might be willing to keep this secret, at least for awhile. But on the long, muddy track back to Fin
         Panir from Anvil, he realized that he would have to tell Gird, and risk the consequences. If Gird found later that others
         had known, he would not forgive – he would not even listen. His one chance was to tell Gird first, and hope that curiosity
         had not completely abandoned the Marshal-General.
      

      
      He wanted to keep it secret. He wanted one place, one small corner of his life, in which Gird had no standing. He rode hunched
         against the wind, eyes slitted, remembering that vast silence, that sense of absolute privacy. He did not have to decide now – for certainly he was the only one to have this knowledge. As long as he did not choose to share it, he could have his secret
         kingdom. His mind flinched from the words – he was not to seek a kingdom. It was more like the memories he had once held privately:
         a secret, but nothing so dangerous as a kingdom.
      

      
      But he would have to tell Gird, he argued to himself. It would not be honest to do otherwise. Although it would be important to pick exactly the right time to tell Gird – when the Marshal-General was in the right mood, when he had no
         pressing worries, when they had ample time to discuss it. From experience, he knew the first few days back in Fin Panir would
         be a chaotic jumble of work. It might easily be a hand of days, or two, before he could find time to tell Gird about something
         which, after all, was of no practical importance to the Fellowship.
      

      
      ‘Luap . . . sir?’ Luap glanced up to see a strange yeoman in the doorway, twisting his conical straw hat in his hand. ‘It’s
         about Gird . . .’
      

      
      
      Luap realized he had not heard anything from the other end of the corridor for a long time. He had been working steadily through
         the mass of accounts and correspondence that had, as he expected, kept him at his desk every day since his return. Gird had
         been out much of the time, busy with court work. Now his heart faltered – had Gird died? But the man was already speaking,
         concern overcoming nervousness.
      

      
      ‘He come in for a meal like he does so often,’ the man said. ‘And then he sees this old friend from back at Burry or some-such
         place. And they gets to talking and taking a bit of ale, you know . . .’ His voice trailed away. He didn’t want to say it.
         Luap sighed.
      

      
      ‘You’d like someone to help him home?’ he asked.

      
      The man nodded. ‘This friend, see, he’s eggin’ him on, like, and Gird won’t listen to the innkeeper or even the cook . . .’

      
      Luap realized that he’d seen the man before after all. He worked in the stables at the largest inn down by the lower market.
         He groaned inwardly. It was going to be a hard job getting Gird back up the hill. ‘Do you have a spare room, perhaps?’ he
         asked.
      

      
      ‘Well . . . I suppose maybe, but after what he called the innkeeper . . .’

      
      ‘I’ll come now,’ said Luap, standing. Whom could he call? He’d need more arms than two, if Gird had drunk his fill. He flung
         his blue cloak around him, and took the stout stick that had become a marshal’s insignia, though all knew he was no marshal.
         A glance out the window of the room across the corridor located Marshal Sterin, and a yell brought him in, sweaty and cross
         from drilling novices.
      

      
      ‘Gird?’ he said. ‘What’s the Marshal-General want now?’

      
      ‘A friend’s help to come home,’ said Luap. ‘He’s down at the Rock and Spring.’

      
      ‘Ahh . . .’ Sterin cut off whatever he’d almost said, with a glance at the man from the inn. ‘Met an old friend, did he?’

      
      ‘From Burry, this man thinks. Got to talking about the war—’

      
      ‘I see. We’ll need another, and it can’t be a novice. Too bad Cob’s not here. Tamis Redbeard?’

      
      ‘Good,’ said Luap. Tamis Redbeard stood a hand taller than he did, and could probably lift Gird in one hand. If he wasn’t
         fighting back.
      

      
      They could hear Gird and someone else before they came in sight of the inn. Singing, none too melodiously, one of the songs
         written after Greenfields. A small crowd loitered outside the inn, a few lucky ones close enough to peer in the windows. It parted like butter before a hot knife, then flowed back as seamlessly, as Luap
         led the others through the door.
      

      
      
         There was a man rode out one day
Upon a horse, a horse of gray
And all along the people saaaay
He must be such a king, oh
            . . .
         

      

      
      The man from Burry, or wherever, had one arm around a post, and one around Gird’s shoulders. He had reached the green stage;
         Luap thought he would vomit in a moment or two. Gird had still the flush of early drunkenness, a red rim to each eye and a
         glitter in them.
      

      
      ‘Marshal-General, we’ve need of you up the hill,’ Luap began. It wouldn’t work, but he could start with respect and good sense.

      
      ‘No court today,’ said Gird, head thrust forward. He belched, grinned at his companion. ‘So we’re just taking a bit of ale,
         like, and singing the old songs. No harm in that. Everybody’s got to have some time—’
      

      
      ‘No, it’s not court,’ Luap said. ‘It’s something else.’

      
      ‘I know,’ said the other man, slurring the words. ‘You think we’re drunk and ye’ve come to nursemaid th’old man.’ Luap glared
         at him; that would end any chance of Gird cooperating. Gird glowered, first at his companion and then at Luap.
      

      
      ‘Is that what it is, you think I need a keeper?’

      
      ‘No, sir. We’ve need of you, that’s what I said.’

      
      ‘And you need me so much you brought two marshals along? Can’t you ever tell the truth, Luap? Did you think I wouldn’t know
         Sterin and Tamis, big as they are, with their staves?’
      

      
      Luap gritted his teeth. It was not fair, in front of all these people, and in such a cause. Confront drunks directly and start a brawl – even Gird said that, when
         he was sober. It wasn’t as if he himself hadn’t used subterfuge on other drunks, from time to time. Rage scoured his mind,
         eroding the controls he placed so carefully. He opened his mouth, but Sterin was before him.
      

      
      ‘Aye, Father Gird, if you’ll have the truth of it, we was told you’d drunk more’n was good for you, and would be the better
         of friends to bring you home. Yer friend there’s had more’n his fill; he’s green as springtime berries, and the both of ye
         smell like ye’ve emptied a barrel—’
      

      
      
      ‘Lemme alone,’ began the other man, when Sterin reached to unhook his arm from Gird’s shoulder. Then he turned even greener
         around the mouth, his eyes widened, and he spewed across the floor, then fell headlong in the mess. Sterin had stepped back,
         not quite in time, and now gave Luap a disgusted glance. He shrugged.
      

      
      ‘I’ll get this mess clean,’ he said, meaning man and floor both. ‘You and Tam get the Marshal-General back before he doubles
         it.’ Luap fought down another surge of anger. Sterin was in his rights, as the senior marshal present, but did he have to
         make it so obvious that Luap had no right of command?
      

      
      ‘Yes, Marshal Sterin,’ he heard himself saying, the effort at courtesy clearly audible and destroying the effect he had meant
         to produce. He and Tam moved around the man from Burry, now struggling to sit up, and moved into position beside Gird. He
         put his arm under Gird’s elbow, ready to lift or push or whatever would be necessary.
      

      
      ‘Let’s go now,’ he suggested, in the calm quiet tone that worked best with most drunks. Gird glanced from one to the other.

      
      ‘I am not drunk.’ As always in this state, his words came slow, the peasant accent distinct. ‘My father wouldn’t put up with
         it.’
      

      
      ‘Your father’s dead these many years.’ Luap heaved, as effectively as he might have heaved at a live, deep-rooted oak. ‘Come
         on, now, man . . . you’ve got to get back home.’
      

      
      ‘No home.’ His forehead knotted. ‘Gone. Went away.’

      
      The other drunk, still pale from throwing up the first wash, tittered weakly. ‘I’m not that drunk,’ he lied. ‘My home didn’t go away.’
      

      
      ‘Shut up,’ Luap muttered at the man from Burry. ‘Sterin – get him away.’ He had seen the expression on Gird’s face before, the swift
         change from hilarity to grim sadness. It had something to do with whatever happened the morning of Greenfields, which Gird
         would not speak of – but he was more dangerous in this mood than any other. The man from Burry vanished, and in a few moments
         Sterin reappeared. Luap could feel the tension in Gird’s shoulders, some mingling of rage and sorrow.
      

      
      ‘No home,’ Gird said again. ‘Never . . . it will never be . . .’ All around the eyes stared, the ears listened; Luap could
         almost see the legend growing. In a moment someone would decide it was prophecy, that Gird had the foreseeing gift beside
         all his others. He caught Tamis’s eye, and Sterin’s, and gave a minute nod. ‘It is not finished!’ Gird’s voice sharpened,
         and Sterin, who had reached for his other arm, stopped to give Luap a worried glance. Somewhere outside, Luap could just hear pattering hooves of sheep or goats, and a voice calling to them. Everyone in sight was silent, motionless,
         waiting Gird’s next word. And this, too, he would have to explain, somehow, when Gird sobered up the next day, for all that
         some thought the gods spoke truly to men drowned in wine.
      

      
      ‘It is not finished!’ Gird said again, louder. ‘Not until mageborn and nonmage live in peace, not until the same law rules
         farmer and brewer, crafter and crofter, townsman and countryman. Not until they agree—’ He paused, breathing hard, as if from
         battle, then he shook his head. ‘And they won’t,’ he said quietly, sadly. For all Luap’s recent annoyance, he found himself
         moved, almost to tears, by that tone. ‘They want what cannot be—’ He turned to face Luap. ‘You do, whether you know it or
         not – and they – and maybe I myself wish for what cannot be.’ He spoke still quietly, but with such intensity that everyone
         around stood breathless, straining to hear. ‘It should not be so hard, by the gods! To agree to live in peace: what’s so hard
         about that? Or is it because I didn’t die at Greenfields?’
      

      
      Luap stared at him, feeling the hairs rise on his scalp and along his arms. Die at Greenfields? What did he mean? He peered
         around Gird to meet on Tamis’s face the expression of what he felt: fear and confusion.
      

      
      ‘They told me,’ Gird said, now almost conversationally, ‘that I would not live to see the peace. I came down from the hill
         to die – and then lived. Is it that?’
      

      
      ‘Thank Alyanya’s grace you did live, sir,’ said Tamis quickly, and Sterin murmured something similar. Luap couldn’t say anything; his mouth was dry, his
         tongue stuck to the roof of it. He had never believed in the drunkard’s truth, but this was truth if ever he heard it.
      

      
      But Gird was shaking his head. ‘My head hurts,’ he said. ‘It’s hot. I think – I think I’ll go back – if you’ll settle with
         the innkeeper, Luap?’
      

      
      He walked off, not quite steadily, Tamis and Sterin at either elbow, leaving Luap to pay and – since Sterin had gone – to
         help the innkeeper in mopping the stinking floor. That’s what I’m good for, Luap thought. Pay the bills, keep the accounts straight, clean up after him. That wasn’t a fair assessment, and he knew it, but he indulged himself a little anyway. It wasn’t fair that Gird had called
         him a liar in public, when he was only trying to be tactful.
      

      
      
      When he had finished mopping, much of the crowd had melted away, as crowds do. Not as interesting to watch a sober man mop
         a floor as watch a drunk foul it . . . and Gird hoped to make a strong and peaceful society out of these sheep? The innkeeper
         accepted his coins with a sour look, although he’d added a sweetener to the total. ‘Great men!’ the innkeeper said, leaving
         no doubt that he was still angry. ‘I’m not saying a thing against what he did, y’understand, but that doesn’t give him th’
         right to call honest men thieves or cowards.’
      

      
      Luap couldn’t decide if an apology would do any good, and his momentary silence seemed to irritate the innkeeper even more.

      
      ‘I know what you’re like,’ the man went on, feeling each coin ostentatiously before putting it in his belt-pouch. ‘You won’t
         tell me what you think, but anything I say goes straight to him.’
      

      
      ‘He’s not like that,’ Luap said.

      
      ‘Huh. He’s not, or you don’t tell him everything?’ Shrewd hazel eyes peered at him. Luap shrugged.

      
      ‘Tomorrow he’ll be sorry he insulted you; surely you know that. Bring it up at the next market court, and he’ll fine himself
         and apologize before as large a crowd as heard the insult.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, aye. Apologies don’t mend broken pottery or put wool back on a shorn sheep. My da said them’s don’t make mistakes don’t
         have to waste time on apologies.’ Luap wondered where the innkeeper had been during the war. The innkeeper answered that,
         too, in his final sally. ‘We’ve had royalty in here, you know, before the rabble – before the revolution. Dukes, even a prince
         of the blood. Knew how to hold their wine, they did, and it wasn’t any of this cheap ale, neither.’
      

      
      Luap’s temper flared. ‘Well, you’ve had another prince of the blood, for what that’s worth.’

      
      The innkeeper’s eyebrows went up. ‘Who, then?’

      
      ‘Me,’ said Luap, turning to go, sure of the last word. But the innkeeper cheated him of that, as well.

      
      ‘But raised with peasants, weren’t you then? Makes a difference, don’t it? It’s not like you’re a real prince, just some summer
         folly, eh?’
      

      
      And if that’s not enough to sour a day, thought Luap as he climbed back to the upper city, there’s maudlin Gird, who will
         no doubt spout more difficult prophecy I’ll have to explain.
      

      
      Down below conscious thought, he was not aware of the relief he felt: another day in which he had a good reason not to tell
         Gird about the cave.
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      Raheli leaned against the barton wall, arms folded, watching the dancers through the open grange door. Out of courtesy for
         her, to spare her the long walk to the traditional sheepfold, they had brought the musicians here . . . they were dancing
         here . . . and she could do nothing but watch. She knew the music, the same as she’d heard all her life, and every step the dancers
         danced. She could remember, as if it had been yesterday, the night when Parin’s hand on her arm changed her from girl to woman.
         When the dance had changed from entertainment to courtship, and they had begun the dance of life that ended with his death.
      

      
      She tried not to think of it; she had pushed it aside, so many times, from the moment the mageborn lords had broken his head.
         She would not let herself brood on it; it did no good. But the old songs ran into her heart like knives; for an instant she
         almost thought she felt the flutter of that life she had never actually borne. Her child, and his. The face that had come
         to her in dreams, as her mother had said her children’s faces had come. She could smell the very scent of him, feel the warm
         skin of his chest against her cheek.
      

      
      The dancers shouted, ending one dance, and a short silence fell. In the torchlight, the dancers’ faces wavered, bright light
         and black shadow, as strange for a moment as ghosts. Raheli had the feeling for a moment that Parin and the child both were
         in there, somewhere, waiting for her. She had pushed herself off the wall before she realized what she was thinking. Her movement
         had caught someone’s eye; before she could return to her place, she saw people watching her. She would have to go in, and
         greet them. She tried to smile, and walked forward.
      

      
      ‘Rahi! The marshal’s back!’ yelled some of the younger yeomen. A way opened for her. They had been dancing a long time; the
         grange smelled of sweat and onions and the torches and candles, more like a cottage during a feast than a grange. ‘Now we
         can dance the Ring Rising.’
      

      
      They meant it as an honor. They could not know she had danced the Ring Rising with Parin, that first time. Rahi blinked away
         scalding tears, put off her old grief, and accepted the role they demanded of her. The musicians finished their mugs of ale, and picked
         up the instruments again.
      

      
      Ring Rising had been, Gird told her once, older than any other dance. Something about it had to do with the old Stone Circle
         brotherhood, that Gird had turned into the Fellowship, in his own way. But long before, so the oldest tales went, the dance
         had raised stones, rings of stones, on hill after hill, until the mageborn came and struck them down with their new magic.
      

      
      Hand in hand with her senior yeoman-marshal, Belthis, Rahi began the dance to the beat of the finger-drums. Couple after couple
         fell in behind them. It felt strange to dance this indoors; the walls seemed to lean inward, pressing on them. What if it
         did move stones? Rahi concentrated on the intricate steps, feeling her way back into the rhythms. Heel, toe, side, back, skip
         forward, stamp. A step, a double-stamp. Now a double line of couples, two concentric rings, then a swirl that twisted them
         to interlocking rings, dancing in and out of each other’s patterns. Soon all there had joined in, children and elderly as
         well as the young adults. Rahi found herself moving through four interlocked rings, touching hands with one partner after
         another for a quarter-turn, then swinging to find another.
      

      
      It was in the midst of the dance, with the grange full to bursting of music and dancers, that she came face to face with her
         dream, the child she would have borne. Dark hair, dark eyes, Parin’s smile, soft fingers, light-footed and blithe. Her breath
         caught in her throat, but they had danced the pattern and separated again before she could get a word out. Tears burned in
         her eyes; she felt them on her cheeks, on the scar . . . and someone she could not see for tears put an arm around her shoulders,
         making sure she did not falter in the dance, until her breath came easily again.
      

      
      It was not fair. It had never been fair. She rejected bitterness as instantly as she would have fear. Fairness had nothing
         to do with it, and everything, and was all Gird had wanted, and more than she would ever have. From bootheel to the top of
         her head, she felt the beat of that ancient dance, and from hand to hand the warmth and love of her people, and in the middle
         where the cadence and warmth met, she could feel her heart beating, expanding and contracting, as if it had grown larger than
         her chest.
      

      
      Around her the faces glowed, all the children her children, all the men and women her brothers and sisters, her aunts and
         uncles, fathers and mothers. Her own scars bound her to them, to all those maimed or sickened by life’s disasters. Her people, with their ancient link to land and deeper magic than the mageborn would ever know . . . and it had not been fair,
         but she would make it fair. Light and dark, true and false, as simple as the realities they had all endured: hungry and not
         hungry, cold and not cold, pregnant and not pregnant. She felt herself rising above them, lifted on their affection and trust
         like a leaf on a summer wind, like the stones of the great rings in which peace and plenty dwelt. Here was the child she had
         lost, and the love she had lost, and here she would serve.
      

      
      When the music stopped, she did not know it; she came to herself slowly, realizing silence and space around her. The torches
         had burned low, but gave a light unusually steady. Then, as she drew a long breath, the murmurs began. The senior yeoman-marshal
         of the grange bowed to her. ‘Marshal – it was our honor.’
      

      
      ‘My pleasure,’ she replied, hardly thinking. She felt different, but could not yet define the difference; she would have to
         think about it later. She glanced around. They were all watching her, most smiling, as if she were the favorite grandchild
         at a family gathering. Once, I was, she thought, and felt the scar on her face stretching to her grin. Now they moved closer, touching her arm, her shoulder;
         her heart lifted, suddenly exultant. She could have hugged them all, but had no need – she could tell by their expressions
         that they felt what she meant, just as she felt what they meant. Once, and again, she had a place, the place she had thought
         lost forever.
      

      
      The next morning, she set out for Littlemarsh barton with a lighter heart than she’d had for years. She felt in place, comfortable;
         she thought of Gird suddenly with a warmth that surprised her. Could he have felt estranged, in these past years? She thought
         of him once more as a father, as the father he had been to her. Not perfect, not with his temper and his occasional bouts
         of drunken depression, but a man who loved his children even more than his beloved cows. For the first time in years, she
         let herself think of her mother: her face came to memory only dimly, but her words, her movements, the very smell of the bread
         she made and feel of her strong arms were as clear as if she’d died the day before. That was what she’d hoped to be – another
         woman like her mother – but time and chance had stolen that from her, as the lords’ cruelty had stolen her mother’s life,
         robbing her of peaceful old age.
      

      
      Yet this morning, bitterness could not swamp the better memories. Mali had laughed a lot; even her scoldings had held warmth and good humor in their core. They had been, within the limitations of hunger and cold and fear, a family drenched in love.
         From that love, Gird had found the strength to hold and lead an army; from that love she herself had found the strength to
         come back from an easy death, lead others in battle, and care for them after. For all that had gone wrong, all the wickedness
         loosed on innocents that she had seen, love and caring had not abandoned the world – or her.
      

      
      ‘Alyanya’s blessing,’ she murmured, feeling the tears run over her face, knowing they were healing something. She was not
         cut off, alone, alienated from her people, a useless barren woman who could only hope for death. She had a family: all of
         them. She had given her blood, though not in childbirth, and this day she knew that gift had been accepted, by the gods and
         by her people.
      

      
      I will go to Gird, she thought, half in prayer and half in promise. I will tell him he has a daughter again, and not just another marshal. In her mind’s eye, she saw him grin at her; she saw his arms open; she felt the welcoming hug she had told herself she would
         never seek again.
      

      
      Raheli dismounted stiffly. After six days in the saddle, she felt every one of her old wounds, and twice her age. She led
         her brown gelding into the stable, shaking her head at the junior yeoman who would have helped her. Taking care of her own
         mount came naturally to a farm girl. She stripped off the saddle and rubbed the sweat marks with a twist of straw. The junior
         yeoman had brought a bucket of water and scoop of grain; when her horse was dry, she put feed and water in the stall and heaved
         the saddle to her hip, closing the stall door behind her. Gird’s gray horse, in the next stall, put its head out and looked
         at her.
      

      
      ‘You,’ she said, with emphasis. The gray flipped its head up and down. Cart horse, she thought. Da should know better than
         that. She would never forget how it had shone silver-white in the sun at Greenfields. Here, in the dim stable, it looked gray
         enough, but she knew its coat would shine in the sun. It took her sleeve in its lips, carefully, its eyes almost luminous.
         She rubbed its forehead, scratched behind its ears, and it opened its mouth in a foolish yawn. ‘You don’t fool me,’ she told
         it, and it shook its head. ‘Right.’ Gird had loved cows, from her earliest memory, as much or more than people; she wondered
         that the gods had sent him a horse and not a magical cow. A snort from the gray horse. ‘I know – I’m not supposed to know the gods sent you.’ She herself had discovered an affinity with horses, and the gray had responded much as others did, with
         its differences in addition.
      

      
      Out of the stable, across the inner courtyard. In her marshal’s blue, with the saddlebags that proclaimed her a visitor from
         some outlying grange, she found a way opened for her in the crowds (they seemed like crowds) that thronged the court and the
         passages of the old palace. The two guards at the outer door had nodded to her, not questioning her right to enter. Up the
         stairs, along the corridor, to the office where Luap – she had come to calling him that after Gird did – kept accounts and
         made the master copies of Gird’s legal decrees. She looked in – empty, but for the sick lad she’d heard about, asleep again.
         Gird’s office, near the end of the corridor, was empty too. She frowned. Usually this time of day one or both of them were
         at work here. She left her saddlebags on his desk, and went down to the kitchen.
      

      
      ‘Rahi!’ One of the cooks on duty recognized her at once. ‘When did you get in? How long can you stay?’

      
      ‘Just now,’ she said, pouring herself a mug of water. ‘I’m not sure how long I’ll be here yet – where’s Gird?’

      
      A sudden silence; eyes shifted away from her. She felt her heart quicken even before the first woman said anything. ‘Oh –
         he’s not feeling too well today. Nothing serious—’
      

      
      He’d gotten drunk again. She was sure of it. She had come here to make peace with him, to restore their family, and he had
         gone off and gotten drunk. Rage blurred her vision, and she fought it down. She would not ask these people; it would embarrass
         them. She made herself smile. ‘Well – if he’s not up to work, perhaps I could find something to eat?’
      

      
      ‘Of course.’ In moments, a bowl of soup and a loaf were before her. ‘I don’t know if you remember me . . .?’ The woman looked
         to be her own age, or a little older, not so tall and plumper. Rahi tried to think, but nothing came back to her. ‘Arya, in
         the third cohort of Sim’s . . .’ the woman prompted.
      

      
      Yes. Arya had been thinner – they all had – but strong and eager, one who never argued about camp chores, either. ‘I do now,’
         Rahi said, pulling off a hunk of the warm bread. ‘You taught us all a song about the frog in the spring, I remember.’ She
         hummed a line, and Arya grinned.
      

      
      ‘You look like your da when you smile,’ she said. ‘But dark hair . . .’

      
      
      ‘My mother,’ said Rahi, around the bread, relaxing. Arya had come from a vill much like her own; the talk about which parent
         a child resembled was as comforting as old tools. Next the talk would turn to their mothers’ parrions.
      

      
      ‘Since you’re here . . .’ Arya said, then paused, floury hands planted firmly on the table. Rahi swallowed the bread in her
         mouth and waited. Arya looked away, but didn’t move, and finally came out with it. ‘There’s some of the marshals saying that
         now the war’s over, there’s no need for women to be taken into the bartons. There’s some of them saying the Code’s too partial
         to wives. Have you heard of that?’
      

      
      Rahi nodded. ‘Mostly in the bigger towns, is where I’ve heard it. Mostly from men who weren’t in the fighting at all, crafters
         and traders and such.’
      

      
      Arya sat down across from her. ‘It’s the same here, but some of the marshals – I’d have thought they’d have more sense – some
         of the marshals have taken it up. Taken it to Gird, even. I heard it myself, one evening: pecking at him like crows at a sack
         of grain, all about how there’s no need for it now, and the women won’t make good wives or mothers if they’re always drilling
         in the bartons. That in the old days our women had parrions of cooking or healing or clothmaking, not parrions of weaponwork.’
      

      
      ‘He won’t listen,’ said Rahi. ‘He lost that argument a long time ago.’ She didn’t realize she was grinning until she felt
         her scar stretch; she was seeing in her mind’s eye the blank astonishment on Gird’s face that day in the forest camp.
      

      
      ‘For you, maybe,’ Arya persisted. ‘He would never try to stop you – but what about the rest of us?’

      
      ‘But you’re a veteran,’ Rahi said. ‘No one could put you out of the barton now—’

      
      ‘Not exactly. Not yet.’ Arya spread her hands. ‘I shouldn’t be bothering you, maybe, but you were the first – and we all look
         to you. Some of us don’t intend to be wives, or go back to farms; we like what we’re doing now. And if anyone can keep Gird
         from taking it away—’
      

      
      ‘Don’t give it up.’ She knew now what was coming, and hoped to head it off with a short answer.

      
      ‘That’s what I say,’ said the other woman, coming now to sit beside Arya. She was younger, darker, with the intensity of youth;
         Rahi wondered if she had ever been really tired. ‘It’s not up to Gird; our lives aren’t something for him to give or take. Arya’s a veteran, same as anyone else who fought; why shouldn’t she live
         however she wants? It’s not like she was a mageborn lady who needed watching.’
      

      
      ‘But you know yourself, Lia, it’s not that easy—’

      
      ‘Gird always said nothing’s easy that’s any good – isn’t that right?’ The other woman faced Rahi with a challenging stare.

      
      ‘But are you really afraid he’ll change the Code?’ asked Rahi. ‘I’m not the only woman who’s a marshal, you know.’ But some
         gave it up, she reminded herself. Some went home, back to a family if they had one, or to start a second family if they’d
         lost husband and children. When she ran through the list in her mind, perhaps half the women who had won marshal’s rank still
         held it. In her own grange, fewer women came to the drills as the memory of war faded, as fear of invasion lessened. She had
         not pushed them, she suddenly realized, as she pushed the men – she had accepted all the usual reasons: pregnancy, a new baby,
         a sick child, an ailing husband or parent.
      

      
      ‘It’s not just the training,’ the other woman – Lia – went on. ‘Who wants to fight in a war, after all? I was too young for
         fighting then; I train now because Arya tells me I should. Without her, I’d wait until trouble came before I picked up a sword.
         But the rest – you know how it was. Under the lords’ rule, women could hold no land, even as tenants; in the city, women couldn’t
         rent buildings or speak before a court for themselves. Father’s daughter; husband’s wife; son’s mother – that’s how it was for all but the mageborn ladies. My mother was a widow; she had no son. She had to ask her brother for
         houseroom for us, and I had to take him for my da. If the war hadn’t come, he’d have married me to the tanner’s son, and taken
         his share of the bride-price. The mageborn didn’t have that problem – that woman everyone calls the Autumn Rose, or the Rosemage—’
      

      
      Rahi snorted; she couldn’t help herself. Arya grinned. ‘I remember what you called her, Rahi.’

      
      ‘Don’t say it!’ Rahi help up a hand, chuckling. ‘I’ve been told often enough how rude I was. Am. And if my mother were alive,
         she’d say throwing a name at someone is like throwing mud at the sky. It always comes back on you.’
      

      
      ‘But what I meant was it was different for them,’ said the younger woman, earnestly. ‘Their ladies had the right to choose;
         they had the right to learn weaponscraft—’
      

      
      ‘Easy, Lia,’ said Arya. ‘Rahi knows all that, none better.’ She took the younger woman’s hand in hers, squeezed it. ‘Rahi’s
         not going to let her da, even the Marshal-General that he is, change the laws back and put free women under men’s thumbs again.’ The look
         she gave Rahi said Are you? as clearly as words.
      

      
      Rahi shook her head, and bit into the bread as if she hadn’t eaten in days. It made her uncomfortable, the way so many women
         acted around her, as if she were a sort of Marshal-General for women, and Gird was the one for men. Whenever she traveled,
         women would come to her with their problems, things their own marshals should have handled, things she had no idea how to
         handle. She supposed she deserved it: she had been the first, and the arguments she’d used on Gird still seemed reasonable.
         But when she heard them coming back at her from someone else’s mouth – and when some women went far beyond anything she’d
         ever meant – she never knew what to say.
      

      
      They didn’t want to hear what she really thought. If she had had a family to go back to . . . if she had been able to bear
         children . . . she would not be a marshal. She would have been happy to center a family as her mother had; she would have
         enjoyed (as, in her short time as a young wife, she had enjoyed) the close friendship of other women in a farming village;
         she would have liked growing into the authority the old grannies had, when younger women came to her for help, one of the
         endless dance of women who passed on the knowledge and power that came with the gift of life. The peasant folk had always
         had a place for those who loved for pleasure, not bearing, but most of those married for children, and loved where they would.
         She had no way to understand those who were content outside the family structure, women who not only loved women but wanted
         no home as she knew it, wanted no children.
      

      
      And even with those whose needs she understood, she felt she was the wrong person to help. She wasn’t the right age, the right
         status. To be one of the old grannies, you had to be a wife and mother first; you had to give the blood of birthing, the milk
         of suckling, proving your power to give life to the family, before you could share it abroad. She was no granny; she was barren,
         a widow, a scarred freak who would not fit in. The comfort she had felt at the dance vanished, and she blinked back the tears
         that stung her eyes, hoping the others did not notice, and finished her meal. Her past was gone, no use crying over it. That
         cottage would not rise from the rubble; those poisoned fields would not bear grain in her lifetime, and Parin would not rise
         from the dead to hold her in his arms, however she dreamed of it. And hers was not the only such loss; the only thing to do was go on. She struggled to regain the vision that had brought
         her to Fin Panir. She had said she would do what her people needed; if these women needed her, she must be what they asked.
      

      
      ‘I don’t think Gird would change the Code that way,’ she said slowly. ‘Not just for me, but because he really does believe
         in a fair rule for everyone. But I’ll keep my eye on it, how about that?’
      

      
      ‘And on that luap of his,’ said Arya, scowling. Rahi looked up, startled. He had seemed loyal to Gird, these last years –
         was he changing?
      

      
      ‘What about him?’

      
      Lia sniffed, and Arya’s scowl deepened. ‘He’s too thick wi’ that Autumn Rose, is what. And that old woman that brought fancy
         cloths for the altar in the Hall, she’s been telling him he’s a prince—’
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