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____________________

Only the Highborn can truly say the world is as they perceive it, though I have yet to meet a human who did not labor under that same assumption.

MARC FREDERICK STAUBERG-RANDOLPH, WORLDS APART

______________________________

THE LONE FIGURE WHO WAITED in the cold damp of the Halasseon Palace’s grand reception hall had not been prepared to find it so grim. High ceilings, unseen but filled with echoes, oppressed the shadows, unrelieved by the waterglobes that hovered as pale unlit orbs on plinths of gold. In the flickering light of the few torches the guards had left behind, even those golden pedestals could not give the room the grandeur it was famed to possess.

Something, someone, moved in the shadows. Tense with anticipation, Quirin turned, following that movement. It struck him that he had not felt this same fear the day he had confronted Dorilian Sordaneon’s rage. There had been less danger in one who, whatever else he might be, wanted to preserve the Rill as a fixture of empire. We have Marc Frederick to thank for keeping the Sordaneons within reach. In this dangerous game into which the Mind of Leur has descended, he was a masterstroke.

“What do you want?” The voice from the shadows was at once dark and edged with glass, brittle and impatient.

Again, fear clutched at Quirin’s throat. The stormy skies outside this room mirrored Nammour’s discontent, the Diadem’s affinity with the elements demonstrated with each shifting mood. Fell light tore the sky. The soldiers who had escorted him, now standing at the door, whispered of lightning striking as if at whim.

“It seems I want what you want.” Quirin bestowed no word of rank to dignify his host. A Psilant, even one stripped of office, stood outside the commands of kings—or Sorcerers.

“Do you?” Nammuor, his face obscured in shadows, moved farther away from the light. “Now that Dorilian has proved his Rill mastery and moved his Entity out of your reach, you see fit to come to me, thinking I might help you regain your command. A pity you didn’t come to me sooner. You handled your Sordaneon poorly, allowed him to set the rules of the game. How helpless you were when he chose to change them.”

Quirin was thankful for the murk. He hoped it hid the anger that flared across his face, and the fear. If Nammuor had no interest in Quirin’s offer, there would be no place left for him. “That game is not ended. When Dorilian took up the legacy of Derlon, he assumed power, but the god acquired vulnerability. While Dorilian lives and is human, he can be controlled, and the Rill through him.”

“So your god’s face is human still. Are you sure of that?” Wrapped in dark red, Nammuor stepped from the shadows. The crown of crimson spikes seated upon his brow bore a central compound gem of even redder hue. It watched Quirin no less fiercely than Nammuor’s human eyes, pitch-dark and filled with cold disdain. The handsome face had the pale, icy remoteness of starlight. A Staubaun face, showing to the world the power that Staubauns wielded by rightful descent from their Aryati creators.

Quirin swallowed against the dryness in his throat. “I believe Dorilian is as human as the Highborn can be. Their flesh is made of mortal stuff.”

“Yes. I proved that.” Nammuor circled Quirin, obviously studying him, weighing his reactions. “An amazing race, the Highborn. A treacherous race. Which is Dorilian’s most dangerous quality, do you think? His power over the Rill, or his talent for hiding it?”

A thin smile pulled at Quirin’s lips, and he did not fight it. “Don’t think me his fool, Sorcerer. I have watched him longer than you have.”

Nammuor regarded Quirin without expression, then walked to the golden staircase and touched one of the waterglobes there. It flared to life, illuminating the fabled azure steps ascending to a royal dais. “You endorsed his conception and witnessed his birth. I suppose it suited your purposes to nurse that fledgling. It stands to reason you too would be as curious as to his final shape. Our reasons, however, differ vastly, and I will not wait while the last gasp of the Sordaneons grows into his talons!” Mounting the stairs, Nammuor’s golden slippers pressing the priceless lapis and cerulean mosaics underfoot, he seated himself upon the Halasseon throne. “Unlike you, I no longer care if the Rill dissolves back into the muck from which Derlon raised it.”

News of the breaching of Ergeiron’s Wall and the taking of Stauberg had reached Quirin that morning where he had spent the night at an estate outside Aral. The Order kept many such estates, quietly, in keeping with its widespread duties throughout the land. He had, of course, utilized his local sources, learning that Nammuor had arrived the day before, and alone, his only words being that Erenor was dead and the joint army at Stauberg was defeated. From others, Quirin had gleaned that Nammuor had also lost his fleet. Now rumor ran in whispers throughout Aral that Dorilian Sordaneon had broken the Wall with sorcery, taken the city, and reigned in the Royal North as king.

Quirin could not imagine a more dangerous situation. The Rill must be spared, even if it means sparing Dorilian too. Until we can be sure that his death will not harm it, his life and that of the Entity must be considered as one. This creature’s intentions are foul, but the goal is not so different.

“The Rillblood can be caged again.” Quirin kept his voice calm, centered. “The Sordaneons were ever the most useful of their breed. I know the drug that will render Dorilian helpless. It must be administered in minute amounts, directly into the spine. Ingested, it is poison to them. Once under its influence, Dorilian can be kept conscious but would be incapable of performing any thought or action, however small.”

Nammuor’s mouth tightened. “I’m aware of this drug. You may recall I have a store of it.”

A store you do not know how to properly use. Quirin glared rebuke. “You mean you kept some back from the massive doses you used to poison the wine at Permephedon?”

Laughter, dark and indulgent, rang out from the sapphire gleam of the Halasseon Throne. It wrapped about Quirin with an intimate appreciation. “Did you see them after, Quirin? How long do you think it took them to die, unable to move or blink—or breathe? Marc Frederick died too. That turned out to be the richest joke, Dorilian trying to save him, instead of his own kind. He went mad from it, I hear, raging as they died one by one, twitching on the floor like bugs. But he had enough sanity left in him to cut off my sister’s pretty head.”

Quirin felt his gorge rise as he remembered that day: Dorilian appearing blood-covered, already descending into madness, on Permephedon’s platform. How he had jumped into the Rill run... how he had vanished in what Epoptes later determined had been a surge of Rill power. And how Dorilian had appeared again in Sordan by some deployment of Rill magic the Epoptes had never seen. A lone Epopte who had pursued him from there, along with several soldiers, had witnessed Dorilian’s confrontation with Daimonaeris.

Whenever Quirin caught himself forgetting that Dorilian could be dangerous, he remembered the events of that day. He kills without hesitation. Never without reason, but as implacably as a soldier. Sebbord saw to that.

It intrigued Quirin that he now looked upon the consequences of generations of Rill politics. And not Rill plots alone. The Wall had foreseen all of it.

The Wall foresaw Nammuor too, Quirin noted. And possibly me. 

“I think you have plans for Dorilian other than to kill him.” Quirin dared to place himself in the path of Nammuor’s venom. “I’m letting you know that I will, to the extent that it serves the Order’s mission, cooperate in those plans. You risk killing Dorilian if you administer the drug imprecisely. I can make certain he lives for whatever purposes you have planned for him.”

If Quirin could moderate this monster’s murderous inclinations, even torture would be acceptable. The Rill needed Dorilian’s life, not his comfort.

“Indeed.” Nammuor leaned back, his robes draping the azure throne. Whatever he was thinking could not be read in those dark eyes or the stony set of his mouth. Though he’d dealt very little with Nammuor, Quirin had versed himself well in the Sorcerer’s ways. Nammuor wouldn’t refuse the services of a man who had been trained by Marenthro in array mechanics and learned Rill lore at the hand of Sebbord Teremareon, the greatest Archmage of their era. Quirin’s knowledge of the Highborn would be of immense interest to a man who wished to destroy and remake that race. He met that devouring gaze without flinching, until at last Nammuor smiled, coldly, with acknowledgment.

“Sordan will have cruel masters.” Nammuor extended a hand signal to some point hidden to his left. “Shall I show you what I have planned for him? You will find it amusing, I think.”

Something stirred within the room, curtains parting in front of the wall to Quirin’s left. He heard the bells first, delicate, like the water chimes so beloved in Simelon. A moment later, he knew what they were: bells sewn to the fringe of a noble lady’s litter. The four men bearing the litter were slender and fine, eunuchs of surpassing handsomeness and disturbing sensuality, with dark, glowing eyes and skin gleaming with fragrant oils. The litter itself, fashioned of the costliest woods and carved in the shape of a fantastic, winged creature out of southern legends, conveyed a lady whose golden, incandescent beauty outstripped even theirs. A lady Quirin knew.

Palaistea! Surely no other woman was ever so lovely. But this cannot be! This Sorcerer plays with my mind.

“What foul magic do you seek to foist upon me? Why resurrect the form of a dead woman?” Quirin demanded. “Though the illusion may amuse you, it serves no purpose if none will believe it.”

“Belief in this case is unimportant. Reality is all. She is the perfect vessel.” Nammuor signaled and the woman on the litter slowly rose from it to stand before Quirin. Tall and slender, she moved slowly but gracefully, her body perfection itself, draped in rich purple silk embroidered with ruby threads and beaded with pearls. Quirin looked into those golden, challenging eyes, wondering how Nammuor had bestowed upon this artifice the very essence of a Highborn daughter’s intelligence and pride.

She is daring me to see something, he realized. But what? He watched warily as Nammuor, rising from the throne, descended the steps to approach them.

Standing over the woman like a conqueror, Nammuor reached with ruby-ringed fingers under her jaw, tilting her face to display her features in the light. “Isn’t she lovely, Quirin? Palaistea Malyrdeonis ne Lacenedonaea, the most beautiful woman in the Triempery. Highborn Princes from Suddekar to Stauberg strove to obtain her for themselves or their sons. Marc Frederick wanted her for Stefan, but the Highborn disdained Stefan and her father gave her to Stauberg’s elder Prince, uniting his great domain with her father’s Principality. But now Enreddon is dead, and Stefan too. And lovely Palaistea remains, heiress to Lacenedon and Stauberg, a prize to kill for.”

Nammuor turned Palaistea’s face in the glow from the waterglobe, as if looking for flaws or resistance. He found neither and sought Quirin for concurrence. “Think of it, the high blood of the Malyrdeons, through her Highborn father, and the most royal of all Staubaun bloodlines poured into her through all the women ever mated to those exalted princes. Don’t you think Palaistea is the perfect choice for breeding the Sordaneon bloodline back into its rightful Staubaun channel?”

For breeding to Dorilian, he meant. Quirin had to admit there would be no better match in all the lands, except for one thing. “You speak as if this is she. This creature upon whom you have shaped this likeness cannot deliver the legitimacy—or the bloodlines—you seek.”

Nammuor stroked the woman’s cheek, causing her to close her beautiful eyes. “Do you think me ignorant, Psilant? I pursue bloodlines the way you pursue the Rill. This is Palaistea Malyrdeonis. Ask her, if you do not believe me. I know you were taught by the Highborn themselves in ways to ascertain truth.”

Quirin focused on the woman and marked the faint pulse of an artery in the shadow of her jaw, the dark dots at the center of her golden irises, the line of her nostril and tension of certain muscles surrounding the eyes. He discerned a strangeness as well: one eye and one nostril betrayed these things while their matches did not, as an image would not. “Is this true?” Quirin asked. “Are you the Princess Palaistea?”

She met his gaze steadily. “Yes. I apologize for not presenting you with a deiknya, but mine has been lost.”

Truth. Not one fiber of her body betrayed otherwise. More than that, she had revealed a sign of her birth: she had employed subtle verbal clicks of affirmation and denial, unused and unknown outside of Highborn houses. That knowledge was one of the Order’s most closely held secrets. So, it is she! But his captive, and she hates him. She thinks herself his victim and despises me for colluding with him. She knows she has importance beyond his uses for her.

“I am thankful you survived the fire that consumed your husband’s palace, Royal Lady,” Quirin said, giving proper deference now that he knew her. “All in the Triempery think you lost.”

Palaistea’s lovely chin firmed upon her captor’s fingers. “Not all,” she answered.

Nammuor laughed and dropped his hand, releasing her. “She met with Dorilian two nights ago. Didn’t you, pet?” he prompted as Palaistea looked away. “She thought I had released her to him, but I snatched her back after she had done as I needed.”

Intrigued, Quirin looked from Nammuor to the woman. “You mean that he laid with her?”

Palaistea laughed even as Nammuor’s face darkened.

“She might have preferred it so. She has long awaited him as her lover. I have conditioned her body to respond to him. When the time comes, she will not refuse.”

Palaistea lifted her head and her lips turned with fierce hatred. “Nor would I refuse him if that were his will. Dorilian Sordaneon is a true Son of Amynas. I would proudly bear sons of his, conceived in Leur’s image, and slay in the womb the hideous spawn of your seed!”

Though Nammuor’s anger was palpable, and his black eyes burned with a hatred nearly matching Palaistea’s, he smiled. “She speaks to me thus because she knows I will not kill her. Or because she does not care if I do. She knows her Highborn lover will not find her so pleasing as we do.”

The lady’s posture stiffened, though pride did not leave her bearing or face.

She is scarred. Quirin knew beyond doubt that Palaistea had been in the fire that terrible night. Her own lady-in-waiting had given witness to having seen her mistress in the burning room with her sons. Others claimed to have seen her clothing in flames. Nammuor’s powers of illusion were all that made her beautiful now. It might even be that his sorcery was all that kept her alive.

Palaistea herself Quirin consigned to captivity. Her helpless position was a fate Quirin must now ensure did not overtake him. Yet hope that the Malyrdeons might yet be restored burned afresh within him. “What of her sons?” No surer road to ridding Essera of the Stauberg-Randolphs existed. “If Enreddon’s heirs live—”

Nammuor’s grim regard was a reminder: he had hoped to preserve the Wall Lords, only to have Stefan thwart him. “Dead. One lived long enough to die mewling in her arms.”

Quirin looked to Palaistea but saw only the despair of a woman who would, if such were possible, remove herself from this place. Nammuor ran his thumb across Palaistea’s lips, watching the tear that formed in her right eye and ran down that flawless cheek.

“You’ll have another Highborn son, Palaistea. Before this year is out, a Sordaneon heir will swell your womb. I could have killed Dorilian had I not wished to take him alive. All that I do is geared to that end. Even now. While the Sordaneon consolidates his victory at Stauberg, I will throw my army and my power against his Stauberg-Randolph hope—and crush that boy into the earth. In consequence the Khelds will turn against Dorilian again, and every land-proud lord in Essera who fears him will turn to me. The blood of Amynas carries powerful gifts but it cannot stand alone. It needs a host race to provide the flesh to hang upon its godborn bones. We will remake them and return the Sons of Amynas to a Staubaun race, born of our women and ruling in glory.”

Palaistea glared at Nammuor through eyes bright with emotion. “I hope he stands against you, this Handurin. I hope he has Marc Frederick’s heart.”

Nammuor laughed. “And if he does, my dear, I’ll kill him too, just like I did his grandfather.”
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____________________

Humans are constructed to think of Time as linear. What if it runs in circles? Or exists as loops of events that will not change course unless critical moments intersect to create new patterns?

EMRYSEN MALYRDEON, ERGEIRON AND DALN: A STUDY IN LEUR

______________________________

HANS SET OUT BEFORE DAWN for Gustan, riding from Trulo beneath heavy gray skies. Orem Darm, with his keen sense of the wind, pronounced there would be rain or maybe even snow before evening. Determined to reach the town that same day, Hans chose his cohort carefully. Arne, of course, Aubrey, with her Saemoregh riders, and the Dog Men because Cortogh would not have it otherwise. The mounted force also included Fran Gorseddson’s Neuberlanders, and the Trongorians. Other of Hans’s forces would be mere hours behind, but he preferred to keep the Neuberland Khelds with him—and as far away as possible from Sordan’s newly arrived army.

The sun edged toward purple twilight by the time Hans and his escort rounded the road overlooking the Dazun River. At the foot of the hill, the village nestled cheerfully, a line of buildings with sloping roofs, a fine quay for river traffic, and the stone thrust of what had been a sturdy and ancient bridge. That bridge, destroyed by Nammuor’s sorcerous flood weeks ago, was now a jumble of toppled footings and piles of rubble rising above swirls of current. A lesser bridge, built across the smaller, gentle River Orry on the approach from Trulo, had fared better. A high naked hill rose above the town, shadowing it as the sun set. Just west and slightly north, visible across fields and tall trees, a cluster of buildings crowned another, smaller hill.

“That’s where we’re going?” Arne rode closer to Hans.

“Yes.”

They had left Trulo far behind them. The enemy had fled north into the Glainoi instead of along the river, and Fran’s advance cavalry had pronounced not only the town of Gustan but the surrounding roads and the hilltop buildings secure. Hans did not tarry. He ordered Fran to make sure of the town, then took the remainder of his troops with him to secure his grandfather’s estate.

Gustan Manor had been Hans’s childhood home, the place Marc Frederick had built, lived in, and loved. The Manor’s staff greeted Hans’s arrival, two lines of quiet people he barely remembered. He did remember the elderly steward, Gareth Morgan, who called Hans “Sir” and performed introductions. By the time those were done, Hans left to the staff’s capable hands the task of finding rooms for everyone. Aubrey. Arne. Even Snearly, though relieved of cooking duties, needed a place to sleep.

Hans felt Gustan Manor welcome him as surely as by an embrace. Yet he wanted more. From an ancient maid who had stayed on through the years, he ferreted out which room had been his, and went immediately to seek it out.

Hans’s old bedroom was on the third floor of the south wing, upstairs from the State apartments and bedchambers, and part of a suite including his governess’s chamber. A dormer overlooking the courtyard provided good light, though rain now pattered dismally against glass panes, making the small room seem cold and cheerless. It had seemed vast when Hans was a boy, before he had gone away. The furnishings remained faithfully dusted but otherwise untouched, the trappings of a boy prince whose concerns had been toys and childish comforts. A bed with carved horse-head posts and bright, embroidered covers. A wooden chair in the same mode, with a table that might have been used for studies or games or maybe for meals at such times when he had been ill or confined to his room for minor offenses. A few toys—a rustic, handcrafted puppet of a bear that looked like it might have been made in Amallar, a child-height map on the wall. Hans discovered with a sinking sense of loss that he remembered almost none of it. His mind, until now so hopeful of his past, was nearly a blank.

The room had been his, of that he was certain, but the things in it belonged to a stranger, someone he no longer was. Hans picked up a beautiful bank of pewter and gilt that stirred his memory, pushed the lever with a finger no longer small and watched as the woodsman swung his little silver ax into the golden trunk of a tree. A small lapis squirrel with ruby eyes popped from its hole to grasp at the coin that should have been sitting atop the woodsman’s head. Turning the bank, he shook it. There was money inside. His money. Looking underneath, Hans found the catch and opened it. A small hoard of silver coins spilled out into his hand. A child’s treasure.

Footsteps sounded at the door and he turned, expecting to see some aged servant or one of the Khelds looking for him. But the newcomer was no one he expected to find.

“Marenthro!” Hans broke into a wide smile. “I was thinking I might see you here.” They grasped arms and Hans let a moment pass before awkwardly breaking the embrace.

“You didn’t take the Rill to Permephedon,” Marenthro said, “so I came to see you here. I’ve been following your progress.”

Hans felt he should at least try to explain. “Dorilian told me he sent you status reports from Sordan. But I guess those stopped when he followed me to Amallar.”

“It was almost a pleasure when they did. They were excruciating in their brevity. Shall I quote some? ‘A pleasant surprise—he takes after his mother.’ Or this one, ‘Taught him to use a sword. I cannot spare him Tiflan as a bodyguard.’”

Hans laughed.

“You look well.”

“Well enough,” Hans admitted. He added, “So do you.”

“I try not to change.” Marenthro glanced about as if drinking in the past. “This room was yours.”

Hans set the gilded bank back in its place atop the bookcase. “I don’t even remember,” he confessed. The coins jangled as he weighed them in his hand. Grinning, he showed them to Marenthro. “Look,” he said. “The entire contents of my treasury.” He tucked them into his pocket.

But Marenthro tapped the underlying source of the remark. “Does Dorilian make a point of your lack of funds?”

Instantly, Hans felt his guard go back up. It was just the sort of comment Dorilian himself might have made, the same incisive penetration to the core of an issue, and Hans had learned to be wary of it. Marenthro and Dorilian were not as unlike as they seemed. Thankfully, it was a wrinkle that intrigued more than it disturbed Hans.

“It’s not Dorilian,” he said. “It’s the general state of things. The prince is a pauper, at least for the time being. If other people didn’t provide funds I couldn’t afford the clothes I wear much less pay to mount the kind of war I’ve had to fight. Mother started helping once I came north. Even so, Dorilian is beyond generous. He never mentions it. I don’t think he ever will. He has more riches than he can ever spend, and he doesn’t think twice on spending to battle Nammuor. I think Dorilian considers me an investment.”

Arching an eyebrow, Marenthro took a seat by the window where he looked out over the courtyard and the rain-drenched winter landscape. “Tell me about Dorilian. Do you get along well?”

“Well enough. We have our differences, but he seems to have accepted them.”

“He followed you to Amallar. I wonder if you realize how extraordinary that was.”

With a sigh, Hans resigned himself to talking about his unexpected ally. “At the time, I was too surprised to know what to think of it… or him. Later, I realized that was exactly why he’d done it. And by then we were learning some things about each other. Real things. True things.” Hans sank down onto the edge of the bed. The old boards creaked. “I realized that the man I’d met in Sordan, the man he’d let me see, was just a glimpse in a mirror. He throws back at everyone what they assume he is, what they think they know Dorilian to be. I bet he even does it with you. It’s like armor, a wall of reflections. But in Amallar, only a few people knew who he really was. To most, he was just some man they associated with me. It’s funny, but I think they saw someone very close to the real man—not the armor. Does any of this make sense?”

“Yes. A great deal of sense.”

“I remember being surprised almost daily.”

“But you dealt with him.”

“I needed to understand him. I needed an alliance with Sordan. And I wanted the Rill for the Khelds.” Hans traced the embroidered trail of stars upon the coverlet. Had the child he’d been ever dreamt of faring the midnight sea? “Dorilian resisted until I reminded him of his promise to Marc Frederick. That was the breakthrough, I know it was.” Hans looked up, pensive. “But the Rill changed us both—his giving of it, that he even could. It changed everything. It set him free somehow, more than it has me.” Rain pelted like pebbles against the window, drenching the room in a pale, wavering light. “I wonder where he is right now.”

Marenthro studied Hans for a moment. “Dorilian’s at Stauberg. Last night he broke the spell—he unmade the Promise—that anchored the Wall to its ramparts, and he breached the Wall this morning. His armies have entered the city.”

“He did it? Conquered the Wall? He told me he could!” Hans laughed out loud and barely suppressed a sudden urge to run downstairs to find Arne and Aubrey, and maybe Fran too, and tell them what Dorilian had done.

“He outsmarted Ergeiron.” Marenthro allowed a fleeting smile. “Not many can claim to have done so.”

“How did he do it?”

“He removed the last Highborn corpus from the City.”

Hans thought for a moment about what that meant. “I’m not even going to ask, right now, how he knew about that. I know he studied genealogies at Rhondda, books and books of them. His library table was covered with all kinds of maps and archeological studies. He’s a brilliant strategist, isn’t he?”

“Yes. He can be.” Marenthro regarded Hans frankly through the wavering gloom. “Stauberg is supposed to be your city, Handurin. The Star Throne of the Malyrdeons and Essera’s capital. Why didn’t you go to Stauberg with him or join him there? Was that his idea?”

“No.” Hans shook his head. “People read too much into that. I think the original plan was to have me go north with him from Sordan. But I ended that plan when I left Sordan unexpectedly and forced him to follow. And any other plans got thrown out the window when he had to leave Amallar suddenly, just before the Rill made its appearance. He made for Merath and joined his army in Lacenedon. Once there, he figured he’d get a jump on Stauberg—and Nammuor—before the weather got any worse.” Hans smiled. “He hates winter, you know.”

“He always has.”

“Besides,” Hans reasoned, “It’s actually better for me, in terms of the alliance, to have him gone. When he’s around, I don’t know, but things enter into this kind of orbit around Dorilian. Events just seem to take shape as he perceives them. Sometimes I just stand by and watch. Like at Bellan Toregh, when the Rill came. If he’d been there, I would have experienced it differently. For me, it would have been about him: his Highborn blood, his Rill—his destiny even. Instead, I stood there alone. I confronted the Entity myself. The Rill came to my hand because of him but not in any way because he was there. All of a sudden, it was my destiny to be there, at that point, on that hill, with all of Amallar amazed as the Rill materialized before their eyes. I have such a clear vision of what’s possible now that I might not have had otherwise.”

Marenthro gazed upon him, proudly, it seemed. “I witnessed. I felt the Rill awaken to Trestethion. When it activated in Permephedon, I observed the event and that you were in its field.”

“Did you?” Hans smiled, remembering the moment the Rill’s sentience had opened to him, the prismatic mind of an Entity. “Dorilian was there too. At least I think he was. I felt him through the Rill. I saw him somehow. Maybe all three of us were there.”

“I think that’s possible. However, I almost never feel him—there or anywhere.”

“That’s another funny thing. I feel him all the time.”

Marenthro let his head fall back, exasperation warring with amusement, though Hans could not have said at what. “Now you understand why I ask about him so incessantly. I have no other way of knowing. Other people may see only mirrors, but I see nothing at all. This is not a position in which I usually find myself.” Marenthro rose and indicated that Hans should follow him.

They walked downstairs, the Manor opening to them in room after half-remembered room. Although it hadn’t had a royal lord or lady in residence for two years, the residence had not been neglected or, for that matter, desecrated. Khelds respected the Manor for its ties to them; Staubauns continued to hold Marc Frederick’s memory in great regard and viewed the place as strange and otherworldly, its architecture and its inhabitants both bearing the stamp of the late King’s Mentan roots. And magic. Rumors of powerful magic adhered to this place, the rich texture of lives that had intersected here, the proximity of another World, a place of doors and windows, magic of a human kind.

In the music room attached to the formal parlor, paneled all in rare wood and bathed in ruddy light, another surprise awaited. A woman stood before the fire. Hearing them, she turned, still wearing a heavy woolen wrap of dark browns and black over her dress of vivid blue. That same blue repeated in her eyes when she lifted her head to look at him. Her hair still had the rich walnut sheen Hans remembered.

“Mother?”

“Oh!” Emyli smiled at Marenthro with what looked like a thank you. She then turned back to Hans and stepped forward, arms open. “Hans! I’ve been so worried about you!”

Astonished, Hans ran to her. All these months, Emyli had seemed more an idea than a person, and now here she was. As her arms wrapped about Hans, his only thought was that Emyli was surprisingly small. He remembered his mother as a child might, as larger than himself. But Emyli’s embrace was fierce as she locked her arms around Hans’s neck and kissed his cheek. He hugged her back, amazed to find her real and warm, her hair soft, with a fragrance like flowers. They stood this way for a long time, Emyli’s arms not wanting to let go.

“Look at you! You’re so tall!” She only reluctantly pulled away. The look she gave Hans was warm with pride.

“A Staubaun wouldn’t say so, but Khelds think I’m impressive.” He grinned. “Dorilian says I’m still growing.”

“Does he?” Some of the ease left Emyli’s expression.

“He says a lot of things. I don’t mind believing that one. I can’t believe you’re here. I meant to see you at Permephedon, but the war kept me—and the Khelds needed me. But here… you shouldn’t be here.” A new concern reared its head. “There’s still war all around and roving bands. Many of Zel’s men fled into the Glainoi. I brought some men with me but… it’s not safe yet.”

“Gustan will never be unsafe for me. For us. There’s strong magic here still for any who Marc Frederick loved. Most especially his Heirs.” Emyli smiled again at Marenthro in that familiar way the Stauberg-Randolphs had always had with him. “I don’t have a regency to dissolve for Hans. And only the stewardship of my father’s name and house to give.”

“Handurin needs nothing else.”

“Some things must wait upon some other course.” Taking Hans by the hand, Emyli led him past a grand piano to a great table of carved mahogany, upon which several parcels awaited. “Though the regency was taken from me, I retained custody of our family emblems.” Emyli opened one, a wooden box, unfolding layers of velvet within, from which she lifted a circlet. It blazed in her hands with blue-white fire. The icy metal the ancients had forged melded with sky-colored gemstones in the piece, which ranked as one of the most recognizable royal insignia in the Triempery. “My father wore this when he was Endurin’s Heir, and my brother Jonthan also. Then your brother.” She held it out to him. “It is the state crown of Dazunor, the crown of the next King.”

Hans took it in his hands. The crown felt impossibly light. Marenthro and Emyli both watched Hans as if waiting to see what he would do with it. He supposed he should put it on, though the thought jarred him. He hadn’t yet gotten used to the notion of wearing a crown.

“Let me.” Emyli took the circlet in her fingers and, lifting it, placed it on Hans’s head.

As the crown settled over his hair, above his brow, Hans felt both the circlet’s cold weight and the kiss of power in its making. The look in Emyli’s eyes was reward enough, despite his own confusion.

“It’s yours now. You’ve won Dazunor by conquest as well as inheritance. And you’ve also won the right to this.” A long, velvet-wrapped object rested on the table. Hans watched as Emyli carefully folded back the cloth, revealing a gleam of bright metal and gems. By the careful way she lifted it, Hans knew it must be important. It was also big. “Take it,” she said, turning toward him. One of her hands cradled what was clearly a hilt, gem-encrusted and regal. When Hans grasped it, Emyli gently slid off the remaining velvet wrapping. The shining blade, long and deadly, gleamed orange in the firelight.

“It was my father’s sword,” Emyli explained. “The blade was forged in Sordan, but the metal is from Mena’tantaureus, the First Creation, before it was destroyed. The hilt bears the Randolph sapphire, the famous jewel William Randolph gave Ariande Malyrdeonea upon their wedding. The other jewels are also hers.”

“It’s magnificent!” There was no need to feign admiration. Hans had never seen such a marvelous sword.

Emyli smiled at Hans’s obvious pleasure. “It isn’t just for show. This sword was forged to be a weapon and your grandfather used it as one. He was never defeated while he bore it.”

“Are you giving this to me?”

“Yes. You’ve earned it. The sword was placed on Marc Frederick’s sepulcher, and the scabbard on display in Kyrbasillon, as he’d requested. But he stipulated that if his Heirs ever had need, his sword was to be restored to them.”

Hans felt only dismay. “You took it from his grave?”

“I did,” Marenthro interceded. His ageless face wore the solemn look of one who had more intimacy with the dead than the living. “The Highborn Kings lie on biers in Permephedon’s Vault of Incorruption. Marc Frederick was interred with them. The sword was laid atop the grave cloth. His body was never disturbed.”

“And there are obviously no grave robbers in Permephedon.” Hans examined the priceless blade in his hand.

“Only one.”

Emyli looked from Hans to Marenthro and smiled. “Come with me. There’s more.”

She happily led the way into the main passageways of the house, pointing out its many unusual features. The entry guarded by a portion of her father’s collection of suits of armor, including one astride a life-size white marble horse. Five waterglobes suspended from the main hall ceiling in a fixture Marc Frederick had himself designed. The Randolph Library with its shelves of books brought from Marc Frederick’s home World. The Grand Staircase fashioned entirely from the wood of two great Mentan oaks, hewn and brought in from the First Creation, the gathered acorns of which had been planted throughout the estate and were now great oaks themselves. Finally, Emyli led the way up the richly carpeted steps to a floor Hans remembered.

At the end of a long hall stood a double door. The Royal Apartment. When last Hans had seen it, Marc Frederick had used these rooms. The polished carvings in the wood still beckoned, horses and wings, brass hardware gleaming. Childhood might be well behind Hans but the memory was fresh and he grinned with delight at the unicorn tapestry on the landing wall. Beyond the apartment doors were other rooms: bedchambers; libraries; drawing rooms; antechambers. A State bedchamber, its bed hung with blue curtains. A life-size picture of Marc Frederick hung above an enormous fireplace. Emyli stopped before one more door and placed her hand on the latch, her eyes shining.

“This was my father’s study. I had it and other rooms removed to Permephedon for safekeeping upon his death. They have been returned, for now, for you to use should you need them.” She opened the door and they walked into a chamber of wonder.

Hans didn’t remember much about the study. He’d been too young for Marc Frederick to have spent much time with him here. Someone had laid a fire in the hearth at the far end to provide warmth and light. The room was tall and long, with white walls and wide windows. Architectural drawings, archeological sketches, and ancient maps hung on the walls or were braced in frames, stacked against the furniture, displayed on easels. Stone treasures, carvings, gems and crystals lay scattered among manuscripts and models, banners and swords. And everywhere there were books.

Hans walked across the room and picked up a dagger, recognizing it as a Sordani blade. The desk before him held a collection of scrolls and bound books, drawings, a plaster model of a Rill platform like that at Bellan Toregh except he knew somehow that it was not. A smooth box rested on the desktop, its gray surface glimmering, a key in the lock. He tested the lid and found that it opened. Inside he found papers, letters, drawings… a journal. Leafing through the latter, he saw sketches of Dog Men and the Maw and the record of Marc Frederick’s journey there. Raising his gaze, Hans marked the map on the wall, the path of the Rill traced on it in blue, with conjoining paths in pale red. One red line led to Stauberg, another to very near Gustan. Walking to the map, he touched his fingers to it, astounded.

“Grandfather thought the Rill could go to Stauberg,” he wondered. “And here?”

“At one time, it did,” Marenthro noted. “Marc Frederick was not the first to have dreamed of a more omnipresent Rill. He worked using Tarlon Sordaneon’s maps.”

“Did he and Dorilian plan some kind of expansion?”

“Not in any concrete way. I’m sure they discussed it. But no Sordaneon in memory ever raised new Rill structures beyond the ones Derlon set. I’m sure they thought it could not be done.”

A tingle shot through Hans. “Can it be done?”

“I don’t know.” Their eyes met. “I think Marc Frederick wanted to find out.”

“And he knew Dorilian was a Rill Lord.”

“No. Not then. No one knew anything for certain. Three people might have opened the line to Hestya, including Sebbord Teremareon—he was both Sordaneon and an Archmage. Few credited Dorilian with the deed. I still don’t believe he did it alone.” Marenthro touched the map, at Sordan. “I’m not sure when Dorilian learned Derlon’s power ran true in him, but he kept it well hidden until a few months ago, when he commanded the Rill to cease operations to Essera.”

Hans snickered, recalling negotiations in Dazunor-Rannuli. “The Epoptes were furious!”

Marenthro grinned. “Quirin still wants his head.”

“Dorilian called Quirin superfluous. If I were him, I’d be worried.” Hans looked around for Emyli and found her seated on the window seat, framed by glass panes washed with rain. She looked thoughtful, and faintly disapproving of the conversation. Upon seeing that Hans watched, Emyli reverted to a smile.

“This was my father’s favorite room.” She glanced up as Hans took a seat at her side.

“I can see why.” Hans looked around the study, still overwhelmed by the details, the minutiae of the place. “He spent a lifetime assembling it. I promise that I will put it to good use.”

“I know you will.” She reached for Hans’s hand and clasped it. “Spend time here, become familiar. It will teach you so much.”

The way she said it told Hans that Stefan hadn’t spent enough time—or learned nearly enough. But Hans knew it was too soon to go there. There were so many things he still wanted to say, and be, to Emyli. But only one voiced itself.

“You’re my mother—and I barely know you!”

“And that’s my doing.” Emyli bowed her head. The rain outside had turned to sleet and it pelted in tiny grains against the heavy-paned window at their backs. “Believe me when I say I wanted you to stay with me, with Stefan! It was a violent time. Terrifying. And I thought it best to remove you from what was happening. So much death and turmoil, and misunderstanding. I—I told Marenthro to send you far away, away from here, away from harm. Had you stayed, Staubaun and Kheld factions would have warred for your mind. Their conflict would have become all you saw, all that you knew. The world would have closed in on you before you ever realized how free you were to remake it. We could not give you what Marc Frederick would have, had he lived, but we could try to salvage something of what he had intended.”

In this softly lit study with its collections of gadgets and artifacts, littered with broken dreams and the abandoned plans of Rill expansion, Hans saw portents of what might have been. In Marc Frederick, this land had found a balance and a visionary. What would it have been like, the world of Marc Frederick’s imagining? Dorilian had warned Hans that might-have-beens were more dangerous than can-becomes. Only now did Hans understand why.

You had a noble dream, Grandfather. You were a noble man. But the world I face today is born of the men and things that destroyed you. I hope my mother can see this and understand.

The fire had come to a lively burn, so that the light played off the great andirons with their brass knob heads and shone warmly on the jewel-like colors of a carpet from another World. The room presented the contrasts of the late monarch’s life: Mentan architecture and furnishings but overlaid and embellished by a passionate involvement in the details and mysteries of his adopted World.

“You’ve already accomplished a great deal.” Marenthro took a seat in one of the wingback armchairs before the fire, facing mother and son, his gaze taking them in familiarly. Clearly Marenthro was aware he had godfathered a dynasty. “A year ago, no one would have dreamed that the spirit and primary goals of the Permephedon Treaty would ever be revived. Nor that any Stauberg-Randolph would ally with Sordan or gain the backing, however reluctant, of six of the Seven Houses.”

“The treaty wasn’t revived,” Hans pointed out. “It never died, not completely. The spirit of it still lived in Sordan. I found what you knew I would. As for the Seven Houses, they’re not supporting me, not really. They’re just moving very carefully so they don’t provoke Dorilian. He’s the last Highborn Prince, and they aren’t ready to confront either their religion or him, particularly now that his Rill control is certain. They just haven’t figured us out yet. I think they’d stab me in the back if they thought Dorilian would look the other way.”

“Which he’s been known to do.” Emyli’s voice carried a harsh note of censure.

“Emmy,” Marenthro chided. Hans sensed an old disagreement.

“I told you I would not be silent. You didn’t tell him everything—of that, I’m sure.”

“Handurin knew all that he needed to know. You see the proof before you. What he knows now, what he has learned through his trials and hardship, is to trust his own judgment. His mind must be his own.”

“His own mind, but his brother’s story untold!”

Stunned, Hans tried to understand what he was hearing. These two people had sent him to Sordan in the first place! Marenthro had urged Hans to contact Dorilian, seek him as an ally. Hans had simply assumed that Emyli had given her blessing.

Emyli rose from the window seat and walked across the room, though not aimlessly. She took the other seat before the fire.

“I haven’t forgotten Stefan, Mother.” Hans felt uncomfortable with having to confront his family’s history when he knew so little of it. “Stefan’s ghost stood between Dorilian and me every day from the moment we met. The first time we spoke, we could barely get around him! Marc Frederick’s presence looms even larger. It’s a miracle Dorilian can deal with me at all because those two are always there between us.”

“As they should be!” Emyli would not face Hans, but her voice was imperious. “Dorilian battled both of them, openly and to great harm. Why should he escape unscathed? I remind myself that not everything that befell Stefan was of Dorilian’s doing. I try not to resent him. But I do. My son is dead, and Dorilian’s hand played heavily in Stefan’s ruin. Should I overlook or deny that?”

To Hans’ surprise, Marenthro interceded. “Not overlook—forebear,” he advised quietly. “They both were wounded by that battle. Dorilian survived not because he won, but because he withdrew.”

Face tight and eyes bright with emotion, Emyli turned. When she spoke her voice carried a ragged edge. “Yes, he could withdraw. I will not smile upon him for it. He could throw the force of his Highborn birth, his station and his Hierarchate, his Rill and his brilliance against a man who was struggling just to hold onto his crown and his people’s way of life. Dorilian could batter and bleed Stefan and Essera, humiliate and goad and leave no ground for compromise—and then he could withdraw. Because he is Sordaneon, descended from his own gods; because he inherited the greatest fortune in three empires; because he brought the Rill to Teremar and knew it, and no one can take what he is or what he has away from him—he could withdraw! He could lay down that sword because he never had to take it up in the first place! It was always his choice.” Emyli sighed and shook her head. “Do not ask me to approve of what he’s done.”

Hans should have foreseen this. The signs had been there all along. But how much should Hans say about what he knew—or thought he knew? The only events he could be sure of accompanied the murders at Permephedon.

“Do you remember Robdan Aelfricson? You should. Well, Robdan told me something of what happened. Robdan explained the events surrounding Stefan’s coronation, but that’s all he’d witnessed and all he could tell me. Dorilian himself will tell me next to nothing. He said he would not set himself between a man and his brother.”

Quiet settled over them. Even the sleet had stopped. When Hans turned to look out the window, he saw white sheets of falling snow. After a minute, Emyli raised eyes shining with tears. She swallowed before beginning. “They disliked each other from the moment they met. Stefan was overly sensitive about being a Kheldman’s son, even if he was royal, and he resented that he could never attain the stature of being Highborn. It didn’t help that Dorilian was a proud and vicious creature, even as a youth. The year they both studied at Permephedon proved disastrous.” Her gaze drifted back in memory as she twisted the ring on her hand. “Dorilian was horrible to Stefan. Whatever hatred Dorilian carried within him against Essera, he vented freely against your brother. He called Stefan half-breed, mongrel bastard, the child of usurpers. He made a point of saying these things when others were present. His talk—the things he said he’d do—bordered on treasonous, but no one would stop him because of his birth.” Emyli closed her eyes, swallowed hard, before she continued. “Then, one day, Stefan and three of his friends ganged up on Dorilian and held him down. Naturally, he said something vile… and Stefan got angry and kicked him.”

“Twice. In the face,” Marenthro added.

Hans hung his head. Knowing Dorilian as he did, he could see why that deed had never been forgotten—or forgiven.

Emyli sighed and nodded. “It was a terrible thing to do. More so given the family histories involved. Your grandfather was furious with Stefan and pulled him from the school in disgrace. Dorilian, for his part, refused Stefan’s apology. Dorilian threatened to create an incident if not allowed to go back to Sordan immediately and my father, who did not want to continue the enmity with Labran into another generation, let him go. It was a political catastrophe. Dorilian never returned to Permephedon for school and was educated away from Essera. Stefan spent a year in exile. The Rill at Hestya was opened soon after. And things never got better between them.” Emyli walked over to a box on the desk, opening it to remove some objects. She handed these to Hans. “These are photographs of Stefan. You should know what he looked like.”

The photos spanned several years. Stefan as a boy, dark-haired and laughing. As an older boy, posing with his horse and sword, trying to look important. The picture of him as a teen had to have been taken at about the time he was at Permephedon, a royal circlet in stark contrast to his dark curls, his gaze challenging the camera. In that image, Hans saw clearly the Kheldish features that had so warmed Amallaran hearts and inspired a younger, hostile Dorilian to make the comments that had propelled them both along a course to ruin. Later pictures showed a Stefan still smiling, even laughing, but whose gaze was increasingly resentful, daring confrontation.

“During the year Dorilian was at my father’s court,” Emyli continued, “Marc Frederick wanted them to interact… but I kept them apart. I took both you and Stefan to Amallar. The few times Dorilian and Stefan did encounter each other, things were tense. Perhaps if my brother Jonthan had lived, or if the deaths at Permephedon had not happened”—she paused, blinking tears—“but fate threw them together, the cruelest joke of all. Because of that horrible day, Stefan became Marc Frederick’s Heir and Dorilian became Hierarch of Sordan. Between them, they ruled the two remaining parts of the Triempery. Stefan truly believed Dorilian had caused the murders, not just of the Highborn Council and the King, but of the Kheld congregation—and of my brother Jonthan as well. I knew better, and Marenthro and I were not the only ones who tried to convince Stefan otherwise. We thought we had succeeded… until Dorilian confronted Stefan on his coronation day.”

“He wanted to make things right,” Hans said.

“I know. I know! I asked him to do it!” Emyli wiped at eyes wet with tears. “But the timing was so wrong! He couldn’t have known. But I should have. I asked Dorilian to do it because I’d found a letter from my father and showed it to Stefan. And Stefan told me… he told me he wanted to end their conflict. I believed him! And because I believed him….” Her voice trailed off.

“Dorilian believed you.”

Emyli nodded. “He did. He could see I was sincere.”

“Is that why he went? Because he trusted you?”

“He…. I don’t know. But I… I trusted Stefan. I wanted to believe it was possible to put their horrible enmity behind them, behind all of us. I didn’t consider that everyone was remembering the events of Marc Frederick’s coronation, it was on all their minds. On Stefan’s mind. I wasn’t in the room when Dorilian arrived, but I came as soon as I heard. Oh, how I ran! But by the time I reached them, things were already ugly. Stefan had ordered Dorilian’s arrest and I knew—everyone knew—what he was thinking. And that was when everything changed.”

“Changed?”

Hans watched Emyli turn silently, helplessly, to Marenthro. And then he watched Marenthro’s frown, his stillness. Hans became aware of things around him, all changing. Always changing. Snow carpeting the Dazun hills, the minute hand creeping across the face of the Mentan clock across the room, the logs being consumed in the grate, shifting as they burned. But it wasn’t that kind of change about which Emyli and the wizard exchanged glances.

It was Marenthro who answered. “The advent of Nammuor and the extermination of the Highborn legacy of Amynas was foreseen by Endurin Malyrdeon, over two hundred years ago. He was a Wall Lord, a seer of patterns and structures across Time. The ability to converse with Ergeiron was the gift of his line, and he was the last of them to fully manifest it. There have always been things the godborn knew that others did not, including that the Diadem of the Devaryati—the Undying Crown that housed a core of the slain god Vllyr—still existed. This was of little concern while it was hidden so none could use it. It was thought that Aryati ability was gone forever. That its sole remnants resided only in the Highborn.” The firelight continued to shift its colors within Marenthro’s eyes. What hells he imagined or remembered, Hans could not read there, only the passage of centuries… the building… the Creation… all now resting upon the crux of something they both must confront.

“When the Diadem appeared again in Time, Endurin detected the emergence. He foresaw the terminus but could not determine its agent. He knew only that the agent would manifest and, with it, destruction. He also knew that it would take the gifts of Leur to defeat someone in whom the Aryati ability to use the Diadem had been revived. However, those who possessed Leur gifts were few. Entire lineages had reverted to purely human. After breeding only within Staubaun bloodlines for eighteen centuries, the race had weakened. Endurin moved to revive Leur gifts by fostering Highborn unions with other bloodlines.”

“The treaty with Ardaen!” Hans realized.

Marenthro nodded. “Yes. But there was immense opposition to his plan, particularly in Essera. Sordan has more of a history of unconventional matings—and the Seven Houses didn’t oppose what they thought would be a weakening of Derlon’s line. Endurin brought Tarlon, his friend, into his confidence. That is why there were several Sordaneon Princes who took Ardaenan royal brides. Later, Sebbord Teremareon wed a woman who was half Ardaenan. His daughter brought Ardaenan traits back into the ruling lineage.”

“Which is why Dorilian has gray eyes.”

“And more. He’s what Endurin hoped to accomplish. But he did not happen easily. Labran was the first attempt.” Marenthro discarded any effort to explain what had failed. “Endurin was determined to succeed, and he brought Marc Frederick to this World as his Heir, removing the Sordaneons from the succession. It was a brilliant move and a risky one, but it worked. The Triempery would have plunged into civil war upon Endurin’s death if he had not done it. Dorilian would not have been born at all, and neither would the Stauberg-Randolphs. The World today is a consequence of Endurin Malyrdeon’s intervention.”

Hans stared, astonished by what he was hearing. “What would there have been?”

“Labran Sordaneon as the victor in a brutal civil war. He would have sidelined Amallar and the Khelds completely and left the Triempery to his son—a different son than Deben. That son would have wed a princess of Essera, not Valyane Teremareon, and his son would have become a tool of the Diadem.”

“And Nammuor?”

“Would still have happened. The Diadem manifests itself in Time, and its agent with it.” Marenthro was taking care to explain properly. “The Sordaneons also manifest in Time, as do all the heirs of Amynas. Altering that manifestation didn’t remove the essential elements of the terminus. Endurin’s new paradigm was only partially successful. The original terminus is still compelling events. That is how Dorilian and Stefan found themselves within an echo of Marc Frederick’s pivotal moment. Dorilian did take Stefan hostage briefly, as far as the Rill platform. But when the charys came… he let Stefan go.”

“Something completely unexpected?”

“Yes. The terminus didn’t follow its temporal logic. Neither was it a mirror image. Dorilian should have either slain Stefan or taken him hostage—the logic was to remove Stefan from his path—yet he did neither. He allowed Stefan to remain in his path. Since then, Dorilian has become increasingly invisible to me. I no longer see his future at all.”

“But you saw it then.”

“Very clearly. He was playing out the temporal terminus foreseen by Endurin, through Labran’s and Marc Frederick’s distorted paradigm. He’s still playing out that terminus but using a profoundly altered Sordaneon paradigm. The whole World shifted the moment he released Stefan.” Marenthro frowned. “Either of the other two futures would have ended their personal war. Instead, their enmity continued and tore the Triempery apart. Dorilian had to know that, yet he did it anyway. And Dorilian keeps changing, adapting the paradigm. I don’t know how he did it, but he glimpsed Endurin’s design and is modifying it. He battled Stefan for a while, but he knew his real enemy, Nammuor, waited in the wings.”

“But Stefan didn’t know who his real enemy was.”

“No. Until the very end, he never saw Nammuor at all except as someone who for his own reasons would help him against Dorilian. It was never anything more than that for him.”

“What was it for Dorilian?” asked Hans. “If he knew Nammuor was his enemy, and what was happening, why did he engage in so much conflict with Stefan?”

“You might ask him that.”

“It was a game,” Emyli said, her voice cold and tight. “A vicious, cruel game. He enjoyed it, I think, on some level. He closed Sordan to Esseran ships, forcing Stefan to spend gold on Ardaenan or Mercedan transport, or else ship goods by Rill, enriching Dorilian instead. Dorilian tested the border in Neuberland every other day, requiring Stefan to keep a continuous state of alert and funnel troops and resources there. Only the Epoptes kept Dorilian from using the Rill against Stefan. Dorilian may not be the murderer many say he is, but neither is he the paragon you want to think he is.”

“I don’t think he’s a paragon.” Hans was acutely aware that he was defending Dorilian—and wondering not why he should, but why he bothered. It seemed the entire world had entrenched reasons to hate the man.

The clock in the other room struck the hour. “Don’t you?” Emyli studied Hans’s face. “I hear your voice when you speak of him. I see the look in your eyes. Well, Stefan has no one to speak for him.”

“He has you. He has the Khelds. I think Stefan will always be their King.” More than anything else, Hans felt pity when he saw Emyli look away.

“Dorilian has earned his life, Emmy.” Marenthro managed to get her to look at him. “You know that or you would have sought to prevent this alliance. And while Dorilian may not be a paragon, as you put it, neither was Stefan. He perpetuated lies, blamed Dorilian for things he knew he did not do. He installed corrupt governors and through them confiscated every one of Dorilian’s properties here in Essera. Time and again he sought to assassinate Dorilian. Nor can we forget how Stefan brought about the deaths of the Highborn Princes of Stauberg and Dannuth.”

Emyli shook her head. “Nammuor engineered Stefan’s fear of them, planted in his mind the idea that they were traitors.”

“And Stefan hated the Highborn so much he believed it.”

“Because of him!”

The last Highborn Princes in Essera, the final gasp of the Malyrdeons, all that remained of Endurin’s hope to save his own failing lineage—and Stefan had killed them. And then he had sent assassins to kill Dorilian and Levyathan. Hans had heard that part too. Stefan had wanted to kill all of the Highborn, the last of the Triempery’s royal blood. Of Leur. Even if it had been Nammuor who first planted the seed, and Dorilian who had ignited Stefan’s fears, Stefan himself had become the tool of the Diadem. Exactly as Endurin had foreseen. Hans remembered Baran Hen Kyon, assessing him from a chair of horns. We smelled the Sorcerer’s rot long before it claimed the mind of him who slew the Princes of Stauberg and Dannuth. Stefan’s shadow had stood beside Hans in that hall too.

Emyli was crying softly, trying not to disturb either of the men seated near her. Hans walked to her chair and sat upon the arm, where he leaned down and pulled Emyli to his shoulder and she sank into the embrace gratefully. Hans felt the dampness of tears through the cloth of his shirt.

Marenthro, more pensive than before, frowned into the fire.

“So Dorilian did lash out against Stefan.” Hans was saddened by the needless folly. “Nammuor had only to sit back and watch.”

“Which he did, for a time,” Marenthro said.

Until he’d felt his power great enough again. Until he had no more reasons to keep Stefan as King or Dorilian busy fighting him. Until Stefan had moved to destroy the lives that Nammuor wanted to preserve for purposes of his own. Hans held Emyli close and laid his cheek upon her hair. She’d lost her brother, her father, and then her son in this battle for which a Highborn Wall Lord and King had raised her family to power. She feared losing Hans now as well. How could Hans argue with Emyli’s feelings, just because his differed from hers?

“Now I understand why you fear my alliance with Dorilian,” he said. “You’re not the only one who distrusts and dislikes him. I didn’t like him either when I met him in Sordan. He’s everything you say he is—everything—brilliant and proud and unforgiving. I met the man Stefan fought, the one who makes you think that with him there’ll be no room even to breathe without his leave, that he’ll rip out your throat just for trying. The man who won’t let anyone know where they stand with him because only those who stand on solid ground feel capable of standing up to him. Earning that piece of solid ground was the hardest thing I ever had to do.” Hans glanced over to Marenthro. “I wish there was some way you—both of you—could meet the man I knew in Amallar. I don’t know what he’ll be like when I meet him again, but in Amallar—” He returned Marenthro’s intense gaze, felt Emyli pull away, compose herself, her eyes fixing on Hans’s face. “This may sound strange, but Dorilian is the most real person I know. There’s a distance he keeps, but it was less in Amallar. I saw him clearly for the first time. He’s not heartless. He feels things deeply. He’s struggling too.”

Marenthro expression sharpened. “Do you know what he’s struggling with?”

Hans shook his head. He’d asked that question again and again. “Himself. The Rill. How to give shape to something that’s in his head. I don’t know, really. I just have impressions. You don’t know or understand Dorilian, you experience him.”

Emyli looked conflicted. Her every experience of Dorilian had been as an adversary. Even Emyli’s decision to have Marenthro remove Hans from the World had been based on her utter terror of the danger Dorilian presented to those she loved. The things Hans knew... Permephedon. Sordan. Bellan Toregh... Emyli had never known any of them.

“People don’t really look at a person,” Hans continued. “They look at their own insecurities and fears. The more they think they know, the less they see—because they’re seeing something or someone else. Until people stop seeing Stefan, they will never see Dorilian. Or me.”
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Not all parts of Stauberg were easily taken. The Mormantalorans fought bitterly to hold the harbor, their goal being to destroy it completely. Legon Rebiran informed me that many Mormantaloran ships were destroyed, and from the overlook I saw that this was so. I counted easily fifty vessels burning within the Wall’s embrace of the sea, though Dorilian has informed me not all of them were Nammuor’s. 

ROBDAN AELFRICSON, LETTER TO HANDURIN

_______________________________

ROBDAN PENNED IN A FEW more lines with painstaking care before looking up from the letter he was writing. The nearby bed beckoned with silken covers and barely rumpled sheets. Though tempted, he banished sleep from his mind and instead rested his weary eyes by glancing about his room. One of several bedchambers that were part of the grand, oversized suite Sordan’s Hierarch had commandeered for personal use, the room had a small writing table, a big, fine bed, two excellent chairs, and a good-sized fireplace. Dorilian had refused the monarchal Malyrdeon apartment when it had been offered him, but this one was every bit as luxurious. Making his way to the room’s tall, narrow window, Robdan pulled aside the heavy drapery.

Although the hour approached midnight, the western sky was pale with fever. A holocaust of flames and spirals of smoke ringed the black void he knew to be the waters of the harbor. The docks and warehouse district were burning. The Mormantalorans, retreating as night fell, had set their fires well. Robdan doubted that much of the lower city would be saved. Fortunately, Bas Hebron of Lacenedon and his Royal North allies, along with Sordan’s army under Bersyas, had quickly taken the old city and the Mount of Kings.

But more than just human-set fires worried the sky. Beyond the harbor, far out to sea beyond the veil of the Wall, shimmered the green and violet edges of the Rift. A wound in the fabric that separated the Second Creation’s Three Worlds, it was nonetheless beautiful. Robdan wondered if it was true that the Leur folk had sacrificed their lives to create that barrier to magically maintain their Creation in its three separations. The First Creation’s myriad Worlds archived in a forever past. A single new World in which the Creation continued. And one World, Gsch, forever caught in the moment when the First Creation was destroyed.

Imprisoned by magic, that Devastation had happened and not happened and was yet happening, just on the other side of a fragile shield of living energy, the Last Gift of Leur.

This World was ever but moments away from Devastation.

It was a lot to consider, but Robdan now believed it. It made sense that the Malyrdeon Kings had built their palace here, within the mystical protection of the Wall. From their high place they might watch the Rift, the imperfectly healed breach the Aryati had made, through which it was still possible to cross between Worlds. Hans had told Robdan how he’d crossed into this World at another place in the wasted lands of the Kolpos, where the ghost city of Mulsor sometimes broke through the breach.

Robdan had turned away from the window and padded back to his desk to continue his letter when a staccato rapping on the door interrupted him. When he answered, he was shocked to find Dorilian at his threshold, showing evidence of having spent a night directing the occupation personally. Soot and blood, none of it his own, stained Armor and skin. In the shadows behind Dorilian stood several of his bodyguard looking resolute but haggard. Robdan suspected they’d been up with him since early morning of the day before.

Finding Robdan stricken mute at seeing him, Dorilian broke the silence. “I know it’s late. I thought you’d want to know we found Erenor Tholeros.”

“The Regent?” Robdan had supposed Erenor would have slipped away, like Nammuor. Then he realized that he shouldn’t just leave the Hierarch of Sordan standing at the door like someone’s message boy. “Your pardon, Thrice Royal, please come in.” Robdan hesitated, then added, “If you have the time, that is.”

Dorilian gave him a strange look. But he entered the room, directing his guard to stay outside in the antechamber. “We found Erenor in the Harbor House, waiting for us when we got there. Pinned to the wall with his own sword—and a few other things. A parting gift from Nammuor.”

“He was dead?”

“Very.”

Robdan ran his fingers through his tousled hair. “Poor Erenor.” It pained him to remember the man he had known for so many years, an officer of Marc Frederick’s guard and, later, the man Stefan had trusted and admired. “I know I shouldn’t, but I feel rather sorry for him. Nammuor was more treacherous than he. How sad that even he should end this way.”

“You waste your sympathy. He killed the Malyrdeon Princes, mere boys, by burning them alive. He alienated Stefan from Essera’s nobles, then saw him slaughtered like an animal. He executed men for Stefan’s death when he knew they were blameless. And he raped Palaistea. He deserved his fate.” Dorilian grimaced. “We also captured Coram Barzanes. Nammuor left him behind to finish the ruin of the harbor. Hebron will oversee Coram’s execution in the morning.”

Robdan stared when Dorilian crossed to the window. Though he knew Dorilian could be hard, Robdan had never seen him so cold. Instead of bestowing upon Dorilian the elation of victory, Stauberg—like the Rill—preyed unnaturally on his mood. Perhaps it was the Wall. Surely Dorilian’s earlier sorcery, his amazing destruction and reawakening of the Wall, exacted a price.

“Would you like to sit?” Robdan indicated one of the room’s comfortable chairs. He was puzzled, however. Why had Dorilian come to Robdan’s room and not sought his own? “I’m sure your feet could use a bit of rest. We can have some branroot together, you and me. The palace storeroom had a supply, imagine that. I made requests and, well, have brewed a pot.” He moved toward the fireplace, on the hearth of which a tall branroot pot sat warming.

“Branroot? There’s a drink I’ve not tasted since leaving Amallar.”

“I’m sure here it’s considered appallingly common. I found a woman who knew of it. She told me the Old King used to want branroot sometimes. Stefan also, though he was seldom here. She sniffed at my request, said it was naught but nasty old roots, but she gave me this pot and a bag of grindings.” Robdan thought the long-handled pot was very fine, made of glass and bright, polished copper. He’d never seen one so elegant.

“That is the King’s own pot.” In answer to Robdan’s look of surprise, Dorilian nodded. “It was Marc Frederick who introduced me to it, to branroot—at Gustan mostly, though we drank it here, from that very pot. I developed an appreciation. It’s a rare drink that can be sweetened without losing character.”

“Yes, well I never thought of it like that.” Robdan gazed at the branroot pot with new respect. “I’ve apples and muffins to go with.” Breadstuffs were wonderful for settling branroot in the stomach, though these particular baked goods were two days old. He’d pocketed them from the Hierarch’s table the last day at camp. “They’re not fresh.”

“Little is these days. The whole World is moldering.”

“Well, they’re not moldy yet.” Robdan rummaged for the muffins and prayed they’d not gotten crumbled. “Perhaps, if you could, while we eat, you might tell me some news? Anything will do. I’m writing a letter to Hans, you see, and I’m sure he will be interested in hearing the fate of his former regent, and other things.”

Dorilian nodded and went to speak with his men outside the door. When he came back, he eyed the desk. “You’re working. I will sit on the bed.” He had no sooner done so than a loud knock sounded at the door. It was Legon, still in full battle gear as Commander of the Hierarch’s Eagle Guard. His voice held not just one but several notes of apology.

“I hate to disturb you, Sire.”

“Just tell me what this is about.”

“You should know Bas Hebron has assigned his own men to secure the city gates.”

Yet another grimace. “Of course he has.”

“He is in the outer chambers, seeking to speak with you, he and—”

“You and Tutto will see that the illustrious lords of the Royal North are made comfortable in the audience chamber. Tell them they might have to wait.”

“Yes, Sire.” Legon turned on his heel and paced to the door, acknowledging his dismissal. Before exiting, he stopped short to turn back. “Thrice Royal?”

Dorilian looked up at him impatiently.

Legon flicked a glance to Robdan. His jaw tensed. “You ought to bed yourself, Sire.”

“Later.”

“But, two days without sleep!”

“Later!” Dorilian snarled.

Legon hastily bowed and left. The branroot brew had begun to steam, releasing its homely aroma to perfume the air. A Staubaun would have wrinkled his nose, but Dorilian did not. He lifted his head hopefully. Robdan placed the muffins on a plate along with two small apples and fetched the pot. He handled it with great care, his little table being the center of all undertakings. He could think of no worse disaster now than staining his precious accounts with spilled black branwater. Thankful the woman had included a cup, he added it to the one he always carried with him and poured both. He handed his own mug, which was better and larger, to Dorilian, who took it wordlessly.

“He’s concerned for you.” Robdan assigned Legon’s remark its true meaning.

“There’s work to be done, and I’m hungry.”

“We’re taking care of that. As for things needing to be done, not a stitch of it is so important that you need ruin your health.”

“You don’t understand, Robdan.”

“You’re right. I don’t. I don’t understand why you continue to drive yourself this way when it’s no longer necessary. Stauberg is securely yours.”

Dorilian barked a laugh. “Mine, yes.” He studied the cup in his hands. “And you don’t see the problem with that, I suppose.”

“I see a city happy to be liberated. The lords of the Royal North are happy too.”

“They will be less happy in the morning.” Dorilian took a sip from the mug. He gave Robdan a smirk. “They asked me to be their king.”

“They... did?” Robdan was too stunned to say anything else.

“I told them I would think about it.”

“Oh.”

“Yes. I’m thinking about how to leave here before they put their damn crown on my head. I don’t want it. It’s the worst kind of trap. Even Nammuor could not devise an outcome more certain to destroy me.”

“But the Wall—”

“Is part of the problem.”

Robdan was glad for the cup he held. The curved warmth of it gave his hands, and him, something to do. He glanced anxiously at the door. “But they’re in the next chamber, the royal Lords—”

“Yes, lying in wait so that I cannot escape. Leave them to me. I have dealt with cleverer foes. I’ve put plans in place, set things in motion.” Dorilian took another swallow of branroot. “Things are such that no matter what I do, I cannot rest upon this victory. This war is far from won. We might yet lose everything gained by today’s battle. The harbor is destroyed and unusable. Ships are sunk in the channel, making it impassable until they are removed—and that could take weeks. Stauberg has the Wall and my fleet to defend it, but the city will soon be at the edge of starvation. The enemy burned every warehouse and yard they could. We sit here with nearly no stores or supplies of food or fuel. Stauberg has nothing to sustain it if Mormantalorus should send an army against it.”

Dorilian didn’t need to mention that Nammuor had armies and ships yet in Tahlwent.

The room seemed to chill a bit more as the facts fell into place. Robdan put his cup aside and pulled his woolen robe a bit closer about his shoulders. “Bas Estevan has said Gweroyen will assist with provisions.”

“Yes. He did say that.”

“And Hans is threatening Trulo. He may have taken it by now. He will keep Nammuor from sending troops north.”

“I hope so.”

“He will!” Robdan insisted.

“If he can.”

The room smelled of the warm, fragrant branroot, recalling cozy Amallaran hearths instead of a city on the edge of starvation. Robdan wondered how Hans was faring. The young man was many days to the south.

“You have an army there too, don’t you?” Robdan remembered. “Isn’t your general Pandaros supposed to join up with Hans in Dazunor?”

“If the weather holds and he makes good time. Pandaros is coming out of Neuberland, a long ride for so large a force. Last I heard, they had commandeered supplies in Merrydn and just skirted Dazunor-Rannuli. However, they may still not have joined with Handurin.” Dorilian sighed. “Nammuor may press the situation here, and I have to fortify Stauberg against that possibility.”

“You’ll make yourself ill if you try to do it in one night. And Nammuor can’t be that much of a problem if he’s on the run.”

Dorilian gave Robdan a measured gray stare and the barest flicker of a mirthless smile. “Nammuor is not on the run. While the Wall was dormant and I waited until my army was in the city before I made my entrance, a lr device enabled him to escape without horse or ship, through the very air. Nammuor is in Tahlwent—with his Diadem.”

Robdan’s stomach clenched. He had not considered sorcerous abilities such as what he’d seen used on Palaistea and now realized that he should have.

“Nammuor is weakened.” Dorilian reasoned. “Militarily. Logistically. He has lost one front of his war, but he is still dangerous. Now that he has rejoined it, that army in Tahlwent is poised to strike—and not at Stauberg. I very much fear for Handurin should that happen.”

“You think Nammuor will bother with him?”

Dorilian tipped his head back to swallow more branroot. He drew his hand to wipe his mouth and the arcane sheathing of Derlon’s Armor rippled smoothly across his shoulders like silver silk. “Handurin has armies, and he holds territory. Armies and territory are things enemies bother with.”

Robdan turned to the steaming pot of branroot and offered to refill Dorilian’s cup. In so doing, he noticed how roughened Dorilian’s hands had become in these last weeks. The regal hands of a Highborn Prince, once tended by lotions and manicures, were now callused by riding and the handling of a heavy sword for days on end. They were good hands, solid and steady, the kind of hands a man could count on. Robdan wondered that he had never taken notice of them before. A look at his own hands showed no such signs of metamorphosis. His were those of a writer, not a warrior, a wielder of pens instead of swords.

“Have an apple,” Robdan offered, for lack of anything more profound. Dorilian had already devoured both muffins.

“I’m royally sick of apples.” Dorilian sliced half-heartedly into one with a sharp knife he carried. “You would think Essera could grow nothing else.”

“It’s the climate. The northlands cannot grow more delicate fruits, though I know some manage it in sheltered gardens. And it’s true apples keep well through a long winter.”

“None can question that.” Dorilian held up a slice of the toughened fruit that had already lasted many weeks off the tree. “Apples suffer as a steady diet. Fresh or dried, there’s only so much one can do with them. At the moment, I loathe them even more than eels.”

Robdan laughed. For weeks, apples had been part of every meal, a constant in the face of dwindling rations of meat and grain—ballast, as more hardened troopers would refer to them. No wonder the fruit was now being tolerated where it had once been enjoyed. “You would do better with a Kheldish cook.” Robdan had been thinking as much for weeks. “Instead of having apples raw or stewed, you might eat tarts or turnovers, or have them as a relish, or slow-baked stuffed with something good. I’ve had apples made better at roadside stalls than what you get served at your table.”

“You would not want the job, I suppose?” Having finished the apple, Dorilian downed the remainder of his branroot and leaned to put his empty mug on the bedside stand. With a sigh, he flung himself back upon the rumpled bed covers, the wings of his Armor spread across his broad chest like those of an exhausted eagle. He stared up at the flickering shadows on a ceiling traced with gold. “Have you noticed that this palace is a cold place? The ones who lived here are all dead now. All gone.”

Surprised by such melancholy, Robdan wondered what demons strove with the shadows of Dorilian’s memories. Stefan perhaps. It had been here, after all, somewhere in this vast palace, some tower room or deep dungeon, that Stefan had planned to incarcerate Dorilian—the same palace in which the ill-fated Sordaneon Hierarch Labran had ended his world-weary days. But Dorilian was thinking along different paths.

“This palace is hollowed, Robdan Aelfricson. One generation has passed, and all its history is unwritten.”

Robdan wished he had sage words to put to rest that sense of a past being lost. Even for him, Stauberg’s past dissolved into inconsequence, doomed by the finite limits of human memory. Those who should have been here, lived here, given this place meaning and life, had died or been murdered. The Malyrdeons had left behind only ancient, storied halls that, empty now, spoke in echoes of antiquity.

“Do you know,” Dorilian asked in a voice filled with pain, “I still hear his footsteps?”

Some cultural reflex not yet unlearned inside Robdan’s Kheldish brain jumped out of its box at that. Like most of his countrymen, he believed strongly in ghosts and the supernatural. It seemed only too possible that lost souls wandered this palace. Which Dorilian might be hearing, Robdan dared not guess. He ran his hand over his tangled nap of hair, sure it must be standing on end.

“Quite vivid memories, I would say.” Robdan feared to say more. Dorilian nodded, a simple agreement. Seeking to reassure him, Robdan added another thought. “It’s not quite true that the palace is empty, with no one who belongs. You belong here, don’t you?” When Dorilian gave him a look that asked if he knew what he was saying, Robdan continued. “The Highborn built this place. Ergeiron and his brothers. Derlon, your ancestor, caused the ground to bleed the first stone, the first course of the foundation for this entire building. Legon showed me the demarcation.”

“That was two ages ago. Now the seed of Ergeiron is no more, murdered to the last of them, and Derlon’s sons never dwelled here in any way to claim it as ours. Guests we were for a time, welcomed as kin. Celebrated as brothers. Then we became prisoners, rejected when we stood to be Kings. The Wall itself pushed against that ambition. We should have accepted it better.” Dorilian sighed. “Years ago, in my youth, I stood atop the Gate of Transformation. I looked upon the city and Stauberg withheld her soul from me. I understood. Stauberg has nothing to give to that which Sordan already owns. Another land runs in my blood, a land where the sun is warm and the breeze is kind, and even in winter the sky is blue, not gray like it is here. Gray sky and gray hills, gray stone cities and gray little men, everything colorless and cold.”

He’s tired, Robdan thought. It’s not like him to complain so. “It’s a bad season,” Robdan conceded. “Winter is always dreary, and this one more than most. Wait until summer, it will be better for you then.”

From the bed, Dorilian disagreed. “If I wait for summer, Nammuor wins his war. These chambers, though”—he continued, changing the subject—“this suite of rooms for a time belonged to Enreddon, who was Prince of Stauberg during Marc Frederick’s reign. Before that, however, they belonged to my grandfather.”

“Did they really?” That was interesting.

“Yes. The Royal Sordaneon residence for eighteen hundred years… until we were kicked aside. This part of the palace was a separate structure at one time, before it was incorporated as the east tower. The Green Tower, for the family color. Since the residence was not suited as a prison, it was turned over to Enreddon, a courtesy for services rendered. Our furnishings and other goods were put into storage—quite a valuable pile of junk, some of it was priceless. Stefan later had it confiscated and sold off like everything else I then owned north of the Dazun. But if you get the chance, look on the door to these apartments. You can see the Sordaneon crest carved into the wood. They never removed it.”

“The truth survived them all, and so have you,” Robdan noted.

“I suppose I have. But the World changed around me. It used to be that Highborn blood was sacred, granted immunity from men’s swords, even in battle. And look”—he lifted his arm to display a bloodied slash just below the Armor—“this is the immunity granted my blood in these foul times. He was not even one of Nammuor’s assassins. He was Esseran, one of Erenor’s men. A Staubaun. He knew me, and yet he raised his steel. Fortunately, my blade was quicker than his.”

“You shouldn’t take chances.” Robdan didn’t like the look of the cut, although the edges appeared to have already knitted. “You should have that looked at.”

“It’s healing well.” Dorilian spoke so firmly Robdan lost all courage to press the issue.

“Are there any couriers going out?” That matter seemed safer. “I would like a few letters to be included in the next dispatch.”

“We can use the Stauberg array once my staff has ascertained it is not sabotaged. If we cannot use that, I will send riders. Where to?”

“Dazunor, I suppose, or wherever Hans is. I would like to write a note to the Princess Emyli, also, if I may.”

Dorilian frowned. “I know not where she is. But send it if you like. Do so before morning. It will reach her by some means. And, if you would, include my regards beside yours. Hers is not an easy part, to sit and wait while her son goes to war.”

The waterglobes flickered. Robdan wondered how long it was until morning. “Of course, Thrice Royal.” He seated himself at his desk to start on the note immediately. He took out paper, vellum sheets of the sort Staubaun nobility used, and agonized over how to start. Just as he put the first word down, he heard Dorilian speak again.

“And, Robdan?”

“Yes?”

“When in private, you can forget the title. Mine, I mean.”

Robdan’s heart thumped into his throat. “A great honor, Thrice Royal. Thank you. I would… like that, very much.” He fingered his pen just for something to do with his hands. “Is there anything you would have me to convey to the Princess for your part? Something personal, perhaps. I would gladly add it into my note.” It was the only offer he could think of to make. The reply from Dorilian was slow in coming, whether from deep thought or invasive weariness, Robdan could not tell.

“No,” Dorilian said at last. His voice drifted as if from far away. “Emyli and I have never had much to say to each other. We were ever at cross purposes. Just tell her I am finished here.”

“I’m not sure I understand.”

“She’ll know what it means.”

When Robdan looked up from his work many minutes later, unsure of how much time had passed beneath his fingers, he found his short note had become a letter, and a lengthy one at that. No matter, he decided. Emyli would be pleased with such a detailed correspondence. He folded the stiff sheets, then sealed them. As he blew on the congealing wax to harden the mark, he looked over to the bed. Dorilian still rested there, but something in his attitude suggested a subtle change. Robdan finished addressing the letter and set it atop the stack he’d composed.

“Thrice Royal?” The title was a habit that would be hard to break. Robdan spoke in low voice. A few seconds passed without answer. Rising from the desk, he walked quietly as he could to the bedside and looked down upon the man sprawled in full god Armor across the covers.

Asleep, and better so. Not even sleep could erase all traces of exhaustion, but in Dorilian’s relaxation there was a profound peace, an entire world gone quiet. Robdan wondered at his relief and the concern that had prompted his care. Two months ago, he would not have felt it. He found it uncomfortable to look so openly upon Dorilian as he slept. To stare at the Hierarch awake was impertinence, punishable in public situations. To so regard him in the unguarded surrender of sleep seemed a sacrilege. How young he was! Dorilian was so grave, so often burdened by the weight of his office and the rumors that wrapped him in shadow, it was easy to overlook that he was only in the early decades of a life that might measure its span in centuries. Now, in sleep, his body utterly relaxed, there was only the naked purity of features so striking that the assaults were all the more obvious: the shadows of bruises; the bloody cut on his arm, now barely to be seen; the weariness that had abandoned him here without the usual safeguards of his station.

And yet—

Dorilian was other than human, descended from gods and heir to their powers. Though Robdan had seen proof, Dorilian’s revelation was difficult to comprehend. To Kheldish minds, Highborn sorcery conjured dark and evil things. Yet Robdan saw no evil here.

How do I tell Hans what you are? The things you can do? Or does he already know—he who knew that you would bring the Rill? 

Robdan saw with his own eyes how Dorilian was changing. Still changing. The Wall or the Rill, things known by all and yet unseen, had caused this metamorphosis. So too his arcane crown and storied sword. Things of power. One by one, Dorilian had taken up these devices and become what was needed to wield them. The Rill had done his bidding. His body had revived a god. The Wall had touched him and sensed one of its own.

The Highborn are not as we are. The Wall was once a man. So was the Rill, Robdan reasoned. The Entities had passed over some threshold Dorilian had not yet crossed. Whatever Dorilian had become or was becoming had not been seen since the Fall of Iddolea, when the first Highborn Princes had defeated the last sons of Arya, sealing the boundaries of the World forever.

Why had those powers appeared again?

Dorilian lay in so complete a surrender to sleep that Robdan considered moving him under the blankets. But doing so might awaken Dorilian and so Robdan left him as he was.

Robdan notified the captain of the Hierarch’s bodyguard, who notified Tutto, who brought a blanket that together they placed over Dorilian. “He’ll be madder than hell when he wakes,” Tutto confided when he and Robdan retreated to near the hearth and Robdan had given over his letters to be dispatched. Tutto’s gruff voice was friendlier than it had been. “There was more he wanted to do in these last hours. But Leur knows he needs the sleep. Gifts such as his drain a man, even with his Leur blood. He drives himself harder than any of us.”

“I’m surprised he stopped in to see me.”

“He put you in this room to a purpose. It has a secret staircase, one he plans to use.”

“Where? And when?” Robdan’s gaze swept the room as Tutto continued.

“Soon. He also told Legon he thought you, if anyone, might have something at hand to eat.”

Robdan blinked. “Yes, well…”

“Good thing. He needed that too.” Tutto’s dark eyes commended Robdan’s consideration. “He doesn’t trust kitchens. Seldom eats without a tester.”

“Me?”

“A sensible move. No one would bother to poison you.”

Robdan’s good feeling about the evening dissipated. Dorilian had done much the same thing at Merath, sleeping in his bed because no one would look there. “I see.”

“If it helps, not even for a royal feast would he endure being with any man whose company he did not welcome.”

“Oh? Well yes, thank you. That does help.”

Tutto nodded. “Good. Because you’re going to be with us a while longer. Catch some sleep yourself. I hope by now you’ve learned to pack light and move like a thief in the dark.”
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When seeking the key to other princes I have known, the wisdom was always to look to the father. In the case of Handurin, I say look to the mother.

IONAIS MALYRDEONIS, COMMUNICATION TO A DENIZEN OF THE SEVEN HOUSES

______________________________

“THIS PLACE IS A WONDER!” It was the morning after their arrival, and Aubrey and Hans wandered the Manor grounds, exploring its many buildings and cottages. Aubrey still seemed amazed. “I like it better than any of the fancy palaces we’ve seen.”

Hans laughed at her assessment. Certainly the size and appointments of Gustan Manor were palatial. He’d spent the night sleeping in a bed at least as large as the one he’d nearly gotten lost in at Trulo. Still, he understood what Aubrey meant. With its lands dedicated to farming and foresting, approached through fields dotted with sheep and cattle and husbanders’ cottages and barns, guarded only by great oaks and its stately stone facade, the Manor looked... rather cozy. Though imposing, it lacked the intentional grandiosity Staubauns considered appropriate to a royal dwelling. Even gatehouses and barracks for the necessary complement of royal guards were tucked out of sight behind groves of giant oak trees.

“Marc Frederick would be happy to hear you say that,” Hans said. “He loved Gustan more than any other place in the empire. He built it in memory of his childhood home. I saw the plans last night in his study. It took him twenty years.”

Emyli had shown Hans the Manor’s architectural plans to assist him in finding his way around. Gustan Manor was large—over three hundred rooms full of wonders—but Marc Frederick had placed his civilized and utterly human stamp on every stone, every fixture. It was odd, yet reassuring, that Hans already felt at home here.

“I’m surprised your regent and his new friends left this place unplundered.” Aubrey and Hans stopped at the gate of the winery and she climbed onto the fence, taking a seat on the top rail.

Deciding that she had picked a fine vantage point, Hans moved to join her. From their perch, the land rolled away toward the river and a boat landing where, probably last during Stefan’s reign, the royal river barge had berthed securely. That was yet another item of Stauberg-Randolph property Hans would need to locate and reclaim. Just behind them, the rear aspect of the Manor, four stories rising above its glass conservatories and landscaped terraces, presented a monumental and reassuring solidity. Though the day promised to be warmer, a few traces of last night’s snow still dotted the hedges and paths.

“They didn’t plunder it because they couldn’t find it,” Hans explained. “It wasn’t here.”

Aubrey looked briefly toward the snow-dusted house, with its glass-windowed stone walls and elaborate chimneys plumed with smoke from the fires warming its rooms. “What do you mean? How wasn’t it here?”

She’s learning. The last few months have taught her the value of evaluating inconsistencies.

“I talked with some villagers last night. They sent a delegation to meet with me, their leaders. They said Erenor came here after Stefan’s death to inventory the Manor. He couldn’t find it. No one could. They rode in circles. Maybe they rode through it. From a distance, they could see it, but when they approached”—he shrugged, knowing only what he had heard—“it wasn’t here—not the house or the staff or the farm, none of it—until yesterday.”

Aubrey’s blue eyes widened. “Magic!”

Hans nodded. “Magic. My mother told me, last night. Marc Frederick was a match for the Highborn Princes he ruled. His grandfather was a Highborn Prince, after all, and his great-grandfather a Wall Lord. Either Endurin or maybe Marc Frederick used the Leur’s Ring to bind some kind of magic to this place.”

Or maybe Marenthro had. Hans wasn’t yet sure about that.

The glow on Aubrey’s face reflected both wonder and the soft, early light of dawn. On the chance she might encounter Emyli, Aubrey had worn her mauve skirt and her Kheldish cloak of good brown wool hemmed with the plaid of her Thegn clan and pinned with a faetha’s wheel. It reminded Hans of Amallar.

“Human magic, not Highborn?”

“Maybe a little of both. Marc Frederick was their pupil, after all. Maybe even a little of his life went into this place. I don’t know, really. But I feel more like I know him now, seeing this. I remember him so clearly here. I used to see him riding up this road from the river. Now I realize he must have been coming back by way of Dazunor-Rannuli from Permephedon or Leseos or some other place along the Rill run. Even when he was angry, as he sometimes was, he still had a smile for me.” Hans recalled something more and pointed to where the road met the courtyard of the stables. “That’s where I first saw Dorilian, just once, the day my grandfather brought him here.”

From Neuberland. Hans didn’t say it, but another piece of the Sordaneon puzzle clicked into place. Dorilian looked hostile because he didn’t want to be here. He’d been blackmailed into doing it. I remember Marc Frederick watched him like a hawk.

“You met him then?”

“Not met exactly. Saw. I think my grandfather may have introduced him. I was only six or seven and Dorilian was older. He was on a white horse and looked down at me. My mother sent me away the next day, Stefan and me. We spent that winter at Rhodhur.” She didn’t want us to be anywhere near Dorilian. I remember her fighting with my grandfather, her and Stefan. Marc Frederick wanted us to stay.

Some memories, at least, were coming back.

“Hans?”

He felt Aubrey’s hand on his arm and realized his thoughts must have shown on his face. “It’s nothing,” he assured her. “I’m thinking about my brother.”

“You grew up here in this beautiful place. Both of you.”

“Yes. I left when I was nine, though. And now look.” He smiled and hopped down from the fence, lifting his arms to Aubrey. “I’m finally home!”

She laughed as Hans swung her down, her skirt swirling off the fence. Someone hailed them, and they looked around to see Arne and Fran hurrying down the road from the stables and barracks. Both wore the gear of men ready to ride out.

For the first time in weeks, Arne looked rested and unharried. The war they’d waged across Dazunor had taken away some of the weight the young man had put on in Amallar and the beard he’d let grow out since Rainill lent a new maturity to his face. Hans noted the confidence in Arne’s approach and approved. If Khelds were ever to be lords, they would have to look as though they had earned and deserved it.

“The rest of them are coming, your armies, marching up the road from Trulo,” Arne relayed as he came to a stop alongside Hans and Aubrey. “But I don’t think you want them camping here.” Arne pointed to a distant line of apple trees. “That orchard would be the second thing to go, for firewood, right after some of the royal sheep.”

“We’ll save the sheep and the orchard too.” Hans looked to Fran. “What have you found?” He had sent Fran ahead with Cortogh and some men the day before, to see how far the enemy was from the town and to scout out suitable locations for the army to make camp.

“The main force of Southlanders is standing at Elithegh. It commands the Tahlwent trade road and the dams along the Gyges and Orry rivers. There’s a big farm on high ground a few hills back and away, with cleared land and three good wells. Thunes, it’s called. If we set up there, we bottle the Orry valley, and the enemy would have to sneak a long way around to attack us from the rear.” Fran squinted into the morning sun that brushed his jaw line with reddish gold. The young Neuberlander had decided to let his facial hair grow, though there would never be enough of it to amount to a beard.

“Doesn’t anyone shave anymore?” Hans had to ask.

Fran glared. “Just Staubauns. Or those who want to look like them.”

Though Hans knew better than to say what he thought, that Fran still looked half Staubaun but merely ungroomed, Hans also detected the way Fran singled out Aubrey when he said it. She simply gazed back coolly. There was room to wonder. Though Aubrey avoided most of the Staubaun leaders and forces, she spent more time these days with the Serrain Heir, Raphelon, and his Dannuthi cousin Bas Kerr than with her former countryman. By the look of things, Fran resented it.

“Camp the army at Thunes.” Hans set foot back along the road to the Manor. Emyli was almost certainly expecting him to join her for breakfast. “Be watchful, but don’t ride the men too hard. I think we have some time before we battle again. Nammuor has some wounds that need licking.” As gravel crunched underfoot, Hans nodded at the quick question in their expressions. Aubrey pulled her skirt up and skipped ahead to watch Hans’s face as he told them. “Dorilian took Stauberg last night.”

“What?” Arne blurted. “How the hell can you know that?”

There had been no courier, not even time enough for one to have come from Trulo. Aubrey’s eyes grew wide, her face pale. Hans knew she’d say no more while the two Kheld men were with them, but her thoughts had to be racing.

“Marenthro told me.”

Each face filled with wonder—and no small amount of awe. “Marenthro!” Fran spoke with hushed breath. “I heard he never leaves his towers, unless to see the King or the Highborn themselves. And he’s here?”

“He was last night.” Hans wasn’t at all clear just where Marenthro had spent the night or if he was even at the Manor still. Marenthro apparently possessed the ability to travel at will and wasn’t given to announcing his arrivals or departures.

“And Stauberg’s taken?” Arne was less impressed by the wizard’s appearance than the others. Arne had heard Hans talk about Marenthro often and familiarly and wouldn’t have been surprised to find Marenthro popping up to see how things were going. Other things loomed larger in Arne’s mind. “But what about Stauberg’s Wall? Everyone said it couldn’t be broken!”

“Dorilian broke it.”

Hans watched the emotions that swept his friends’ faces. Fran’s sudden dark glower, the way Aubrey looked away to hide her thoughts. Arne’s bright blue eyes widened with jubilation before another, more apprehensive, expression took hold. “Lud’s Balls!” Arne swore under breath. “That’s sorcerer’s work!”

Hans swallowed. “We don’t know everything yet.”

“What more do you need to know?” Fran’s voice had an edge all of them recognized. Even Arne, whose feelings probably were not much different, watched Hans uneasily to see how he reacted to the tone Fran took with him. “The Sordaneon broke Stauberg’s fucking Wall! No power of this earth was supposed to be able to do that! Even the Staubauns say so. Open your eyes! The bastard’s just proved he’s hellspawn, like Stefan said all along! And now that he’s got nothing to keep him busy, he’ll be breathing his foul breath down on our outstretched necks!”

Hans met that angry gaze without flinching. Fran was not the only one who would think that, but how far could Hans let Fran go? Can I let him talk this way to me now—and expect him to speak more respectfully later when we’re not among trusted friends?

“We don’t yet know what Dorilian has done or proven. I need to know a lot more before I decide that. But Marenthro was neither surprised nor upset. I think he knew it could be done and how it would be done—and that doing it was necessary. Taking Stauberg removed Erenor’s army and most likely his fleet as well. It removed Nammuor’s! Stauberg’s harbor and whatever stores are in it are ours. Now we have a solid front to the north, and we’ve deprived Nammuor and his remaining allies of a vital supply line. What matters for us is that Nammuor has been dealt serious blows: he lost Trulo, and Stauberg”—Hans counted them off on his fingers—“and now the next battle is going to be one he must win. Either he’ll send forces north against Stauberg, or it’ll be sorcery for us next time. Nammuor’s sorcery. The lr crystals and low-grade magic we’ve seen so far from his underlings are nothing compared to his Diadem’s destructive power. Given that Dorilian appears to know how to fight him, and we don’t—if Nammour’s smart, and he is, I’m betting he brings the battle to us.”

“Hans.” Aubrey put her hand on his arm, stopping him. Arne and Fran still stood with them at the edge of the paved courtyard. White snowbine flowers dangled overhead nearby in a sheltered, sunlit corner. Their faint, honey fragrance wafted on the cold light air. “We can fight a sorcerer. All we need to know is how to do it.”

“We can’t do sorcery!” Fran spat. “No natural thing can!”

“My grandfather could,” Hans pointed out.

That answer silenced Fran and made Aubrey smile. “If we could find out how he did it, maybe we can do it too,” she said.

“That’s what I need to learn next. How he did it.” Hans knew Fran and Arne watched him for signs of what he would do, how he would react publicly to this news of his ally’s sorcery. They looked uncomfortable with hearing him say he dared to hope for it himself. My grandfather used some kind of power to build this place. I saw him use sorcery at Permephedon. He wore the Leur’s Ring, and so will I. Marenthro seemed to think that I could. These Khelds have approved of what I’ve done so far… but they may not like where I will want to take them now. 

“Move the army to Thunes,” Hans told them. “I will join you there in a day or so. There are some things I need to do here.”

EMYLI AWAITED HER SON IN the Morning Room. She stood before its walls of windows facing south and east, warming herself and admiring vistas of rolling fields leading to bare-crowned Sonnen Hill and the village. Across the wide silver ribbon of the Dazun, Amallar glimmered like a misty dream. The room had always been her favorite. Green carpets with pale jewel-like floral notes, each exquisite and unique, woven into the pattern, lent the delicacy and freshness of walking on moss. Pastel furnishings and walls completed the airy effect. She hoped the room’s mood would infuse Hans as well. She had been unsettled by his ambivalence the night before, the way he had held back from her, allowing her to feel his welcome and glimpse something of his warmth, but revealing nothing of his heart or mind. The child Emyli had known so well had grown into a young man she did not know at all.

Because Dorilian got to him first. We knew the risk of that.

Aware of what was at stake, Emyli remained wary of that alliance and its hold on Hans. Marenthro had not been alone in warning her to tread softly there. She had seen for herself how carefully Hans avoided saying anything about his feelings, what Dorilian might mean to him, leaving Emyli to guess at the reasons. The Sordaneons had ever held both opportunity and danger for her family, something Marc Frederick had realized but Stefan had not. Though she feared what Hans was doing, she knew well the forces that compelled him. Glancing up at the framed portrait that presided over the table, she acknowledged an old vow. We will prevail, as the Mother has promised. 

A rustle at the door brought her attention around. The Manor’s steward admitted a young woman who stepped self-consciously into Emyli’s presence. “The Lady Aubrey Thegn Amundda,” Gareth, the distinguished steward, announced, closing the door with less than a whisper.

Emyli noted how the young Kheld woman drank in the details of the room, even as she bowed her head with the expected deference. It was nicely done, neither awkward nor subservient. Emyli could see that Aubrey had been exposed to Staubaun ways and had studied them, though when she spoke it was with the warm brogue of the kelds.

“Hans wanted me to let you know he will join you shortly. He had to attend to some matters with his captains regarding the army.”

Hans, is it? Not Prince Handurin. Emyli knew when to take note of forms of address, especially in conjunction with things seen earlier, when she had watched Hans leave the Manor to join Aubrey in walking the grounds. Emyli assessed Aubrey anew. “Thank you for conveying my son’s message. Perhaps you will join me until he arrives?”

“I would be honored, Most Royal.” Aubrey took the seat Emyli offered and, appropriately, did not sit until she had. Though of rustic simplicity, Aubrey’s clothing bespoke her Thegn clan rank, the fabric soft and rich, its colors pleasingly muted and evoking the blue of her eyes. Her gaze was both wary and direct.

“I feel it is I who am honored. You have been with my son far more in these last few months than I have been in quite some time.” Emyli lifted the pot to pour each of them a cup of hot branroot. “I have heard your name associated with his.”

“I accompany him as interpreter and assistant, and I command a company of Saemoregh rangers. Our Kheld troops also depend on my skills as a Knower and Healer.”

“A faetha? Aurdollen?”

“Yes, Most Royal.”

Emyli caught a flash of Aubrey’s surprise that Emyli would know of the school. How much the Khelds have forgotten, if they have ceased to remember what I was to them. Twenty years and the past is barely to be seen. 

But it was more than that. Emyli remembered Nilla, Stefan’s ill-fated wife, talking about Aubrey as being one of her friends.

“And you are Thegn.” Emyli smiled as she passed a delicately shaped jug of cream. “I am myself Thegn by birth. My mother and paternal grandmother were both of the Thegnkeld.” Aubrey followed Emyli’s gaze to the portrait smiling serenely on the wall. “That is my grandmother, Ariande Randolph. She was born a Malyrdeon but she held Thegn clan right.”

“Prince Estevan’s daughter.”

Emyli was pleased by the recollection of her family’s legend: how Brenna Almarresda had gone to bathe in the Stariel Pool one day and captured the Highborn Heir’s eye and heart. Traces of that Kheldish beauty lived on in the image of Endurin Malyrdeon’s only grandchild. Ariande’s dark curling hair framed an oval face of surpassing loveliness. Her sapphire eyes shone above a smile rich with both happiness and secrets. It was easy to imagine that she had been caught in a moment of gazing at a man she loved. In her hand, resting there like a promise or a question, lay a great blue stone, and a wondrous necklace of sapphires blazed about her lovely neck.

“She’s buried in another land with her husband, who never ceased to mourn her.” Emyli noted how Aubrey’s gaze lingered on the portrait. What did she seek in the painting’s lines and shadows—traces of Ariande’s son, the King that had been, or his grandson? Above all, Aubrey must know that she looked upon the story of the Kheld claim to the Triemperal Throne. “My father, however, brought her jewels with him when he came to this land.”

Aubrey brushed back a lock of her own dark hair and returned her attention to her plate. Segments of fruit and cakes of oat and honey seemed barely to tempt her. “Hans told me, this morning, that he feels close to his grandfather here.”

Emyli smiled and let her gaze sweep the room, drinking in its proportions, its materials, feeling for herself the Manor’s deep foundations, the broad beams and elegant stonework that were Gustan’s bones and fascia. She could not have explained to Aubrey how this house lived, the nature of the vital force that filled its spaces and inhabited its walls, that gazed outward from its windows, that kept the rain from entering, the stones from cracking, the hinges from breaking. Gustan never faded, never grew cold, never betrayed its secrets or those who held it dear. More than hopes and dreams and memories of other lands had gone into its making.

“My father’s spirit never left this place. He set our family’s roots here. He brought earth from Cyfarrhed, the Randolph ancestral home in Mena’tantaureus, where he was born and Ariande is buried, and he built this house on that soil. Gustan carries forward all those things he most loved. It has Malyrdeon bones and a Kheldish heart, but its foundations are old and as deep as the World That Was.”

HANS WALKED IN JUST AS Aubrey finished sipping the branroot from her cup. Morning sunlight gilded the walls and the tables, and there was something pleasant in the sight of the two women seated before the windows, exchanging food and conversation. Seeing them, he realized how much he missed the simple pleasures of a life he had once taken for granted, patterns of home and hearth he’d learned as a child and that Gustan now afforded him in full measure. He didn’t doubt for a moment that he glimpsed a corner of Marc Frederick’s design.

I can have this. All of it. Only Nammuor can take it from me.

Hans caught Emyli’s smile upon seeing him. Aubrey’s expression, however, warm as it was, divulged mostly relief. She rose quickly to greet him.

“You can stay,” he said to Aubrey before pulling out a chair and taking a seat opposite his mother.

“The Princess was telling me about this house, and the portrait,” Aubrey said, though she remained standing. Hans could see that Aubrey was prepared to take her leave as soon as she felt she’d observed sufficient propriety. Hans looked at the picture in question. A beautiful dark-haired woman gazed back at him, faintly familiar.

“Your great-grandmother,” Emyli explained with a smile.

Hans studied the portrait for a moment, then grinned and settled back, glancing up at Aubrey. “She looks like you.”

Aubrey blushed deeply. “I don’t look like that. Not like a Highborn Prince’s daughter.” She gathered up her cloak. “Tell me you didn’t send Wodd away, or my rangers.”

“I didn’t send Wodd away. Your rangers are at the barracks along with Farrl and his men. I’m sending the army to Thunes.” Hans turned his attention to Emyli, whose look had sharpened with interest. “I’m going to be using the Manor as a staging area, as well as setting it up for receiving the wounded from upcoming battles. There’s housing here, and I’ll augment supplies. I’m having my generals and captains come by all day and I’ll be meeting with some of the Esseran lords this evening. I’ll ride to Thunes tomorrow.”

“I should go too,” Aubrey said as she wrapped her cloak about her shoulders. “You’ll have just as much need for me and my people at Thunes as you had at Trulo.”

“I was hoping you would set up the hospital here first.”

With a glance at Emyli, who was watching her acutely, Aubrey nodded. “I can do that.” A smile broke across her face. “And there’ll be accounts to sort, and correspondence—probably more than ever. Your life is getting complicated. May I go now, Highness?” The way Aubrey said the title sounded just forced enough to betray that she seldom used it.

Hans merely nodded, and Aubrey left. Emyli waited until the door had closed again before speaking. She spread heavy cream onto a currant scone and handed it to him.

“That girl… she cares for you.”

“Aubrey?” Hans paused just long enough to take the cream-slathered bread in hand. Though light, it was dense with currants and the rich, sweet smell teased his hunger. “She’s as staunch a friend as I have. She’s been with me through thick, thin, and everything in-between. I like having her at my side because she’s smart and she gives good advice. She’s a faetha, you know.” He bit into the scone while Emyli smiled, both to show she knew what that meant and in appreciation of Hans’s appetite. “But she’s interested in another man.”

“And what are your feelings?”

Hans nearly laughed at Emyli’s transparency. “Like I said, she’s a good friend and I’m happy with that. I want to fall for a girl who thinks the world revolves around me, not someone else.” He poured himself a glass of juice as golden as sunshine. “It’s actually better this way,” he reasoned. “Aubrey is almost too well connected. I’m not sure I’d want to be subjected to half the Thegnkeld any more than I already am. This way, I get the benefit of her company and advice, and none of the headaches.”

“And this man of hers—he’s not concerned that she spends so much of her time with you?”

He doesn’t know Aubrey didn’t yet follow his wishes. Hans shrugged. He had never stopped to consider that aspect and felt comfortable with dismissing it. “Not really. She’s safer with me than just about anywhere else in the realm. However,” he said, quietly but firmly forestalling the question he saw leaping to Emyli’s lips, “I don’t think it’s my love life we need to be talking about.”
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