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Gemen Elfrida knelt on the cold stone floor in her place in the Temple, surrounded by her fellow Grey Robes, chanting the praises of the Goddess and contemplating the Heart of Power, the physical representation of the Bright Goddess, and the powerful core of all worship in the Temple. The Great Temple of Merina was as much home to her as any place on earth, and she found no difficulty in losing herself to prayer-trance when she knelt here.

The Heart, which hung suspended from the ceiling in the middle of the Temple, was said to have been a piece of the Sun, the body of the Goddess, fallen from heaven, still burning when it landed on this spot. The Temple had been built specifically to house it, and over the years Temple craftsmen had adorned it lavishly. According to legend, it had originally been a strange glowing rock, but since the time it had come to earth it had been coated in gold and set with so many massed rubies that the gold was entirely invisible. This was not the only Temple in the world with a relic of the One Who Dwells Beyond the Stars in it, but it was one of the holiest. Others might be larger, more beautifully adorned, or known for more miracles, but Gemen Elfrida would rather have been here than anywhere else.

The Heart hung from the very center of the vaulted ceiling, with no other decoration than the ribs of the vaulting, which led the eye inexorably to the Heart no matter which direction one looked to begin with. It sparkled in any available light, even the faint candlelight of the first of the night rituals, and thus drew the attention of the worshipers toward heaven, where the Goddess dwelt. That was as it should be, since most of those worshiping here rather than in their parish Temples were of the Four Orders, either vowed Gemen or Novices, rather than ordinary citizens of Merina. The Great Temple of Merina was not a place for romantic assignations, gossip, or other intrusions from the mundane world—intrusions that occurred all too often in other Temples.

Since most of the Temple community, whatever the color of their robes, knew the chants to the Goddess without having to read them, there were frequently more people looking at the Heart than at their chant-books, anyway. It was always possible to tell who was truly pious by the degree to which they buried their noses in their chant-books.

Gemen Elfrida suddenly came out of the half-trance which the chanting always put her into and realized that something was looking at her, by the faint feeling of presence and a sense that someone wanted her.

Who could it be at this hour? Or—perhaps I should ask, what could it be—

Focusing her weary eyes closer to where she knelt—not without difficulty for, like the rest of her, her eyes were not as young and flexible as they once had been—she saw that it was an angel, one of the smaller ones who served as messengers for the Goddess. For a moment, she felt the flutter of excitement and exaltation that always came when she was privileged to see a heavenly visitant, a flutter than never failed to stir her with elation, no matter how many angels she saw—and by now, over the years, she had quite lost count.

Of course, that could simply be due to my failing and too-frail mortal memory!

It stood to one side of the altar, nearer to the rows of kneeling figures than to the altar itself. It might have been taken for one of the acolytes, except that it was in no way ordinary in appearance. Like all of its kind, its face was sexless and inhumanly lovely, and the power contained within it gave the illusion that it was glowing with its own light. The power it held carried out beyond its head and shoulders, giving the feeling of a vast pair of wings rising from the shoulders, and a halo of brightness about its head furthered the impression of Light. There could be no mistaking it for anything other than what it was, and Elfrida spared a moment of pity for her daughter and granddaughter, who could not see such messengers in all their terrible beauty.

As soon as it saw that it had her attention, it lifted an arm from its side, a gesture as graceful as its face was beautiful, and pointed in the direction of the royal palace.

Gemen Elfrida stifled a sigh of weariness and bowed her head, signifying assent to the angel and either exhaustion or piety to anyone else watching. She was quite sure that no one else could see this particular angel, even though several members of the Temple were able to see most angels. This one was sent to her alone, to tell her that now, instead of returning to her room at the Temple and sleeping between the end of this ritual and the beginning of the next one, she would need to resume her worldly identity and be in her suite at the palace. Someone would be looking for her there tonight.

One does not normally have angels trailing one about like eager young pages with messages to be heard. Something else must have gone badly wrong. She knew what it had to be, of course; Emperor Balthasar and his Imperial Army had been threatening in the direction of Merina for some time now, but within recent weeks, the threat had turned much more immediate. There had been some faint hope even a few days ago that he might be lured by another, richer plum—the Sarcen lands with their pearls and silks, perhaps. There had even been a hope that he might be bribed or bought away from Merina. Tonight, in all probability, all other plans and hopes must have failed, and that threat must have become a reality.

Which meant that Balthasar, leading the largest conquering army this world had ever seen, was marching to take their tiny haven.

And we are in no case to withstand an army.

Fortunately, at night the Gemen did not speak to each other, and she would not be missed here unless she did not return for the next ritual. And even if she were not in her place then, no one would search for her until morning. It was not unknown for a Gemen to sleep through some of the rituals of the hours of darkness; everyone did it occasionally. One could not take full vows until one was at least thirty-five, which meant that a large proportion of the Gemen were quite old, indeed, and as Elfrida could readily testify, the elderly were in need of more rest than the youthful and vigorous.

And I feel my years more with every passing day. A heavy, though invisible, cloak of exhaustion dropped on her shoulders. This double life she was leading did not help. She would have been mortally glad to take her aching knees and creaking ankles back to her own tiny cell for her well-earned rest—but it did not appear that she was going to get that chance. So, once the services were over, instead of returning to her room, Gemen Elfrida stepped quietly into a side hallway, followed it to the lowest level of the Temple, and entered a secret passage known only to her and to the Archpriestess Verit.

The passage ran between Temple and palace, with carefully hidden branches to several other places in the city and kingdom of Merina. The stone hallway was dark, cool, perhaps a bit damp. A trick of construction deadened all footfalls so that one could not hear them more than a few feet away.

Near the entrance to the palace there was an alcove containing a chest, a stool, a small table with a mirror on it, and a lamp hanging from a spike in the stone wall. Gemen Elfrida lit the lamp, opened the chest, removed an ornate brocade bedrobe and a box of cosmetics, changed out of her shapeless grey habit and into the robe, and carefully began to make up her face. The bedrobe was a bit warmer than the habit, but correspondingly heavier—and the duties it represented weighed more heavily on her than any weight of cloth.

When she was done, no one would have recognized Gemen Elfrida, who had spent the last two years under vows in the Temple. But anyone in the city would have recognized Adele, the Dowager Queen of Merina, the Reverend One, who was the secular head of the Temple, just as the Archpriestess Verit was its spiritual head.

Adele blew out the lamp, checked through a spyhole in the wall to be sure her bedchamber was empty, and opened the secret panel beside her bed. The panel was heavier than it looked, though easier to move than one might have thought. Whoever had made this particular entrance had taken thought to the fact that those who were to use it would probably not be in the prime years of their lives. It was wood-faced on the side of the chamber, carved wood that hid the seams, but backed with stone so that there would be no betraying “hollow” sound should anyone test for such things. Most of the doors into the hidden passageways were built to deceive in that way. It pivoted on a clever center-point, making it easy for an old woman with stiff joints and tired muscles to swing open and closed again. There were no servants here, although with her rank she should have had at least a body servant—under the guise of piety she had dismissed them all soon after she began this double existence, knowing that a servant would notice if her bed had not been slept in.

After closing the hidden door behind her and locking it in place, she got wearily into bed, determined to catch what little sleep she could before she was looked for. She had a feeling that she was going to need all the rest she could get in the days to come.

Sleep eluded her for a moment, though. She quelled the urge to go hunting a servant to find out what had happened. Patience was a virtue, and impatience likely to bring little reward in this case. It was quite likely that no one, not even Princess Shelyra, who was now in charge of the corps of spies and information-gatherers, knew what “was going wrong” yet. The angel had been sent to tell her that she would be needed, not that she was needed at that particular moment. Once she had signified she understood, it had, of course, vanished.

That was the problem with these otherworldly visitants. They never bothered to explain themselves.

The chill sheets warmed to her body, and she began to relax. This one worldly comfort she would miss when her time came to become Elfrida in truth. The beds in the Temple cloisters were not particularly comfortable, since the thoughts of the Gemen were supposed to be on the Goddess and not on their bodies....

Though it might be easier to concentrate on the Goddess if one’s bones weren’t aching. I understand the need to forget the comforts and indulgences of the world, but if we put in benches for those who cannot kneel, should we not make allowances for those whose joints ache at night?

Perhaps when the time came for her to replace Verit, she could see about that one tiny reform.

Provided they all survived what the emperor had planned for Merina, of course.

And with that cheerful thought, the sleep she had sought finally relented and came to her.
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The woman in the great curtained bed awoke, but she neither moved nor opened her eyes, though she was as alert as one of the emperor’s well-trained scouts. Over the years her five senses had been honed deliberately to the sharpness of a well-kept dagger’s edge—and with them was that slowly awakening sixth sense which was the private gift of her house and breed. She used that now—questing forth as a spider would loose a thread.

Yes, the room had been invaded. Under the heavy cover her hand moved cautiously. She dared to raise her eyelids a fraction. There was no light; still she sought a shadow within the dark.

Her hand was above her head now, her fingers under the edge of the wide pillow, to close on what she sought—the hilt of a slender but deadly skirt-knife, one forged to be hidden in dress folds by day, make no betraying ridge in a sleeping place by night. A weapon whose worth she had proven twice in years past and was ready to put to the test again, here and now.

Her left hand slipped as silently as a watersnake toward the other side of the bed until she touched firm, warm flesh. Her finger tapped twice before she spoke. Her sense of smell had come to her aid now—there was the faintest whiff of moltanleaf soap.

“Well, Shelyra, so you have again been exploring the inner ways and found a new path to astound us?”

There was an exclamation in the dark, half chagrin, half irritation.

“And you have gained full night sight, dear aunt?” The voice was soft, but low for a woman.

“I have the eyes I was born with, but you are less accomplished in lurking than you think, my dear niece. Someday you may play such a trick and find Skita awaiting you with attention for some part of your body you have no wish to have harmed—a most regretful happening for us all.”

Lydana, of the House of the Tiger, ruler of the great port of Merina, both state and city, sat up in bed. She had given no order, but a lamp flared to a revealing glow.

The one who held it was only a child in height. However, her slender, finely-boned body, with its ivory-hued skin, was that of a well-developed woman, and her narrowed eyes were not to be found in any youngling’s face.

The invader strode into that same circle of light. This, too, was a woman, or rather a girl not so far into the womanhood she craved. She had the same slightly imperious features as the queen, still softened by youth. Her dark hair had been plaited and anchored to her head, with a small metal circlet locking it in place. Beside the lamp-bearer she seemed to tower, her body covered with a tight fitting, one-piece black garment, broken only by the belt from which swung the sheathed blades of both a skirt-knife and a hunter’s longer blade.

What skin she showed was weather-browned, and save for the small jut of her breasts, she might have been a lad. She made a face directly at the lamp-holder and without invitation moved to seat herself on the foot of the bed.

Once in position, she slewed around to face the queen directly and held out one hand. On the palm lay an oval box no larger than an amble nut, fully coated by black enamel, making it seem as dull as any stone one might pick up from one of the out-wall roads.

Lydana stared at it for a moment. There was no change in her usual carefully maintained impassivity of face, but this, here and now, was a shock.

“Who?” she asked shortly.

“I think—” Shelyra hesitated, and her mouth twisted as if she had bitten into something bitter. “Rosthen.”

“You think—”

The girl shifted and there was a shadow of fear mixed with disgust on her young face. “The under-ones had been at him. He lay just within the fourth entrance. There—there was a quarrel between his shoulders—and a blood trail. He was not struck down where he last fell.” She kept her voice steady, Lydana noted, despite the fact that she must surely be shaken. Yes, this brother’s daughter was of the true blood.

Swiftly, the queen leaned forward and took the small box. The nail of her forefinger touched the hidden clasp and the box opened with some force, the reason plain, for it had been so tightly stuffed that there must have been a good strain on its tiny hinges.

Without any order, the small woman moved her lamp closer so that its light fell clearly across the page Lydana smoothed out. Lydana read the beginning lines and for the first time her voice cracked.

“To the Reverend One,” she said, holding the message closer to her as she slid out of bed.

Skita trotted ahead, lamp in hand, Lydana and Shelyra close behind. It was the younger woman who swept aside a panel of brilliant embroidery allowing Lydana room to press the small locks. Within this ancient pile of a palace there were many underways, and those of the House of the Tiger learned to make use of them from childhood on, carefully schooled in strange locks, presses, and twists and turns of narrow, hidden ways and stairs.

They did not have far to go. Skita stood aside and allowed the queen to tap four times on a smooth panel set in the wall. There was a pause, then it opened.

Facing them was Lydana’s mother, Shelyra’s grandmother, the Dowager Queen Adele, who was in the process of making the change from the full life of the court of Merina to the dimmer outer life, brighter inner life, of the Temple of the Heart of Power.

“There is trouble?” Adele’s voice held a note of breathlessness and Lydana wondered if she had been right in late suspicions. Adele’s years were many and the last two of transition seemed to exhaust her. Lydana knew that Adele spent a great deal of time at the Temple and frequently wondered why her mother was still at court at all. In looking at the small figure using the door frame to hold herself upright, her face shadowed by the dim light in the room behind her, Lydana could foresee her own fate. People who did not know called them blessed, but she sometimes felt rather that they had been burdened by a curse. Though Adele had appeared to welcome the transition with a quiet joy, she still clung to life at court as well, and her divided life was draining her.

Until menopause, all the true daughters of the Tiger were as other women. Oh, they had small skills which, if they were wise, they exercised. But when menopause befell them there began the great change—certain talents long lying dormant arose and forced their owner to exercise them. It was then that she who ruled the House and Merina herself must surrender temporal power for spiritual and yet, it was rumored, take on a heavier burden of marshaling out-world forces for the protection of all.

They would well need such forces, Lydana thought grimly, seeing the full might of the worst menace of their world and time was now turned against them. Which brought back her mind to the message.

“Shelyra found—Rosthen—”

She saw her mother’s thin hands rise to make the Blessing-for-the-Dead sign.

“He had managed in spite of his wound to reach the fourth way. He was carrying this.” She held out the paper.

“Rosthen was the first of our Ears and Eyes,” Adele said. “Read what message he gave his life for us to have.” 

“Balthasar moves—there is no defense against his forces. Behind him stands one Apolon—a high servant of the Dark. Apolon wants the Heart and all it holds.”

Adele drew a deep breath, close to a sigh. She raised her hands again in a gesture they well knew, and they stood silent as the old woman’s eyes closed. She was seeking a prayer-trance, striving to expand her opening powers to their aid.

The minute seemed very long before Adele’s eyes opened and she sighed again. “So be it,” she said quietly. “Merina lives or dies by our decision. Let us think on what must be done and gather again at the third hour.”

Lydana bowed her head, noting her mother’s absent-minded use of the Temple’s schedule. The Temple broke the day into hours, beginning at dawn. Meeting again at the third hour would allow all of them to breakfast before making what would doubtless be a difficult decision. Shelyra seemed about to speak, but her aunt frowned and she remained silent. They trailed back through the passage to the queen’s chamber.

“We must rouse the guard—the guilds—” the girl burst out even as the panel closed behind them. Lydana shook her head.

“This Emperor Balthasar is pitiless. And now he holds near all our world within his iron-gloved fist. Child, you have never seen a city put to plunder—blood of all, even children, running in the street gutters, torture, death by the thousands. Do you wish that for Merina? I have seen—overseas—the taking of a town—” The queen’s eyes closed for a moment and her mouth tightened. “It was such a sight as might greet one thrust into hell. Do you think our small levies who mainly police our streets, our untrained guildsmen, can stand against an army which has nothing but victories in its wake?”

“But—” Shelyra protested. Lydana continued mercilessly. As well that the girl hear the full truth, with no sugar-coating.

“Balthasar covets Merina and her rich trade—this we have known for years. He cannot be bought off, for he must be supreme wherever his shadow falls—that is his nature. Now Rosthen—may the Angels of Warriors bear him swiftly to the Place of Peace—has brought us worse news. I have heard something of this Apolon, but very little. He keeps to the shadows behind the emperor’s throne and perhaps because of that he is even more deadly. If he possesses dark powers, then he can indeed bring unchancy influences to bear on the man who believes he is his master. Apolon wants the Heart—I believe that Rosthen brought us the blackest of warnings.”

“But”—the girl was fingering the hilt of her longer knife—”the Heart is above all sorceries—”

“The Heart is earth-rooted now in the Archpriestess Verit. She is powerful—and she has those of the cloister for her guard. But it may be that a single life can stand between this Apolon and what he wants.”

“Then what do we do? Go—load ourselves with slave chains to greet Balthasar lying on our face in the dust?”

“We do as the Reverend One has suggested: we think. Go now and rest, child. Morning’s problems will come soon enough.”

Shelyra went—with visible reluctance. But Lydana did not return to her bed. Skita had set the lamp on a small table and had gone to a tall wardrobe, where she pulled out a suit much like that Shelyra wore. She tossed it on the bed, added cape and a pair of boot-shoes. Lydana smiled.

“You are right, my war-sprite, we must seek council of our own. If one seeks to learn of weapons, one goes to him who knows them best. So be it.”

She changed quickly into the black clothing, pulling the cowl of the cape well over her head. Skita had assembled similar clothing from a box near the door. She did not pick up the lamp, not needing the light for a way they both knew well and had used often before. A narrow hall, steps, a low door from which moisture rose in beads. Then they were at the small landing and into a dull brown craft, lacking all insignia, like any other which might be in common use.

The canals laced Merina. Though the city was not directly on the seacoast, it was a prime port because of those same canals. On the other hand, they made the city difficult to patrol as one would a land-bound town. Lydana was well aware that smugglers and others of even darker occupations knew well their ways through the waterways. But she also knew of the probity of her police and the fact that they were loyal to the Tiger. Balthasar had never striven to hold a waterlogged city before. He might find it more difficult than he expected. She put that thought carefully to the back of her mind, hoping it would ripen well and bear usable fruit.
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“Go to bed, child,” she says. As if I have not been commanding all of our spies for the past three years and more! As if Grandmother had not put their command directly into my hand! As if I had not been accepted by the Horse Lords as a chief among them! They don’t call me “child” and send me to bed! Shelyra seethed with resentment, taking shelter in that emotion from other feelings—

Fear, for one: a soul-chilling, profoundly depressed fear. Her aunt thought she did not understand the situation—and perhaps, up until a few hours ago, she had not. But now the Emperor Balthasar and his all-conquering armies were no longer a distant threat but a reality. Now he had struck down, not some stranger in another land, but someone she knew, someone she had worked with, someone who trusted her—and he had done so on the very threshold of her city.

If he could do that so easily, what else could he do? More to the point, what couldn’t he do?

She stepped softly along the ancient hallway, as the few candles left burning at this time of night made dim, honey-colored puddles of light on the polished wood of the floors and walls. Out of habit, she traced a path that wound back and forth along the hall in a most peculiar manner. Had anyone been watching, they might have thought her drunk with strong spirit, had her steps not been so steady.

She was neither drunk nor weary; she was avoiding the boards that creaked. This entire hallway was a trap for the thief, the assassin, the stranger; no one who was not intimately familiar with the “singing hall” could avoid the randomly placed boards. She knew every one of those boards in the halls of this palace, and in the Summer Palace across the river. There wasn’t a great deal that she didn’t know about those two buildings, actually. Certainly she had long ago ferreted out every secret of those most secretive and ancient structures.

Not even Grandmother or Aunt Lydana knows all of the secrets, the passages, the spy holes, the hidden doors— As a tiny child she had stumbled on the first of the passageways, discovering a way out of her nursery that no one else seemed to know about. As a means of escape when she was supposed to be asleep or otherwise incarcerated away from the fascinating activities of grownups, the discovery had meant more to her than sweets or toys—and she had set about discovering more.

Eventually, her grandmother Adele had shown her all the secret ways that she knew, but Shelyra’s own explorations had more than doubled that knowledge.

She made use of one of her secrets when she was halfway down the hall, stepping aside into a deep pool of shadow, slipping into it like a moving shadow herself. Setting three of the fingers of her right hand into the centers of three carved flowers, she pushed, lightly, as she pulled on another section of the carved panel with her left. The whole panel rotated silently about a center-post, allowing her to slip inside the hollow wall.

With the faintest of clicks the panel closed again, leaving her in the thick, velvety darkness of the hidden passageway. She relaxed, marginally, once she was safely inside. Even if the emperor had inserted spies in the House of the Tiger, those spies would never trace her movements in here.

I am a mouse in the walls. Or, perhaps, a serpent—with a very sharp tooth. Her right hand caressed the hilt of her longer knife, the gift of the Horse Lords, and she reached out for the wall of the passageway with her left, before stepping out confidently into the darkness. The floor boards in here did not squeak, needless to say.

There were no spy holes along this passage, which led ultimately to her own bedroom, twisting and turning as it wound its way around the rooms that lay in her path. She smiled to herself, though without humor. Neither her aunt nor that odd little manikin she kept as her servant had yet discovered how she could come and go from her aunt’s rooms at will and without discovery. Not a mouse, nor a serpent. A spirit of darkness, a dream, a vision that haunts the palace, I go where I will, shrouded and protected by the shadows.

A charming conceit; but now was not the time for conceits or fancies. Her hand slipped along the polished surface of the inner wall, warning her of the turnings, even if she had lost track of the number of steps to each one. Occasionally the passage seemed to come to a dead end; that was deceptive, and would certainly have fooled any one unfamiliar with the hidden ways. Those dead ends were the only times when the wall was pierced by a door; her hands felt for the clever, shallow hand- and footholds before her, and she climbed, then crawled along the top of the door frame, and descended again, all without thinking about it.

Inside she seethed with frustration and anxiety. She had been prepared, mentally, for a battle; it seemed her aunt was going to hand the entire kingdom over tamely. We must fight. Surely we must fight! But how? As her aunt had pointed out, Merina had no army, and never had possessed one. The kings and queens of the past had relied on clever alliances, bribery, blackmail, and the occasional purchase of a mercenary company to keep them safe from the wiles of others. When the rulers of Merina could not buy the safety of their city, they could ensure that safety through judicious use of the information gathered by a network of spies that monarchs of greater lands might well envy.

But as her Aunt Lydana had rightly pointed out tonight, nothing and no one could prevail against the juggernaut that Emperor Balthasar currently had bearing down upon them. Misdirection had not worked, nor had blackmail, and Shelyra had instructed her agents to try both. Not that Balthasar had led a blameless life—but his power over his land and people was so absolute that he simply could not be blackmailed, for he did not care what information was revealed about him. In fact, the worse it was, the more he seemed to find it—amusing.

That left bribery and alliances. But the allies had already fallen, or were quaking in fear, awaiting their own turn—and as for bribery, well, why should the emperor accept the pittances of a bribe when he could so easily take everything that he wanted?

The queen had done everything she could to avoid this moment, everything both overt and covert. Only assassination had not been tried, and that was not to be thought of. No matter how much blood the emperor had on his hands, to murder him or to plan to murder him would put his death on their souls. Murder was a terrible sin and not to be contemplated seriously. On that, all three of them had agreed.

Though Aunt and I agree on little else, it seems. Lydana persisted in thinking of Shelyra as a hotheaded child, wild and impulsive. Well, she had been those things, but a season with the Horse Lords had taught her better. Her temper was still hot, but although she might give tongue to her anger in private, she no longer acted on it, nor did she show it in public. She could plan as calculatedly as Adele, and as craftily as Lydana—yes, and carry those plans out, too!

But the queen still did not see how she had changed; she saw only the child whose antics had made chaos of the palace time and time again.

And she did not see how her unvarying attitude exasperated her niece and brought that famous temper to the boiling point, over and over.

Strange how people can care so much about each other and be so incapable of understanding each other! Shelyra knew that she certainly did not understand her aunt—her grandmother’s mysticism was easy to grasp, although she did not share it, but the queen’s attitude towards the Heart and all it stood for was baffling. At times she acted as if she believed—and yet did not want to admit that she believed. As if the very idea embarrassed her.

As for Shelyra herself—well, she had never seen an angel, and she didn’t expect to now. There were perfectly practical explanations for much of what went on in the cloister, and as for the rest—it didn’t concern her. Practical things, now—those concerned her. Things like—how to defend this city of theirs! And how to ensure her own safety in the process. Let Grandmother call upon angels and Ministers of Grace to defend her—Shelyra would rely on Horse Lord steel and Gypsy lore.

Shelyra’s questing hands touched what was a dead end: the end of this passage, the hidden door into her own rooms. But she paused before fingering the catch that opened the door in the headboard of her bed.

There must be something I can do now. It was going to be a long night, and a sleepless one. I wouldn’t be able to sleep, anyway. Every time I closed my eyes, I’d see—the body—

Convulsive shudders shook her for a moment, and nausea made her gorge rise, choking off her breath. She swallowed with difficulty and leaned weakly against the wall as her knees threatened to give out beneath her.

This is not the first time I have seen a dead man, she reminded herself again. There was poor Taz, who was trampled by the stampeding herd—that maid who just dropped over dead in the hallway— Finally she got a grip on herself, straightened, and took thought for the hours ahead.

Take thought for the future: how could one fight in a city that had surrendered?

Fight from the shadows? Use strike-and-run tactics?

Any war waged in Merina would have to be fought covertly. Between the guards and those guildsmen who could be persuaded to show some spine, a steady war of attrition might be waged successfully along the streets and the canals. Shelyra had to assume that the Great Palace would be lost, of course—but the Summer Palace was not as attractive a structure for conquest and lay across the river. Once the bridges were taken, the Summer Palace would be out of reach, theoretically, of the city.

She smiled mirthlessly. Little they knew!

Little even her aunt knew—although she suspected that Adele was aware of the under-river passage between a certain stone bridge support and the Summer Palace. Certainly Grandmother knows of the twin to it that leads from the palace to the temple. How and why it had been made through the solid rock of the riverbed, Shelyra had no notion—it was older than the bridge, and certainly as old as the Summer Palace.

Assume, then, covert warfare between the invaders and the natives. There were things that she would want—no, need—that lay here and in the Summer Palace, and she needed to get those things to safe concealment—just in case the invaders did take the Summer Palace.

And the safest place of concealment? In the Summer Palace itself! Even if the palace was taken, there was the palace within the palace....

Or rather, there existed a certain set of hidden chambers, chambers reached only by more of those secret passages, chambers that had not been disturbed in at least a dozen generations until Shelyra stumbled on them. Why would anyone look for her, or for her secrets, within the Summer Palace once it was captured?

Very well. She had a goal, for this night at least, and probably for the next few nights, until the emperor’s army finally arrived. She would set up hiding places and escape routes for herself, stock them with money and stores, plant disguises there. And she would have to work quickly.

Fortunately, most of what she wanted already lay in her armory in the Summer Palace. The things she needed from here, she could carry in a single pack.

She tripped the catch, and the center panel of the headboard of her bed slid aside, allowing her to crawl out over her pillows and onto the mattress. The soft featherbed tempted her not at all; she was too tense, every nerve afire, to want even to lie down for a moment.

There was a night-lamp burning beside the bed, lending light as bright as day to someone who had just spent as much time as she had in the pitchy blackness of the hidden passageways. She scrambled out of the bed and went straight to her massive closet, a closet that took up one entire wall. She opened the door nearest the wall, taking up a leather pack from among her hunting gear and opening a single cabinet within the closet, ignoring the chest of jewelry and the selection of sumptuous gowns next to it.

I will take some of the jewels, later—but only such as can be easily disposed of. The gowns glowed softly in the warm candlelight, luxury enough to tempt even the hardest female heart under ordinary circumstances. Shelyra let her hand caress the sapphire velvet sleeve of one, briefly, in a moment of regret. It was likely to be a long time before she had a chance to wear such gowns again—if ever.

Then she turned her full attention to the walnut cabinet. This cabinet must be quite, quite empty if the invaders took possession of the palace, for it held secrets she doubted anyone knew she possessed, other than the ones who had entrusted them to her.

The secrets the shaman of the Horse Lords and the Gypsies of the city had taught her ranged along the inside of the cabinet, each in its own little, stoppered vial or leather sheath. The vials resembled perfumes; innocuous—and deadly. Some of them, at least.

And with them, the means of their delivery and other strange weapons—and the rest of the gear her stalking-by-night required. She moved quickly and surely, filling the pack until it bulged, and finally lacing the top shut with an effort. She stepped back and surveyed the closet with satisfaction.

There was no longer any sign that Princess Shelyra, Designated Daughter of the House of the Tiger, was anything other than a perfectly ordinary young noblewoman with an occasional interest in hunting.

Good. But they may wonder at the empty cabinet.... She took every vial and jar from her dressing-table and ranged them along the shelves. There. That’s better. No reason why I shouldn’t have kept precious cosmetics and perfumes out of reach of the servants. They are very expensive, after all, and I wouldn’t want the servants to have access to them. She cast one more look around the room to make certain she had left nothing of her “real” self behind.

But she had been both swift and thorough. There was nothing here, not even in the many hiding places the room and the furniture in it afforded, that would give any clue to Shelyra’s true nature. Let Balthasar and his agents look for a pampered princess when she disappeared; they would look in vain.

Time to go. She slung the pack over her back and moved to another section of the wall, this time beside her fireplace. A section of the vast, tiled facade swung aside, and she stooped and vanished within.

There was much to do—and too little time until dawn.
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Adele went back to bed after the others departed, slipping back into the warmth of blankets and smooth sheets with decidedly mixed feelings.

There was the sourness of fear for herself; the sharp stab of anxiety for her daughter and granddaughter—but there was a certain underlying sense of relief, and not just because the waiting was at an end.

She had wished any number of times to be able to leave court and devote her entire life to the Temple, and now she would get her wish. In a few short days, a week at most, she would be able to become Gemen Elfrida in truth. Adele would be gone forever, and with her all the trouble and exhaustion of her dual identity. But the cost was horrible.

Nothing is ever going to be the same again.

She turned over on her side and cradled her head against her arm. She wanted to weep, to weep for her city as well as for herself and her kin. No matter what happened, something would be lost. Lives, property—Balthasar’s people, balked of a fight, would cause trouble. The only surety was that it would be less costly than a fight, in terms of lives and pain.

But there was one problem, now relatively minor in the light of the threat descending on them, that had been solved for her, and that was the cause of her leavening feeling of relief. She knew that Lydana had been wondering why her mother was leading a double life, why she had not simply entered the Temple two years ago. Lydana did not realize, and Adele did not wish to tell her, that the ruling queen was unfit to be even the secular head of the Temple. And as if that was not bad enough, Shelyra was even worse as far as spiritual matters went.

My dear family—how could they ever understand? But how could I ever have let them take control of something they could not handle? The pair of them are as suited to dealing with spiritual matters as sheep are suited to flying.

As ever, acknowledging this made a lump rise in her throat, and a sense of having been cheated in some way overcame her for a moment before she shunted it away. She had not been cheated; Lydana and Shelyra were their own persons, and no one had the right to assume that they would be younger copies of Adele herself. Yet—the women of the Tiger had carried that inner something that made them true daughters of the Goddess for as far back as the records went, and it hardly seemed fair that this unbroken tradition should break now.

Yet, it had. Neither the princess nor the queen was suited to take the chair beside the altar. This had been made unmistakably plain to Adele about five years earlier, when the three of them had ridden out of the city together on a hunt. They had been a bit ahead of the rest of their entourage when an angel had appeared before them. Adele saw and heard it quite plainly, but Shelyra had remarked that the white deer was too beautiful to kill and tried to frighten it away before the rest of the hunt caught up with them. The angel had departed, looking amused, and Adele had wondered if the fact that Shelyra was her son’s daughter instead of her daughter’s was what made her unable to see it for what it was. But when she questioned Lydana, she discovered that all that her daughter had seen was a bright light! It had been most upsetting to Adele to discover that both her heirs were blind and deaf to messages from the Goddess. How could either of them sit in the high chair before the altar next to the archpriestess when they hadn’t the sight to know what was happening before their eyes?

She tossed, wincing as her back warned her that her movement had been too abrupt. If I were a carriage driver, how could I turn the reins over to someone who could not see the horses, did not understand the horses, and was not certain they even existed?

Lydana had reluctantly accepted the secular rulership of Merina when her brother died, but her unease whenever the subject was mentioned had made it clear that sheep would be flying in flocks above the Temple spire before she felt any joy about taking on the nonsecular tasks. So Adele, although she turned the kingdom over to Lydana, had retained her position as secular head of the Temple. She had hoped that time would improve things for Lydana, or that her daughter would suddenly discover her vocation. Neither had occurred. When the time came for any Temple ceremony, Lydana acted like a young boy forced to play at house with his younger sisters: stiff, resentful, and wishing profoundly to be elsewhere.

Now none of them would hold either position; Balthasar’s coming had seen to that.

A stab of sorrow as deep as pain pierced her, and her eyes stung with unshed tears. Loss, loss, and more loss. Things were about to change drastically, and she could not foresee how and where they would change, nor what the outcome would be.

For a moment, she felt a cold hand of fear clutching at her throat. Her certain life, which had been progressing exactly as she had planned, was being swept from beneath her. The Emperor Balthasar was like the tide: nothing would stop him—at least at the present. She was no stranger to change, but it had always been change that she herself had orchestrated. Now it was all out of her hands. She could neither control nor predict the outcome. She suffered that chill of fear for a moment longer, then resolutely drove it away.

Surely Lydana was planning a way to escape in disguise even now—and as for Shelyra, her forays among the Gypsy clans gave her any number of allies she could turn to. Probably both of them had slipped out of the palace already, planning their means of escape and setting up places to hide. That was what she would have done if she were younger. In fact, now her dual identity would serve a greater purpose than she had anticipated. When she vanished, the emperor might well look for a new Gemen among the rest, and if he found one, he might well assume it was her. But Gemen Elfrida had been serving in the Temple for two years; she was not new, she was familiar to all the rest. Even if the emperor had spies planted around the Temple, he would have no reason to think that Gemen Elfrida and Adele were one and the same. She could even stage her own death—in fact, that was not a bad idea. The emperor would have no reason to go looking for a woman he supposed was dead.

She hoped that Lydana and Shelyra had plans that were as sound. Certainly Shelyra had established an identity among the Gypsy clans a long time ago—an identity that Lydana was quite unaware of. If the queen had known, she might well have been horrified at the very thought.

But if Shelyra and Lydana had guises as complete as Adele’s—and ways to escape the palace that were as clever as a feigned death—perhaps all was not dark yet.

And probably neither of them think for a moment that I might guess what they are doing. What was it about younger people that made them certain they could hide what they were doing from their elders? She knew the look she had seen in Shelyra’s eyes, the look that bespoke a sleepless night. And she knew its mate in Lydana’s eyes, the sudden opaqueness that told her that her daughter was planning something she thought her mother might not approve of. I have known them all their lives, they have known me less than half that time; does it not occur to either of them that I have more practice in reading their intentions, since I knew them when they were unable to cloak those intentions?

Well, doubtless, her own mother had thought the same about her.

We will plan, and we will plot, and we women of the Tiger will find a way to beat this emperor from within his conquest.

They were not defeated yet. This was—how did one of the mercenary captains put it?—a “strategic withdrawal.” There were more ways to defeat an army than by facing it head-on. A war fought in tiny skirmishes, from within territory that was thought to be conquered, was always more wearing than a straight-on confrontation. If they gave Balthasar enough trouble here, perhaps word would spread to his other conquests, and they would resist him in the same way. It was impossible to fight a war on a hundred tiny fronts; even she knew that.

Her legs twitched once, then settled as she persuaded tight muscles to relax. As long as there was life in any of them, there was hope that something could be done. She must remember and believe that.

Yes, Balthasar was as inexorable as the tide. But tides ebbed as often as they flowed. The women of the Tiger would disappear, and when Balthasar’s tide ebbed, they would be ready. And, for the minute, Adele would sleep.
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They had kept from the better-lighted ways, but were forced to approach into the light as they neared their goal—the Inn of the Sea Dragon. There was a guard on the landing platform there. As Lydana raised oars skillfully and allowed her craft to slide in, Skita tossed him a rope. He caught it mechanically with one hand, but his other was near his sword hilt.

Lydana’s hand was white against the darkness of her cloak and her fingers crossed in a pattern. He nodded and helped them to disembark, standing aside as they went up to the door of the inn. There was a cresset blazing there, but they kept their disguises well about them as Lydana pushed open the door.

Though the hour was late, there were still patrons at the tables, drinking horns to hand. And a chorus of a most bawdy song offered up by voices far from musical assaulted the ear. The newcomers made no effort to enter the larger room but slipped along to the stair leading to the upper quarters. The hall above had a single lamp, and that halfway down, but Lydana had no difficulty in finding the door she wanted. Her knock was soft and it followed a pattern. The walls were stout enough that she heard no movement from within, but the door opened and an upheld lamp revealed the man who stood on the other side.

With a single glance at them, he made a beckoning gesture, and they came into a decently furnished room of one of the best of Merina’s inns.

“Your Grace—” He bowed. “Mistress Skita—” The wave of his hand further indicated a chair by the fireplace and a stool near it. Apparently they had not caught him in righteous slumber for, though his shirt was well open, it was still tucked smoothly into his breeches. He had, however, kicked off his boots for softer room slippers.

He was a tall man, narrow of waist but wide of shoulder, quick and neat in all his movements. His ruffed hair was short by city standards and was a shade between light brown and dull blond—being gold in the sun as Lydana knew.

A scar formed a faded white seam from eyebrow to hair line on the left side of his face, but that did nothing to detract from the rugged strength of jaw, the firm set of mouth, and the steadiness of his sea-green eyes. In all he was a handsome man of early middle years and bore himself with the assurance of one well used to giving orders—and having them quickly obeyed.

Lydana unfastened her cloak and let it drop across the chair-back behind her. When he made a motion to fill a horn from the jug sitting on a small table, she shook her head in dissent.

“There is trouble.” He made that a statement rather than a question.

Lydana’s answering lift of lip was hardly a smile. “When in these late years is there not?” she countered. “But now—no, Captain Saxon, it would seem that we are faced with a bitter choice—Merina goes to Balthasar without a blow, or else will be given over to his troops for their pleasure.”

The man nodded. “It is a choice which has always lain before us in these past years. To fight for a cause lost from the beginning will avail us nothing. But—is there not a third way, Your Grace? I can get you and those you trust out of the city and cross seas to where you can perhaps summon aid—”

Now her smile was wide and sour. “What aid? Even overseas they quake a little when they think they hear Balthasar’s battle horns. Also for near one hundred generations we of the House of the Tiger have been sworn to hold our posts through any matter of good or ill. You yourself brought down the Rapparian pirates who preyed upon our sea lanes to the south—but Balthasar leads no unruly collection of gallows-ripe captains greedy enough to give oath together to get at us. I do not belittle the Battle of Ourse, Captain—it is one of the bright and shining triumphs of our past few years. But—”

He had leaned back against the edge of the table, his arms folded across his chest. There was a shadow of deep thought on his face.

“But—” he prompted her. “No, I will not urge any flight on you, Queen Lydana, for it does not lie within those of your breed to take to heel at the signs of danger. If you cannot fight, and will not flee—then what lies in your mind?”

She no longer looked at him eye to eye, but rather fastened her attention on the heavy seal-ring which burdened the forefinger of her right hand, raising the fingers of the other to turn it around.

“In the morning we shall take council. However, this night we have learned of something else—this mage Apolon who whispers ever in Balthasar’s ear—he has also a goal which lies here in Merina. The High Seat of the Heart, no less. And his allegiance is to the Dark. The Reverend One is on the eve of her retirement. Her powers are growing, but that comes slowly. There remain the Designated Daughter and me.”

“At whom Balthasar will aim!” His jaw was outthrust now as if he were a hound ready to defend his mistress.

“If—if he can find us. Now,” she leaned forward a little, still caressing the ring, “as you know I am craft-mistress—I have proved my art with the Gem Guild. There is thus a trade in which I can conceal myself—”

“Conceal yourself!” He came close to a snort. “You would be picked up as soon as you showed your face at any gem dealer’s bargain table.”

Now she laughed in earnest. “Women’s wiles, women’s arts, Captain. I have my ways to so deal. There is Shelyra—she must be out of the city—she is young, hot of head and heart, and she has not yet proven herself in any trade.”

“You would have me take her—” he began.

Lydana shook her head. “We both well know that Balthasar is not stupid. He will have his sea-watchers to take any ship leaving port for the next few weeks. No, I have another thought for her. Now”—she raised her eyes once again and looked him up and down—”we come to you, Captain Saxon.

“The guilds rightly made you harbor master after Ourse—they could certainly do no less. My father’s seal—near the last time he used it—is on the patent giving you the title you would not accept. But you know the water ways in the city, on the river, and to the sea. Balthasar moves with an army. An army must eat, be clothed, armed. Thus supplies will be in constant flow. He may think that such would come more swiftly by water—the more so when he has seized our fleet. But there can be many perils at sea—as you well know, Captain Saxon.”

Now his smile was also broad. “Just so, Your Grace.”

“One who has dealt with pirates must know pirate tricks or he could not have brought them down.”

“True, Your Grace.”

“Now, our time is very short, Captain. I must leave you—with the best of my wishes—” She held out her hand and, with the grace of any courtier, he kissed the hand she had nursed during their conversation.

“If there is need for any message,” she had picked up her cloak but held it for a moment before drawing it on again, “why, there are confessionals in the Great Temple, and—” She hesitated. “He or she who would confess might well seek out the third to the right of the High Heart.”

He nodded. “Well enough.” But when she would have moved toward the door, he held out his hand as a light barrier.

“My Queen, those who play devious games tread on the edge of a sword blade over a maelstrom. Take what care you can—I know the temper of your house, and the depth of your breed. Take care—”

Once more their eyes met and then she gave that smile which was from good will. “Be very sure, Captain, that I shall. And for yourself, take care also—we cannot lose one such as you to mischance.”

~o0o~

They were back in their skiff and heading out into the canal again before Skita broke the silence.

“Lady, if you remain in Merina, this hog-born emperor will turn the city upside down and shake it to get you.”

“That he will perhaps, but he seeks Lydana the Queen. Her he shall not find. Skita—do I remember rightly, in the Water Tower Thom Talesmith lies tonight?”

“What would you have with such as he, lady? He is as devious and slippery as a kockworm.”

“Just so. But even kockworms have their place in the world. He is the most cunning of thieves, the most sly of spies, and—he is accepted by the Horse Lords. I have even heard he has sworn blood oath with one of their minor chiefs. It is near time for them to come to Merina for trading. They may well hold off if they learn of Balthasar’s plans. On the other hand, armies need fresh mounts to a great degree and so they may think otherwise. Tonight, Skita, you will carry a message for me to the Water Tower.”

Lydana had already begun to feel within her the excitement which she knew when planning a goodly bargaining with the craftiest of her guild peers. Her half-thought plans deepened and began to fit together in an intricate design. She sent the skiff skimming at a faster rate.
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Two days had passed since the evil news had reached them, and Shelyra had not had a moment of leisure in all that time. It was just a good thing as far as Shelyra was concerned that the office of Designated Daughter was largely a title and had very few duties attached, all of them largely ceremonial in nature. She needed every moment she could get for her own preparations. When Balthasar came, he would not find her unready.

She had cached clothing, supplies, and small amounts of money at the end of each of her own special exits from the palace. Her aunt had a few favored exit routes of her own, and those she left alone. She did not want the queen to know how well-prepared for escape her niece was. She had no doubt that Lydana was making her own preparations to escape and hide—Lydana was not so foolish as to be standing in the throne room of the palace when Balthasar came to take possession! No, her aunt knew what—in the best of cases—would lie in store even for a ruler who had willingly abdicated. If Balthasar was feeling generous, she would only go into a kind of house arrest, become a hanger-on at his court, always watched with suspicion, and kept one step away from total impoverishment.

Aunt could never tolerate that. She’d go mad first.

As for Shelyra—well, she was not going to let anyone else, not even the queen, decide her fate. There was always the chance that Lydana would try to bundle her away into the Temple. If that happened, Shelyra might go under duress, but she didn’t plan to stay there very long. She had enough escape routes prepared now that, unless they chained her in a cell in the Temple, she would be off as soon as they left her unwatched for a single moment.

Her hideaway in the Summer Palace was also well-stocked now, with water and food as well as clothing, weapons, and her “special supplies.” She could hide out there for a week or more if she needed to.

But now she had one last task to accomplish—and by all reports, Balthasar’s envoy would reach the gates of Merina tomorrow with his ultimatum. There was no time to lose in making her final arrangements. She could live entirely in the hidden passageways—but she didn’t want to. She wanted to fight Balthasar, and to do that, she had to be out in the city.

This time she went openly to the stables, clothed in a handsome riding habit of dark green velvet; but once there, she took to a tiny room hidden beneath the floor of the tackroom, changing out of her riding costume to that of a middle-level servant. She had chosen her costume carefully, picking someone who would not be questioned or detained as she left. It was the servant who departed the palace grounds, riding on a shaggy little pony, presumably on some errand since the pony bore a pair of panniers behind the saddle.

Her “errand” took her, quite openly, to the Gypsy Quarter, and the walled compound of a horse-trader, Gordo Kaldash. The walls about his place were tall palisades of peeled and sharpened logs, liberally whitewashed. The compound looked very like a fortress, and the comparison was not far off. Gordo could hold off a siege here, if he had to. That alone was a good reason to cultivate him and gain his help.

She rode in through the open gates, ignoring the shouts and bustle all about her, noting only what the shouts and bustle meant. Gordo was taking no chances; his best stock was going out today, presumably to his breeding herds on the plains where the horses and herders would be difficult to find.

He probably thinks that the emperor is likely to confiscate as many horses suited for warfare as he can. The ponies and lady’s palfreys are safe enough, but he’s getting rid of all the heavy draft horses, the horses that might be used for cavalry, and the mules. Her eyes, sharpened by work with the Horse Lords, picked out every beast likely to be useful to Balthasar, and her guesses were confirmed as each one of those beasts was added to the outbound strings.

She noted also that the walls and gates were in fine repair—and that someone had added reinforcements to them within the past few days.

So, Gordo knew what was coming—possibly before even their own spy had brought the word. Interesting.

“Girl!” That hail, in the common tongue, brought her to a halt. The one who accosted her was a likely-looking Gypsy lad, about twenty or thereabouts; he led a horse with each hand, both stallions, and both on their best behavior, since they weren’t trying to nip or kick each other or their handler. They weren’t happy about their situation, though, and she made haste to offer her right to be there.

“I’m looking for Gordo Kaldash,” she said, reaching under her collar and flashing a particular bronze medallion at him. He peered at it, raised an eyebrow in surprise, and then nodded.

“In the stable,” he said shortly, and went on his way to add his two stallions to the string being readied. Two more such strings were on their way out the gate with their drovers even as they spoke.

She dismounted and led the pony to the huge stable, which took up most of the center of the compound. And there was Gordo, right at the entrance, bawling orders in a voice like a drill master. A big man, he was as hairy as one of the bears he used to befriend, with a huge barrel of a chest that the colorful scarlet shirt of a gypsy strained to cover. The slight bow to his legs proclaimed him a lifelong horseman, and Shelyra knew that those enormous hands he was waving about were equally adept at delicate surgery on an ailing colt and holding down a terrified stallion.

“Not that one, you fool, that one stays. The mare, the gray mare! Can’t you tell a mare from a gelding?” He turned to face her as she approached him, clearly with words of dismissal on his lips. Then he caught sight of her face, and the words died unspoken.

A false, affable smile spread across his mouth. “Ah—Buttercup!” he said heartily, and she winced at the name he had chosen on the spur of the moment. “Does your mistress need a new pony? I’m a bit busy at the moment—”

“My mistress needs a special horse for tiger hunts,” Shelyra said flatly. “I need to discuss it with you.”

Gordo paled, just a trifle, then turned and issued a barrage of orders at the dozen handlers still sorting through the horses in their stalls. “See to it!” he finished. “I’ll come back and check on you all in a moment! Don’t let that string leave until I’ve double-checked it!”

Then he quickly turned back to Shelyra, took the reins of her pony from her with one hand, and grasped her elbow with the other. “Are you mad, coming here?” he hissed in the Gypsy tongue as he handed her pony to a stableboy to take. “Do you have any idea what is coming upon us? Do you think this is a time for foolish games?”

“I have a precise idea of what is coming upon us,” she replied briskly. “That is why I am here.”

Quickly she outlined her aunt’s position: that it would be suicidal for Merina to resist, that the queen intended to abdicate and turn the city over to the emperor. Gordo listened and nodded, but with a frown on his face, as he took her to the small office in his stable.

He shut the door behind her and leaned against it with his arms crossed. “That is both wise and stupid,” he said at last, “but I cannot think of any other course for the city that has a chance of saving it. What of the Tiger? Do you run? Are you looking for fast horses and an escort to the Horse Lords? I can provide that.”

“My aunt thinks we should run—or rather, I believe she thinks I should run.” She let that statement hang in the air between them.

Slowly, Gordo’s frown changed to a smile. “Ah. And you do not. In fact, you are thinking upon—what? That soon or late, the fat traders of Merina will tire of the kind of ruler Balthasar is said to be? That they will endure, and endure, until the emperor milks them all dry and leaves nothing for them? That soon or late, they will gather their now threadbare robes about them and do something to throw his yoke from their shoulders?”

“Something like that,” she admitted. “That is why I am here. My aunt might think to send me out of the city, but I have other ideas. And you have a distant cousin who once came here out of the north to learn the ways of horse-healing.”

“I remember little Raymonda, yes, and more to the point, others of the clans here will remember her as well. And there are very few of us who knew that Raymonda’s parents were not Gypsy by blood but by blood-oathing.” Gordo’s head bobbed slowly, twice, and his stance relaxed just a trifle. “Fewer still know that her father was the King of Merina. But—”

But I do not wish the Kaldash Clan to suffer from the loss of trade they will have when the emperor takes the city,” she continued smoothly. “That is the other reason I am here. So before we speak more, go have my panniers fetched from the pony.”

Gordo’s expression was bland as he opened the door a crack and shouted an order to that effect. In a moment, the two panniers were on the floor of the office between them, and the door was shut tightly once again.

Shelyra rummaged through the rolls of clothing until her hands touched the heavy bundles in the center of each. She hauled them out and dropped them on the floor, where they made quite a heavy thud.

“Look,” she said, gesturing. “The emperor will confiscate as much of your stock as he can, and make it hard for you to sell the rest. The House of the Tiger wishes to protect its allies and friends from such financial ruin.”

Gordo bent to pick up one of the two bundles, the one she had laid nearest to him, which was about as large as Shelyra’s two hands could hold. He teased open the knot holding it shut, and heavy quilted fabric fell away to reveal gold and gems, shining in the lantern-light.

They shone no less brightly than Gordo’s eyes at that moment.

“That bundle in particular is entirely for Kaldash Clan,” Shelyra said. “I should break up the jewelry and melt down the gold, if I were you. Those were all gifts from would-be suitors, and are not likely to be missed if Balthasar takes an inventory. I must leave enough of my jewels to seem reasonable for a young maid, but I have no intention of leaving him more to plunder than I have to.”

“And the other?” Gordo asked, nodding at the bundle still on the floor.

“More such,” she replied. “A little less valuable. I would have you convert that to a useful form and hold it for me—if the Kaldash Clan is willing to take in Raymonda again.”

It was not exactly bribery—and it was entirely possible that Gordo and his people would have taken her in and kept her identity secret without the extra incentive. But Shelyra knew that the payment—or rather, the “gift”—would put them in her debt, making it more likely that they would do so without a grudge or a backward glance. And once the gift was accepted, nothing and no one would get her secret away from them. As her father had once said, “The thing I like about a Gypsy is that once you buy him, he stays bought.”

“Raymonda would be welcome, as always,” Gordo said quickly, stooping to scoop up the second bundle, and stowing both in the capacious pockets of his vest. “Is she not of the blood?”

“Then let me leave the pony and the rest here with you,” Shelyra replied with relief. There had always been the chance Gordo would refuse. But he had named her “of the blood,” giving her the full clan-rights of any Gypsy. He would as soon betray or turn away his own child as her, now that he had done that. “The panniers hold the rest of my Gypsy clothing and horse-healing paraphernalia.”

“And you will take a hired skiff back?” At her nod, he made an approving grunt. “Wise. If there was anyone watching, he will not believe you could have left a valuable beast here, among us thieving Gypsies. He will watch in vain for the servant and the pony.”

He opened the door of the office and gestured for her to take her exit. “I may not come here,” she cautioned him. “Taking shelter with you is not my only plan, it is just the one I prefer. It will depend on many things. If I do not come immediately, you must wait as long as seems reasonable, then the second bundle is for the clan also.”

He grunted. “Or I wait until this emperor drives us out or tries to kill us. The Gypsies are no friends of his, and he only tolerates us because if he offended us, our cousins, the Horse Lords, would not sell him horses.”

She made a sour face. “If that happens, no one will be safe in Merina.” She did not elaborate, but she wondered if at that point she would have to consider the option of fleeing and saving at least her life.

No. While I live, I will fight for this city, whether or not it wants me to!

She took her leave of Gordo, turned her shawl inside out, which changed its color from brown to green, and left with a basket over her arm. Once at the edge of the Gypsy Quarter she hailed a boatman, and handed him the fare that would take her to the Temple square. She stepped into the tiny skiff, pulled her shawl over her head, and pretended to doze. There was no sign on the water yet that anyone knew anything was amiss. In fact, there were even people selling flowers and produce from their boats, just as always. The boatman left her at the steps leading up to the Great Temple; she stepped out of the boat and onto firm ground with the nonchalance of someone who has used small boats all her life, not even needing his hand to steady her.

The Temple and palace actually shared the same grounds, with gardens tended by both Gemens and palace gardeners stretching between them. She paused within the Temple, taking a seat on a bench just inside until her eyes adjusted. It was almost time for one of the services, and as usual, the Temple held enough people that her presence was not noteworthy. It was no great effort to slip through the Temple into the gardens—losing her shawl and basket on the seat she had taken—then, walking briskly as if she had an important errand, she cut across the gardens to the palace stable. As she had expected, no one stopped her. She wore the correct clothing to be there, and she looked as if she was going someplace in particular.

Which only showed how easy it would be for the emperor to have any number of spies among the palace staff.

Once inside the stables, she changed her clothing back. She considered the palace for a moment—considered her duties. Her only “duties” at the moment consisted of a set of language lessons.

And I am not going to learn enough of Olar Islander in one day to make any difference whatsoever. Her aunt and grandmother persisted in pretending that this was a day like any other, but there was no reason she had to.

Turning on her heel, she went back into the darkness of the stable, in search of a stableboy. This would be a very good time to cross to the Summer Palace and make certain of her arrangements there. Perhaps some additions would occur to her on the way.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​7 - ADELE


[image: ]




The past three days had been more of a strain than usual, for Adele had been forced to shuttle from Temple to palace and back again so many times she was afraid that she was wearing out her shoes at an alarming rate. She had to spend every night in the palace, lest another emergency arise and she be found out of her bed. One couldn’t depend complacently on angelic messengers coming to wake one, as if they were one’s body servants, after all!

But that left her with very little time for sleep and was exhausting her thin resources quickly.

Well, at least I shall look the part when I “collapse.”

She had warned Verit of as much as she dared, and they had been in consultation for almost as many hours as they spent in prayer. They had attempted to work out some kind of plan for protecting the Temple and the Heart, but until they actually saw the face of the enemy and knew what his weapons were, there wasn’t much they really could do that was concrete.

The general air in the Temple itself, with the exception of the Flames, was increasingly unreal to her. The ordinary Gemen acted as if these days were no different from any others. Couldn’t they at least sense the tension in the city? Did no news ever penetrate from outside? Or were they so secure in their presumed safety and the safe harborage the presence of the Heart offered that they were under the illusion nothing would ever change here?

Such an attitude was incomprehensible to her, although Verit seemed to understand it well enough.

So she continued to ferry back and forth between the palace and the Temple, and felt her strength fading with each journey.

She already had planned how she would disappear into the Temple. It would be logical, for the closest healers were within the Brown Robes. Adele would enter the Temple in a state of terrible health, and would never walk out again.

Last night had been no exception to her pattern—except that her dreams had been so full of warnings and portents, so thick with images of marching armies and threatening weapons, that she knew their fate was going to descend upon them as soon as she woke. From long habit, Adele woke an hour before dawn. Making sure that the door to her room was locked, she entered the tunnel to the Temple, removed her makeup, put on her grey robes, and hurried back to the Temple.

She was in her place for the first service of the morning, as if nothing was going to happen, and chanted along with the other Gemen. The service ended with the joyous salutation to the dawn, although this morning the salutation seemed to fall rather flat. That could have been her imagination, although she didn’t think so.

So, finally the others had noticed that something was amiss.

Dread portents were in the air, and at last all of the Gemen of the Temple were aware of them as a threatening atmosphere even if they were not aware of what the real threat actually was.

The Flames, of course, had already guessed that there was something dreadfully wrong. Even those Flames who were not privy to Verit’s secrets knew something was in the air. But now the alarm had spread to the general populace, and it remained to be seen if Verit could control them if they began to panic.

Elfrida had more than once sensed someone faltering in the chant and looking up to the Heart for strength and solace. As the Gemen filed out of the Temple to the common room for the first meal of the day, there were many who glanced about, as if seeking someone who might know a reason for the general air of foreboding.

Silence officially ended after that, even though it was not the custom to talk at meals, so she was able to speak to the Archpriestess Verit immediately after breakfast and get permission to spend the day in private meditation in her room. This was not unusual; each of the Gemen would spend a day alone in fasting and silence every few months, so Verit granted Gemen Elfrida’s request without question. From the look in her eyes, however, it was plain that she knew something was about to happen and was prepared to make certain that Gemen Elfrida’s part in it was not noticed. They parted at the door to the chapter room, the archpriestess entering to announce that Gemen Elfrida would be spending the day in retreat, and Gemen Elfrida disappearing into the shadows to return to the palace and her other life—for just a little bit longer.

For today would be the last time that Adele, the dowager queen, ever appeared in public. She had seen the image of herself laid out in state and surrounded by mourners. Whether this was a portent of her “death” to the outer world, or her death in truth—or even another death that she held in reserve, just in case—she was not certain. All that she knew for certain was that Adele was about to die—and Gemen Elfrida be born into the full life of a Flame.
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The past three days had been hard ones, the past three nights full of secret works. Once again at the palace, Lydana set out three lamps on the table in her room to throw maximum light around a piece of polished wood, and from her craft table brought out her kit of tools as well as a small box. Then she swiftly wrote a note, sealed it with the royal ring, and gave it to Skita, who had been waiting impatiently.

Once the child-woman had gone, Lydana laid the ring down on the piece of wood and opened the small casket. Her hand moved quickly in an averting sign as her fingers hovered over the unset gems, which were cradled, each in its own hollow, within. Lydana knew stones—perhaps in some ways better than any of her guild. What lay here were the jewels she would not willingly use for any purpose save such a one as now moved her. For these were truly gems of ill-omen—stones which were cursed and bore with them ill fortune, even the summons of death. This collection had been the result of years of discovery. She sighed and then shook her head at her own regretful thoughts. This was no time for squeamishness.

Out of its pocket she picked a gleaming red gem, like in color and in the engraving upon it, to that which was set in the royal ring. The seal of Tartus of evil memory, this stone had been symbolically washed in blood from the death warrants it had sealed until the half-mad king who had worn it had been butchered by his own guard.

Lydana worked quickly, with long-trained skill, freeing the gem she knew, inserting in its setting the stone of Tartus. When she was done at last, she rubbed her hands together and then rose and washed them at the chest basin as if to rid her fingers of some vileness.

The stone she had freed she set in a brooch, a fastening which lay with her tools, and then pinned it to the underside of her garment. Though she did not want to take it up, she pushed the ring back on her forefinger.

Her work was well done, she could admit that herself. Again in her heart she thanked her father for his wisdom. He had realized her skills early and had also wanted to make sure that she would be provided for. Her brother was heir. But in spite of that he was far-roving and had already fathered a daughter, though she was of the younger generation and could not inherit directly. At that time Lydana had not foreseen her own rulership—how could any of them?

Then when Shelyra was but a baby, her brother and his wife had died of a strange wasting fever brought back to Merina by a floating plague ship. It was in those days that her father had summoned her. She had been very young, even younger than Shelyra now, and all she had really cared for was her art.

She remembered now her father’s careful questioning and then that of her mother, who could already see deeper into the soul than most. No, there was then no wish for a mate, a family in her. But by law she must be wed. So her father had selected one of his own close friends, a captain much like Saxon, old enough to be her sire and often at sea.

They had been wed with great pomp to please the city and that had been the end of it. She understood now that her father had deliberately chosen a husband he was certain she would outlive—and thus she would be free to hold both guild and throne without question. So it had been. She remembered Captain Lord Gorganius with calm affection, and had been sad at the news of his death at sea, but he had not really been a part of her life.

Although, it had been he who first turned her attention to those cursed stones and had speculated as to whether they could indeed influence the lives of men.

There came a knock at her door which set her snapping shut the case of evil gems in a hurry before she gave the call to enter. She was surprised to see her maid with the morning tray of rusk rolls and steaming spiced wine. The night must be already gone.

“Your Grace, the Reverend One requires your attention when you have eaten—and—”

Lydana followed the girl’s glance downward. No, she must go more respectably dressed for a council. But Esma must have read her thought as she was already, throwing back the window draperies, going to the wardrobe. Lydana ate hungrily to the last crumb, and then dressed as befitted a formal occasion.

She did not hurry so that her haste was marked, but she reached her goal in good time, though Adele was already in her cushioned chair, looking, Lydana thought with a pinch of concern, even more wraithlike. Shelyra stood by the table, the flush of what must be temper on her smooth cheeks.

“I won’t—” she was saying when her aunt entered, but the rest of her words were drowned out by the brazen boom of the great gong. Subdued, the girl dropped into her own place on Lydana’s left when the great doors were flung open for the guildsmen.

They did not come with their customary ceremony today, but rather crowded forward together, and hurried to take their seats after their bows to the three women.

“There is a herald at the gate, Your Grace.” That was Totas, guild master of the silk merchants, his small gray chin-beard wobbling up and down as he spoke.

So—so little time! Lydana did not look at Adele, but she felt the flow of energy in the other, released in her direction.

“He is to be received, given guest rights—and he is to wait,” Lydana said calmly.

She was watching the company before her as one of the officers hurried from the chamber to obey her orders. In some of the younger ones she could sense anger, but it was overlaid by despair. No man in his right senses would suggest that Merina attempt to stand against the might of the emperor’s army. And with some of the elders—well, she wondered if there might not be even a touch of sly satisfaction, a belief that under the emperor they might even prosper the more—fools that they were!

“Listen,” Lydana raised her voice with the crack of an order. “We all know well what our enemy covets—we are rich, we are ripe for his plucking, and there are two choices. Balthasar might well be reluctant to storm Merina—he wants what we have, not the dregs of a bespoiled city. If we open our gates to him freely, that means no killing. We shall speak with this herald and this we shall say: This is the city of the Heart, here is the innermost shrine of the Temple. Balthasar is still of the Temple—at least he follows the forms when it suits him.

“Thus let him, through his herald, swear at the high altar that he will offer no harm where there is no opposition and Merina will be his.”

That raised their voices. Lydana let fall her hand once more upon the table, with force enough to rise above the jangle of their speech.

“You are the people of Merina, it will be your decision. We shall leave you now to make it.”

She was on her feet, her arm out to give Adele support and Shelyra beside her. Together they went through the curtains to the small ruler’s closet. Once there, the girl raised her voice again.

“You give away all. We are of the Tiger—where are your fangs, your claws now, Aunt?”

“Listen—” it was Adele who held up her hand “—I bade you all think, plan, and what have you to offer?”

“This,” Lydana said quickly. “You, Reverend One, will enter the cloister, though earlier than we planned. Since we have learned that part of the forces turned against us are of the Dark, you can best judge what can be done there. Also, listen: though we may all disappear, yet we can keep word with one another—”

Adele was before her. “The confessionals!” Her eyes were bright, perhaps too much so. “We can pass word through the confessionals to each other.”

“The third confessional from the Heart,” Lydana responded.

Adele nodded. “I shall arrange to have someone trust worthy there during the hours of confession, if I myself cannot be there.”

“What of me?” Shelyra’s flush grew stronger. “I do not go into the Temple—I will not!” She lifted a fist in the air and shook it.

“No,” agreed Lydana, “you have a place, and one which will help us fight the battle we are forced to—one of hidden ways and unseen attacks. Shelyra, in other years you have visited with the Horse People—it is near time for them to come again. Remember, no army moves without supplies. Perhaps the chiefs will deal with Balthasar, perhaps not. But they will not be his liegemen. You know them, you can talk to their war chiefs—suggest mischief—” She was trying to find the right words.

Shelyra’s flush was fading. Her hand was on the hilt of her long belt knife. She slid that out, and then thrust it back into its sheath with force.

“Yes—” She was like a child facing some treat.

“And you, daughter?” asked Adele.

“Balthasar will seek a queen. He will find none. If there is a small trader in gems and the like in the poorer marketplace, I do not think they will note her very much.”

Adele shook her head. “Do not be too sure, daughter. But I understand that you must play your own game.”

“Shelyra, as soon as this council is over, go to my chamber. You will find Skita and another. No one goes into battle without a skilled man for one’s back. I am now giving you one who is strange but who has those qualities which are needed. This I must order you, be guided by him—he knows what is to be done and he is blood-bound to a horse chief.”

Just as the girl nodded there came a voice from beyond the curtains.

Lydana looked from her niece to her mother. “We are agreed?” she asked softly.

Once more they stood behind the council table. Slowly Lydana slipped the ring of state from her finger, laying it before her. It was plain the guildsmen had also agreed, for the symbolic gold key already lay there. Adele suddenly leaned forward and looked at the ring; she might have been bidding farewell to an office she, too, had once held.

Her whisper was the thinnest trace of sound. “Be careful, my daughter, as to what games you would play.”

The herald, in all his stiff robes of presence, was ushered in and came to stand facing the queen. He was not smiling, but there was a smugness about him, as if he had been very sure what he would find.

“You have been told what Merina requires?” Lydana asked.

The man nodded his head so the plumes of his hat fluttered.

“His Imperial Majesty is always thoughtful of the people. He wishes no warring when there is no cause. As a chosen herald, I shall swear and it will be as if his Imperial Majesty spoke the words.”

“Do you hear this, men of Merina?” Lydana asked. “Will you stand witness before the Heart to this promise and oath?”

There was an assenting murmur. Lydana indicated the ring and the key. “Here is the seal and there is the key. Take them to your ruler once the oath is given—”

She had no time to say any more, for suddenly Adele slumped forward, gasping for breath. She would have struck the table had not Lydana and Shelyra jumped to aid her.

“My mother ails, herald—” Lydana nearly hissed the words. “You do your duty and I shall do mine.”
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Though Adele kept her feet, she leaned heavily against Lydana; but her faint whisper was also meant to reach Shelyra.

“Let them believe me far spent. This will work the best now.”

However, Lydana could not be sure whether her mother was playing some role of her own devising, or wished to lift from those with her a part of their burden of concern.

They were met on the way to her mother’s chambers by several of the Brown Robes, members of the Temple’s healing order.

“The archpriestess knows,” one of them explained as they took Adele’s slight form and placed her in the litter they had brought with them. “She has sent us to take the Reverend One to the Temple. Content your minds, those of the Heart guard well their own. Look now you to your self—and to this future hope.” She nodded toward Shelyra.

But Adele was not yet ready to dismiss them; her head turned toward them and she said, her voice now having much of its old vigor, “Be not sure of any death until you see the grave. If you show remorse that I have entered the Inner Gate, it will be cover for this time. Since we know of this Apolon’s ambitions but not of the extent of his strengths, take double care. You, son’s daughter,” she spoke directly to Shelyra, “must learn the armor of being less than the lowest and put a guard upon your temper. This shall be such a testing as few have known, for it will call upon the spirit and the will more than on strength of body.”

Shelyra nodded, her lips compressed into a thin line.

“While you, daughter—” Now she regarded Lydana. “You have your own training. This, however, I will speak of again—those sources of evil which you have so guarded—perhaps you are not immune in turn to what they bring. Take great care when you use them. The law of the Heart is true—send evil, even for a hoped purpose of good, and it will grow double and return! Now, the both of you, get you gone. If we must speak to each other in the future, it will be through the confessional in the Great Temple. And may the Heart enclose you around until the day when these ill-rooted shadows are torn away.”
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