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      Dear friends and readers,

      The book you're now holding has been close to my heart for twenty years or so.  It began with my daydreaming during a job I held in high school, and came to the page after I left college.  Its pathway to publication was winding and difficult, and had a few unexpected results:  like a lecture I give entitled, "Ten Mistakes I've Made in my Writing Career so That you Don't Have to."

      When I finished the manuscript and prepared it for submission, it contained almost 220,000 words, a long novel even by the epic fantasy standards of the day.  Harper Collins Eos offered a contract stating that the book would be 150,000 words.  I sighed, gritted my teeth, and signed, thinking, "It's only my first contract, it's only my first book."  Trimming the manuscript to anywhere close to that length required not only the usual removal of adverbs and tightening of dialog, but cutting character development and most of a subplot. The book came out from Eos in 2005, garnering good reviews, and bringing in a couple of sequels. Even then, I dreamed of one day restoring much of the material I had cut.  Director's Cut films have hit the theaters, and I imagined an Author's Cut, to bring back some of my vision of the work.  It look a long time for the rights to return to me, but at last, the day has come!

      I opted not to do a complete rewrite. I didn't find anything that made me cringe, thank goodness!  (Though many stylistic choices I made then are ones that I handle differently now, in particular point of view shifts.)  I didn't want to make a new start on the book, so I preserved the feel of the work while reincorporating some of what was left on the cutting room floor.  This version is not 220K words long—it's closer to 190.  Some of the cuts I made seem to serve the work, and I have kept them.

      So what's different between the Author's Cut and the original version?  For one thing, my editor struggled with the more spiritual side of the work. Kattanan's relationship with the Goddess Finistrel emerged in various ways, so most of that material was trimmed; I have restored it here. It is important to me (and to the legend of King Rhys) that Kattanan, a lifelong man of faith who devoted much of his singing career to the Goddess, be allowed his spiritual connections.

      What else?  One of my all-time favorite secondary characters is Fionvar DuNormand, fiddle-player, foil to Kattanan and father-stand-in to his younger siblings including Earl Orie, who plays a pivotal role in the book.  I fell halfway in love with Fionvar and felt for his struggle, reckoning with the turmoil around him; a good man in a difficult place. Fionvar's journey gets even more complicated in this version; much of the cut material plot-wise belonged to Fion, and I am glad to return him to his full sub-plot.  Cutting those scenes from the book made me think harder about why they were there to begin with.  At the time I wrote The Singer's Crown, I was very much interested in Joseph Campbell, The Hero's Journey, and myth in general; both how myths affect the characters who live with them and how a character's life becomes myth.  Much of that influence emerges in the restored material, especially through Fionvar's journey.  Fionvar:  forgive me for not having fought harder for you the first time around, and I hope that your spirit will be appeased in this new volume.

      I was also deeply invested in medieval recreation, via the Society for Creative Anachronism, and in chivalric culture.  My soundtrack for this book was the Medieaval Baebes, and much of my outside reading was from primary source material of the 12-14th century. This included things like the Romance of the Rose, Chritien de Troyes, Andreas Capellanus' A Book of Courtly Love, and the Chanson de Gestes, or Songs of Deeds of the High Middle Ages.  All of those things informed the approach to royalty and the pageantry of the book.  The first editor who made an offer on the book was David Hartwell at Tor—and I cannot tell you how marvelous it was during the breakfast where we talked about the book when David, who had degrees in medieval studies, saw in the book many of those influences. That's one of the reasons his name appears in the acknowledgements.

      My later research into the period dove much deeper into the reality of the 14th century, and became my next series, The Dark Apostle, as by E. C. Ambrose.  Sometimes people ask why I have a pseudonym for those books that's one of the answers.  The Singer's Legacy series took its inspiration from the chivalric code and from the Middle Ages as we would have liked them to be. Elisha Barber and its sequels arose from how it really was; hence one tagline for that series, "Because pseudo isn't medieval enough."

      These books have kings, princes, some magic, and some love.  As James Thurber says of his book (and my inspiration) The Thirteen Clocks, "Everyone has always wanted to be a prince, everyone has always wanted to love a princess."

      Thank you for taking this journey with me—for joining me again, if you were there for the first adventure, or for coming to the work with fresh eyes and an open heart.  Thanks for sharing the magic!

      All best,

      Elaine
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        You know what you should do…
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        Year 1215 since the Second Walking

        The Queen's Garden, Lochdale, Kingdom of Lochalyn

      

      

      

      "Do you see the garden gate there?"  the queen whispered, kneeling down.  Her hand trembled as she pointed across the courtyard to a doorway barely visible in the pre-dawn gray.  A gravel path dipped between plots of ragged flowers to come to the iron gate.  Beyond it, a shadowy figure waited.

      Prince Rhys bobbed his head against her chest, but did not raise his eyes.

      She grabbed her son's elbow and spun him to face the yard.  "Do you see it?"

      "Ouch!  Yes!"  the child blurted.  "You're pinching."

      “Jerome’s waiting to play with you there.  I’ll bet you can crawl right under that gate!”  She forced a smile.  “Why don’t you show me how fast you can run there?”

      "I'm sleepy.  Where's Alyn?"  the child asked, turning back to his mother.

      "Alyn's not coming,"  she snapped, wiping her eyes with the back of a pale hand.

      "Why?"

      "Alyn can't come.  He can't play with you anymore."  Her voice cracked.

      "Because of this?"  The prince touched the queen's crown, perched on her tousled hair.

      "Yes.  Now will you run?"

      "Where's Duncan?"

      "Your brothers can't come, I told you!"  The queen rose, her face hidden behind her hands, red-clad shoulders shaking.

      Rhys grabbed the dangling tippet of her sleeve.  "Can I go back in the box?  I'm sleepy."

      "Why won't you run?"  the queen exploded, shaking him from her sleeve to gather up her skirts with both hands.  "Run!"  she screamed again.

      Rhys stumbled back a few steps, his lower lip quivering.  His mother's hair blew around her face; the crown's points caught the first rays of sunlight, shining like spearheads.

      "Run!"  She pursued him a few steps, floundering in the heavy skirts, as he scurried to a bench not a horse-length distant.

      Rhys shook his head, and tears glistened in his eyes.  “Mama,”  he said, half in a wail.

      Duke Thorgir strode into the yard, backed by a dozen armed men clad in blood-spattered mail.  “Caitrin, don’t frighten your son.”  The Duke passed his helmet to a soldier and knelt down with a smile on his round face.  “Don’t be afraid, Rhys.  I have a surprise for you!”  "Uncle!"  The prince, oblivious to his mother's moan, sprang into the arms of her enemy.

      "Since your father left, your mother has decided to let me have the castle,"  the Duke said with a feral grin,  "Haven't you, Caitrin?"

      The queen could only lower her head and give in to her sobbing.

      "Where has your mother been keeping you?  Why, I've not seen you for nearly a week!"

      "I got to sleep in a huge box under Mama's bed."  He looked from his uncle to his weeping mother.  "Why is Mama sad?"

      "Oh, she's not sad.  She is crying because she's happy to see me home safe.”  Thorgir’s smile faded a bit, as he looked back to the queen.  “Can't you smile for your son's favorite uncle?"

      "And what of my other sons?  Would you have me smile for them also?  Would you treat your favorite nephew as the others were treated?"  She raised her eyes to his.

      "What have you told him of that?"

      "Only that they could not come to play.  Not ever again."

      "Well, that's alright."  He turned his face to the child in his arms, who tugged a little on the man’s beard with a quavering smile.  "I'll find you some other boys to play with."

      "Do not lie to us.  You can no more allow him to live that you could his brothers.  I will hear no more lies from you."

      "Before long, that will be true, Caitrin, but I do not intend that you watch your youngest do the final dance."  His eyes narrowed, as if he stared again at the strangled princes, their faces slack, as they were dumped into a grave—denied even a proper funeral.  "But on the other hand, I cannot have him breeding whelps to one day move against me."

      The prince frowned.  "What's a whelp?"

      "I could not do away with my favorite nephew, but neither can he father an ambitious lad such as myself.  Let me think..."  The Duke began to pace, sighing in mock consternation.  Rhys pulled back a little to look at his mother.  The breeze stirred a scent of lavender and thyme, and the odor of blood.

      "You cannot mean that!"  The queen took a step toward him.  "You shall not make a eunuch of my son!"

      The Duke laughed aloud, snapping his fingers as if it had just occurred to him.  "Your son could join the Virgins of the Goddess.  You like the Goddess, don't you, Rhys?"  The boy nodded.  "And you like to sing very much."

      "Oh, yes!"  The child's shining eyes matched his uncle's enthusiasm.

      "Good, then you shall have both for the rest of your life."  He gestured with his head, and one of the guards stepped forward.  "This man is my friend, and he's going to take you to temple while I talk to your mother.  He and the surgeon will make you ready for your new life."

      Rhys frowned at the new man.  "Can I sing whenever I want?"

      "Any time at all, Rhys."  His uncle kissed him softly as he placed the child into his guard’s arms.  "Goodbye, nephew.  Say goodbye to your son, Caitrin."

      "Why didn't you run?"  were the only words the queen could say.

      Looking back over the guard's shoulder, Rhys saw the duke step up to his mother.

      “I’d hoped you and I could come to terms, Caitrin,”  Thorgir murmured.

      The queen turned away sharply, but he slid an arm around her, and his other hand held a glint of steel. With a lady-like moan, she slipped from his grasp and fell to the ground in a rippling pool of mourning velvet.  The crown at last escaped her hair, and rolled on the path to fall gently atop the duke's blood-smeared boot.

      The soldier clutched the child close as he ducked through the door.  Of  the boy’s last moment as Prince Rhys,  only two things would remain clear in his mind:  his mother's last words, and the shine of gold against leather and blood as the sun rose full in the sky.
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        Year 1223

        A ship on the Southern Sea

      

      

      "We've never been so far away, Jordan,"  the singer said as he peered into the wind over the ship's rail.  "Do you suppose we'll ever go home again?"

      Jordan shrugged.  "I don't know what the point would be since the monastery was destroyed."  He pulled the monk's hood back from his clean-shaven head to look at the boy, small for a twelve-year old and still sporting the long, blond curls of his childhood.    The orphan looked out to sea, toward the land that was growing before them.  "We left four years ago, Kat; that's as long as you lived there.  I'm surprised you remember much of it, after our travels."

      Kattanan duRhys turned toward his tutor.  "Four years is much longer than I've spent anyplace else.  By my count, we've had eight masters since we left the mountains."

      "I reckon nine, if you leave in the fortnight we were with that spice merchant.  Before the week is out, we shall probably have yet another.  It's all your fault, Kat,"  Jordan teased.  "Were you a singer of only fair talent, I'd be a happy scribe in some great library rather than keeping you to your lessons in palace after palace."

      "It's really your fault for bringing me inside the gate eight years ago."  Kattanan gave the usual response, poking the tall man's ribs.

      Jordan narrowed his blue eyes and thought a long moment.  He was supposed to reply that the boy need not have followed him in, another easy exchange of blame, but instead tried something different.  "It's your fault for being left behind there."

      The boy stiffened, crossing his arms with a jerk.  "It is my fault.  It's always been my fault."  He did not see the foreign shore, but a garden where his uncle stooped for a fallen crown.

      Jordan pushed back his hood all the way, revealing his sharp, handsome features.  He touched his pupil's arm lightly.  "It's a game, Kat, a joke.  I would not wish my life any different.  Few teachers ever have a student of such accomplishment."

      "Few students have a teacher so difficult,"  Kattanan replied, lifting his golden head.

      Jordan thought he might have seen a tear on the boy's cheek, but made no comment on that.  "We're almost there, best to return to the cabin and pick up our things.  We can rehearse that new tune you picked up from the boatmen."

      The singer frowned.  "Do you think that would be appropriate?"

      "Let me start and see what you think."  Jordan stood calm a moment, then began.  The song, which had been a raucous ballad, was smoothed by his low voice into a rising breeze of sound.  But Kattanan's voice was the sweetness upon it, blending in as he caught on to the changes Jordan had made, as high and clear as ever it had been.  Jordan fell back into harmony as Kattanan's melody surged ahead and swirled around them.  Heads raised among the sailors.  Jordan sighed, smiling, and shut his eyes.  The boy may not ever be a man before the Goddess, but his voice would conquer where strength could not.  When Kattanan reached his full potential, no lord with ears would give him up for any price.

      As they moved across the gently swaying deck toward the cabin they shared Jordan imagined the singer as he had first seen him:  a trembling child, bound to the monastery gate, bearing a note with his name:  Kattanan duRhys—child of Rhys, with no mention of the mother’s name.  Looking at the adolescent's stooped shoulders and joyless eyes Jordan realized that, while Katt's singing had become ever more brilliant, he was still a trembling child, bound first to one master, then another.  Not long after the orphan had been left in his care, Jordan himself had taken vows which bound him to the Goddess.  He fingered the medallion which dangled around his neck, a comfort in the strange and faithless land they would soon be entering.

      The wealthy wizard who had brought them beamed when they stepped ashore.  He was a stocky man, and affected the dark robes with golden embroidery that his patrons expected of a man who lived by magic.  Small, dark-skinned men greeted them, bearing long, feathered spears.

      "Smile, lads!"  the wizard exhorted them.  "This place may be your home if the Emir enjoys your music."  He slapped Jordan on the back, and winked.  Turning to Kattanan, he remarked,  "I hear his ladies are guarded by men such as yourself, maybe you can make some friends."  He laughed loudly, even as the singer flinched.  The wizard glowered, and commented in Jordan's ear, "You'd best make sure he is still in fine voice this evening, or both of you shall hear of it.  I'll not have my bargain ruined by choirboys."

      Jordan stiffened.  "Kattanan duRhys has the finest voice yet heard on our side of the ocean.  He may seem to you a child, but his song is not a toy, and neither is he."

      "I thought you monks were supposed to be respectful and obedient."

      "I'm not just his tutor, but also his friend; you may own him and therefore me, but my conscience is guided by a greater hand than yours.  Someday that hand shall teach you about respect."  Jordan stared at the wizard a long moment, then preceded him into the carriage.

      Kattanan flashed him a brief but radiant smile, and whispered, "Let it be soon."

      "At least the singer entertained my daughters,"  said the merchant as he heaved himself into a seat, "but I will not be sorry to see you go."

      The rest of the ride passed in silence, with the wizard smiling widely at the curious natives who frequently barred their path.  Jordan gazed over Kattanan's head toward the buildings that lined the street, plastered in a myriad of pinks and yellows, and marveled at the variety of sounds assailing them from all sides.  It was to this cacophony that Kattanan was attuned, his absolute stillness betraying the intensity of his listening.  The years of singing had tuned his ears as well as his voice; Kattanan could describe many people just by hearing them move or speak.  Livestock crowded their way; horses, oxen and camels scraping out a rhythm for the city.  Above that, the cries of dogs and monkeys burst into the air, loudly accompanied by foreign laughter and the occasional child's wailing.  More subtle songs took time to filter through: those of ladies leaning from the high windows, their faces veiled and voices sliding along strange vowels, those of the peddlers plying their trade and of the beggars' hopeful cries, fading away as the carriage passed by.  The singer's hands were locked together in his lap, lips slightly apart, breathing it in.

      After such a journey, the brightly colored palace that at last rose up before them was no match.  They were led between a phalanx of barely clad guards and into a suite of tapestried rooms to refresh themselves before meeting the emir.  A host of slaves greeted them there, taking bags from their bearers and offering scented waters and silken robes.  When they would have undressed the men for their bath Jordan chased them out of the room with a scowl, towering and bizarre in his thick, brown garb.  The wizard gladly accepted this surfeit of servants into his adjoining chamber, leering at the monk over his shoulder as he pulled the door shut.

      Kattanan stared at the ceiling.  "If the throne room is like this, I doubt the Lady Herself  would sound good."  Rich hangings swaddled the room even to the rafters.  "If I'm no good tonight, we'll be stuck with this wizard.  Or worse, he might turn us into bugs and crush us."  He shuddered.  "I wish you hadn't said some of the things you have to him."

      "I will not have him treat you as a common slave, or lower.  Besides, he can do nothing to us unless we make a direct request of him.  Remember all those lessons on wizards?"

      "You told me you didn't know much, and what you did know was doubtful.  Besides, it doesn't matter what we ask.  What if I made a mistake, and he is already working his magic?"

      "I would have noticed if either of us made a slip.  Anyhow, you have never disappointed an audience, so we shall be free of the wizard's company as quickly as we were of the merchant's."

      "And of the Countess' before that,"  Kattanan commented, dunking a washcloth in the scented water, "and the young abbot before that.  It seems everyone can't wait to be rid of me."

      Jordan shook his head as he walked to the singer's side.  "All had gains they wished for themselves, Kat, and they were willing to give up any treasure to attain them.  It is because you are so gifted that we have moved so often."

      "Gifted and given away."  Kattanan scrubbed at his travel-stained hands, then asked suddenly,  "You wouldn't give me away, Jordan, would you?"

      "No, Kattanan, I would not and shall not."

      "Not even for a new trade route, as did the merchant?"

      "Not for the world."

      "Not to gain a lady's heart, like that knight?"  He had ceased all pretense of washing, and his hands trembled as if his very life depended on the answer.

      Jordan touched the medallion he wore.  "What should I do with one, if I had it?  I have promised myself to the Lady Above."

      Kattanan's voice fell to a whisper.  "What if She told you to?"

      Jordan knelt to look up at the singer.  "Her first tenet is never to kill, and to take me from you would surely kill me.  I've been with you eight years, where do you think I would go?"

      His eyes were shut, shoulders quivering.  "I dreamed last night that we sang a duet as we walked through the mountains, but then my voice was lost.  I looked everywhere for it, and couldn't find it.   When I went back to where I left you, you were gone, too."

      "Just a dream, Kat.  I am here, and your voice is found,"  the monk murmured.  "Probably the wizard's presence is making you nervous.  Tonight, we'll laugh at him after another perfect song."  Even as he said the words, he felt uneasy, and glanced over his shoulder.

      "What did he want me for?  He doesn't even like music."

      "He was planning for tonight, for some great favor he can have from this Emir."

      "What if this wasn't just a dream?"  Kattanan pulled away one hand to wipe at his eyes.

      "It would take much more than a dream to separate us."  Jordan gestured toward the heavens.  "She brought us together for something greater than this.  If it is Her purpose to take you away, I am sure She will not keep us apart for long.  It never hurts to pray, though."  Jordan frowned.  "I don't suppose there is a proper temple around here."

      "We passed a missionary house on the way.  I heard the prayers sung in Strelledor."

      "That's good to know if we are to stay here any length of time.  I should like to hear prayer in the tongue of the Lady.  And I suppose you could lead me there blindfolded."  He had risen, and found a washcloth of his own.

      Kattanan shook his head.  "Many of the things we passed toward the end were tents and market stalls.  I don't know if they are permanent, and if they were moved, we could end up anywhere.  They had a bell tower, though, which might strike the hours for prayer."

      "A bell tower?  I'd have noticed that."

      "I think it was probably just a bell hung in the upper window of one of the tall houses.  It didn’t sound quite the same."

      "Very impressive," Jordan remarked.  "If you ever tire of singing, I'm sure we could earn our keep with your amazing ears."

      The sun was slanting low through the peaked windows when the servants came for the pair, bearing a gift of new clothing.  Jordan refused the offering, making emphatic gestures to the servants, who shook their heads and jabbered ever louder.  None of them was even so tall as his shoulder, but there were enough of them that they seemed to Kattanan as a group of sparrows attacking a hawk.  They wore scant garments of long strips of cloth wrapped around their bodies, concealing little.  At least the tunic they gave him was patterned after the northern style, but with sleeves which nearly brushed the ground.  The cloth mingled red—the color of mourning—with flaming orange.  “Do you think it’s right to wear the red?”  he asked aloud.

      Jordan looked up to take in his companion's new garb.  "I should think so, since it is mixed with other colors.  You look like a southern prince.   That would make me look like a maypole."

      Kattanan smiled at this.  "Perhaps you could put on the sash, at least."

      "The robe I wear is a sign of my devotion to Finistrel.  I would not cast aside any part of it so lightly.  But how do I explain that to these?"  His gesture swept over the heads of the servants, but many of them sprang back, making a sign upon their foreheads.

      "I think they are warding off evil.  They think you are cursing them to dress as you do."

      "Your observation is not half wrong, singer,"  the wizard said, entering through the connecting door.  "I am glad to see you, at least, have taken the offered gifts.  The Emir is easily offended by those who do not."  He glowered at Jordan.

      "I would ask you to explain why I do not, but no doubt words describing faith and devotion would fall as stones from your lips."

      "I would give much to have you ask me just one question.  Not that I would have any power against your--faith."  There was a dangerous light in the wizard's eyes.

      "Jordan,"  Kattanan said,  "this is not the best way to prepare for a performance."

      "No, indeed."  The monk stepped through the jabbering servants to stand by his pupil.  "I'm sure our master would not want you to go unprepared before the Emir."

      Without taking his cold glare from Jordan the wizard advised, "He likes songs in Strelledor; maybe he finds your religion a curiosity.  He also enjoys songs of conquest, I have been told.  I have no stomach for either, but suppose I shall suffer through."  He emphasized "suffer,"  in a way that made Kattanan stop breathing for a moment, until the wizard left the room, herding the servants before him.

      Even then, Kattanan felt shaky, and his friend's glib good humor failed to comfort him.  "You are taunting him, Jordan.  He may wait in the city just to find a way to spite you."

      Jordan shook his head.  "He's too impatient for that, but you have a performance at sundown and you can't go on in this state."

      Kattanan paced, arms crossed.  "How can I be calm with that wizard lurking around?"

      "Stand still, and look at me, please."  Jordan had straightened to his full height, every inch the stern teacher. "He cannot harm me and he will most certainly not harm you."  Every word was solid as stone.  "Stop thinking of the wizard, and concentrate on the sound.  Listen,"  he said.

      Kattanan shut his eyes, and willed himself to be still.  Listen.  The command had become like a game to him.  How far could he hear, and how much recognize?  His own heartbeat was the beginning; steady, and slowing with his breathing.  Jordan's calm breath came next.  Wind whispered in at the window, straight behind Jordan, across from the door. Soft murmuring came under both doors: women's voices, slaves, most likely, making up a bed in the next room.  In the hall, the voices passed, ladies clad in long, filmy garments, which swished around their legs.  They wore no jewelry, nor shoes.  Outside, through the noise of the city, he heard the bells of the missionary house they had passed.  Evening Prayer had begun.  Kattanan opened his eyes at this comforting sound.  Jordan was smiling faintly at him.

      "I heard Her bells, Jordan."

      "Even here, She does not forget us.  I’m glad this Emir enjoys the music of our Lady.  We may be alone in the midst of infidels, but at least you can sing in Her words."  So saying, he began to hum softly, and intoned the first line of Evening prayer, in his rich tenor.  "Oh, Lady of the highest stars,  Sweet Finistrel, set the spheres to singing."

      Kattanan joined in as Jordan let his voice fade back and fall silent.  Though Strelledor had been spoken only by priestesses and monks for many centuries, it sprang from Kattanan's lips as if he were born to it.  Footsteps halted outside the door but the servant waited outside.  His eyes locked on to Jordan's, Kattanan slipped immediately into the seaman's song they had learned on their voyage.  It had the roll and fervor of  some deep emotion, stirring even in its mystery.

      The new servant who entered was not so small as the locals, though he wore similar garments.  He bowed briefly, and greeted them in their own tongue.  "It were well if you sang this tonight," he offered,  "for it tells the story of a hero long renowned by the Emir himself."

      "Would you tell us what it means?"  Kattanan inquired.

      "I came only to offer you supper, but it is good to speak with folk of nearer my own country.  I, too, crossed the sea many years ago, and feared I would lose the language."  The man's hair was steely gray, and he spoke with a strange accent, stumbling over words he had not spoken in a long time.    He limped past them into the room.  "Let us lay out your meal."  A pair of dark men followed him in, laden with trays that they placed on a low table by the far corner.

      "We have only two stools,"  Jordan pointed out.  "Perhaps one can be brought in."

      The servant shook his head.  "I am well used to the floor."  He winced with some old discomfort as he made to seat himself there, but Jordan caught his elbow.

      "You should not stoop for us, father.  Take my chair."

      "I cannot; I am but a slave here, and you the visitor."

      "I am a slave to the Lady, who bids us give whatever aid we may no matter how small it seems.  If you do not take my chair, it shall go empty."

      "May you serve your Lady long,"  the old man said, and accepted the seat.

      When they were comfortable Jordan began to eat from the fruits and breads laid before them.  In deference to his throat, Kattanan accepted only a cup of minted water, gesturing for the old man to begin his tale.  As he spoke, the man broke off now and again to quote the foreign words so his listeners could follow the story through the song.

      "This happened on the eve of the Lady's second Walking, after She first slept, but before the great wars awakened Her again. She has another name here, and another language, but I feel certain She is the Lady.  There was a race of tall and angry men who lived upon an island, but had already grown too numerous for it.  Some of the men made a great boat in which to find a new land.  After a great storm, when they had sailed many days, they saw a bright green place before them, a place of deep forest and bright rivers flowing to the sea; but a wind blew from it so mighty they could not approach it.  They argued about what should be done.  Some thought they should go on and find an easier shore, but many were weary of their wandering.  At last, one of them leapt from the ship and swam to shore, where he lay down upon warm sand in such peace that all minds yearned towards him.  One by one, they leapt after him.  The steersman struggled to master the wheel and keep the boat close to make the swim easier for his fellows.   They wind grew stronger at every moment.  The Steersman fought with great strength and called for help to make fast the wheel, but they were afraid and did not heed him.  Soon they had all gone, and he had but to loose the wheel and leap.  Even as he did so, the wind blew its most cruel breath, and the wheel was wrested from his grasp.  He was cast flat, and could not rise until the isle was far behind.  So, at times of trouble, it is said the lone sailor can be seen, still struggling against the wind to find that little paradise."

      Kattanan frowned.  "A curious story.  Why should it be one of the Emir's favorite songs?"

      At this, the old man smiled faintly.  "The Emir likes to say he is that sailor, holding the ship to the wind so that all others may reach the shore."

      "Has he sacrificed so much for his people?"

      "For every item he gives up, he receives back tenfold.  The Emir is a shrewd man."

      "I can't say I look forward to meeting him,"  Jordan put in.  "Do you know what arrangement is made between the Emir and the wizard?"

      The servant leaned forward, glancing to be sure no others were near to listen.  "It involves a very ancient text of the black arts.  He has said he may grant this wizard one day with the book in exchange for yourself.  I had thought he would not let even the Liren-sha lay eyes upon it."

      "The what?"  Kattanan asked.  Jordan shot him a fierce glance.

      "The Liren-sha, the man born who is death to magic."

      "I wish he were here; we could show that wizard."

      "A legend,"  Jordan snapped, "No more."

      The servant peered at him, with a warning finger wagging.  "None has been here in my time, but the Liren-sha is no legend.  Somewhere he is born, and lives, and may die never to know his power.  Every man born with no magic hopes to meet this man who makes all equal."

      Kattanan spoke softly.  "This book must be a great thing.  Am I worth so much to him?"

      The servant looked away from Jordan, and nodded to the singer.  "There is a lady he would have among his wives.  I hear you are to be part of the bride price."

      "And so we travel on,"  the singer sighed.  "How long until the audience?"

      At that moment there was another knock on the door.  The wizard strode in without waiting for their answer.  "I trust you have enjoyed your meal, but it is time to go.  The Emir is in a fine mood after our discussion.  You will not let me down."

      Before Jordan could say something nasty, Kattanan replied, "No, sir, I'll be at my best."

      "I am so glad to hear it.  Follow."  He swept out again in a swirl of colorful fabric.  They moved quickly through the dark halls until they stood before a great door cut with vines and flowers.  A servant announced them and Jordan gripped Kattanan's shoulder briefly, smiling down at him.  The open door revealed an octagonal chamber with a coffered ceiling lit by the ruddy light of sunset.  A few veiled women lounged on cushions to one side, and guards armed with curved blades were placed all around.  The Emir himself reclined on a heap of furs and pillow under the room's peak.  He was bedecked with flashing gems and gold, even in the black hair that trailed down his back.  He waved them forward with a casual motion.  The other hand rummaged through a bowl of something golden and crunchy, tossing bits between the Emir’s fleshy lips.  As they approached, Kattanan saw that the Emir’s snack consisted of ants crisped in honey.  The singer blanched, doubly glad he had eaten nothing.

      "Where is the voice?"  the Emir purred.  His eyes seemed incapable of opening all the way.

      The servants vanished to the corners of the room, and the wizard gave a half bow as he presented Kattanan.  Jordan, too, stepped aside, leaving the boy exposed to the peculiar regard of the Emir.  Kattanan bowed low, not knowing what else to do.  When the Emir still said nothing, he glanced to Jordan.  The monk made a surreptitious circle with his hand and raised it to his lips to kiss it in the sign of the Goddess's blessing.  Kattanan turned back to the Emir and began the Evening Prayer.  He shut his eyes, and let it take him to the ceiling with outstretched arms to bring the Goddess in.  The chant ended on a triumphant high; the singer dropped his arms at the same time.  He heard the Emir's tiny sigh and knew that the audience was with him.  He sang the Morning Prayer then, too, and part of a musical play they had heard in some far-off court.

      When he performed "The Song of the Lonely Steersman,"  Kattanan's voice conjured the strife of the men’s home and the thunder of the storms at sea.  Up from an infinite depth he raised the island on a gleaming pinnacle of sound, and when the steersman rose and saw the island dwindling behind him, the magic of the island fled his voice.  The Emir made no sign between songs, but his lips curled into a smile, and he caught the wizard's eye with an air of approval.  Jordan allowed himself to relax.  The singer's blond hair glowed in the fading light, in bright contrast with the dark figures around them.  When the Emir rose, Kattanan fell silent.

      "I will take him."  The Emir motioned to a pair of slaves, who stepped up to Kattanan.  "They will show you your chamber."  He turned back to the wizard.

      Jordan started to follow but found himself held back by a stocky guard with a sharp blade as Kattanan was hurried out.  He turned to the Emir.  "Am I not to stay with my student?"

      The Emir ignored him as he addressed the wizard.  "My most trusted men have readied your reward, if you will go with them."  A small group of guards stood aside from a dark door.  Jordan moved into the Emir's line of sight and repeated his question, with more than a little concern.  The Emir laughed soundlessly as the guards moved forward.  Before the monk could respond, they snapped a chain about his wrists, and propelled him toward the smaller door.   "How dare you? I am a servant of the Goddess--and Kattanan needs me!"

      "I will not have men around me of such great stature and such little humility."

      The wizard grinned widely, and bowed to the Emir.

      When Jordan struggled, the little men cast him off balance and dragged him bodily through the door.   The wizard followed, shutting the door behind him.  "May the Goddess wreak her justice on both of you!"  The monk howled, still forced to his knees.

      "Oh, the Goddess-- that paltry wench.”  The wizard looked around in the dark hall, turning his back to the guards even as one of them readied his sword.  “You would have come to this without my help.  I'm just sorry I cannot stay to witness your fate, or that of your little student.  You never told him about yourself and now you've lost the chance.  I wonder what you have been teaching him."  The wizard laughed again, and made an obscene gesture as he turned to go.  Jordan tore free from the guards and sprang at his back, swinging the chain around the wizard's neck.  The man clawed at him, mouthing hoarse words of power in a vain attempt to defend himself.  He was already off-balance, and fell to the floor, with Jordan on top.  The chain tore at Jordan's own wrists even as it bit into the wizard's throat.  The guards stood back and whispered even as the wizard ceased to struggle and slumped against the floor.

      Jordan straightened over the body, panting with the exertion.  He untwined the chain from his enemy's throat, and stared limply at the mingling blood and the wizard's bulging eyes.  One hand leapt to his mouth as he choked back a cry, his own eyes wide.  "Oh, Great Lady, what have I done?"  Dark hands roughly pulled him away, accompanied by incongruous laughter when they looked upon the wizard's body.  His face as pale as his victim's, Jordan no longer fought them as they hauled him along to what fate he neither knew, nor cared.

      

      Kattanan was rushed out the great door and along a different hall.  The flush of pride still filled him, of a song well-made and well-accepted, so it was not until they finally stopped before a door that it occurred to him to look for Jordan, the only link he had to his home.  The corridor was empty save himself and the servants.  "Where is Jordan?"  They blinked and mumbled to each other, still gesturing for him to enter the door.  "Where is my friend?"  Kattanan thrust his arms in the air to indicate the monk's height and held his hair off his face, as if bald.  "Where?"

      One of the servants nodded rapidly.  "He go. . ."  the man stumbled over a foreign word.  "How say?"  He made as if  to surround himself with a long garment, and drew himself up.

      "The wizard?"  The man grinned, and Kattanan floundered.  "He went with the wizard?"

      "Yes, wizard.  Is go in now?"  He offered the open door.

      Kattanan looked back down the hall.  "When is he coming here?"

      "Is not here.  Is go with wizard."  He added a flurry of his own speech and some inexplicable gestures at which the others nodded firmly.

      When the singer took a few steps into the room, the servants bobbed their heads from the hall, then hurried off.  There was only one low bed in the room and one chair at the table.  A scented basin and towel had been laid out there.  Seeing this, Kattanan turned sharply away.  He clamped his hands together to stop them shaking, and shut his eyes.  His ears, though, told him all he needed of the night and the room: dark, empty, and silent in the worst possible way.  The awful space was filled by his heartbeat alone.
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        Year 1229

        The Great Hall, palace of the kingdom of Bernholt

      

      

      On this night, the seventeenth birthday of Princess Melisande, nobles crowded the Great Hall of Bernholt.  The royal dais, where Melisande waited with her brother, seemed an island of calm above the sea of richly dressed lords and ladies.  Dressed in russet velvets, Kattanan stood nervously with his most recent master, one Baron Eadmund of Umberlundt.  The party celebrated not only Melisande's birthday, but also the night on which the princess’s suitors at last declared themselves publicly.  Most—including the baron—had been sending gifts and poetry all year, expressing admiration of the princess in the highest terms.  Kattanan was to be Baron Eadmund’s final offering in hopes of winning her hand.  The baron ran his hands through his hair and glanced often toward the singer, his smiles alternating between doubt and encouragement.

      For himself, Kattanan focused on the princess.  How would she receive him, and his master by extension?  As they made slow progress forward in the line of visitors he watched the shine of her auburn hair as she frequently flung back her head to laugh.  Often, she leaned close to her brother to whisper in his ear and drummed her fingers upon the arms of her throne.  Although her gown was rich with ribbons and embroidery and her posture conveyed all the grace one expected of a princess, Kattanan made out a soft thumping sound and realized she was kicking her feet against the legs of the throne.  At last, only one couple remained before them in line, and Kattanan picked out the princess’s quiet voice from the surrounding din.

      "Can we not cut short the introductions and go straight to the dancing, Wolfram?"  The princess murmured to her brother.  She inclined a royal head toward the next of the guests to be received, an elderly couple in old-fashioned silks.

      "Lord Harold and Lady Ethelinda,"  the herald intoned from his post by the thrones.

      "How delightful,"  Wolfram exclaimed.  "You recall the Lady from last year's solstice, I am sure, Sister."  He raised a slim eyebrow with only a twinge at his lip to betray any humor.

      "I do hope your peacocks have recovered.  My hounds had never seen such birds before."

      The lady straightened stiffly.  "The cocks, your Highness, died."

      The Princess raised a quick hand to her lips so that Kattanan nearly missed her giggle.  "How frightful for you!"  She motioned for the herald to approach.  "Instruct the gamekeeper that he shall find no less than a dozen peacocks for the lady."

      "Your highness is most kind."  Lady Ethelinda bowed slightly and walked away.

      The Prince and Princess sat on modest thrones, on a small dais below their father's empty royal seat.  Rumor had it that the king's long affliction had a magical origin, which might explain the intensity of the guards who confronted every guest on their way in.  Given the king's support of the man who now wore his ancestors' crown, Kattanan had trouble feeling the proper concern.

      Princess Melisande turned delicately aside to stifle a yawn but was brought back by her brother clearing his throat.  "I think this next has not come to seek my royal favors, Sandy,"  Wolfram whispered as the baron bowed formally from some distance away.

      "Fear not, I shall hear him and smile most gracious upon him,"  Melisande replied, putting on an air of haughtiness, her nose pushed comically in the air.

      "Before laughing him down?"

      She shot him a sharp look.  "This choice is mine."  Immediately, their royal facades descended again.  Kattanan, straining to hear the exchange, frowned to himself.

      "His Excellency, Eadmund, Baron of Umberlundt,"  the herald announced.

      His Excellency bowed deeply and flung himself on one knee before Melisande's chair.  "Even to my trifling realm, your Highness, we have heard tell of your great beauty."

      "Then you have come so far only to be disappointed by the truth of it,"  she said.

      He looked up at her with narrowed eyes, a scar stippling one cheek.  "Your Highness's modesty joins with her fairness in a way most becoming."

      "I thank you.  Forgive my ill humor, but we must wait so long for the dance, and I cannot even hear the minstrels.  If I am short with you it is only my impatience for music."

      The Baron flicked graying hair from his sharp eyes.  "In that spirit I should like to offer a gift, from my court to yours, although even such a treasure should pale next to you."  The Baron stood and bowed with a sweeping gesture of his cloak.   He stepped off to the side, leaving Kattanan standing before the royal dais.  He kept his eyes down as he made obeisance.

      "He is both more than a page and less,”  the baron explained, uncomfortable as ever with the nature of his singer.  “Show her your skill, boy."

      At this Kattanan did raise his head, and from his lips sprang the voice that was his only prize.  Though touched with sorrow, the voice was high as a child's and clear.  As his teacher had predicted, Kattanan had come into his own, growing stronger and fuller with every year.

      “Oh,” the princess gasped, “He’s one of the Virgins.”  Then she fell silent and shut her eyes, her hands pressed together, lips parted, as he sang an ancient song of blessing.

      Kattanan watched the princess, observing the way she leaned forward, breathed softly, her lashes flickering upon her cheeks.  Never before had he been heard with such intensity.  Smoothly, he finished the blessing and began a new song, a ballad of forbidden love between a queen and a hunter.  During the queen’s lament he used his sweetest tones to convey the depth of her love, and Melisande’s lips curved slowly into a smile.  When the hunter rode away from her, Kattanan’s voice spoke of a heartbreak he well knew as the queen was left alone.  He slipped into his lower range, mourning her loss.  Now Melisande’s lips trembled as if she stood there herself.  At last, the hunter let fly the hawk upon his fist; high, clear notes drew in the wind and the bird flying.  When the hawk returned to the song, Kattanan raised his own hand as if he saw it there and saw the gift it carried—a silver comb from the queen’s own hair.

      Wolfram opened his mouth several times before the words came out.  "This is truly the most stunning of gifts ever brought before our court."

      The baron had eyes only for Melisande.  "No treasure is so great that it might equal that of your love.  Think on me, your Highness, when you seek a home for that prize."

      Melisande murmured, “A Virgin of the Goddess—perhaps the last—“ then she broke off. "Thank you for your generosity.  You can be sure you will be in my thoughts, Baron Eadmund."

      "He is called Kattanan DuRhys.  May his music bring you great joy."  The Baron's cape dragged on the ground as he bowed out of their presence.

      Melisande held out a hand to Kattanan.  "You shall stay beside me."

      "I thank you, most gracious Princess."  His voice emerged again as high and clear as his song, from a body that would never be a man's.  For a moment, he remembered that his mother had been a queen and that, if events had taken a different turn, he himself might have sought this princess’s hand.  Kattanan straightened and thrust the thought aside. He took the offered hand gently and lightly brushed it with his lips, then settled on the dais by her side.

      The next guest was a suitor also, one Earl Orie of Gamel's Grove.  Younger than the Baron—a good deal more handsome, Kattanan noted—the earl did not kneel, but bowed as if he would sweep the floor with his dark hair.  "I am not such a great gift-giver, your Highness, as my worthy competitor.  Still, I would offer a token of my affection."  From a pouch at his hip, the earl pulled a necklace that sparkled with gold.  "May I approach, your Highness?"

      "You may."  Melisande straightened her skirts and raised her chin as he came to stand before her. He held out to her the necklace, a golden chain of interwoven flowers with a jeweled bee as its pendant.  She gasped, and met his sparkling black eyes.  "I have never seen its like."

      "Each bloom was once a wild flower transformed by wizard's touch into this marvel, as I would have you transform my life, your Highness."  The words tripped smoothly from his lips, as if practiced before a polished plate. Kattanan smiled a little, still aglow from his performance.

      "I thank you for the present."  Melisande slipped it over her hair, but a link caught at her combs.  The singer jumped up and, with careful fingers, untangled it.  Once the task was complete his eyes widened in horror, and he fell to both knees.

      "Forgive me, Highness, for having touched your person unbidden."  As a child in foreign courts he had been allowed a certain ignorance.  As he grew older, those who felt themselves offended usually replied with violence; a sharp blow or a beating intended to teach him the local customs.  In his eagerness to please his new mistress the lesson had slipped his mind.

      The earl's hand leapt to his hip where a sword would have hung were this not a royal court.  "If this boy has offended,  Highness, it shall be my pleasure to punish him for it."

      "Be not so quick to anger,”  the princess responded.  “He can bring me neither shame nor injury.  Indeed, he has delivered me from a fight with my own hair.  Take your seat in safety, Kattanan.  Again, I thank you, good Earl."  He bowed out of her presence with a fierce look at Kattanan, who shrank back to his place, his glow forgotten in the trembling of his hands.

      By the end of the long procession no less than twelve men had asked for the Princess's favor.  Each was received with due courtesy, at least as he came close.  Between introductions, though, Melisande rolled her eyes at her brother and sent tiny sighs in his direction. Her fingers tapped even more upon the throne—in the rhythm of his song, Kattanan was pleased to note.  At last, the Prince rose and clapped his hands together.  "Minstrels, my sister requires a dance."  He took the Princess by the hand and led her down the few steps to begin the first dance.  Kattanan sipped at a goblet of wine, his eyes tracing the path of the princess, his ears listening to her voice.

      "Wolfie, I shall never be able to choose among these,"  Melisande was saying.

      "Father and I have already eliminated many men who came first to us."

      "It's not the marriage that I mind so much, but these suitors just want to be closer to you, to gain favor for when you are king.  They don't ask for my sake."

      "Did you not hear all their compliments?  And what of the gifts you've had from them?  When Esther came of age she received only five offers, one of whom was our own cousin."

      "Esther has the nose of a boar; no man would want to get his heirs from her."

      "They just don't know you yet,"  Wolfram said.  "Give them time, and they'll see you as more than your title.  You may even begin to see them, as well."

      "None of them seems a bad sort, and no doubt I could make a life with any one of them.  That just makes the decision more trying.  Sometimes I wish it were done already."

      "How about the Baron?  You must admit that his gift pleased you."

      "The voice is divine,” she agreed, glancing toward Kattanan who swiftly looked away.

      "The Baron knew your love of music--he considers more than your crown."

      "That's true."  Melisande made a slow curtsy, "Perhaps I shall find him for this next."

      Wolfram returned the honor and turned to seek a new partner.  The Baron intercepted him quickly, with a tug at his sleeve.  "Is your sister favorable?"

      "My friend, your gift was truly inspired.  Catch her and dance with her."

      The Baron made a move to follow this advice, but Melisande had already been swept away by the son of a senior minister.  Eadmund rubbed a hand over his beard, standing first on one foot, then the other.  After a moment he glanced over to the thrones, where Kattanan sat alone on his stool.  Approaching the singer he said, "There's no law against your dancing, boy."

      Balls and courtships always made Kattanan uncomfortable, always watching from a distance the moments between men and women.  "The dance is not my trade.  I was made, or unmade, to sing and that alone."

      "I'm no longer your master, but if I should be again, I'll find one to dance with you."

      "I thank you, Excellency, but the Lady assigns to each of us a purpose, and I know my own well enough.  The dance is nigh to finished,"  he pointed out.

      The Baron hurried off to find Melisande.  "If your Highness would care to dance?"

      "Certainly, Excellency."  She smiled brilliantly at the older man--much older he suddenly seemed, with lines like frost around his eyes.

      "I fear I was not well-tutored, but your grace will perhaps mask my own lack of it."

      "Any man can dance given the right tune."

      "You are the tune I would dance to, your Highness."

      The Princess laughed, more at his earnestness than at the compliment.  "I shall endeavor to be neither sharp nor flat.  But come, it is beginning."

      The Baron proved not terribly clumsy and ever generous in his praise.  He had been practicing at both in the halls of his keep, trying dance steps, and murmuring to an unseen partner.  At the final bow they stood not far from the thrones.  "My singer does not care to dance?"

      "No, Highness, he has said his purpose is to sing."

      "Why, he must be light of foot.  I think I shall ask him."  With that she turned from the Baron, and Kattanan glanced away from her, hoping to seem uninterested.

      "Come dance with me,"  Melisande demanded, holding out her hand.

      "I do not know the dances, your Highness, and I've no wish to embarrass you before your guests,"  Kattanan protested, to no avail.

      "Join me quick, before one of my suitors shows up!"  She smiled, beckoning him onward. He accepted the hand delicately into his own, his fingers even more pale than hers.  "It begins this way, with a bow, then three small steps. . ."  She bent her head to the task of tutoring his feet, but the second time he trod upon her skirt in his nervousness, she stumbled into another dancer and abandoned the task.  "For now, I'll accept your ignorance.  Fetch me some wine."

      "Yes, Highness."  He took his leave with relief, his heart pounding in his throat.

      "Wolfie,"  the Princess said as she retired to her seat, "this is the first time I have left a dance unfinished.  A singer he is and such he shall remain."  She took the offered goblet.

      Her brother sighed with her.  "It is a shame Father couldn't be here to listen.  He'd have told you to marry the man on the spot."

      "It is true that the Baron is less false than the others."  She toyed with the necklace.  "He is also one of your favorites, so I would not seem so distant from Father."

      "Can I take it he is one of your favorites also?"  the prince asked lightly.

      "He is near twice my age but gentle also, unlike that minister's son.  That one leers at me and makes it quite clear what he is looking for.  What did he give me?"

      "A length of fine cloth, as I recall."

      Melisande shook her head.  "You know how I hate sewing."

      "The Baron does care for you, your Highness,"  Kattanan offered.  "'Tis not my place to speak, but he has often returned to the keep with talk of your goodness."

      "Do speak.  I should like to know all about him."

      "He is a strong man, since he was given the seat at his father's death when he was no older than you.  He has had to be a statesman but prefers an honest battle to quiet counsel.  His lady would often chatelaine the keep, as he still rides the borderlands to hold off the Woodfolk."  Seeing her hesitation at the mention of Woodfolk, Kattanan went on, "Not that they have attacked since last autumn, and even then, they were soundly defeated.  Now, it seems--" he broke off as Earl Orie came before them.

      "Your Highness will dance?"  He held out an imperative hand.

      "Yes, certainly."  Melisande looked for someplace to put her goblet, and left it in the singer's hands. Kattanan frowned after them.  The earl's mention of wizards had made him uneasy.  The Baron, at least, he knew to be a good man; Earl Orie had the look of thief.

      The Earl brought her to the floor with long strides, his large hand enshrouding hers.  "It is not fit the hostess should not dance at her own ball."

      "I appreciate your concern."

      "Forgive me for overhearing some of your talk, but has the Baron so overshadowed the rest of us that there is no need for me to make my suit?"

      "No, assuredly not.  I shall be delighted to hear your suit."

      "My house is not so large a one as his nor so old,"  he emphasized the word.  "But its strength is unmatched.  For myself, my interests lie in dancing”—he offered a grin—“and in the realm of magic, hence the necklace."

      "Are you then a wizard?"  her eyes narrowed.

      He shook his head.  "I know they are out of favor, what with the king’s illness. However, I have hired a wizard who is willing to tutor me in such arts; but the magic is not strong in my blood so it takes much time and patience.  Fortunately, I have both."

      "Have you time for a wife?"

      "A man would be a fool not to make time for such as you."

      When they finished the dance,  Wolfram had gone off and was being fawned over by a cluster of young ladies.  "They must know his betrothed is on the way,"  Melisande remarked to her singer.  "That would not be such a bad fate.  He doesn't need to decide, but only learn to live with the one who has been chosen for him.  Such is the luck of the heir."

      A servant dashed up to her throne and knelt quickly.  "Would you come to your father, your Highness?  His fever rises and he is asking for you."

      "I am on the way; fetch my brother."  Melisande gathered her skirts.  "With me, singer."  The pair bounded up the stairs toward the king's chambers where they were beckoned inside.  The princess knelt by her father's bed, while Kattanan hung back.

      "It's wizardry,"  the old man mumbled to his doctor.  "This pain is of no earthly means."

      "A fever, my liege,”  the healer said, “brought on by that hunting in the rain."

      "Argue not with me!  Am I not still king?"  He raised his voice to a quavering shout.

      "Of course, Father.  You shall be king for a good while yet,"  Melisande said.

      He sank back into his pillows, coughing.  "Ah, Melisande, I so long to see you wed."  He felt for one of her hands, and held it to his chest.  "Are these suitors to your liking?"

      "Some, Father.  I don't know how to choose."

      "What have they given you?  What have they told you to sway your heart?"

      "Sire, you should be still,"  the healer urged.  "I've not taken off all the leeches yet."

      "Be gone from me, knave!  I wanted my daughter here with me, and I mean,"  he gasped another breath, "I mean to talk with her."

      "This necklace, Father, was from an Earl."

      "Orie, was it?  He seems a rascal at times, but a good man to have on your side."

      Melisande waved Kattanan forward.  "This is from the Baron of Umberlundt."

      "He looks young to be a baron,"  the king said, squinting up at him.

      "No, this is the Baron's present to me.  He is a singer.  Would you sing for the king?"

      "A country lay, your Majesty,"  Kattanan said, took a moment to collect himself.  From this stillness the song began.  In this dark room, his few listeners were rapt as he summoned the song into being.  The king moaned softly from his bed.  His eyes were red, but not until the voice had died back to a whisper was Kattanan sure the king was weeping.  Kattanan's pulse quickened.  Another mistake, and he might well find out more about foreign dungeons than he ever wanted to know.  "I'm sorry, your Majesty.  Please, I did not mean for it to hurt you."

      The king caught his wrist in a startlingly strong grip as the singer would have slipped back to his corner.  "You have touched my heart; do not apologize for that.  Where is this baron?"

      The door burst open, and Wolfram ran in.  "Father, I came as soon as I could."  He dropped to his knees by the old man's bed.  "Is it much worse?"

      The king did not look at him. "Don't interrupt.  Where's the Baron?" he prompted.

      "I suppose he dances below,"  Melisande answered

      "Tell one of the guards to bring him here, healer."

      The man bowed, and left the room.

      "Melisande, I feel myself leaving and that boy sent to call me to the stars.  Call the healer back in, and the chamberlain, if he is about."

      Wolfram did so as the Baron arrived, breathing rapidly.

      "Closer, I have not the voice I once had."  The gathering obeyed, huddled around the king's bed like so many pilgrims around a campfire.  "Seeing as my older daughters saw fit to leave the kingdom, and the younger will shortly do so, I name my son, Wolfram, to serve you as your king until my recovery, or lack of it."  With pale and trembling hands, he lifted the crown from his own head.  The Chamberlain took it reverently and placed it on Wolfram.  The king shook his head vaguely toward the princess.  "Do not protest, for I know better than you where my soul is.  Melisande, have you any curse for this Baron?"

      "No, Father, I have none."

      "And I trust he has no curse for my daughter?"

      "How could I, your Majesty?" said the baron.

      "Then take her hand and keep her for me."  The ailing man wrapped his hand around theirs.  "Your worry is lifted, Melisande.  Find a priestess and finish the deed."

      "Thank you, your Majesty.  I shall hold her always in honor and love."  Baron Eadmund lifted the king's hand to his forehead.  He glanced to Kattanan, acknowledging the performance with a grin, and Kattanan bowed his head slightly, some of the flush returning to his face.

      "I charge you both. . . beware of magic."  The old man's voice quavered, and he scowled.  "The wizard kills me," he mumbled.  "The wizard. . . of Nine Stars.  Wizard, I defy you.  I will be king a while longer,"  the king was whispering.

      "Please, Father, what wizard?  How do I find this man?"

      "No.  Do not look for wizards.  Daughter, do not ask for wizards."  The old man patted her hand and lifted his fingers to her cheek.  His smile was faint and his hand sank down again to his breast, his eyes shut.

      "He is not strong.  You should leave him to rest,"  the healer admonished.

      The Baron drew Melisande to her feet, and both paid homage to the king.  Wolfram, the crown heavy over his clouded eyes, still waited at his father's side.  "I will not leave him, but I will not wake him either.  You two go to your own affairs."

      They left the room in silence, closely followed by Kattanan, who shut the door behind.  "Do you care to dance this night, Princess?"  the Baron inquired.

      Melisande shook her head.  "No more, I think, but someone must be with our guests.  Come, you shall tell me of this keep where I am to live."

      "At your desire, Princess."

      "I had not expected that this should be my bridal ball."

      "Nor had I.  To be sure, I much doubted that I should ever take your hand.  The others seemed all so young, so handsome and jovial.  I am just an old warrior."

      "'Twas your dancing which won me over.  That, and the song."  She glanced back to Kattanan with a smile.  "It's so fast I don't know what to feel yet."

      They had arrived at the ballroom again, still overflowing with colorful gowns and laughter.  Once she set foot on the rushes that covered the floor, Melisande felt eyes upon them.  Three of the suitors were hovering and shared a few whispers.  Baron Eadmund held her hand low so as not to crimp the fine silk of her sleeves, but the posture was clear.  Across the hall Earl Orie stared hard, then whirled abruptly and pushed through the crowd to the outside doors.  Melisande ordered a servant to bring wine and a chair for the baron to sit by her throne.

      "What made you seek my hand?  Now that you are to have it, it can do no harm to tell."

      The Baron shifted awkwardly.  "I have visited here before on business, and seen you often, though no doubt I escaped your notice."

      "Many of my brother's friends have."

      "One afternoon, I saw you in the courtyard with your hounds.  The big one knocked you over and licked your face with such enthusiasm, that I knew you must be kindhearted to put up with him.  Such a generous lady would surely be patient with an old baron."

      "I will be, only if you are as patient with me."

      "I am the luckiest man alive and not wont to ruin my luck once I have found it.  My keep is made more for battle than for festivals, but a lady's hand may temper even that.  Now that I shall have someone to come home to I will ride patrols only when the situation demands."

      The Baron kept talking, but Kattanan noticed that the princess’s eyes were no longer upon him.  A slight breeze rippled through as the great doors were opened and a man entered.  The princess straightened instantly, her face straining into the wind, and Kattanan listened too.  From outside came a soft scratch of claws upon the stones of the courtyard.  He recalled having seen a pack of hounds there on their way into the hall.  Melisande smiled at the sound, then frowned a little.  Earl Orie nodded to her across the distance and seemed to be smiling.

      "Melisande, are you well?" the baron inquired.  "Forgive me, here I sit speaking of brighter days with your father so ill.  You must think me utterly thoughtless.  Let me take you to your chambers."

      She looked at him then, momentarily confused.  "Yes.  I think that-- yes."

      "Is there a lady who may stay with you?  I would not wish to leave you alone."

      "My singer will do--my ladies are all dancing and I'd hate to bother them for this.  It’s simply the excitement on top of my father’s illness."

      "As you wish, Highness."  The Baron led her around the dancers toward the courtyard.

      They walked around the cloister to the heavy door that opened on the princess's chambers, a series of rooms swathed in tapestries and velvet curtains.  The first was occupied by an excitable mass of dogs who wriggled their pleasure at having their mistress home again.  The hounds huddled close against her and shoved inquiring noses against the baron's finery.  She brushed a hand along their backs and muzzles as the baron brought her to her sitting room.  Here, he released her to sit on a leather-backed chair as he laid a fire.  "Would you like me to stay?"

      "No, you must make my apologies, and let my brother know.  I'm sure I'll be fine."

      "I can bring the healer."

      Melisande managed a small laugh.  "I need a few moments peace, Eadmund, that’s all."

      He kissed her hand and bowed as he left her with her singer and her dogs.

      The room was silent a long moment.  Kattanan poked at the growing fire, then took a stool opposite the princess.  They watched each other in the flickering light.  "What happened to me?"  The princess finally asked.  "I felt so strange for a moment, as if I were hearing things."

      She looked so young, suddenly, and vulnerable.  "Perhaps you have asked for wizards."

      "I have no fondness or need for them.  Especially if one of them made my father ill.  Until recently I rarely even wondered about them.  They seem to me to be a nuisance, and quite powerless,  for they can do nothing against an enemy who has not asked anything of them.  What an absurd notion.  Why does anyone bother?"

      "Do not think them powerless, Highness.  They can send visions by night or influence things of lesser will.  Has your Highness had any congress with a wizard?"

      "No, of course not,"  she answered firmly, then stopped.  Her eyes caught his again, and one hand fingered her necklace.  "The earl is no wizard.  Besides, what would he want of me?"

      "I cannot answer except to say that your Highness' love would be quite a prize."

      "But I am now betrothed.  Whatever anyone may try, I am already bound to the Baron."  A few of the dogs began scratching at the door and whining loudly.  "Let them out, would you?"

      Kattanan did as she asked.  "It is raining, Highness, but they went anyhow."

      "Silly beasts don't know what is best for them," she said with an indulgent smile.  She had removed the combs that held up her hair.  "Would you brush my hair?"   Kattanan found an ivory-backed brush on her table and began his gentle task.  "What is it like for you?"

      "What, brushing your hair?"

      Melisande played with the lacing at her wrists.  "I mean, well, being as you are."

      "A eunuch, your Highness?"  His voice leapt in the firelight above her head.  "What can I answer?  If not for that, my voice would be ordinary.  I would be as any slave, unremarkable."

      "You certainly are remarkable.  I read about the Virgins of the Lady when I studied music, but I thought there were none left.”

      “I was raised at the monastery where a few of the tutors were older Virgins.  Their voices were fading but they remembered how they had learned.”

      “Can you sing as you brush?"

      In answer he began a song, not familiar as the others, not even in their language, nor that of the church.  It was not sung to fill a hall, or even a room, but for her ears alone.  This strange music startled her at first so that she frowned but still she listened.  His hands upon her hair became an intimate rhythm, and the song tingled along her scalp as the brush stroked her skull.  Melisande shut her eyes and lay back into his touch as the long melody went on.  Her breathing slowed and her hands slid along the velvet into her lap. When at last the song was done, the princess slept soundly.  Kattanan  lay the brush down and stoked the fire.  He watched red and golden light dance across the princess' features.  Why had that song come to mind, "The Song of the Lonely Steersman"?  With one hand he wiped the tears from his cheeks, and turned away.
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      The screaming and snarling woke them both.  Kattanan, jumping up from the floor, shared a wild look with Melisande before she ran toward the door.  He caught her in the entry chamber.  "Princess, no!  Listen.  That is no friendly beast.  You must not open the door."

      "Someone screamed and my dogs are out there."  She struggled against his grip.

      "The baron would not forgive me if any harm came to you."

      The screaming ceased abruptly, and was replaced by a more horrible snuffling and ripping.  This, too, was soon overtaken by a human babble.  Voices rose with fear, too many to be distinguished.  The princess stopped fighting and pulled closer to him.  "What is happening?"

      "Can I say any more than you?"

      "I must open the door."  Gasping whines cut through her insistence, and something heavy fell against the door.  They stared as dark liquid began to seep underneath and into the rushes.  Melisande trembled, then sank against Kattanan, and none too soon, for the door burst open and a guard stared at him, sword drawn and bloody.  “Is the princess injured?”

      Beyond the guard, the singer could see what was left of Melisande's dogs littering the courtyard, surrounding a sodden body.  As another guard dragged a hound from the man's throat, the singer turned abruptly away.  "Help me take the princess to her bed."  The guard dropped his sword and gathered Melisande's skirts in his bloody hands.

      Between the two of them, they got the princess to her thick bed and pulled a few blankets over her.  The guard waited while Kattanan lit a taper at her bedside, then motioned the singer out with him.  "You're the castrate the Baron gave her?"

      He crossed his arms tight.  "He asked me to wait with her as she was not feeling well."

      "Come on to the hall."

      Kattanan shook his head firmly.  "She still should not be alone."

      "I'll fetch one of her ladies."  The man stuck his fingers in his mouth and whistled loudly.  A few heads came up, and one of the servants approached.  "Stay with her Highness."  The woman moved past to the bedchamber.  "Happy?"  Kattanan nodded despite his grimace.  The man had smeared blood across his own mouth.  "You don't look well yerself.  Come on."

      They picked their way across the courtyard, passing very near the dead man, though someone had covered him with a cloak.  Kattanan balked at this a moment, his eyes drawn by the hand which stuck from beneath.  Its palm gaped up at him and, for an instant, he saw it tenderly enfolding the princess's to lead her into the hall.  He shook himself and stepped around a hound's bedraggled tail.  They reached the doors, where other guards were herding the shocked guests back inside.  Through this crowd Wolfram struggled, his father's crown awkward upon his head.  "Where's Eadmund?  What happened?"  He walked out to raise an edge of the cloak, and bowed his head.  "Oh, my friend, this should have been your finest day."

      Lady Ethelinda muttered to her husband, "I knew those dogs were no good."

      "The hounds, Highness,"  the captain of the guard pointed out.  "They had him down already.  It was all we could do to kill the curs.  They paid us no mind.  Funny thing."  He frowned, then realized what he had said.  "I don't mean funny, Highness, but strange that they did not attack us, as if they were so intent upon the baron that they couldn’t be bothered."

      "No one saw it?"  Heads shook.  Wolfram searched the crowd.  "Where's my sister?"

      "Within, Highness,"  Kattanan said with a shaky bow.  "It was I who let the dogs out, at her request.  How could I know?"  Tears had sprung to his eyes again.

      "No one could have, you only did as she asked."  Wolfram gently touched his shoulder.  "She wanted to open the door when we heard them outside, but I didn't let her.  They sounded wild, your Highness.  When blood came under the door, she fainted."

      "It's well you kept her in.  I do not look forward to telling her this."

      "I will tell her, carefully, Highness.  If you think that is best."

      "Yes, you were his gift; perhaps you should be the one, although I do not envy you the task.  Let me know when she awakens.  She may have need of family, then."

      Kattanan bowed to Wolfram and started across the bloody stones, but hesitated at the center.  There, he stared at the covered corpse of his former master.  He flung back his head and sang the death chant.  Doves, which had settled under the roof peaks, burst into the air with his sound and vanished into the night.  The rain had begun in earnest now, washing the blood of man and dogs into the gutters, and glazing Kattanan’s hair and shoulders as he stood alone.  Those who still hovered near the doors bowed their heads, some murmuring the words.  He sang it through but once, his hands pressed together as if in prayer, then turned back to Melisande's door before the echoes had even died away.  Many of the gathering made the circle-sign of the Goddess as a bolt of lightning smote the sky and struck down the last of the terrible song.
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      Melisande awoke long after dawn.  She could hear the rain still falling, and the soft breathing of her dogs, but as she opened her eyes she discovered her mistake.  A young man lay sprawled upon the sheepskin by her bed, his clothes bedraggled and stained:  her new singer.  Melisande pushed back the blankets and pulled on a heavy robe over her chemise, then set her pale feet on the warm rugs.  She crept around the sleeping Kattanan and quietly pushed open the door to the next room.  Melisande looked forward to letting the hounds burst in with their usual enthusiasm and made sure to stand well out of the way as she opened the door, but nothing came.  The princess craned her neck to see into the next room and found it empty.  Pulling her robe around her, she crossed this room as well, to open the outside door.  A gust of wind and rain blew her back a few steps and brought the maid running.

      "Highness, you mustn't!"  said Kattanan.

      "Where are my hounds?  They've not been let out of the courtyard, I trust."

      "Come away, Highness, and shut the door."

      The princess set one hand on her hip, ready to play the cruel mistress, but his bleak expression made her pause.  She closed the door and leaned back against it.  "What is it?"

      "Princess, I would rather you sat down before I begin,"  the singer said.  "Please."

      "All right, I'll humor you."  Melisande thrust her chin up, and strode past to flop into her favorite chair.  "Who has done what with my dogs?"

      Kattanan knelt before her.  "They are dead, Highness."

      She jumped up.  "Dead?  That was their blood, wasn't it--last night?"

      "That is not the complete tale, Highness."  He took a deep breath, and let it out slowly.  "They attacked the baron, and killed him."  This said, he released her, and looked toward the fire.

      "But,"  she said, and then, "The screams, the barking, the blood-- that was him.  That poor man."  She finished on a breath, which quickly became a sob.  "But I don’t understand--they would never hurt anyone!"  Tears seeped between the fingers covering her face.

      Kattanan jerked upright.  "The baron is dead.  Your betrothed has been killed, and you weep for hounds!"

      Melisande looked up at him through her tears.  "I am sorry for him, but I didn't know him, not as I knew those dogs.  I raised them from puppies.  He was a man I met only a day ago.  How can that compare?"

      "Because he loved you."

      "Loved me?  He gave me presents, he flattered me, he wanted me to bear his children, but that's hardly the same as love.  I liked him well enough; he was at least more civil than the rest, but love?  Don't fool yourself, eunuch."

      Kattanan caught himself on a chair, and sank into it.

      A maidservant who had slipped out earlier returned with the drowsy prince in tow.  "Good sister, how do you fare?"  he asked her, with a curious glance at the singer.

      "I am as well as can be expected, I suppose."  She sat back down.

      "I am so sorry,"  Wolfram said, coming forward to embrace her.  "To lose your husband, before the wedding is even made proper, is a hard thing to bear, but there are still others who care for you."  The prince smoothed her hair as he spoke over her head.  "Wait as long as you need before we invite the suitors back again.  There is no hurry."

      Melisande pulled away from her brother.  "I would like it to be done as soon as possible, and put all of this behind me."

      Wolfram stared at her tear-streaked face.  "Of course, whatever you say, Sandy."

      "Don't patronize me, Wolfram.  It's important for me to be wed.  I don't mean to be callous, but with father ill, and now this--."

      "Hush, I meant nothing by it.  I am simply tired and stunned by Eadmund's death."

      Melisande put out a hand to him.  "You were very close.  I should be apologizing to you.  We've both had an awful night."

      "What happened--" he broke off and looked to the fire.  "I can't explain it.  Aside from a dislike of peacocks, those dogs wouldn’t  hurt anyone."

      "Perhaps they thought he meant me harm, coming across the court so late at night."

      Wolfram watched her through shadowed eyes.  "He was no more a danger to you than I.  If I had been there, I'd have slaughtered them myself."

      "I raised them from pups and I tell you they would not attack without provocation.  Maybe there was a wolf got in, and the hounds were defending, not attacking."

      "I am not saying this was your fault.  Maybe it was the moon, maybe the weather."

      "Maybe the wizard," Kattanan murmured, but a knock came at the door.

      "Good morrow, boy, is the princess yet abed?"  Earl Orie inquired.

      "She keeps council with her brother, your Excellency."

      "Bid him enter, singer,"  the prince called out.  "If you are up to visitors, that is."

      Melisande shook back her hair and thrust up her chin.  "I am."

      The singer moved forward as if to announce the visitor, but Earl Orie strode past him before he had the chance.  He executed a low bow to the prince then turned his attention to the princess.  Only one of his hands was visible, holding shut his cloak over some unseen burden.

      "I hope you will forgive my intrusion, your Highness, but I must return to my estate, and did not wish to do so without taking my leave of you."

      Wolfram cleared his throat.  "I shall leave you with your maidservant.  You might join me for supper.  Good day."  He inclined his head toward his sister and left the room.

      "Do not think me discourteous, Highness, but I'm glad the prince has left us, for I bear a gift he'd not approve of, no doubt."  The earl flung back his cloak and held out to her his gift.  The tiny puppy shook its ears as it awakened, and let out a small bark.  "I, myself, raise hounds, and I know the pain of losing just one.  For all of yours to be lost, and in such a brutal manner, must have been quite a shock for you.  This one is of a special breed that shall never grow so large that you cannot hide him.  After last night, your brother will not want to think of dogs."

      Melisande gathered the pup in both hands and pulled it close.  She grinned as it licked her chin and cheeks.  "Oh, my lord, he is wonderful!  Thank you for your kindness."

      "I hope you might give me leave to return and renew my suit."

      "I will entertain your suit, good earl.  Do return, and promptly."

      "You are the most gracious of ladies, Highness."  He bowed again, and let himself out.

      "Oh, Highness," the maidservant began,  "your brother will be so angry."

      "And let him be, though I trust he shall not hear of it from you."  She cuddled the pup.

      "As you wish, Highness.  What gown shall I lay out for your supper?"

      "The black:  it makes me look pale, and Wolfram will be sorry for acting so abominably."

      "Very well, Highness."  She turned and went about the business of the morning.

      Melisande slid down onto her knees and released the warm bundle to wag around the pool of her gown.  "What shall I name you, little one?"  The puppy stumbled over itself in its eagerness to slurp her hands, and the princess laughed lightly. "I wonder if anyone thought to keep Thor's collar,"  she mused, then frowned.  "No, I shall have to commission another."

      "Highness?"

      Melisande looked up into the face of the singer, his eyes red and lips pale.  "What?"

      "I should like to return to the quarters I shared with the baron, Highness.  At least for a change of clothes."

      She wrinkled her nose as she inspected the blood and rain-stained tunic.  "Yes, do. Bring your things here.  I should like to have you sing in the evenings."  She gathered the puppy into her arms and stood.  "There is a chamber off by the fireplace for you.  It is small, but you may use my sitting room when I am not entertaining."

      "Thank you, your Highness.  I shall return promptly."  Kattanan bowed and left the room, which was promptly shut behind him.  The stained area around the outside door made him shudder as he passed into the courtyard.  The diligent rain swept away all trace of the night's disturbance.  Kattanan kept to the cloister rather than cross the place where his master had died.  The sun outlined the crooked tiles of the roof, but the yard remained close with shadows and puddles.  Kattanan made for the archway which would take him swiftly to the guests' quarters.  In the baron's chambers, a half-dozen servants with tear-streaked faces clustered in the solar.

      "Hello, Kat," one of the young pages whispered.

      "How fare you, Thomas?"  The singer knelt before the boy.

      Thomas looked at him with wide brown eyes.  "You weren't here.  Sir didn't like that."

      At the title, Kattanan's throat felt dry, and he ached from a dozen secret bruises.  "He knew the Baron's plans, even that I might not be back."

      "Are you leaving?"

      "Yes, Tom.  I belong to someone else now."

      "Take me with you."

      "I can't,"  Kattanan said, as gently as he could.  "I'm sorry.  Now that the baron is gone, though, your parents could take you.  They could send you somewhere else."

      "I can't tell them," the boy replied, his voice elevating.  "Sir said never tell."

      "Are they here?  In the castle, I mean."

      A nod.

      "I will tell them something else.  Another reason to send you away."  He touched the boy's cheek with a delicate finger.

      Suddenly he pulled Thomas into a fierce embrace.

      Someone nudged his arm then, and he looked up to the dark-featured head maid.  "Sir will be calling soon."

      Thomas trotted into the other room without another word.

      "Sulin, can't you watch him?"

      She did not change her tight-lipped glower.  "You are leaving."  He nodded once as he rose to his feet.  She shrugged.  "Once the funeral is over, I am a free woman.  I do not intend to stay on here.  Until then I will mind the chambers, and the others will do my bidding, and his."

      "Thomas is a child, and noble-born--"

      "In the service of the baron or his heir.  Has Sir done anything improper in your sight?"

      "Not to Thomas, but the boy knows to fear him.  I don't know what he may have seen."

      "So perhaps he never will.  As to what the child may have seen,"  she paused to look him hard in the eye,  "he will learn soon enough the ways and places of men, and of those who must bow to them.  Thomas will be a man one day, a man who can keep these places separate."

      Kattanan flinched, but held his ground.  For himself, it didn't matter—another blow, another ache, but for Thomas—"Doesn’t it disturb you to know what he is being taught?"

      Sulin shook off the hand that grasped her arm.  "He is not old enough to understand what you are.  He thinks you're his friend and that disturbs me.  Take your things and leave us be."

      "I'm sorry,"  he offered as she turned from him.  All eyes were studiously on their work, polishing things that already shone.  The closed door to the left-hand chamber loomed before him, and he pulled it open with a strength he did not feel.

      "So you've come,"  Montgomery, the Baron's squire, observed.  He stood in formal attire, having a red sash bound around his arm by a maid whose hands shook.  He was of average height, somewhat stocky, but with an intensity of expression not unlike a cat hunting mice.

      "The princess desires that I stay in her hall.  I came to fetch my things."

      "Sir."  Montgomery intoned with a warning glance.

      "Forgive me, sir, I am not altogether well."

      "Nor are any of us, after last night's doings."  He sniffed, and eyed the armband.  "Still, the Baron would not want us forgetting our manners, would he?"

      "No, sir."  The singer stared at the squire's feet, at his tall boots with rests for the spurs he had not yet earned.

      Following the path of Kattanan's eyes, Montgomery's smirk twisted into a snarl.  He snaked out a hand to catch the singer's chin.  "But perhaps you need another lesson."

      Kattanan's eyes were clamped shut, his face already tense in anticipation of a blow that did not come, this time.  The squire released him, wiping his palm against his leg.  "Thomas!  My cloak!"  The page fetched it and stumbled after the squire as he strode off down the hall.

      Kattanan shivered and sighed.  How could the baron have taken this brute into his house?  A servant girl clutching a chamber pot focused a withering glare on him.  One of her eyes was patched by angry red and rimmed with a painful darkness.

      "You didn't come back,"  she hissed.  "You might have warned us."

      "I'm sorry.  I could not leave the princess."

      "You're just relieved it wasn't your precious Thomas he hit."

      "We all knew what was coming--that I'd be leaving."

      "Oh, I knew?  So now I'm to blame?  I'll remember that when you are gone for good."  She, too, turned from him.

      Kattanan walked across to grab one handle of his trunk and drag it into a curtained alcove.  He found a dark tunic and the hose to match, and laid them out on the little bench before peeling off his ruined garb.  The skin beneath was as pale as a lady's, except for the darkened patches of fading bruises, bruises the baron had never known were there.  It was easy to assume that the singer's sleepless nights and frequent illness were brought on by some lingering trouble he had picked up in his travels.  The baron had a singer in fine voice, and a squire who could keep the staff in line, and had gone to his death in the happy ignorance of a good man raised more to trust than to question.  Kattanan's hands shook.  He thanked the Lady not to spend another night in this household--only to feel the instant stab of guilt, knowing that Sir would only choose a new victim, knowing the chambermaid was right.  He pulled the dark brocade over his golden head and straightened its pleats.  He wore his tunics rather longer than the fashion and tied his sashes loosely so as not to interfere with his breathing.  Studying the effect in the mirror, he might almost pass for a nobleman's son, soon to be landed in his own right.  So long as he did not open his mouth, the illusion held its power. He dimly recalled a time when men called him "prince."  If he were, he could take on Thomas as his own page, maybe even challenge Montgomery to a duel,  avenging them all for every beating.  His daydream broke against his own reflection: a delicate boy of eighteen, his face framed by the curls which had the envy of many a lady; the face of one abandoned time and again.  And if the tunic were slipped away, they might all see the truth, the horrible absence that made him everything he was.  He pulled on his hose with small, quick gestures, and did not look that way again.

      Hauling the leather trunk behind him, Kattanan crossed back into the sitting room.  Most of the servants had gone now, and those that remained did not bid him farewell.  He left the baron's place behind him, a caravan of one, bearing his own trunk into yet another new life.  A mental count brought the tally to fourteen new places in the six years since Jordan had broken his vow and left him.  He could no longer count the number of songs he had learned, the number of languages he knew just enough to get by.  The thought made him weary beyond his years.  Where would he land when this princess cast him aside?  But the uproar in the princess's rooms swept away his melancholy.

      "You're hurting!  I won't have you near me!"  The princess shouted, brandishing a hairbrush as she chased a maid out the door.  She stopped short when she saw Kattanan staring at her, noticing how the anger brought out the green of her eyes.  He quickly recalled himself, and bowed.  "Oh, good,"  said Melisande.  "Maybe you can do a decent job with my hair."

      One of the maids rolled her eyes with a good-natured shrug.  "If he can serve you as you like, let him try, Highness."  As she passed Kattanan, she whispered,  "Good luck!"

      The singer hauled his trunk to the little room beside the chimney and emerged again.  "Would you like me to try, your Highness?"

      "Please."  She pushed the brush into his hand, and dropped into her seat.  "They have me wrapped in this gown, and then want to tie my hair in knots."

      He paused in his brushing, trying to read the reason for the mood.  "In some places, Highness, maids can be killed for having angered their ladies."

      "Oh, I shouldn't go that far."  She smiled slightly.  "Is that true?"

      "I stayed there only a little while,"  Kattanan responded, "else I should probably have struck a wrong note as well, your Highness."

      "I don't believe it of you.  Have you traveled many places then?"

      "I have lived in twenty-three, and performed in many more."  He paused again, this time to work out a tangle.

      "Where were you born, then?  I don't hear an accent when you speak."

      "Not far from here.  Over the mountains to the east."

      "Lochalyn?  Then you must know about the revolution!  My father helped to put the proper king on the throne, about fourteen years ago, I guess.  Did you know that the queen had taken a lover?”  She spoke with a delight at the scandal of it all.  “She had three sons by this other man while the king was away, then denied it when he had died.  She was so ashamed in the end that she went mad and killed them all."

      Chilled, Kattanan fumbled the brush.

      "I guess you didn't know that."  She watched with bright, gentle eyes.  "You must have been quite young when you left there."

      "Eight, I think, when we left the monastery."  He was looking at his hands, and had not resumed brushing.

      "We?"  she prompted.

      "I had,"  Kattanan's voice trembled, and he started over, "I had a tutor who traveled with me, but he left."

      "Why did he do that?  I should think he would stay with you just to visit all those places, even if you didn't need him any longer."

      "I don't know, Highness."  His voice bit so that she glanced at him again.

      Her brow furrowed, then she blinked, and turned away.  "I'm sorry."

      "Forgive me,"  he mumbled.  "It must be the lack of sleep."

      Melisande tipped back her head, gazing up at him.  "Perhaps if you sang?"

      The song faltered at first, but grew steadier—Morning Prayer to the Goddess.  She joined her voice to his after a moment, an unexpected delight for one used to singing alone.  She lacked his years of training but made up for it in spirit.  The prayer felt almost like a love song, and Kattanan tapered off rather abruptly.

      "Thank you," said Melisande softly. "I missed prayer this morning.  There’s a priestess who usually comes, but she always looks so stern, and asks me if I have been living a holy life.  Well, you've had some dealings with the clergy; are they all so stuffy?"

      "No, not all."  He avoided her gaze, trying to master the sudden hitch in his breath.

      "Oh."  She swallowed, then asked,  "Can you do my hair in plaits at the side?"

      In silence, Kattanan separated her hair and braided it with deft fingers.  "All done, Highness."  He picked up the looking glass and held it before her.  She touched his hand lightly, her fingers steadying his.  Their faces reflected side by side, and their eyes met.

      "It's beautiful," she said, smiling.  Outside a bell struck.  Melisande's eyes flew wide as she jumped up.  “Afternoon bells!  Wolfram is waiting supper for me.  Where are my maids?”  she looked around.

      “You sent them off, Highness,”  Kattanan pointed out.

      “Well, I can’t go with no escort at all.  Attend me.”

      “But, Highness, . . .” Kattanan began to protest, but she had already gathered her skirts and gone for the door.
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      The black gown did serve to make Melisande pale indeed, and the braids hanging against her shoulders gave her the air of a wayward child, certainly not of marrying age.  Kattanan hurried to keep up with her as she trotted down familiar halls and arrived breathless outside an oaken door.  A liveried servant bowed her in immediately, giving Kattanan a strange look as he trailed after.  Within was a large table dominated by a great empty chair at one end.  Though he wore his father's crown, Wolfram was not willing to sit at his place.    A dozen other courtiers looked up at Melisande's abrupt entrance and rose to bow to her.  Those who had brought scarlet garb were wearing it, and the rest had bound bands of mourning around their arms.  Crown Prince Wolfram shone in his red satin, his auburn hair just brushing the shoulder.  His face was tired and his glance was dubious when he saw her attendant, but still he took her hand to lead her to her place.  When he sat, the others did likewise.  Diagonally across from the princess, Sir gave Kattanan a hard stare.  A stool sat behind each noble's chair for his or her attendant, and Kattanan's stool provided him a clear view of the squire, who sneered at him when the others weren't looking.

      "Now that my sister has arrived, we may begin," Wolfram announced.  The servers moved forward laden with trays that smelled of exotic spices.  As the nobles began their meal, several of the attending ladies brought out needlework to stitch at while whispering to one another.  Many glances were cast his way, by both servants and nobility.

      After a time, Kattanan relaxed.  The duty, it seemed, was simply to sit unless called for by one's master.  The courtiers fawned over the princess, offering their condolences.  She smiled faintly, and paid many compliments to the dead Baron.

      "You are so gracious to my lord,"  Sir put in.  "Were I high-born, I should press his suit as my own."  The smile seemed nearly genuine, and he became, for a moment, the loyal man the baron had always seen.

      "Thank you, good squire,"  Melisande murmured.

      "It would gladden my heart to have you call me Montgomery,"  he said earnestly.

      "Very well, Montgomery.  I can well see why Eadmund took you to his service."

      Sir contrived a sad expression.  "I have tried to serve him well, your Highness, but I fear my service, even to his realm, is at an end.  His brother, the new baron, has many good men already.  Also, the keep would hold too many memories for me."

      On behalf of all the servants, and especially Thomas, Kattanan's heart soared, but his hopes were quickly crushed as the princess responded,  "I am sure my brother would be glad to have you join our household, Montgomery.  We are ever in need of brave and true men."

      Sir smiled widely, looking not at the princess, but at Kattanan.  "If you would put in a word for me, Princess, no doubt he would be favorable."

      The singer shrank back against the wall, tucking his hands against his sides.

      "Kattanan."  Melisande narrowed her eyes at him.  "Are you quite well?  Good.  Would you take a message to my brother regarding this good squire?"

      He nodded numbly.  "What would you have me say, Highness?"

      "Tell him his friend the baron would have wished the best for all of us, and especially his loyal man, so I think we should bring him into our service."

      Kattanan nodded again, and walked behind the chairs to approach the prince.  Wolfram listened, looking down the table to his sister and Sir, who gravely acknowledged his glance.

      "The baron has spoken of this Montgomery,"  the prince whispered, some doubt playing across his features as he looked into Kattanan's face.  "You knew them both, what do you think?  Would he have the man brought to our household or prefer him to remain there?"

      Taken off guard, Kattanan thought of what to answer.  From the way Sir was eyeing the princess, he had some other plan than service.  "The baron trusted this squire above all others, it is true, your Highness.  While I am sure he would wish you the finest of men, I think he would wanted a firm hand to govern his household."  His heart raced within his chest.

      The prince pursed his lips, searching Kattanan's face.  "You don't speak all your mind, but say well what you do.  I would talk more with you, but not here.  Tell my sister that I will think on it and ask that she send you to me after the meal, when she has retired to the garden."

      "As you wish, Highness."  He bowed slightly as he backed away and returned to his place.  Sir's eyes followed him the whole way, beating at him like the sun on the desert.

      When the princess had relayed his message, a shadow passed over the squire's face.  "I appreciate your intervention, Princess, more than you know.  Even more fervently do I desire to serve such an honorable house as yours."

      Melisande giggled at this praise.  "Well, it is all in my brother's hands now, but I wouldn't mind your reassignment if you always give out such compliments."

      The conversation now turned to other things, but Kattanan frequently felt Sir's blazing scrutiny.  At last the meal was done, and Melisande gave him leave to go to the prince, after Sir had gently kissed her hand in farewell.  Kattanan wanted to cry out in warning, but only bowed and stayed behind.  He took several wrong turns before he found the prince's chambers at last.

      The prince greeted him from a deep window bay that looked out on the garden, and dismissed his squire with a negligent wave.  "Join me, Singer."

      Kattanan bowed to him, and approached hesitantly.  "I am not sure it is fitting, Highness.  I am somewhat less than a servant and unused to conversing with princes."

      Wolfram laughed.  "Yet you must have spoken with as many as I, in all your travels.  Eadmund told me somewhat of your history, what he knew, which was not much.  He had a good deal of confidence in you."

      Kattanan had no answer to this unexpected turn.

      "Please, sit."  The prince waved him to the window seat opposite himself.  "There is much I would ask you, but we should deal with the business at hand.  Eadmund spoke to me of Squire Montgomery as a man who well tended his keep while he was away.  I once asked him why he did not bring this man with him on patrol, and he told me of the interrogation of a woodman they had captured.  The squire grew angry at the man and beat him.  Eadmund was loath to speak of it, but I gather that the man died.  He spoke in terms of his squire's eagerness for truth, yet Montgomery never accompanied him again."

      "I had not thought he knew even so much."  Kattanan gasped.  "Highness, I do not mean to speak so carelessly.  I should not be here."  He stood up again as if he meant to go.

      "Peace."  Wolfram looked on him with troubled eyes.  "I did not bring you here to test your loyalty.  When you spoke to me at supper you were trembling, and I do not think it was nervousness at speaking to me.  At least, I try not to be fearsome.  And Montgomery never took his eyes from you.  If you speak plainly to me, I will not raise a hand against you or allow another to do so."  Kattanan wavered uncertainly.  "No matter what you claim, you are not just a singer, but also the sort of person who sees and hears many things.  I would have you trust me with such things."  The prince watched him silently now, leaning forward in his seat.

      "Your Highness, I know not how to reply.  I fear you misplace your attention in me."  Kattanan stared at his shoes a little longer, then sat down quickly.  "Squire Montgomery is a cruel man, your Highness.  I don't know his intention today, but in all else he is bent on his own power."  The words left him breathless, waiting for the prince to take offense.

      The prince quietly regarded his lowered head, and put out a hand to him.  The touch brought the singer's head up with a jolt.  "Do not fear me,"  Wolfram said.  "I have watched my father thinking of how I should be different in his place.  My father has been a good king, and strong, but he was not always kind, when that might have gained more than strength."

      Kattanan gazed at him in wonder.  He was a toy of power, freely passed from one prince to the next for some advantage; kindness was not a word he associated with such men.  The fear died away as he heard sincerity in the prince's voice, and saw the hand ready to comfort him.  He remembered the touch of last night as his words answered the prince's plea.

      Wolfram smiled a little.  "I will not take this man into my household, and have any live in fear of him and of me as his lord."  He leaned back into the wall.  "I can't say I look forward to ruling anyone.  You have no idea how hard it is for a prince to make friends.  Sooner or later he finds their parents all have cases before court, or have daughters of the same age."

      Kattanan gave a sharp laugh.  "Forgive me, Highness, I had thought princes lead lives of luxury, given all they could ask."

      "Princesses, maybe.  There's my sister for an instance.  What do you think of her?"

      "It is not my place to speak of that,  Highness,"  Kattanan said with renewed concern.

      The prince made calming motions with his hands.  "I shall tell you, then.  When the court is watching she is the image of propriety and grace; but let them look away, and she is still a little girl: demanding, moody, selfish, inconsiderate.  I hope marriage will bring her a little more wisdom.  We have two elder sisters, both well-married, though neither was so full of youth as Melisande.  There was a time I was her most trusted friend; now she seems to think me a royal pest, meddling in her affairs."  He contemplated the singer.  "Already she places trust in you."

      "If you mean bringing me to supper to attend her, it was all quite by accident, your Highness.  She had chased her maids away."

      "It is not that, but that she gave you a room adjoining her own; and the priestess came there this morning but did not enter, for she heard the prayers already being sung."

      Kattanan blushed at this, and did not meet the prince's suddenly stern gaze.

      "I am still unsure about these suitors.  Eadmund was a man I had faith in. These others?"  He spread his hands wide.  "May be as loyal as their titles, or they may want to increase their attachment to me.  I do not believe Melisande will be guided by me in this."  Something in his face let the singer know that he had not spoken his true concern, and indeed would not, but a hint of urgency came into his voice as he continued,  "You are in a place to know her mind, and she may speak freely before you as she would not before me."

      "You want me to spy on her, Your Highness."

      "I'm not asking you to tell me her deepest secrets, and I don't want you to believe I mistrust her; but there are things I may need to know which she will not speak of.  Do not answer today, but think on it,"  the prince urged him, then repeated softly,  "Do not fear me."

      Kattanan rose, and Wolfram gave him leave to go, but he turned partway to the door,  "Your Highness, might I ask a boon of you?"  His voice felt very small now.

      "What would you have of me?"

      "There is a page in the Baron's household named Thomas.  If you could bring him to your service, your Highness; he is young yet, but loyal.  I know I have no claim on your good will⁠—"

      "You have a claim equal to any other, and more because you have my sister's trust."

      Kattanan bowed again, and left, but his heart was troubled.  Though he had but come into the service of the princess, he felt the growing care for her that all in the castle seemed to share.  Now the prince asked him to betray that.  The singer found himself returned to the Great Hall, now empty of dancers and musicians, though a few servants swept and tidied.  He stood before the thrones, the chair that had been set among them for the Baron, and his own small stool.  The largest throne drew his eyes upward in a shaft of sunlight colored by stained glass.  Though it had been kept dusted, no depression was there on the cushion, nor wineglass set out for its occupant.  This absence dominated the room.  As he stood staring he heard the trot of small feet into the space, in a familiar stride.  He sat on the step to wait as Thomas hurried toward him.

      "Kat!"  The boy's livery was disheveled and he was quite out of breath.

      "Slow down, Tom.  I had not hoped to see you, but am I glad anyway."

      "I came from the chapel for you."  The boy looked behind him as if expecting pursuit.  "They are preparing the baron and Sir isn't there.  I thought you might want to come."

      Kattanan stroked his hair.  "I will come to see him off.  Go back before you are missed, and I'll follow as if I hadn't seen you.  Thank you!"  he called after as Thomas trotted back the way he had come.  Kattanan set out for the princess' chambers.  As he hoped, he found several maids there and pulled one of them aside.  "May I borrow your badge?"  He pointed to the embroidered ribbon she wore which marked her as the princess' staff.  "I need to run an errand."

      "Don't forget to give it back."  She untied the ribbon from her belt and passed it over.

      "Thank you.  You shall have it for Evening Prayer.  Which way to the chapel?"  He followed the direction she pointed at a run until he was within sight of the doors, where he paused to catch his breath before entering.  The royal chapel had the traditional peaked roof, with an opening above the altar to allow in both sunlight and rain.  The room was round, with pews rippling out from the altar and smaller niches at the cardinal directions.  In the Eastern of these, the Cave of Death, the Baron's corpse had been laid, covered with a red cloth and his sword.  Several of his servants worked there, twining ritual cords about bundles of sanctified branches for the cremation that would take place at dusk.  Kattanan made the sign of the Goddess as he entered, and crossed quietly to the Cave.  A carved band ran along the wall which told the times of Her Walking in the elegant letters of Strelledor.  No one looked up until he picked up a cord and bundle and knelt on the floor beside the others.  Then, Sulin gave him a sharp glance, especially glaring at the Princess's badge he wore.  He mouthed the appropriate prayer as he tied the cord and placed the bundle aside before picking up another.  Thomas was at the far end of the bunch, learning the prayer from a maid.   Sulin finished her seven bundles and left for the funeral ground.  Several others soon followed, each bearing seven bundles.  Thomas went along with them, casting a regretful glance at Kattanan, who found himself alone with the body.

      He had just picked up his sixth cord when he heard footsteps approaching, and jumped up as Sir entered the room.  He pounded into the chapel and stopped short.  "What are you doing here?  I would have you gone from my sight!"

      Kattanan stepped back, brushing against the stone slab.  He held the branches before him as a shield.  "I came in Mourning, Sir.  No harm was meant."

      "You are not fit to tie branches for the Baron, you piping swallow."  He crossed in four long strides.  Kattanan slipped aside and was backed into the corner, the badge of the Princess revealed against his hip.  "So you would try to hide behind her."  Sir wrapped a strong hand around the singer's arm and hauled him up.

      "Goddess protect me in this your house!"  Kattanan whispered, and Sir squeezed harder, but did not strike him, glancing around as if he had just realized where he was.

      He growled, still hesitating, then flung the singer to the floor.  "Finish your branches and get out."  The squire flung himself into a pew, his stony back to Kattanan.

      His final prayers were rushed and his fingers numb as he tied the last bundles.  Hurriedly, the singer gathered up his bundles then paused, hearing another approaching.  He glanced to the door, then thought the better of it, and scrambled under the slab table behind the red funerary cloth, taking the branches with him.  His every breath was as thunder in his ears, his heartbeat an earthquake as he crouched there.  These new footsteps were still heavy, but not with anger as the squire's had been, and the newcomer barred the door behind him.

      "So you are here at last, to watch the ruin of your plans!  I should never have listened to you!"  Sir sprang up and approached him, but was stilled by some gesture.

      "Are we alone?"  the new voice said, chillingly familiar.

      "The canary was here, but he's gone and in a hurry.  He's ruined everything."

      "Calm down, Montgomery.  I have no idea what you're on about."  The voice was both deep and commanding, used to complete obedience.   Earl Orie.  There was a creaking sound as he sat down.  "I was to be gone already, and shall have some explaining if I am found here."

      "I made the request, as you advised,"  Sir's voice was still edged with fury, and he paced as he spoke.  "It was over supper, and she sent the singer to bear her message.  The prince returned that he'd think about it.  I gave her every compliment; she is a pretty girl⁠—"

      "That is none of your concern,"  Orie cut in, with low menace.

      "He sent a servant to tell me no!  That it was better I stay on at Umberlundt in this troubled time.  So what of all your fine plans?"

      "My only plan remains to win the heart of the princess, and I am well on that road whatever becomes of your ambitions.  I might have already succeeded if not for you."

      "It's not my fault the baron kept him out the night before.  I never had a chance to try anything, or believe me I would have done.  Anyway that doesn't matter now."  His pacing steps suddenly turned and came straight for the table.  The well-polished boots filled Kattanan's vision.  "A dead man won't turn that lady's head, or any other."  He slapped his palms against the table.  "But now I'm stuck out in nowhere for Goddess-knows how long!  I ache to be rid of that place."

      "Before you will get anywhere, you must learn patience.  I haven't gotten this far by making rash moves."

      "That's fine for you; you are only a day's ride from here.  This is the first time I've been to the castle in over a year."  He turned swiftly from the table and hissed, "I would be in residence here, you said.  Why did I listen to you?"

      The other groaned and rose.  "Truth be told, I am sick of this ranting."  He strode across to the door and stopped there.  "And you will pay dearly if I hear you making suit to the princess.  She is for me.  You will gain your precious knighthood in due time."

      "Count on it!  In spite of your patience."  Sir made the word sound like a curse.

      "Be silent, fool, and listen well.  Without me you would still be cleaning stables."  The dangerous undertone came surging forward.  "Don’t ruin both our chances with some stupidity of your own."  He lifted the bar and was gone.  Were it not for the sinister tone, Kattanan could have cheered for Orie so thoroughly condemning Sir's intentions.  The squire kicked at a fixed pew and stomped off down the hall, not even bothering to close the chapel door.

      It was several minutes before Kattanan could trust himself to move, and longer still before he mastered his heart.  No one was coming that he could hear, so he crawled back out from the table and kissed the hem of the red cloth that had concealed him.  He stood with the bundles of branches hugged to his breast and gazed on the baron's shrouded form.  Making the sign of the Goddess, the singer bowed and left the room, carefully shutting the door.  The way to the funeral ground was easy enough, and he added his branches to the pyre.  Out in the sunlight, Kattanan began to shake the worry that had descended upon him in the chapel.  He crossed the field, then passed under an arch into the garden.

      The change was marvelous and instantaneous.  A wide lane stretched before him, lined with trees that were just turning green.  From this many smaller ways wandered off, and he could hear sounds of laughter and flowing water.  Down the center of the path water streamed along a channel and down steps set in for that purpose, occasionally vanishing underground to reappear later bubbling into a fountain.  The high sunlight touched benches and the far-off roofs of garden houses.  Near at hand was a small carillon.  Turning this way and that, Kattanan made his way to the outside wall and found a small tower with a platform at its summit.  He breathed deeply of the wind and got his first good look at the surrounding lands.

      The castle was built on a cliff, in such a way that the wall he looked down fell away almost immediately into a deep canyon, the river far below.  Two massive stone bridges crossed the chasm to the city on the lower plain opposite.  This, too, had high walls to its defense, curving snake-like over the several hills they encompassed.  Narrow streets tangled through the dark mass of houses punctuated by open plazas and bell towers.  On the far side he could just make out the tent bazaar and ramshackle wooden buildings, and fields beyond.  Anyone bringing an army could be seen for miles off, and would be hard-pressed to pass both city and canyon.  He turned his back to this dizzying spectacle and surveyed what he could see of the castle.  The red stone of the palace blazed in the late afternoon sun, marked by the white marble of sills and columns.  Its façade rose nearly as sheer as the cliff below, though cut with towers and tiled roofs.  Many of its buildings still towered at this distance, and mountains rose close behind.  Narrow walls topped by stairs ran up their sides in many places, terminating in towers which commanded a wide view.  Even now, in peacetime, Kattanan could see the glint of helmeted soldiers manning those posts.  The forested slope was also interrupted by patches of tumbled stone, the fortresses of old, among which grazed the sheep and cattle of the royal kitchens.

      "Oh, great lord of the tower!"  a sweet voice called.

      Kattanan looked down into the garden to see the princess with several of her ladies.  "I am neither so great, nor so lordly, but I am at your bidding, Your Highness."

      The ladies laughed at this, but Melisande called out, "Sing for me, then!"

      "What, from here, Your Highness?"

      "Of course!"  She settled on a bench and gazed up at him.

      He disappeared from view, pacing the tower roof, then returned with this song:

      

      
        
        If the mountains were more fair, my lady, than thee,

        it were they that I'd be a-courtin'!

        If the flowers were so kind, my lady, to me,

        with them, I would be out sportin'.
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