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      KING’S DRAGON

      A rider approached. Armed in bright mail, it guided its horse forward at a sedate walk, untroubled by the raging wind. Alain
         thought about running, but it was so brief a thought that it was ripped away on the air almost as quickly as it formed. Because
         he had to stare.
      

      The horse was beautiful, as white as untouched snow, almost blinding, and the woman—

      She smiled. She had a terrible beauty, seared by hardship and agony and the wild madness of battle. ‘Serve me,’ she said.
         ‘Serve me, Alain Henrisson, and I will spare the village.’
      

      ‘How can you?’ he gasped, remembering Brother Gilles impaled, the monastery in flames, seeing the wild, savage creatures who
         charged up the strand toward the houses of his kin and neighbors.
      

      ‘Serve me,’ she said.

      Alan collapsed to his knees. Was that the baby’s scream on the wind? ‘I swear it.’

      ‘Stand.’

      He stood. The cold steel of her sword came to rest on his right shoulder, then his left, then, last, achingly cold, so that
         it seemed to suck all heat from him and yet burn him at the same time, she rested the flat of the blade on his head.
      

      ‘Who are you?’ he whispered.

      The sword, like death by pain, was lifted. Her reply rang out and yet was muted by the howl of the wind. ‘I am the Lady of
         Battles. Keep this, my token.’
      

      And she was gone.
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Ann Marie Rasmussen.
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      PROLOGUE

      On a hill surrounded on three sides by forest and on the fourth by the ruins of a fortress stood a ring of stones. They crowned
         the hill with stark beauty, like the bones of a castle buried so deeply in the soil that only the battlements of the tallest
         tower rose above the earth. It was said by some that chambers lay beneath the standing stones, rooms filled with treasure,
         with haunts, with creatures not of human form. It was said that passageways led out from these chambers like rivers stretching
         from a landlocked lake, leading from this hill across the land, even to the cold sea in the north, even to the great mountains
         far to the south.
      

      On the third day of the month of Avril, as afternoon faded into twilight and the full moon shone low in the darkening sky,
         a lone traveler made her way up through the tumbled stones of the old fortress. She wore leggings, a plain linen tunic, and
         sandals laced up to her knees, human clothing which she had become accustomed to here in this foreign land but not what she
         felt comfortable in. With a staff gripped in one hand and a small pouch tied to her belt, she negotiated the maze of walls
         as if she knew it by heart.
      

      The ruins lay on a gentle incline, stretching from the banks of a narrow river up to where the last wall, no taller than a
         year-old child, lay crumbling into the dirt and grass. The forest rose beyond. A single watch fire burned on the other side
         of the river, past the stumps of felled trees and fields newly burned for a spring planting of barley, marking the only village
         that lay within sight of the hill crowned by stones.
      

      The traveler paused before she stepped over the last wall of the fortress. She threw back her hood. Her hair was so pale it
         seemed to shine with a light of its own. She reached into the pouch and drew out a scrap of torn cloth, stained with red. With a grimace, she made to cast it to the ground, as if by
         throwing it away she would free herself from its binding power before she passed into the wild majesty of the stones.
      

      But she paused, cocking her head to one side, listening. And she cursed. She hesitated, and that moment was enough for the
         lead horseman to spot her.
      

      It was dusk, but her hair was bright and his eyes were young and keen, and he was looking for her.

      ‘Alia!’ he cried. ‘Beloved!’ Recklessly, he urged his horse forward, picking his way up through the fort. More riders appeared
         behind him. He paused, reining his mount aside, so men on foot, carrying torches, could catch up and guide him forward. He
         used only one hand on the reins. In his other arm he carried a bundle of cloth tucked against his chest.
      

      She winced away from the sight of that small burden. The vow she had made years ago, as humans measured time, seemed rash
         and ugly now. She had stood up in front of the assembled council and spoken boldly, but she had not known then what she would
         suffer in the world of men.
      

      Then her gaze caught on a banner. A battle-scarred man in a gold and black surcoat closed the gap between himself and the
         young prince. Upright and arrogant in the saddle, he held in one hand the dragon banner, symbol of the elite guards who protected
         the heir and by extension the kingdom itself: a black dragon coiled on a gold background; a cluster of seven brilliant stars
         studded the gold field above the dragon’s figure. She traced this constellation with her gaze to remind herself of what it
         stood for, the Crown of Stars worn by the ruler of the ancient Empire, half-forgotten now in the world of humankind but destined
         to return. It was for this she had made the sacrifice.
      

      By this time, aided by her hesitation, the young prince had pulled his horse up beside her. Torches threw wings of light over
         the ruins, and their heat surrounded her like a prison built with walls of fire.
      

      ‘Why did you follow me?’ she asked. ‘You knew I intended to leave.’
      

      ‘How can you leave?’ he demanded, like a child wailing against being abandoned. But he was so young, barely a man, only eighteen
         years old according to the calendars of this world. With an effort he schooled his expression to one of haughty disdain and
         tried a different path. ‘Surely you will stay until the child is a year or two old, so you might know that it lives and thrives.’
      

      ‘No disease known to you will touch him, nor will any wound inflicted by any creature male or female cause his death.’ She
         spoke without thinking.
      

      A murmur, like the breath of wind through a forest, passed through the assembled soldiers, those close enough to hear her
         prophesy whispering her words to those who stood farther away. The old soldier urged his horse forward to halt beside the
         young prince. The dragon banner lapped over the saddle, brushing the young man’s arm.
      

      At that moment, the bundle stirred. The baby woke, batting aside the swaddling with blind infant groping. She saw the black
         shock of hair that crowned the baby’s head, the tiny face and its open, staring eyes, as vivid as fine green jade, its skin
         that marked it as flesh of her flesh, a fine burnished bronze nothing like the northern pallor of the young prince’s complexion
         even where it was roughened by exposure to sun and wind. The tiny hand closed on a corner of the dragon banner, gripping it
         with infant strength. The men-at-arms pointed and exclaimed over this omen: The bastard child born of no human woman sensed
         its fate already, though it was not yet two months old.
      

      The prince turned his face away, not wanting to look. Instead, he carefully – so carefully! – handed the baby over to the
         old soldier, who gave the banner into another man’s hands in order to hold the infant. Then he dismounted, gestured to his
         men to move away, and faced her.
      

      ‘You care nothing for the child?’

      She did not look after the old soldier as he guided his horse to a patch of ground less racked with loose stone and sudden sharp drop-offs that might catch a horse unawares.
      

      ‘He is no longer mine.’

      ‘How can you say so? He is the most beautiful child I have ever seen!’

      ‘Only because he is yours!’

      ‘Yours as well!’

      ‘Not mine! I carried it inside me, gave birth to it, bled enough blood to cover the fields that surround the village we just
         passed through! Never mine, and never meant to be. Leave me, Henri.’ She had never learned the eastern accent and still spoke
         his name as a Salian would. ‘I never promised you anything but the child. Let me go in peace.’
      

      The young man said nothing for a long time, or at least, not in words. He had an expressive face, but he was learning to control
         it. She wondered, watching him, what he wanted to say, and what he would say. When she had first met him a year ago, he’d
         always blurted out the first words that came to his tongue. Now, made heir by right of fertility, he was learning to think
         before he spoke.
      

      ‘I do not want to let you go,’ he said at last. ‘By the invocation of your name, Alia, I beg you to stay with me.’

      ‘Alia is not my name, Henri. It is only what you call me.’

      ‘You aren’t well enough to go. You were so ill after the birth.’

      ‘I am well enough now.’

      ‘Then why did you come to me? Don’t you love me at all?’ His voice broke on the last words and a moment later he caught himself
         and tensed, his face freezing into a mask of stone.
      

      That mask, she thought, will be the one he wears most often when he becomes king.
      

      She thought of telling him the truth, because she did not dislike him. He was still young, a little callow, but he had strength
         in him, and he was ambitious, and clever, and handsome in a human way, elegant and proud.
      

      But the truth was not hers to tell, nor his to know. King he might become, but he was only a pawn in hands whose power was greater than his would ever be as regnant of two kingdoms. She and he were both pawns, and this gave her some sympathy
         for him.
      

      She leaned forward and kissed him on the mouth. ‘I am not immune to human charms,’ she lied. ‘But my duty lies elsewhere.’
         That at least was true.
      

      She could not bear to hear more from him. She could stay in this world no longer. It weighed too heavily on her; it had stolen
         so much of her precious blood. She fingered the scrap of bloody cloth, torn from the sheets in which she had given birth;
         it – and what it signified, her link to the child – was the last thing that bound her here. She let go of the bloody rag,
         and it fluttered to the ground.
      

      As he knelt to pick it up, she stepped across the last crumbling wall. He rose, calling after her, but he did not try to follow.
         Nor could she really hear his voice any longer as the stones rose up before her and she heard at last the faint music of their
         alignment singing to her.
      

      With her inner sight she touched the wind stone, the stone of light, the stone of blood, of water, of fire, the other stones,
         each according to its properties. Here, in the human world, in order to touch the heart of any object, to find and manipulate
         its essence, she had to trace winding paths around the walls and barriers built by human magi, for they chose to constrain
         and then master what they could not understand. But as she entered the precinct of stone, those walls fell away. She lifted
         a hand. Mist arises from the commingling of water and air, and so mist rose around her, at her suggestion, hiding her from
         view as she entered the ring of stones.
      

      Above her, unobscured by the mist that surrounded her, stars shone. She read their alignment and called down the power that
         sang from them and melded it to the alignment of the stones, each to each, a choir raising its voice to heaven. She called
         to the heart of her own land, and at the altar of fire and blood a portal opened.
      

      Neither a door nor a wispy shimmering of air, it looked like an arbor, a lush flowering vine grown over an arch. She smelled snow and felt the cold sting of a winter wind beyond. Without hesitation she stepped through and left the world of
         humankind behind.
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      Prince Henry, heir to the kingdoms of Wendar and Varre, watched Alia walk away from him, up into the ring of stones. He steeled
         his face, his heart, his whole body, and when the mist rose and covered her, he simply tightened his hand on the scrap of
         cloth she had left behind that contained all he had left of her: her blood.
      

      Three of his men stood beside him, holding up torches to drive back the mist that had swollen suddenly from the ground, a
         night-crawling fog that surrounded the stones. Light flashed within the stone ring. A chill wind stung his lips. A perfect
         crystal flake of snow spiraled down on the last of the wind and dissolved on his boot. Mist still clung about the stones.
      

      ‘Shall we go up, my lord, and look for her?’ asked one of his men.

      ‘No. She is gone.’

      He tucked the cloth into his belt and called for his horse. Mounted, he took the baby back into the crook of his arm and,
         with his entourage around him, began the slow descent of the hill. The baby did not cry, but its eyes were open, and it stared
         at the heavens, or at its father, or at the dragon banner. Who could tell?
      

      A breeze swelled out from the stones, and mist rolled down over the ruins from the height of the hill, swathing the crumbling
         buildings in a sudden thick fog and hiding the moon. The men picked their way carefully, men on foot grabbing hold of horses’
         harnesses, the rest calling out to each other, marking distance by the sound of their voices.
      

      ‘You are better off without a woman like that,’ said the old soldier suddenly to the prince in the tone of a man who has the
         right to give advice. ‘The church would never have accepted her. And she has power over the ways of nature which it were better not to meddle with.’ The dragon banner hung limp, sodden with the weight of the fog, as if this unnatural mist was
         trying to drag the banner down.
      

      But the prince did not reply. He kept his gaze on the torches surrounding him, like watch fires, light thrown against the
         gloom.
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      A ring of seven candles, light thrown against the gloom.

      Watchers stared into a mist that rose from a huge block of obsidian set in their midst. Their faces were hidden by darkness.

      In the mist they saw tiny figures, a young nobleman carrying an infant, ringed by his faithful followers. Slowly these figures
         descended through a fortress, seen half as ruins, half as the ghost of the fortress that was once whole. The tiny figures
         walked through walls as if they were air, for they were air, and it was only the memory of what was once there, in the minds of some few of the watchers, that created the ghostly
         walls, the suggestion of the past built anew.
      

      ‘We must kill the child,’ said one of the watchers as the mist faded, sinking into the black stone. With it faded the image
         of the prince and his retinue.
      

      ‘The child is too well protected,’ said a second.

      ‘We must attempt it, for they intend to shatter the world itself.’

      The first among the watchers shifted, and the others, who had been whispering among themselves, stilled into an uncanny silence.

      ‘It is never wise to seek only to destroy,’ said she who sat first among them. Her voice was rich and deep. ‘That way lies
         ruin only. That way lies darkness.’
      

      ‘Then what?’ demanded the first speaker. He shrugged impatiently. Candlelight glinted off his white hair.

      ‘Just as the Enemy turns the faithful from the Path of Light toward the Abyss, so can unbelievers be turned away from their error to see the promise of the Chamber of Light. We must counter the power given into the hands of this unwitting child
         with power of our own.’
      

      ‘There is this difference,’ said the second speaker, ‘that while we know our opponents exist, they do not know of us.’

      ‘Or so we believe,’ said the first man. He sat stiffly, a man of action unaccustomed to long stillnesses.

      ‘We must trust of Our Lord and Lady,’ said the woman, and the rest nodded and murmured agreement.

      The only light given to their circle was that flickering from the candles, bright flames throwing sharp glints on the surface
         of the obsidian altar, and that from the stars above and the round, still globe of the moon. Great blocks of shadow surrounded
         them, an entourage of giants.
      

      Beyond, wind muttered through the open shells of buildings, unseen but felt, the last relics of a great empire lost long ago
         to fire and sword and blood and magic. The ruins ended at a shoreline as abruptly as if a knife had sheared them off. Surf
         hissed and swelled at the verge. Sand got caught up on the wind and swirled up from the shore into the circle, catching on
         tongues and in the folds of cloaks.
      

      One of the watchers shivered and tugged a hood hard down over her hair. ‘It’s a fool’s errand,’ this one said. ‘They are stronger
         than we are, here and in their own country.’
      

      ‘Then we must reach for powers that are greater still,’ said she who sat first among them.

      They responded to her words with expectant silence.

      ‘I will make the sacrifice,’ she continued. ‘I alone. They wish to sunder the world while we desire only to bring it closer
         to the Chamber of Light toward which all our souls strive. If they bring one agent into the world, then we must bring another.
         Of ourselves we cannot defeat them.’
      

      One by one they bowed their heads, acquiescing to her judgment, until only one man remained, head unbowed. He rested a hand
         on the woman’s shoulder and spoke. ‘You will not be alone.’
      

      In this way they considered in silence. The great ruins lay around them, echoing their silence, the skeleton of a city unattended by ghost walls or visions of past grandeur. Sand
         skirled up the streets, spattering against stone, grain by grain erasing the vast murals that adorned the long walls. But
         where the walls marched out to the sea, where the knife-edge cut them clean, the shadow form of the old city mingled with
         the waves, the memory of what once had been – not drowned by the sea but utterly gone.
      

      Stars wheeled above on their endless round.

      The candles illuminated the gleaming surface of the obsidian altar. In its black depths an image of the distant ring of stones,
         far to the north, still stood, and the last torches borne by the prince’s retinue flickered and faded into nothing as they
         passed beyond view.
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MOTHERLESS 
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      A STORM FROM THE SEA
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      When winter turned to spring and the village deacon sang the mass in honor of St Thecla’s witnessing of the Ekstasis of the
         blessed Daisan, it came time to prepare the boats for the sailing season and the summer’s journeying to other ports.
      

      
      Alain had tarred his father’s boat in the autumn; now he examined the hull, crawling beneath the boat where it had wintered
         on the beach on a bed of logs. The old boat had weathered the winter well, but one plank was loose. He fastened the plank
         with a willow treenail, stuffing sheep’s wool greased with tar into the gap and driving the nail home onto a grommet also
         made of wool. Otherwise the boat was sound. After Holy Week his father would load the boat with casks of oil and with quernstones
         brought in from nearby quarries and finished in workshops in the village.
      

      
      But Alain would not be going with him, though he had begged to be given the chance, just this one season.

      
      He turned, hearing laughter from up the strand where the road ran in to the village. He wiped his hands on a rag and waited for his father to finish speaking with the other Osna merchants
         who had come down to examine their boats, to make ready for the voyage out now that Holy Week had ended.
      

      
      ‘Come, son,’ said Henri after he had looked over the boat. ‘Your aunt has prepared a fine feast and then we’ll pray for good
         weather at the midnight bell.’
      

      
      They walked back to Osna village in silence. Henri was a broad-shouldered man, not very tall, his brown hair shot through
         with silver. Henri spent most of the year away, visiting ports all up and down the coast, and during the winter he sat in
         his quiet way in his sister Bel’s workshop and built chairs and benches and tables. He spoke little, and when he did speak
         did so in a soft voice quite unlike his sister’s, who, everyone joked, could intimidate a wolf with her sharp tongue.
      

      
      Alain had darker hair and was certainly taller, lanky enough that he was likely to grow more just as certain spring days are
         likely to bring squalls and sudden bursts of rain. As usual, Alain did not quite know what to say to his father, but this
         day as they walked along the sandy path he tried, one more time, to change his father’s mind.
      

      
      ‘Julien sailed with you the year he turned sixteen, even before he spent his year in the count’s service! Why can’t I go this year?’
      

      
      ‘It can’t be. I swore to the deacon at Lavas Holding when you were just a new babe come into the world that I would give you
         to the church. That is the only reason she let me foster you.’
      

      
      ‘If I must take vows and spend the rest of my life within the monastery walls, then why can’t I have just one season with
         you to see the world? I don’t want to be like Brother Gilles—’
      

      
      ‘Brother Gilles is a good man,’ said Henri sharply.

      
      ‘Yes, he is, but he hasn’t set foot off monastery lands since the day he entered as a child of seven! It isn’t right you condemn
         me to that. At least one season with you would give me something to remember.’
      

      
      ‘Brother Gilles and his fellow monks are content enough.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not Brother Gilles!’

      
      ‘We have spoken of this before, Alain. You are of age now and promised to the church. All will pass as Our Lord and Lady have
         decreed. It is not for you or me to question their judgment.’
      

      
      By the way Henri set his mouth, Alain knew that his father would not reply to any further argument. Furious, he strode ahead,
         his longer strides taking him out in front of his father, though it was rude. Just one season! One season to see something
         of the world, to see distant ports and unfamiliar coastlines, to speak with men from other towns, from other lands, to see
         something of the strange lands the deacon spoke of when she read the lessons and saints’ lives of fraters – the wandering
         priests – who brought the Holy Word of the Unities to barbarous lands. Why was that so much to ask? He crossed through the
         livestock palisade and by the time he reached Aunt Bel’s longhouse, his mood was thoroughly foul.
      

      
      Aunt Bel stood in the garden examining her newly planted parsley and horseradish. She straightened, measuring him, and shook
         her head. ‘There’s water to fetch before feasting,’ she said.
      

      
      ‘That’s Julien’s job today.’

      
      ‘Julien is mending sail, and I’ll ask you not to question me, child. Do as you’re told. Don’t argue with your father, Alain.
         You know he’s the stubbornest man in the village.’
      

      
      ‘He’s not my father!’ shouted Alain.

      
      For that he got a sharp slap in the face, delivered with all the force of thirty years of kneading bread and chopping wood
         behind it. It brought a red stain to his cheek and silence to his lips.
      

      
      ‘Never speak so again of the man who raised you. Now, go on.’

      
      He went, because no one dared argue with Bel, elder sister of Henri the merchant and mother of eight children, of whom five
         still lived.
      

      
      He sat at the evening’s feast in silence and went in silence to the church. The moon was full, and its pale light filtered in through the new glass window which the merchants and householders
         of Osna had bought for the village church. But with moonlight and candlelight there was illumination enough to see the walls,
         whitewashing over timber, painted with the huge murals depicting the life of the blessed Daisan and the deeds of the glorious
         saints and martyrs.
      

      
      The deacon raised her hands in the blessing and began to sing the liturgy.

      
      ‘Blessed is the Country of the Mother and Father of Life, and of the Holy Word revealed within the Circle of Unity, now and
         ever and unto ages of ages.’
      

      
      ‘Amen,’ he murmured with the congregation.

      
      ‘In peace let us pray to Our Lord and Lady.’

      
      ‘Kyrie eleison.’ Lord have mercy. He clasped his hands and tried to pay attention as the deacon circled the church, pacing out the stations marking the bleassed
         Daisan’s life and ministry, bringing to the faithful the Holy Word granted him by the grace of the Lord and Lady. ‘Kyria eleison.’
         Lady have mercy.
      

      
      On the walls stark pictures stood out brightly in the light cast by torches. There, the blessed Daisan at the fire where first
         he encountered the vision of the Circle of Unity. And again, the blessed Daisan with his followers refusing to kneel and worship
         before the Dariyan Empress Thaissania, she of the mask. The seven miracles, each one depicted with loving detail. And last,
         the blessed Daisan dead at the Hearth from which his spirit was lifted up through the seven spheres to the Chamber of Light,
         while his great disciple St Thecla wept below, her tears feeding the sanctified cup.
      

      
      But to Alain’s eyes, there in the midnight church, other more shadowy forms lay as if hidden beneath the bright murals, their
         outlines embellished with fine gold, their eyes like jewels, their presence like fire on his soul.
      

      
      The fall of the ancient city of Dariya to savage horsemen, its last defenders clothed in gleaming bronze armor, spears and
            shields raised as they fought a hopeless fight but with the honor of men who will not bow down before an honorless enemy.
      

      
      Not images from the church at all, but the stories of brilliant lives of old warriors. They haunted him.
      

      
      The fateful Battle of Auxelles, where Taillefer’s nephew and his men lost their lives but saved Taillefer’s fledgling empire
            from invasion by heathens.
      

      
      ‘For healthful seasons, for the abundance of the fruits of the earth, and for peaceful times, let us pray.’

      
      The glorious victory of the first King Henry of Wendar against Quman invaders along the River Eldar, where his bastard grandson
            Conrad the Dragon charged his troop of cavalry straight into the midst of the terrible host of Quman riders, breaking their
            line and sending them scattering back to their own lands, hunting them down like animals as they fled.
      

      
      ‘Blessed are they that mourn, for they shall be comforted. Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy. Blessed
         are the pure in heart, for they shall speak with the Holy Word upon their tongues.’
      

      
      The last ride of King Louis of Varre, just fifteen years old but undaunted by the approach of raider ships on the northern
            coast of his kingdom, killed at the Battle of the Nysa though no man knew whose hand had struck the final blow. Had it been
            that of a raider prince, or that of a traitor serving the schemes of the new king of Wendar who would, because of Louis’ death,
            become king of Varre as well?

      
      Instead of the voice of the deacon, reading the lesson, Alain heard the ring of harness, the clash of swords, the snap of
         banners in the wind, the sweet strength of the gathered warriors singing a Kyrie eleison as they rode into battle.
      

      
      ‘For Thou art our sanctification, and unto Thee we ascribe glory, to the Mother, to the Father, and to the Holy Word spoken
         in the heavens, now, and ever, and unto ages of ages.’
      

      
      ‘Amen,’ he said, stumbling into the response as the congregation raised its voice as one in the final exclamation. ‘Let us
         depart in peace, in the Name of Our Lord and Lady. Have mercy upon us.’
      

      
      ‘Have mercy upon us,’ echoed his father, his voice as soft as the whisper of leaves on the roof.

      
      He put an arm around Alain as they left the church and made their way by torchlight back to the longhouse.
      

      
      ‘It is as it must be,’ he said, and Alain sensed that this was the last word Henri would ever speak on the matter. The choice
         had been made long ago, one to the sea, one to the heart of God.
      

      
      ‘What was my mother like?’ Alain asked suddenly.

      
      ‘She was beautiful,’ said Henri. Alain heard the raw scrape of grief in his father’s voice. He dared not ask more, for fear
         of breaking the wound wide open.
      

      
      So they went inside and drank a last cup of warmed mulled wine. At dawn, Alain went down to the strand and saw them off, rolling
         the boat down the logs and onto the beach, shoving it into the waves. They loaded it with the cargo. Cousin Julien was white
         with excitement; he had gone once before but only to a nearby Varren port. He had never gone south for an entire season.
      

      
      ‘Do honor to your kin,’ said Henri to Alain. He kissed Aunt Bel and then got in the boat last of all. The oarsmen began to
         row, and Julien fussed with the square sail.
      

      
      Alain stood on the beach long after the others had gone back up the road to the village. He stood until he could no longer
         see any trace of sail on the gray-blue waters. At last he turned away from the sea, knowing Aunt Bel had work for him to do.
         With a heavy heart, he walked back to the village.
      

      
      2

      
      In the distant haze where the sky met the sea, the islands that dotted Osna Sound rose as dark peaks of earth marking the horizon.
         When Alain stood, shading his eyes with a hand, and stared out across the bay toward the islands, the water gleamed like metal. It lay still and smooth, and from the height of the Dragonback Ridge the swells were lost under the glare of the
         sun. Up here, he could not feel a breath of wind. Out beyond the islands he saw a veil of low clouds pushing in toward land.
         Rain was coming.
      

      
      For an instant, caught by a trick of the light, a white sheet of sail stood out, the merest speck that vanished into the horizon
         of cloud and iron-gray water as he watched. Perhaps it was his father, making his way out through the islands.
      

      
      Alain sighed and turned away from the sea. He tugged on the rope, pulling the donkey away from a tuft of grass. It moved reluctantly,
         but it did move. Together they walked on, kicking sand up from the path that ran along the spine of the ridge, leading from
         the town to the monastery. The surf muttered far below.
      

      
      The path began to slope down toward the Dragon’s Tail, where the monastery lay. Soon Alain caught a glimpse of buildings spaced
         out around the church with its single tower. He lost sight of them again as the path cut down through tumbled boulders along
         the landward side of the ridge and, farther down still, turning to loam, wound through quiet forest.
      

      
      He came out of the forest into cleared fields and soon enough trudged through the open gates and into the monastery that,
         on St Euseb[image: image]’s Day, would be his home for the rest of his life. Ai, Lord and Lady! Surely his guilt stained him red for all
         to see: The boy who loved the Father and Mother of Life and who yet rebelled in his heart against entering Their service.
         Ashamed, he stared at his feet as he skirted the outbuildings and arrived, finally, at the scriptorium.
      

      
      Brother Gilles was waiting for him, patient as always, leaning on a walking stick.

      
      ‘You have brought the tithe of candles from the village,’ the old monk said approvingly. ‘Ah, and I see a jar of oil as well.’

      
      Alain carefully unloaded the baskets slung by a rope harness on either side of the donkey. He set the bundle of candles, rolled
         up in heavy cloth, down on the tile floor of the scriptorium. Brother Gilles propped the door open. The few small windows were open as well, shutters tied back against the
         wall, but even so at the central lecterns it was dim work for the monks copying missals and lectionaries.
      

      
      ‘The catch was poor last week,’ Alain said as he lifted out the jar of oil. ‘Aunt Bel promises that she will send two more
         jars after Ladysday.’
      

      
      ‘She is truly generous. The Lord and Lady will reward her for her service to Them. You may take the oil to the sacristy.’

      
      ‘Yes, Brother.’

      
      ‘I will go with you.’

      
      They walked outside, circling the church, passing the walled enclosure of the novitiate where Alain would soon be spending
         his days and nights.
      

      
      ‘You are troubled, child,’ said Brother Gilles gently as he hobbled along beside Alain.

      
      Alain flushed, fearing to tell him the truth, fearing to dishonor the covenant already agreed upon between the monastery and
         his father and aunt.
      

      
      Brother Gilles grunted softly. ‘You are destined for the church, child, whether you wish it or not. I suppose you have heard
         too many stories of the great deeds of the Emperor Taillefer’s warriors?’
      

      
      Alain flushed more deeply but did not reply. He could not bear to lie to Brother Gilles, who had always treated him as kindly
         as if they were kin. Was it too much to ask to go only one time to Medemelacha or to ports farther south, even into the kingdom
         of Salia? To see with his own eyes the strange and wonderful things told of by the merchants who sailed out of Osna Sound
         each season? Such stories were told by all the merchants, except his father, of course, who was as talkative as a rock.
      

      
      Imagine! He might pass men-at-arms bearing the standard of the Salian king. He might watch Hessi merchants, men from a foreign
         land so distant that none of the Osna merchants had ever visited their towns, men who had unusually dark skin and hair, who wore round pointed caps on their heads even when they were indoors, and who were said to pray to a god different
         than the Lord and Lady of Unities. He might speak with traders from the island of Alba, where, it was said, the Lost Ones
         still walked abroad in the deep forests, hidden to the sight of men. He might even hear the adventures of the fraters, wandering
         priests ready to venture out again to barbarous lands to bring the word of the blessed Daisan and the Church of Unities to
         people who lived outside the Light of the Holy Circle of Unity.
      

      
      Once a year, during the summer, there was a great fair at Medemelacha where any possible thing known to men might be bought
         or sold. Slaves from lands far to the south, where the sun, as fierce as a blacksmith’s furnace (or so said the merchants),
         burned their skin black, and others from the ice lands who were so pale you could see right through them. Infant basilisks
         chained in shrouded cages. Goblin children from the Harenz Mountains, trained as rat-catchers. Bolts of silk from Arethousa.
         Cloisonné clasps in the shape of wolf heads, gold and green and blue, to ornament the belts and fasten the cloaks of noblemen.
         Finely wrought swords. Pitchers molded of white clay, painted with roundels and chevrons. Amber. Angel tears like beads of
         glass. Slivers of dragon’s fire ossified into obsidian.
      

      
      ‘You have left me, Alain.’

      
      He started back to himself, aware that he was standing like a lackwit ten paces from the door that led into the vestibule
         and thence to the sacristy, where the sacred vessels and vestments for the church were kept.
      

      
      Smiling, Brother Gilles patted him on the arm. ‘You must accept what Our Lord and Lady have chosen for you, my child. For
         They have chosen. It remains only for you to understand what They ask of you, and to obey Them.’
      

      
      Alain hung his head. ‘I will, Brother.’

      
      He took the jar of oil inside and left it with one of sacrist brother’s mute assistants. Coming back outside to an afternoon
         dimmed by the approach of clouds, he heard horses and the cheerful noise of riders unfettered by the vows of silence that most monks took.
      

      
      Circling to the front of the church, he saw Father Richander, Brother Gilles, and the cellarer speaking with a group of visitors.
         The strangers were brightly dressed in tunics and capes trimmed with borders of red leaves and blue diamonds. There was a
         deacon and her attendant frater in drab brown robes, a woman with a fur-trimmed cloak, two well-dressed men, and a half dozen
         foot soldiers in boiled leather tunics. Imagine what it would be like to ride free of here, of the monastery, of the village,
         to ride outside the great Dragonback Ridge that bounded his world and venture into the world beyond!
      

      
      He edged closer to listen.

      
      ‘The usual tithe includes the service for a year of five young persons of sound body, does it not, Mistress Dhuoda?’ Father
         Richander asked of the woman in the fur-trimmed cloak. ‘If you ask for more, then the townspeople may be forced to send some
         of the young persons we employ as servants here, and that would create hardship for us, especially now, in the planting season.’
      

      
      She had a haughty face, tempered by a grave expression. ‘That is true, Father, but there have been more raids along the coast
         this year, and Count Lavastine must increase his levy.’
      

      
      Count Lavastine! Mistress Dhuoda was his chatelaine; Alain recognized her now, as she turned toward him to gesture to the
         soldiers accompanying her. If he could not sail with his father then he had hoped that at least he might be called to service
         in Count Lavastine’s levy, even if only for one year. But it was not to be. Alain knew why. Everyone knew why. The church
         was the suitable place for the child Merchant Henri had acknowledged and raised as his own but whom everyone knew was really
         the bastard child of a whore.
      

      
      ‘God speed you on your journey, Mistress,’ said Father Richander as chatelaine and deacon mounted their horses. The soldiers
         readied themselves to walk.
      

      
      Brother Gilles limped over to Alain. ‘If you wish for company on your path, you could walk with them,’ he said. ‘You will return to us soon enough.’
      

      
      ‘I will.’

      
      He fell in behind the foot soldiers. Chatelaine Dhuoda, leaning to talk with the deacon, did not even appear to know he was
         there, trailing along after the others. No one paid him any mind.
      

      
      They passed out through the monastery gates and began the long climb up the hill. From behind, rising out of the church, Alain
         heard the cantors begin the chant for the office of Nones. The voices of the choir drifted after him as they marched up into
         the trees. Then they were engulfed by forest.
      

      
      He was used to the walk, but Count Lavastine’s soldiers grumbled among themselves.

      
      ‘King’s monastery, that’s what they are,’ said the youngest of the men.
      

      
      ‘King of Wendar, you mean. No king of ours, even if he claims the throne.’

      
      ‘Ha! Selfish bastards, too, fearin’ count’s levy will take their servants away. Don’t want to sully their hands with commoner’s
         work, do they?’
      

      
      ‘Hush, Heric. Don’t speak ill of the holy brothers.’

      
      Young Heric grunted irritably. ‘Do you think the abbot wonders, though, if the levy is being raised to fight raiders or to
         join Lady Sabella’s revolt?’
      

      
      ‘Quiet, you idiot,’ snapped the older man, glancing back.

      
      Alain tucked his chin down, trying to look harmless. Of course they had noticed him. They just didn’t think he was worth acknowledging.
         But no man, even in Varre, would talk rebellion against King Henry in front of a man whose loyalties he did not know.
      

      
      They trudged the rest of the long walk in silence. Alain measured it reflexively by the offices which would soon circumscribe
         his day. It took from Nones to Vespers to walk up and over Dragonback Ridge, down the long slope to the dragon’s head where
         lay the prosperous village of Osna. Fittingly it began to rain, a dreary mist that settled in around them. By the time the little party reached the long-house of his Aunt Bel, he was soaked.
      

      
      Chatelaine Dhuoda was expected, of course. She arrived once a year to exact the portion due to Count Lavastine from the village.
         Usually the young people who had spent the previous year in the count’s service returned with her. Over time St Euseb[image: image]’s Day
         had become the traditional day for a young person to embark on an apprenticeship or to bring a fosterling home. But this year
         Dhuoda was alone except for her retinue.
      

      
      Alain stood by the hearth, drying his clothes by the heat of the fire, and watched the greeting ceremony at one end of the
         hall. At the other end of the hall, his siblings and cousins and the servants of his aunt’s household laid the table on which
         they would serve a feast. Under the shadowed eaves on either side of the long hall the youngest children sat on chests or
         huddled on beds, keeping out from underfoot.
      

      
      The baby began to cry. He walked over to the cradle and picked it up, and it stilled at once, sucking a finger and staring
         with now perfect equanimity at the scene. Motherless, this child, as he was; its mother had died birthing it, but there was
         no doubt that his cousin Julien was the father since Julien and the young woman had declared before the village deacon their
         intention to wed. Because Aunt Bel’s daughter Stancy was nursing a child and had milk to spare, Bel had fostered the baby
         in her house.
      

      
      When it came time to serve, Alain handed the baby over to one of his young cousins to hold. It was a mark of Chatelaine Dhuoda’s
         importance that Aunt Bel, one of the richest persons in the village, had her own kin rather than her servants serve the table
         at which Dhuoda now sat. Alain poured ale and so he was able to hear much of the conversation that went on between the chatelaine
         and the merchants and householders who were important enough to be seated at table with Count Lavastine’s representative.
      

      
      ‘Count Lavastine has been forced to keep for an extra year of service all of your young people whom you sent to us last year,’ Dhuoda explained calmly, although most of the townsfolk regarded her with ill-disguised annoyance.
      

      
      ‘I expect my son’s help in the harvest this year!’ protested one; and another: ‘My daughter’s skill at weaving is sorely missed
         in my household, mark you, and we are well into negotiations for her betrothal.’
      

      
      ‘These are troubled times. There have been raids along the coast. We need everyone who is already at Lavas Holding. More men-at-arms
         are needed. The cloister at Comeng was burned—’ Here the chatelaine paused to survey the various expressions of distress on
         her listeners’ faces. ‘Yes, alas, the raiders grow more bold. They are a terrible threat to all of us who live near the sea.’
         She beckoned to Alain. ‘More ale.’ As he poured, she turned to Aunt Bel. ‘A likely-looking lad. Is he one of yours?’
      

      
      ‘He is my nephew,’ said Aunt Bel coolly. ‘His father promised him to the monastery. He enters the novitiate on St Euseb[image: image]’s
         Day.’
      

      
      ‘I am surprised that you would enrich the King’s monastery with such a well-grown lad.’

      
      ‘The church serves Our Lord and Lady. What goes on in the world concerns them not at all,’ retorted Aunt Bel.

      
      Dhuoda smiled gently, but Alain, backing away, thought her expression haughty. ‘What goes on in the world concerns them as
         much as it concerns any of us, Mistress. But never mind. That oath, once taken, I will not attempt to break.’
      

      
      The conversation traveled on to kinder subjects, last fall’s harvest, the newly minted sceattas bearing the impression of
         the hated King Henry, trade from the southern port of Medemelacha, rumors of tempestari – weather sorcerers – causing hail
         and ice storms along the border between Wendar and Varre.
      

      
      Alain stood in the shadows and listened as the evening wore on, coming out into the light of the lanterns posted around the
         long table only to pour ale into empty cups. Dhuoda’s deacon was, by chance, a woman of great learning and had a particular
         interest in old tales. To Alain’s surprise she agreed to recite a poem.
      

      
      
         In those days

         
         When these lands

         
         Of the people

         
         Out of their people

         
         As emperor

         
      

      
      
         These skills he had,

         
         And he could weave,

         
         draw down to him

         
         These arts we call

         
         He was taught them

         
      

      
      
         In those days

         
         In the bright spring

         
         To all the lands

         
         it laid waste.

         
      

      
      
         when the Lost Ones held sway

         
         lay under the hand

         
         born of angels and human women,

         
         came one who ruled

         
         of men and elvish kind both.

         
      

      
      
         that he could bind

         
         and out of the stars

         
         the song of power.

         
         by the name of sorcery.

         
         by his mother.

         
      

      
      
         out of the north

         
         there came a dragon.

         
         bordering the sea

         
      

      
      But the emperor came himself to fight it, and though it wounded him unto death, in the end with his last strength he cast
         a great spell and turned the creature into stone. And here it lay, the ridge that bounded Osna Sound, known to all as the
         Dragonback.
      

      
      Alain watched them: the arrogant chatelaine, her attendants, the learned deacon and the young frater, who, a man, was sworn
         to the order of wandering priests rather than to a monastery where a man would be interred for his entire life within the
         walls of a single cloister. If only he could travel, even if just once, to Lavas Holding, as his father had before him. If only he could pledge service for a single
         year to the count. His father had gone there seventeen years ago and served the elder Count Lavastine for one year, as was
         customary, but he had returned home with an infant in his arms and a sorrow in his heart. He had never married, to his elder
         sister’s dismay, but had turned his heart to the sea and now was gone more than he was home.
      

      
      Bel had raised the child, since hers was a generous heart and the child was healthy and strong.
      

      
      What was it like, the place where he had been born? His mother had died three days after bearing him, or so his father had
         always claimed, but perhaps someone there remembered her.
      

      
      Alain blinked back tears. He would never know. Tomorrow, on St Euseb[image: image]’s Eve, he would leave to pass the night in vigil outside
         the gates of the monastery, as was customary for conversi, those who wished to convert to the service of Our Lord and Lady
         as adults or young persons just come to adulthood.
      

      
      The next day he would swear his oath and be lost inside the monastery walls. Forever.

      
      ‘What is it, Alain?’ asked his cousin Stancy, coming to stand beside him. She touched his cheek with her fingers. ‘Weep if
         you must, but go with a good heart. Think of what great good your prayers will bring to your kin. Think even that you will
         learn to write and read, and perhaps you will come to be as learned as the deacon there. Then you can travel to many far places—’
      

      
      ‘But only in my mind,’ he said bitterly.

      
      ‘Ai, my little one, I know your heart. But this is the burden that has been given to you to bear. You may as well bear it
         gladly.’ She was right, of course. She kissed him affectionately and went off to the back of the hall to fetch more oil for
         the lanterns.
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      St Euseb[image: image]’s Eve dawned clear and fine. The netting shed doors creaked lazily all morning in a soft spring breeze. Red streamers painted with the Circle of Unity snapped and fluttered from every eave in the houses set around the village
         common.
      

      
      Every person in the village came to the common to watch Chatelaine Dhuoda collect taxes. Vats of honey. Ambers of ale, both
         clear and dark. A cow or five wethers. Geese. Cheese. Fodder. Smoked salmon and eels. Aunt Bel had fine brooches brought from
         the south by Alain’s father to pay in lieu of oil and ale. One farmer signed his son into service to the count for five years
         so that he would not have to turn over his two best milking cows. Another couple had a slave, a young girl brought north from
         Salia, whom they could no longer feed. Dhuoda looked her over, pronounced her fit enough, and took her as payment. Old Mistress
         Garia, who had five adult daughters who were all as accomplished at weaving as she was, presented, as usual, lengths of finely-woven
         cloth which Dhuoda received with evident pleasure. A few paid in coin, and only a very few were marked delinquent since Osna
         was a wealthy place and the townsfolk here were, Alain knew by his father’s reports, prosperous.
      

      
      This went on all morning and past midday, when folk from outlying farms arrived to pay their respects and deliver their rents
         or taxes.
      

      
      In the late afternoon Alain took his leave. He knelt before his aunt and said the traditional words: ‘It is customary for
         a conversus to stand vigil at the gates, Aunt, to prove his desire to enter into the service of Our Lord and Lady.’
      

      
      ‘Go with my blessing, child, and with the blessing of your father.’ She kissed him on the head.

      
      He rose and made his good-byes to the rest of the family. Three of Aunt Bel’s children were now adults with children of their
         own, so there were many farewells. Last of all, he gave the baby a kiss, hugged his aunt a final time and, with a shake of
         his shoulders, set off.
      

      
      By now the wind had picked up. The netting shed doors banged restlessly against the hex poles. A misting rain began to fall.
         Glancing behind, he saw Chatelaine Dhuoda hastily moving her table into one of the houses that bordered the common, to do the rest of her business under shelter.
      

      
      The rain began to fall in earnest as he passed through the livestock fence that bordered the village and set a steady pace
         for the three hours’ walk back to the monastery.
      

      
      The wind increased as he climbed the path that led up the ridge. Dirt churned into mud and stuck to his soft leather shoes,
         seeping through the stitches. His small pack scarcely gave him enough ballast as he reached the dragon’s back height and headed
         out into the full force of the wind. Now he was alone, only the wide swell of the bay, choppy and white-frothed, below him.
         The high forest hills stretched out behind. Both the village and the monastery were hidden by the ridge’s convoluted path
         along the middle rim of the bay.
      

      
      Alain had to lean forward into the wind to make headway. He wondered briefly about the ship he had seen yesterday. Was it
         caught outside the shelter of the bay, or had it put into one of the many island coves to wait out the storm? He turned his
         face into the wind and looked seaward. He gasped. Amazement stopped him in his tracks.
      

      
      The storm was coming in, fast. He had never seen such a storm as this.

      
      Half the bay was gone, obliterated from view. A flat bank of mist scudded toward him, pursued by a dense curtain of dark cloud
         that engulfed everything in its path. In moments he was surrounded, fogged in. He could not see three strides before or behind
         himself. He hunkered down before the first fierce gusts hit, turned his back on the bay, and bent his head.
      

      
      The wind roared as if the dragon beneath this petrified dragon’s back had come to life. Even crouched, he fell forward to
         his knees from the force of it. Roiling black clouds girdled him. Bitter, hard rain drenched him, hammering in sheets. Between
         one breath and the next he was soaked to the skin.
      

      
      This was not natural rain.

      
      Even as he thought it, the pounding rain ceased entirely, although the wind did not slacken. Surely this was the punishment
         sent on him for betraying, in his heart, the pledge given in his name to the service of Our Lord and Lady. Or else it was a trial.
      

      
      He struggled to his feet and turned again into the gale. Despite everything, despite his own desire, he would reach the monastery. He would not shame his father and aunt. The wind tore at his hair, stinging his eyes. His lips, wet
         half with salt spray and half with cold rain, parched in the harsh current of air that whirlpooled around him.
      

      
      The fog lightened. An eerie light glowed down the straight road that led along the dragon’s back height. An unearthly presence,
         it grew closer, and broader, dispelling the fog as it went … but only around itself. He saw with a strange kind of distant
         tunneling sight that the storm closed back around once the light passed. He smelled spring blossoms and the fresh blood of
         slaughter.
      

      
      A rider approached. Armed in bright mail, it guided its horse forward at a sedate walk, untroubled by the raging wind. Alain
         thought about running, but it was so brief a thought that it was ripped away on the air almost as quickly as it formed. Because
         he had to stare.
      

      
      The horse was beautiful, as white as untouched snow, almost blinding, and the woman—

      
      He could not have moved even if he had tried. She reined her warhorse in beside him. She was a woman of middle age, scarred
         on the face and hands, her boots muddied and scuffed, her coat of mail patched here and there with gleaming new rings of iron.
         Her long sword, sheathed in leather, swayed in front of him. A battered, round shield hung by her knee, tied to the saddle.
         She shifted in the saddle to examine him. They stood in dead calm. Three strides beyond the storm raged around them.
      

      
      Her gaze was at once distant and utterly piercing. If her eyes had color, he could not make it out. They seemed as black as
         a curse to him. He stared up at her, and a cold fear gripped his heart.
      

      
      ‘What must I pay you, to ride to war?’ she asked. Her lips moved with the words, but her voice, low and deep as the church bell, rang in his head with echoes scattering off it.
      

      
      Not knowing what else to do, he knelt. He did not let his gaze falter from hers; to blink might well prove fatal. ‘Lady.’
         His voice was as hoarse as hers was resonant. He tried again. ‘I am sworn to the church.’
      

      
      ‘Not in your heart,’ she said. She drew her sword. Whatever he expected, no light flamed off the blade; it did not gleam or
         spark. It was dull metal, hard, good metal, made for killing. She swung it over his head in a high arc and pointed back the
         way she had come.
      

      
      The air seemed sucked away from the height on which they stood. As down a long tunnel, seen with the sight of eagles, he saw
         the monastery, though he could not possibly see it from here. The orderly pattern of buildings, the retaining wall: Seen from
         so high, he thought for an instant he could discern a second pattern underlying the monastery buildings, something ancient
         and troubling.
      

      
      But his view tumbled, down and down and down, until he saw two boats drawn up on the strand and the creatures pouring forth
         from them. They could not be called men, with their strange, sharp faces and inhuman coloring. Naked to the waist, their torsos
         and faces were patterned with white scars and garish painted colors. They carried axes and spears and bows with stone-tipped
         arrows, and their skin bore a scaly, metallic sheen. Some had claws bursting from their knuckles, a horrible, white growth.
         Dogs ran with them, packs of huge, ugly dogs that had less mercy than their masters.
      

      
      They burned as they went, setting fire to the thatched roofs of the outlying buildings. They slaughtered the monks without
         mercy. Somehow he could see inside the chapel. He could see Brother Gilles, where he knelt praying at the altar, silver-haired
         and frail, clutching his beloved gold-leafed Book of Unities, the treasure of the monastery. A white-haired barbarian stuck the old man through from behind and wrenched the precious
         book from his dying grasp, then ripped the gold, jewel-encrusted cover off the binding, tossing the parchment leaves like so much offal onto Brother Gilles’ bloody corpse.
      

      
      ‘You are not yet sworn by your own oath,’ said the woman. With a wrench Alain stood again on the ridge, hemmed in by storm.

      
      ‘I must go!’ he cried. He started up, impelled forward by some wild notion of saving Brother Gilles.

      
      She stopped him with the flat of her sword. ‘It is too late for them. But see.’

      
      And pointed with her sword toward the village.

      
      A haze of lights. Red streamers flapped damply against eaves. Most of the houses were well shut, except for Aunt Bel’s. She
         stood huddled in the doorway, staring forlornly, with bitter concern, up the road in the direction he had gone. Behind her,
         Stancy played chess at the table with her youngest sister, little Agnes; she moved, white Dragon takes red Castle. The other
         children cast circle-sticks by the hearth, and the baby slept in its cradle. The fire blazed and cracked, hot, smoking.
      

      
      Alain’s eyes watered from it, such heat, and then he was yanked outside into the sharp cold and the stinging wind. On the
         strand below the village, a long, narrow boat beached. Ai, Lord and Lady! There were more of them! They flooded out of the
         boat, clawed, painted, readying their weapons.
      

      
      Fog boiled past his eyes. He swatted it away. Tears streaked his face. ‘It’s too late.’ He turned to her where she sat as
         serene as death on her white horse. ‘Why are you showing me this?’
      

      
      She smiled. She had a terrible beauty, seared by hardship and agony and the wild madness of battle. ‘Serve me,’ she said.
         ‘Serve me, Alain Henrisson, and I will spare the village.’
      

      
      ‘How can you?’ he gasped, remembering Brother Gilles impaled, the monastery in flames, seeing the wild, savage creatures who
         charged up the strand toward the houses of his kin and neighbors.
      

      
      ‘Serve me,’ she said.

      
      Alain collapsed to his knees. Was that the baby’s scream on the wind? ‘I swear it.’
      

      
      ‘Stand.’

      
      He stood. The cold steel of her sword came to rest on his right shoulder, then his left, then, last, achingly cold, so that
         it seemed to suck all heat from him and yet burn him at the same time, she rested the flat of the blade on his head.
      

      
      ‘Who are you?’ he whispered.

      
      The sword, like death by pain, was lifted. Her reply rang out and yet was muted by the howl of the wind. ‘I am the Lady of
         Battles. Keep this, my token.’
      

      
      And she was gone. A blinding light pierced his eyes, and pain stabbed through his heart. The dark clouds blew up and enveloped
         him. Far away, he heard a hoarse, gleeful battle cry, and then he fainted.
      

      
      He woke suddenly. Sat up in fear. It was morning, St Euseb[image: image]’s Day, a bright, fine, clear spring dawning without a trace of
         cloud. A day of good omens. The bay ran in smooth ripples below. The rich old green of trees rimmed the blue bowl of the sky.
         He swore, shaking off his stupor, and stood up.
      

      
      And saw, on the path, a tiny blood-red rose. It glittered like a jewel, but when he reached to pick it up, its petals were
         as soft as the first flower of spring. He shifted his grip, and a thorn pricked his skin, drawing a welling bulb of blood.
      

      
      ‘Aunt Bel,’ he murmured. ‘Stancy.’ The baby. He thrust the rose stem under his belt and ran all the way back to Osna.

      
      A few people stared when he halted, gasping for breath, at the edge of the village common. Aunt Bel saw him, and her face
         went from white to red in one instant. She rushed across to him and pinned him in her arms.
      

      
      ‘Alain! Oh, my child, I thought you were lost to us.’

      
      ‘You’re all here? All well? Where is Stancy—?’

      
      ‘In the workshop. My poor lad, come in, come in.’ She led him unprotesting into the longhouse and sat him at the table, setting
         a mug of warm goat’s milk in front of him. ‘Lord and Lady.’ She wiped a tear from her weathered face. ‘I was sure you must have been there. Lord and Lady, thank Them, thank
         Them.’ She drew the Circle of Unity, throat to heart and back again. ‘How did you escape? When old Gilles brought the news—’
      

      
      He felt a surge of hope and relief. ‘Brother Gilles?’

      
      ‘No, lad. Gilles Fisher. He never saw the ships, they came so fast, in with that cursed storm and gone again as quickly. The
         whole monastery they burned, and every monk they slaughtered where he stood. All dead. But somehow, Their blessings on us,
         we were spared. Never a sound or a sight of them here. We’re all safe. I’m sure Henri is well south by now. They came from
         out of the north.’
      

      
      ‘I never got as far as the monastery,’ he whispered, but all he could see was that distant, unnatural sight of the painted
         men, burning, killing … beaching their ship on the strand below the village. He could not bring himself to speak of his vision,
         if vision it was.
      

      
      ‘But I’m fair willing to believe,’ continued Aunt Bel in a low voice, ‘that it was the Lord and Lady’s judgment on them in
         the monastery, for turning against her as ought to be Queen Regnant. Still, no use speaking ill of the dead. Some of the village
         men have gone over to give them a decent burial.’
      

      
      ‘There’s something I must see.’ Alain rose. Aunt Bel looked at him questioningly but he did not stay for questions, he was
         out the door so fast. He ran down to the strand where the fishers and merchants pulled up their boats, coming in to trade
         or shelter at Osna.
      

      
      It took him a bit of a walk, down along the foot of the ridge, to find the long deep scar where the low-bellied ship had beached
         and been dragged up onto the sand. Where the tide had not obliterated them, some of the footsteps were still left, racing
         upward, and then stopping, milling about. There was even one thin stain of blood, coloring the dun sand, and a single shod
         hoofprint.
      

      
      * * *

      
      The morning stayed clear and fine as he climbed the ridge. From the dragon’s back he could see no sign of ships at all on
         the flat opacity of the bay or on the farther blue-gray horizon of the sea. He walked farther yet and came to an overlook
         where he could stand off from the path, which now wound down away from the ridge into the forest, and see down from the height
         to the monastery far below. It lay in smoking ruins. A few vultures circled. To the north of the church tower a pit had been
         dug; he saw it from here as a dark mouth. Men moved, dragging bodies into the grave. He ran, now, but by the time he reached
         the remains of the monastery, Chatelaine Dhuoda’s deacon was reading the mass for the dead over the grave as men from the
         village pitched dirt in to cover the bodies of the slain monks.
      

      
      ‘You, boy,’ said Chatelaine Dhuoda, startling him. He had not seen her. ‘You are the boy who was to be sworn into the novitiate
         today, are you not? You’re of good age? Sixteen? Yes, and you’re a fit, tall lad, I see.’
      

      
      The way she looked him over made him feel like a horse or a slave from beyond the northern sea brought to the auction block.

      
      ‘There’s nothing for you here now, and Count Lavastine has need of many more strong arms, as you can see yourself. These are
         bad times. I’ll speak with your aunt, but in any case, it is my right to mark you out for service to the count. You will come
         with us when we leave tomorrow.’
      

      
      He did not know what to say. Overjoyed for the chance to go, he feared that it was his own desire to be free of his duty to
         the monks that had brought death on them. But that, as his father would say, was pride of self, to think his selfish, trivial
         wishes could affect the world as God’s will does. It was the godless barbarians who had brought death so cruelly; it was nothing
         to do with him.
      

      
      Dhuoda regarded him impatiently, waiting for his reply. He nodded his head, and she turned away, dismissing him. Her fur-lined
         cloak swayed as she walked briskly toward the deacon, who had finished the hasty mass.
      

      
      Alain’s hand caught on his belt, and suddenly he remembered the rose. It was not crushed. It had not wilted. It was as perfect
         as a budding rose just plucked from the bush. He held it in his hand all the long walk back to Osna, and still it did not
         change.
      

      
      In the morning, he carefully bound the rose to a thin leather string and hung it around his neck, tucked between shirt and
         tunic where no one could see. A thicker string held the wooden Circle of Unity Aunt Bel gave him to wear as a reminder of
         his father’s promise to the church.
      

      
      After bittersweet farewells, he slung his pack over his back and followed Chatelaine Dhuoda and her retinue out of the village,
         into the world beyond.
      

   
      
      II

      
      THE BOOK OF SECRETS
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      1

      
      In the northernmost reaches of the North Mark of Wendar lay a cluster of hamlets and villages known as Heart’s Rest. The people
         here spoke a peculiar dialect of Wendish flavored with odd words and unconventional pronunciations.
      

      
      Traveling fraters noted with distress that an alarmingly pagan-looking Tree figured as prominently in the wood-frame churches
         of Our Lord and Lady as did the Circle of Unity. The biscop of Heart’s Rest turned her gaze the other way, concerned more
         with the yearly increase in raids along the coast. But she did not prohibit the most punctilious of the fraters from sending
         reports south of this heathenish practice.
      

      
      Nothing ever came of these reports. Heart’s Rest was too far north, too sparsely populated, and by no means wealthy enough
         to attract the attention of either king or skopos. It was a quiet peninsula, set apart from Wendar proper. People spoke softly
         and kept to their own business. They remained as tolerant toward the occasional outsider who washed up on their shores as their biscop remained to the lingering taint of
         pagan rites in the handful of churches under her watch.
      

      
      Let well enough alone. People said it often, and firmly. Those outsiders who came to rest there might find peace, for a while.
      

      
      It depended, really, on who they were running from, and how far their enemies were willing to track them.

      [image: image]

      
      ‘See, there,’ said Da. ‘Setting below the trees in the west. The Rose Star, known by the ancient Babaharshan magicians as
         Zuhia, sun of the night, mage and scholar. What can you tell me about him?’
      

      
      ‘The Dariyan astronomers called the Rose Star by the name Aturna, the Red Mage. It is a lesser light than the Blood Star but
         of a truer cast. Aturna is one of the traveling stars, also known as the erratica, or planets. It rules the seventh sphere,
         whose upper surface is tangent to the orb of the fixed stars beyond which lies the Chamber of Light. Its lower surface is
         tangent to the sixth sphere, that ruled by the planet Mok. Aturna takes twenty-eight years to travel along the path of the
         twelve Houses of Night.’
      

      
      They stood in the clearing, trees below, the rocky verge of the hill above. The grass, growing hard now that spring had come,
         reached their knees. Behind, on a level terrace of ground, the cottage sat dark but for a faint red glow, the hearth fire
         glimpsed through the open door and window. It was a perfect night for viewing: There was not a trace of cloud in the sky.
      

      
      ‘Name the seven spheres and their order,’ said Da.

      
      ‘The sphere closest to the Earth is that of the Moon. The second is that of the planet Erekes, and the third is that of the
         planet Somorhas, also known as the Lady of Light. Fourth is the sphere of the Sun. Then comes the fifth sphere, which is ruled
         by the planet Jedu, the Angel of War. The sixth sphere is ruled by Mok, and the seventh – and last – by Aturna. Beyond Aturna lies the field of stars each of which is a fire burning bright before the Chamber of Light.’
      

      
      ‘And the seven ladders known to the mages, by which the learned can ascend as if through the seven spheres to the place of
         wisdom and mastery?’ He turned over the book he held in his hands but did not open it. Three partridges, shot by Liath, hung
         on a line from his shoulder. They had been out hunting and came back late, but since they always – always – carried book and astrolabe with them, they could observe the heavens anywhere.
      

      
      Liath hesitated, shifting bow and quiver on her back. This knowledge was new. She and Da had traced out the stars, fixed and
         traveling, since she was old enough to point at the heavens. But only last month had he suddenly begun to teach her the secret
         lore of mages. Last month, on the feast day of St Oya, saint of mysteries and secrets, he had remembered – as if the turning
         wheel of the stars in the heavens and the progress of days on the Earth had taken a sudden, unexpected forward leap – that
         she would turn sixteen on the spring equinox, first day of the new year. St Oya’s Day was indeed an auspicious day for a girl
         to have her first woman’s bleeding, and Da had taken her down to the inn for the traditional celebration.
      

      
      Liath had enjoyed the feast and the songs, but she had felt no different except for the changes in her body. But ever since
         St Oya’s Day Da treated her differently: He made her read and recite and memorize at a furious pace, like heaping wood on
         a fire and expecting it to blaze brighter and hotter.
      

      
      Yesterday, by the reckoning of days and years she had learned at Da’s knee, had been the first day of the new year. She had
         turned sixteen. And this year when she and Da had gone to the village church for the celebration of Mariansmass – the name
         the church gave to the day of the spring equinox – she had sung in the congregation as a young woman, no longer as a girl
         at the children’s benches.
      

      
      ‘Liath?’ Da waited.

      
      She bit at her lip, wanting to get it perfect because she hated to disappoint him. She took a breath and spoke in the singsong
         voice she always used when she first memorized the words and sequences her father taught her.
      

      
      
         ‘By this ladder the mage ascends:

         
         First to the rose, whose touch is healing.

         
         Then to the sword, which grants us strength.

         
         Third is the cup of boundless waters.

         
         Fourth is the blacksmith’s ring of fire.

         
         The throne of virtue follows fifth.

         
         Wisdom’s scepter marks the sixth.

         
         At the highest rung seek the crown of stars,

         
         The song of power revealed.’

         
      

      
      ‘Very good, Liath. Tonight we’ll continue our measurements of the ecliptic. Where is the astrolabe?’

      
      The instrument dangled by its ring from her thumb. She lifted her arm out straight before her and sighted on the delicate
         cluster of stars called ‘the Crown,’ now descending into the west. It was so clear this night that perhaps she could see the
         seventh ‘jewel’ in the crown of stars; usually only six were visible, but she had keen enough sight that she could sometimes
         make out the seventh. She was about to calculate the altitude and rotate the brass rete when a movement caught her eye. An
         owl took flight from a tree on the edge of the clearing. She followed the bird with her gaze, up, its wings pale against the
         night lit only by stars and a crescent moon. And there, low in the east—
      

      
      ‘Look, Da! No, there. In the Dragon. I’ve never seen that star before, and it’s not one of the planets. All the other stars are in their rightful
         places.’
      

      
      He peered into the sky. His eyes were no longer as keen as hers, but after a moment he saw it: a star out of place in the
         constellation of the Dragon, Sixth House in the Great Circle, the world dragon that bound the heavens. It was of middling
         brightness, although even as Liath stared she thought it grew brighter; the light it cast wavered as if it were throwing off
         sparks.
      

      
      ‘Lady’s Blood,’ Da swore. He shivered, although it was warm for a spring night. A white shape swooped past them. The owl struck
         not ten paces from them, and when it rose, it bore aloft a small, struggling shape in its claws. ‘So descends the greater
         upon the smaller. Let’s go inside, daughter.’
      

      
      ‘But, Da, shouldn’t we measure its position? Shouldn’t we observe it? It must be a sign from the heavens. Perhaps it’s an
         angel come down into the lower spheres!’
      

      
      ‘No, child!’ He pulled his cloak tight and turned his face deliberately away from the sky. His shoulders shook. ‘We must go
         in.’
      

      
      Clutching the astrolabe, she bit back a retort and followed him meekly inside their cottage. It was really too warm inside,
         with a fire still roaring in the hearth. But the fire always roared, and Da was often cold. She remembered being a little
         girl, when he could with a single gesture call butterflies of rainbow light into being for her to chase through the herb garden.
         All that – if they were true memories and not illusions brought into being by her own desire – had died with her mother. All
         she had left were memories clouded by the years and by the endless miles they had journeyed, across the sea, over mountains,
         through new lands and strange towns. That, and a fire always burning in the hearth.
      

      
      He barred the door behind them and suddenly bent over, racked by coughs. Recovering, he placed the book on the table and threw
         his cloak onto the bench. Went at once and poured himself ale.
      

      
      ‘Da,’ she said, hating to see him this way, but he only took another draught. To her horror, his hands shook. ‘Da, sit down.’

      
      He sat. She set the astrolabe on the shelf, rested bow and quiver in the corner, and hung the partridges from the rafters.
         Placing a log on the fire, she turned to watch her father. As she shifted, the plank floor creaked under her feet. It was
         such a bare room. She remembered richer, but that was long ago. Tapestries, carved benches, a real chair, a long hall, and
         wine served from a pitcher of glass. They had built this little cottage themselves, dug out the ground, driven posts in, sawed planks from felled logs and set that planking over the cellar, caulked
         the log walls with mud and straw. It was rough but serviceable. Besides the table and bench that doubled as their clothes
         chest, there was only her father’s bed in the darkest corner and their one luxury – a walnut shelf, the wood polished until
         it shone, its surface carved with a pattern of gripping beasts curling down the sides, their eyes painted red.
      

      
      Da coughed again and fumbled to open the book, searching for something in the dense text written within. Moving to help him,
         she passed by the window. The shutters were still open, and through the thin skin tacked over the opening, rubbed so fine
         that it was translucent, she saw a dim light. It bobbed closer, following the well-worn path that descended to the village.
      

      
      ‘Someone is coming,’ she said, going to the door.

      
      ‘Don’t open it!’

      
      His voice cut her, and she flinched. ‘What is it? What’s wrong?’ She stared at him, frightened by his abrupt and manifest
         terror. ‘Was that new star an omen? Have you read of its coming? Does the book speak of it?’ They never called it by its title.
         Some words, spoken aloud, called attention to themselves.
      

      
      He slapped the book shut and clutched it against his chest. Jumping up, he grabbed his bow out of the corner, then, with book
         and bow, walked across to the window. Suddenly he relaxed, his expression clearing. ‘It’s only Frater Hugh.’
      

      
      Now it was her turn to shudder. ‘Don’t let him in, Da.’

      
      ‘Do not speak so harshly, child. Frater Hugh is a good man, sworn to Our Lady and Lord.’

      
      ‘Sworn to himself, you mean.’

      
      ‘Liath! How can you speak so? He only wants instruction. He is no less curious than are you yourself. Can you fault him for
         that?’
      

      
      ‘Just give me the book, Da,’ she said more gently, to coax it from him. What she now knew of Hugh was too dangerous to tell
         Da.
      

      
      But Da hesitated. Four other books sat on the shelf in the corner, each one precious: Polyxene’s encyclopedic History of Dariya, The Acts of St Thecla, Theophrastos of Eresos’ Inquiry into Plants, the Dreams of Artemisia. But they did not contain forbidden knowledge, condemned by the church at the Council of Narvone one hundred
         years ago.
      

      
      ‘But he might be one who could help us, Liath,’ he said, abruptly serious. ‘We have been running for so long. We need an ally,
         someone who could understand the great powers that weave their trap around us. Someone who could help us against them—’
      

      
      She snatched the book out of his hands and scrambled up the ladder that led to the loft. From her shelter under the peaked
         roof she could see down into half the room and easily hear anything that went on below. She threw herself down on her straw
         mattress and pulled a blanket up over her. ‘Tell him I’m asleep.’
      

      
      Da muttered an inaudible reply, but she knew once she had made a decision, he would not gainsay it. He closed the shutters,
         replaced the bow in the corner, then opened the door and stood there, waiting for Frater Hugh.
      

      
      ‘Greetings, friend!’ he called. His voice was almost cheerful, for he liked Hugh. ‘Have you come to watch this night with
         me?’
      

      
      ‘Alas, no, friend Bernard. I was passing this way—’

      
      I was passing this way. All lies, delivered in that honey-sweet voice.
      

      
      ‘—on my way to old Johannes’ steading. I’m to perform last rites over his wife, may her soul rise in peace to the Chamber
         above. Mistress Birta asked if I would deliver this letter to you.’
      

      
      ‘A letter!’ Da’s voice almost broke on the word. For eight years they had wandered. Never once had they met anyone Da knew from their
         former life. Never once had he received a letter or any other kind of communication. ‘Ai, Blessed Lady,’ he murmured hoarsely.
         ‘I have stayed too long in this place.’
      

      
      ‘I beg your pardon?’ asked Frater Hugh. The light of his lamp streamed in through the window, illuminating her father’s figure in the threshold. ‘You look ill, my friend. May
         I help you?’
      

      
      Da hesitated again, and she held her breath, but he glanced up toward the loft and then, slowly, shook his head. ‘There is
         nothing you can do. But I thank you.’ He reached out for the letter. Liath ran her fingers along the spine of the book, feeling
         the thick letters painted onto the leather binding. The Book of Secrets. Would Da invite Frater Hugh inside? Da was so lonely, and he was afraid. ‘Will you sit with me for a while? It’s a quiet
         night, and I fear it will prove to be a long one.’
      

      
      She eased backward into the deepest shadows of the loft. There was a long pause while Hugh considered. She could almost feel,
         like the presence of fire, his desire – his wish to enter, to coax Da into trusting him more and yet more until at last Da would trust him with everything. And
         then they would be lost.
      

      
      ‘Alas, I have other duties this night,’ Hugh said at last. But he did not leave. Lamplight shifted, spilling in turn into
         each of the four corners of the room below, searching. ‘Your daughter is well, I trust?’ How sweet his voice was.
      

      
      ‘Well enough. I trust the Lady and Lord will watch over her, should anything happen to me.

      
      Hugh gave a soft laugh under his breath, and Liath curled farther into the shadows, as if hiding could protect her. ‘I assure
         you They will, friend Bernard. I give you my word. You should rest. You look pale.’
      

      
      ‘Your concern heartens me, friend.’ Liath could see Da’s little smile, the one he placated with. She knew it was not sincere
         – not because of Hugh, but because of the letter, and the owl, and the athar, the strange new star shining in the heavens.
      

      
      ‘Then a blessed evening to you, Bernard. I bid you farewell.’

      
      ‘Fare well.’

      
      So they parted. The lamp bobbed away, descending the path back toward the village, toward, perhaps, old Johannes’ steading. Surely Frater Hugh would have no reason to lie about such a serious thing. But he was hardly ‘passing by.’
      

      
      ‘He is a kind man,’ said Da. ‘Come down, Liath.’

      
      ‘I won’t,’ she said. ‘What if he’s lurking out there?’

      
      ‘Child!’

      
      It had to be said, sooner or later, if not the whole truth. ‘He looks at me, Da. In such a way.’
      

      
      He hissed in a breath in anger. ‘Is my daughter so vain that she imagines a man heartsworn to the church desires her more
         than Our Lady?’
      

      
      Ashamed, she hid her face in shadow although he could not see her. Was she so vain? No, she knew this was not vanity. Eight
         years of running had honed her instincts.
      

      
      I was passing this way.
      

      
      Hugh stopped by the cottage often to sit and visit with Da; the two men discussed theology and the writings of the ancients
         and now, six months into their acquaintance, they had begun tentatively to discuss the hidden arts of sorcery – purely as
         an intellectual exercise, of course.
      

      
      Of course.

      
      ‘Don’t you see, Da?’ she said, struggling to find words, to find a way to make him understand without telling him the thing
         that would ruin them, as it had in the city of Autun two years ago. ‘Hugh only wants your knowledge of sorcery. He doesn’t
         want your friendship.’
      

      
      Hugh stopped by often, but now, since St Oya’s Day, he had also begun ‘passing by’ when he knew Da was out on an errand or on a laboring job, though Da’s health had taken a turn for the worse and he wasn’t really strong
         enough for day labor. Liath would have gone, but as Da always said: ‘Someone must stay with the book.’ And he didn’t want her out alone.
      

      
      ‘I was passing this way, Liath. Has anyone ever told you how beautiful you are? You’re a woman now. Your father must be thinking
            of what will become of you – and of all that he has taught you, and everything that you know of him and his travels and his
            past. I can protect you … and the book.’ And he had touched her on the lips as if to awaken the breath of life in her.
      

      
      For a pious brother of the church to proposition an innocent girl not yet sixteen was obscene, of course. Only an idiot would
         have mistaken his tone and his expression; Liath had never much liked Hugh, but this had shocked and horrified her because
         Hugh had by this action betrayed Da’s trust in him in a way Liath could never ever reveal.
      

      
      If she told Da, and Da believed her, he would accuse Frater Hugh, might even attempt to strike him. Two years ago in Autun
         something like had happened; Da in his impetuous way had attacked the merchant who proposed a concubine’s contract for Liath
         but only managed to get himself a beating by the city guards and the two of them thrown out of the city. But if Da accused
         Hugh, if he attacked Hugh, he would make a powerful enemy. Hugh’s mother was a margrave, one of the great princes of the land,
         as Hugh himself made sure everyone knew. She and Da had no kin to protect them.
      

      
      And if she told Da, and Da did not believe her, then … Ai, Lady. Da was everything to her, he was all she had. She could not
         take such a risk.
      

      
      ‘Da?’ In all her long silence, he had not replied. ‘Da?’

      
      When she heard a pained grunt from below, the faint crackling of parchment, she half slid and half jumped down the ladder.
         Da crumpled the letter and threw it into the fire. Flames leaped, flaring. She jumped forward, grabbed – and Da slapped her
         hand.
      

      
      ‘Leave it be!’ He was pale and sweating. ‘If you touch anything their hands have touched, they have a further link to you.’
         He sank down onto the bench, resting his forehead on a hand. ‘We must leave tomorrow, Liath.’
      

      
      ‘Leave?’
      

      
      ‘They will not let us rest.’

      
      ‘Who, Da? Who are we running from? Why won’t you tell me?’

      
      ‘Because your ignorance is all that protects you. They have the power of seeking and finding, but I have sealed you away from
         them.’ So he always said. In time. When you are stronger. ‘If we go in the morning, we’ll have several days’ start at least. We should not have stayed here so long.’
      

      
      They had stayed here so long because she had begged him to. Because for the first time in her life she had made friends. Standing
         in the center of the little cottage, her head almost brushed the rough planking of the loft. Da was a shadow in firelight,
         half formed, half sunk in gloom, but she could see him clearly despite the dimness. It was a joke between them: salamander
         eyes, named for the salamanders, the tiny spirits who inhabited the element of fire. Liath remembered seeing them, many years
         ago before her mother died, their forms as liquid as water, their eyes sparks of blue fire.
      

      
      No longer. No matter how closely she peered, no matter how long, she saw only flames leaping and sparking in the hearth, consuming
         the wood until it burned as red coal, ashes sifting down to make a dark blanket beneath.
      

      
      ‘She is not strong enough yet,’ he said into his hand.

      
      ‘I’m strong, Da. You know that.’

      
      ‘Go to bed, child. Keep the book with you. We’ll take what we need in the morning and go.’

      
      She swallowd tears. They would go, and leave behind two years of contentment. This was a fine place, this village, or had
         been at least until Frater Hugh had arrived last autumn. She could not bear the thought of leaving her friends behind: two
         friends – imagine! – as close as if they were her own kin, of which she had none. Only her father.
      

      
      But they would go. Whatever drove Da drove her along with him. She would never abandon him.

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Liath. I’m a poor excuse for a father. I haven’t done well by you. I should have—’ He shook his head. ‘I was made
         weak by blindness.’
      

      
      ‘Never say so, Da!’ She knelt beside the bench and hugged him. He had aged so fast in the past two years, since that beating
         in Autun. His hair was now gray, that had once been a rich brown. He walked bent over, as if under an invisible burden, who
         had once strode hale and straight. He drank enough ale for four men, as if to drown himself, despite that they could not pay for so much. There was little enough work to be had in such an isolated spot for a man who was no longer
         strong enough for field labor, whose only skills were drawing hex signs against foxes around hen coops and setting down on
         parchment or strips of bark the words of women and men wishing to make contracts with colleagues many leagues away or send
         letters to relatives. But they had managed.
      

      
      ‘Go to bed, daughter,’ he repeated. ‘We must leave early.’

      
      Because she did not know what else to say, she did what he had asked of her. She kissed his cheek. She let go of him and stood.
         Pausing by the fire, she searched in the flames but the parchment was burned to nothing. To ashes. Her father sighed heavily.
         She left him to his thoughts, for certainly she could not fathom what they were or where they led him.
      

      
      In the loft, she stripped to her shift and lay down under the blankets, tucking the book against her chest. The fire’s shadow
         danced on the eaves, and its soft pop and roar soothed her. She heard Da pouring more ale for himself, heard him drink, it
         was so quiet.
      

      
      So quiet.

      
      ‘Trust no one,’ he murmured, and then her mother’s name, on a dying breath: ‘Anne.’

      
      Many nights she heard him speak her mother’s name, just so. After eight years his sorrow still sounded fresh, as raw as a
         new knife cut. Will I ever be bound to someone so tightly? She wondered.
      

      
      But the dance of shadows, the rustling movements of her father below, the shush of wind over the steep roof, the distant whisper
         of trees, all together these weighed on her, bearing her down and down. She was so tired. What was that strange star that came to life in the Dragon? Was it an angel? A daimone of the upper air?

      
      She fell into sleep.

      
      And sleeping, dreamed.

      
      Fire. She often dreamed of fire, cleansing, welcoming. There are spirits burning in the air with wings of flame and eyes as brilliant as knives. At their backs a wall of fire roars
            up into black night, but there is nothing to fear. Pass through, and a new world lies beyond. In the distance a drum sounds like a heartbeat
            and the whistle of a flute, borne up on the wind like a bird, takes wing.
      

      
      Wings, settling on the eaves. A sudden gust of white snow blew down through the smoke hole, although it was not winter.

      
      Asleep and aware, bound to silence. Awake but unable to move, and so therefore still asleep. The darkness held her down as
         if it was a weight draped over her.
      

      
      Bells, heard as if on the wind.

      
      Had old Johannes’ wife passed on into the other life? Did the bells ring her soul’s ascension to the Chamber of Light? One
         bell to toll her past each sphere and the last three for the Alleluia of the voices of the angels raised to greet their new kinswoman.
      

      
      But the bells were a voice shuddering in the air. Two sharp thunks sounded, something hard striking wood. If she could only
         look, she could see, but she could not move, she dared not move. She had to stay hidden. Da said so.
      

      
      ‘Your weak arrows avail you nothing,’ said the voice of bells, whether a man or a woman she could not tell. ‘Where is she?’
         Liath felt that voice against her like the touch of something old and corrupt dragged over her skin.
      

      
      ‘Nowhere you can find her,’ said Da, panting, out of breath as if he’d been running.

      
      Sweat started up on her forehead as she strained to move. But it was only a dream, wasn’t it?

      
      The fire flared suddenly until it flashed, brilliant, and sparks glinted in sudden bursts and then all was dark and quiet.

      
      She slept.

      
      And woke. It was the hour before dawn, the light more a suggestion of gray. She stirred, caught herself with the book pressed
         against her arm, fingers tingling, half asleep.
      

      
      Something was not right.

      
      Da had fallen asleep draped over the bench, arms thrown over the table, head lolling at an odd angle. His bow, strung, lay on the floor beside him. Cold all over, she scrambled down the ladder.
      

      
      Da was not asleep.

      
      The shutters were closed and barred. The door was barred. For eight years, wherever they stayed, there was always a fire in
         the hearth. Now the hearth lay stone cold.
      

      
      And there, as if tracked out of the hearth itself, a slender footprint dusted with gray ash. Two of Da’s arrows stuck out
         from the log wall beside the hearth.
      

      
      And on the table, next to Da’s right hand, lay a white feather of a kind she had never seen before, so pale it shone.

      
      Wind whistled down through the smoke hole, stirring the feather, smoothing the ash footprint and scattering its lines until
         no trace remained. She reached for the feather …
      

      
      Leave it be!

      
      She jerked her hand back as if Da had slapped it. If you touch anything their hands have touched—
      

      
      ‘Where is she?’ the voice had said. And Da refused to answer.
      

      
      She stared at his body. He looked so old, as if his mortal frame would crumble into dust at the slightest touch of wind.

      
      Trust no one.
      

      
      The first thing she did was to hide the book.
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      The slow drip of water nagged Liath out of her restless sleep.
      

      
      ‘Da?’ she asked, thinking the trough behind the cottage had sprung a leak again. Then, opening her eyes into the gloom of
         the cell, she remembered.
      

      
      Da was dead. Murdered.
      

      
      The thin slit of a window, set high into the earthen wall, admitted only a dim streak of light that the stone floor absorbed
         like a dry plant soaks in water. The drip still sounded. Liath curled up to sit. Dirt clung to her tunic, but she was too
         filthy and too tired to brush it off. Her face still hurt from Frater Hugh’s blows. She lifted fingers to her right cheek.
         Winced. Yes, it had bruised. Her left arm ached, but she did not think it was broken. She allowed herself the barest of smiles:
         small favors.
      

      
      She sat forward onto her knees. The movement brought with it a lancing pain in her head, and for an instant she was back in
         the cottage. She was kneeling on the bench next to Da’s body. It seemed to stiffen as she watched. The door banged open and
         the draft pushed the white feather against her bare skin.
      

      
      Pain, like a knife driven into her temple. A voice, so far distant that it was no more articulate than the surf on a rocky
         shore …
      

      
      She pressed her palms to her head and shut her eyes, as if that could shut out the vision. Slowly the pain, and the memory,
         ebbed. She set a hand on the wall and got up on her feet. Stood a moment, testing her strength.
      

      
      The drip came from the opposite corner, steady and remarkably even. A dirty pool of water covered the earth there. She didn’t
         really remember coming in here, but she was sure this must be the Common House root cellar. Even Hugh could not have persuaded
         Marshal Liudolf to confine her in the church crypt. Which meant, by the drip, that she must be below the pig troughs and therefore
         just five strides from the edge of the wood. If only the window were not so narrow and the four iron rods barring it so very
         thick.
      

      
      A hissed whisper sounded, sharp and anxious, next to the slit. ‘Liath? Are you there?’

      
      ‘Hanna?’ Her heart raced with sudden hope. ‘Did you find the book?’

      
      A gusting sigh, of anxiety lifted, answered her. After a moment Hanna spoke again. ‘Yes. Under the floorboards, just where you said it would be. And buried it where you said to.’
      

      
      ‘Thank the Lady,’ Liath murmured.

      
      Hanna went on, not hearing this brief prayer. ‘But we haven’t enough coin for the debt price. Or …’ She hesitated. ‘Not even
         the bond price. It’ll be the auction tomorrow. I’m sorry.’
      

      
      Liath went to the window and grasped an iron bar in each grimy hand. Peering up into the sunlight, she could not quite make
         out Hanna’s face. ‘But Da’s four books. Surely they brought a good price. Those four books alone are worth two horses.’
      

      
      ‘Didn’t Marshal Liudolf tell you? Frater Hugh said those books were church property and he confiscated them. They’re not to
         be sold at all.’
      

      
      ‘Lady’s Blood,’ swore Liath, but the bitter anger, filling her, made her hurt everywhere. Why had Da trusted Hugh?

      
      ‘I’m sorry—’ Hanna began again.

      
      ‘Don’t be sorry. What could you have done?’

      
      ‘If Inga hadn’t been so selfish about her wedding feast, we might have been able to at least pay the bond price—’

      
      ‘It isn’t Inga’s fault. Frater Hugh means to pay the debt price, so it wouldn’t have mattered.’

      
      ‘Even so, Liath, how did your Da run up such debts in two years? You never said anything. All this time …’ Her voice dropped
         even lower. A shadow colored the ground and Hanna’s chin and mouth appeared to Liath’s view. A moment later, a strong hand
         gripped hers. ‘My mother says it isn’t from natural pursuits.’
      

      
      Hanna’s hand felt warm in hers. Liath held it tightly. My father is a sorcerer. Of course it isn’t from natural pursuits. But she could not say it aloud, not even to her dear friend. In the village they all had thought Master Bernard was a defrocked
         monk, a man who had dishonored his vow to Our Lady and Lord and been forced to leave the cloister because he had confessed
         to getting a woman with child. A churchman knew how to write. A churchman understood the power of herbs and hexes to ward off pests and sickness and worse evils. Da had never disabused them of this notion. It made it possible
         for the villagers to accept him without fear. A fallen monastic was a shamed man but not a dangerous one.
      

      
      Only Frater Hugh had suspected. Only he had wormed himself into Da’s confidence. Footsteps sounded in the corridor behind.
         She heard muffled voices.
      

      
      ‘Hanna. Go.’

      
      ‘But, Liath—’

      
      ‘Someone’s coming.’

      
      ‘Mother is going to bring you food. I’ll come tonight.’

      
      A key scraped in the lock. Chains met and rang softly.

      
      Liath turned as the shadow vanished from the lip of the window. With a slow grind of wood against stone, the door opened.
         Liath retreated until her back was against the wall. She lifted her chin defiantly.
      

      
      Three figures stood at the door. Two entered: Frater Hugh and the marshal. Hugh carried a candle. The better, thought Liath coldly, to illuminate his handsome face.
      

      
      ‘The book,’ Hugh said immediately in his clipped, arrogant voice, so unlike the honeyed tones he used to cozen her father.
         ‘After a night here, have you thought better of telling me where the book is?’
      

      
      ‘Frater,’ interposed the marshal in a calm voice. ‘You have finished with the child’s testimony, I believe. I am satisfied
         that she had nothing to do with her father’s death.’ Marshal Liudolf had an accounts book clasped under one elbow. ‘Now, child,’
         he said, turning to Liath, ‘I have tallied the whole of your father’s debts and possessions, and Frater Hugh has copied them
         here, in these pages. I will list them to you now.’
      

      
      Hugh was staring at her. Even when she kept her eyes focused on the old marshal, she could feel Hugh’s gaze. Four books he
         had found in the cottage; four books he had stolen, whatever he might say about the church. He knew there was a fifth book,
         one she had hidden.
      

      
      Marshal Liudolf stated the tally aloud, not referring to the parchment, since he could not read. But his memory was good. The tally of debts was impressive, and the tally of possessions short in comparison: one bow, a quiver, and fourteen
         arrows; quills and scraping knife and parchment; a silver sceatta minted during the reign of the Emperor Taillefer; one cooking
         pot, one bowl, two spoons, and one knife; a honestone; two shirts and one wool tunic; a wool cloak lined with rabbit’s fur;
         a bronze brooch; leggings, boots; a bed, a table, a bench, a shelf, and a copper basin; two wool blankets; half a barrel of
         ale, honey, smoked meat, and three soapstone vessels, one filled with salt and two with ground wheat; two hens; two pigs;
         and one daughter.
      

      
      ‘Aged fifteen,’ Liudolf finished.

      
      ‘I turned sixteen four days ago, on Mariansmass.’

      
      ‘Did you?’ Liudolf asked with interest. ‘That changes the auction, then. There can be no question of a bond price. As a legal
         adult, you assume all of your father’s debts. Unless there is some other living relative?’
      

      
      ‘None that I know of.’

      
      He sighed and nodded. ‘Then whoever assumes your debt will buy your freedom with it.’

      
      ‘There were books,’ she said quickly, not looking at Hugh. ‘My Da had four books and a …’ Here she must be circumspect. ‘And
         a brass instrument for telling the time.’
      

      
      ‘Those items have been confiscated by the church.’

      
      ‘But they would bring enough to pay Da’s debts!’

      
      ‘I’m sorry, child.’ He said it firmly. She knew at once there was no point in arguing. Why should he listen to her, a kinless
         girl with no possessions and no one to protect her? ‘Here, you must mark the page where this is all written, to show that
         I’ve tallied it out correctly, so far as you know.’
      

      
      She took the pen and balanced the open book in her left hand. Hugh watched her avidly, but she carefully drew an awkward ‘X’
         below the last bit of writing. She handed the book back to the marshal, and he clucked under his breath, looking truly sorry
         for her plight, sighed again, and scratched at his hair.
      

      
      ‘It will be the auction tomorrow, child.’ Liudolf glanced at Hugh, knowing as well as Liath did that the frater was the only person able to buy off the entire price – especially now that
         he had also taken the books. Or at least, Hugh was the only person who might want to buy her. Old Count Harl had the wherewithal,
         and he even had a few slaves, but he had never interested himself in the affairs of the village except to hire Hanna’s mother
         as a wet nurse for his children.
      

      
      ‘Begging your pardon, Frater, Marshal,’ said a woman from behind them. ‘May I come in now?’

      
      ‘Of course, of course. We’re finished here.’ Liudolf retreated. Hugh glared at Liath, not moving. ‘Frater,’ said Liudolf mildly.
         ‘We’ve business to finish before tomorrow, have we not?’
      

      
      ‘I’ll have that book,’ muttered Hugh. He left, taking the candle with him.

      
      Mistress Birta came forward out of the gloom, holding a pitcher and a small package wrapped in cloth. ‘Here, Liath. I heard
         you had no food nor drink at all yesterday.’
      

      
      ‘I had a little wine.’ Liath took the pitcher. Her hands shook as she set it down on the floor, and she unwrapped the cloth
         to find a loaf of bread and a square of goat’s cheese. ‘Oh, bless you, Mistress Birta. I’m so hungry. I didn’t know it until
         now.’
      

      
      Mistress Birta glanced behind. The two men stood in the dank corridor, waiting for her. ‘I’ll see that you’ve food in the
         morning, too.’ She raised her voice slightly. Daringly, Liath thought. ‘It isn’t right to keep you hungry, no matter your
         circumstances.’ Taking a step closer to Liath, she dropped her voice to a whisper. ‘If we could have, child, we would have
         made the bond price at least, and treated you well. But custom has been off this year, and with Inga’s wedding feast last
         autumn …’
      

      
      ‘No, please, Mistress,’ Liath said hastily, embarrassed. ‘I know you did all you could. But Da never had any head for what
         it cost him—’ She broke off, aware of the silence from the corridor, of Hugh listening avidly to every least word she said.
         ‘To live as he wished. He loved it here and had many a good evening at the inn gossiping with your husband.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, child,’ said Birta briskly, taking Liath’s cue. ‘I’ll leave you now. They wouldn’t let me bring a blanket, but I trust
         to the Lady and Lord that it will stay warm tonight.’ She kissed Liath on the forehead and left her.
      

      
      The door was shut behind her, scraping along the stone. Liath was alone. She ate first, all the food, but drank the ale sparingly.
         Then she paced.
      

      
      Walking helped her think, even if it was only five paces and a turn, five paces and a turn. But though she might pace the
         cell a hundred times, she could not escape what Da had left her. Da was dead. Tomorrow his possessions would be sold to pay
         the debts he had left, and then she would be sold to cover what remained of those debts. Tomorrow she would lose her freedom.
         But she possessed Da’s treasure, The Book of Secrets, and as long as she had that, she still possessed a measure of freedom in her heart.
      

      
      She curled up in one corner, hugging her knees to her chest. Small comfort. She tucked her chin down onto her knees and closed
         her eyes. Liath started once, thinking she heard a soft voice calling her name. It did not call again. She rubbed at her eyes
         and curled tighter for warmth, shivering, and fell into a fitful sleep.
      

      
      Murdered. Whoever had been hunting him had caught up with him at last. When had he lost his power? Or had it been her mother’s
            gift he had used to call butterflies from empty air to charm a small child’s lonely days?

      
      ‘They’ve killed her, Liath,’ he had said to her that day eight years ago. ‘They’ve killed Anne and taken her gift to use as
            their own. We must flee. They must never find us.’
      

      
      Her mother. Her face rose from the remembered dream, her hair as pale as straw, her skin as light as if sun never touched
            it even when she sat for hours under the sun in the garden, eyes seeing elsewhere. Liath would sit and watch her and, sometimes,
            scrub her own skin, hoping to make the dirt come off, only the dirt never came off because it was baked there as if she had
            been formed in an oven and her skin baked to a golden brown before she was brought into this world.
      

      
      Once they began their long, their endless, trail leading away from the little cottage and the garden where her mother had
            been killed, she had come to appreciate her skin, for even in the deepest heat of the summer’s sun, she never burned or blistered.
            At first she thought it was Da’s magic that spared her, for he burned and he blistered. Then, when she understood that Da
            had no real magic, no sorcery beyond tricks and homely remedies, beyond his encyclopedic knowledge, she thought it might be
            her own magic that protected her, waiting, quiescent, to be born when she grew old enough. Strong enough.
      

      
      But Da told her over and over that she must never hope to have the gift. What little frail sorceries he conjured had not the
            slightest effect on her. If he called fire, it did not burn her hands. If he spelled a door shut, she could open it as if
            the spell had not worked at all, and then Hanna would come by and wonder how their door had gotten stuck.
      

      
      She was dumb to it, Da said, like a mute who cannot speak. Like a deaf man who can see others speaking but not hear them.
            Once Da had caught her reading aloud a fire spell out of the book. Nothing had happened, but he had been so mad at her that
            he had made her sleep in the pig shed for the night, to teach her a lesson. But she had never minded the pigs.
      

      
      ‘Liath.’

      
      She jerked awake, rose, and found her way by touch to the window. But there was no one outside. Wind whispered in the trees.
         Nothing else stirred. She shivered, rubbing her hands along her arms. She was not cold, really; she was scared.
      

      
      However much they had roamed, however much they had lived from one day to the next, picking up and moving at the strangest
         signs, to the tune of mysterious portents that only Da recognized, she had always had Da. Whatever else he might be or failed
         to be, he had always taken care of her. Loved her. She wiped a tear from her cheek, and another.
      

      
      ‘I love you, Da,’ she whispered to the cool night air, but there was no answer.
      

      
      In the morning Marshal Liudolf escorted her to the common. The entire village had turned out, and quite a few farmers from
         farther out had heard the news that an auction was to be held and had come in for the occasion. The inn had set up tables
         out front. Liath could not bring herself to blame Mistress Birta and Master Hansal for taking advantage of this windfall to
         increase their custom. She refused the marshal’s offer of a seat. Frater Hugh stood to one side, silent, while the marshal
         sold off each item from the list. However eccentric Da had been, he had been a man willing to help any woman or man who came
         to his door and no doubt Liath was the poorer now for Da having spent much of his substance trying to help others for no return.
         But even with the bidding running high, for Da had been well-liked, when all his worldly goods were sold, the debt was not
         yet covered.
      

      
      Liudolf nodded and sighed his great, gusting sigh, and looked at her. The crowd looked at her. By the inn door, Hanna stared,
         face caught between anger and grief. But not crying, not Hanna. A sudden commotion stirred at the far edge of the common,
         and a horseman appeared.
      

      
      Hugh flung up his head, starting ’round, his fine profile set off by his angry expression.

      
      ‘Ivar!’ cried Hanna. She ran to hold the horse’s reins while Ivar dismounted.

      
      They were too far away for Liath to be able to hear what they said, but Hanna spoke quickly, gesticulating wildly. Ivar shook
         his head. Hanna said something more, impassioned, but Ivar simply shook his head again. He led the horse across the common,
         Hanna walking and still talking beside him, and halted before the marshal.
      

      
      Liudolf raised his eyebrows. ‘My lord Ivar,’ he said politely. ‘Have you come at your father’s bidding?’

      
      Ivar glanced once, swiftly, toward Liath, then away. Where she and Hanna, at sixteen, looked more like women now than the girls they had been two years ago when the three of them had formed their bond of friendship, Ivar still carried much
         of the coltish boy in his limbs and in the awkward grace that he would soon grow out of.
      

      
      ‘No,’ he said in so low a voice she barely heard it.

      
      Hugh smiled contentedly.

      
      ‘I just heard of Master Bernard’s death,’ Ivar went on. He turned to face Hugh. ‘I came to see that … that Liath is treated
         well.’ He said it sturdily, but as a threat or promise, thrown up against Hugh’s overweening confidence, it had little impact.
         Hugh had at least eight years on Ivar and the kind of natural grace that comes from a tyrant’s soul melded with a handsome
         man’s conceit. And though Hugh’s father might be baseborn – or so at least Birta gossiped – his mother was a margrave, by
         several degrees Count Harl’s superior. Bastard or not, Hugh was destined for greater things, starting with the vast church
         holdings endowed by his mother and mother’s mother. While it was rare for a man to act as an administrator of church property
         – as the Lord tends the wandering sheep so the Lady tends to the hearth – it was not unknown, especially where monasteries
         controlled vast estates. Or so Mistress Birta had said when Frater Hugh came as wandering priest to Heart’s Rest last year
         to minister to the folk hereabouts. Mistress Birta was the most reliable source of news, gossip, and lore in all of Heart’s
         Rest.
      

      
      ‘Marshal,’ said Hugh quietly, looking bored, ‘may we finish? I haven’t the leisure to stand here all day.’

      
      Ivar grimaced, blushing, and made a fist with his right hand, but Hanna grabbed him by the wrist and led him back to the inn.
         That he went unresistingly was marked by the crowd, which had gotten an extra bit of drama out of the morning. Liudolf sighed
         again and made a great show of tallying up the coin and barter gained from the sale of Da’s possessions.
      

      
      ‘How much remains?’ demanded Hugh.

      
      ‘Two gold nomias, or sceattas of equal worth.’
      

      
      ‘It’s a shame,’ muttered someone in the crowd.

      
      ‘The price of the books,’ whispered Liath.

      
      Without blinking, Hugh handed two coins to the marshal. She stared, trying to get a look at them, but Liudolf closed his hand
         over the coins quickly, a startled expression on his face which made Liath wonder if he had ever seen a nomia either. Hugh turned to Liath. ‘Will you come? Or must I drag you?’
      

      
      Da always said to let them think you knew something they did not. Liath spared a glance for Hanna and Ivar, who were standing
         together under the eaves of the inn, watching her. Hanna was pale, Ivar flushed. Liath nodded toward them, hoping her expression
         was calm. She began to walk toward the church, which lay down the road from the common. Hugh was caught off guard by her abrupt
         acquiescence, and he had to hurry to catch up. That gave her some small satisfaction.
      

      
      He grabbed her arm at the elbow and with that grip walked out of the village and to the chapel, going inside and all the way
         along the nave and past it into the little warren of chambers behind. All the way to the small chamber where his bed stood.
      

      
      ‘Here.’ He held onto her tightly. This room was rather more luxurious than Liath expected. Frater Robert, who had ministered
         here before Hugh, had slept on a cot in the nave. The chamber held a finely carved table and chair and a wooden chest inlaid
         with bright gems and enameling. On the table sat parchment, three quills, and a stoppered bottle of ink. A thick rug covered
         the floor, an expensive carpet woven with eight-pointed stars. Liath knew better than to let Hugh realize she recognized the
         pattern as an Arethousan design. A featherbed and a feather quilt lay heaped on the bed. ‘Here is where you sleep,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘Never.’

      
      ‘Then with the pigs.’

      
      ‘Gladly, as long as it spares me from you.’

      
      He slapped her. Then, while her skin still stung from the blow, he pulled her hard against him and kissed her on the mouth.
         She got a hand in between them and shoved him away.
      

      
      He laughed, wild and a little breathlessly. ‘You fool. My mother has promised me the abbacy of Firsebarg as soon as the old
         abbot dies. With the abbacy I will have entry into King Henry’s progress, if I wish it. And in a year or five more, there
         will be a presbyter’s crosier in my hands and I will walk among those who advise the skopos herself. Only give me the book
         and show me what your father taught you, and there is nothing you and I could not accomplish.’
      

      
      ‘You took his books already. You stole them. They would have matched the debt. I would have been free.’
      

      
      His expression chilled her. ‘You will never be free, Liath. Where is the other book?’

      
      ‘You murdered Da.’

      
      He laughed. ‘Of course I didn’t. Died of a bad heart, that’s what Marshal Liudolf said. If you think otherwise, my beauty,
         then perhaps you ought to confide in me. Another season and your father would have taken me into his confidence. You know
         it’s true.’
      

      
      It was true. Da was lonely, and Hugh, whatever else he might be, could be charming. Da had liked him, had liked his quick
         mind, his curiosity, even his arrogance, since Hugh had the odd habit of treating Da as if he were his equal in social standing.
         But Da seemed to expect that.
      

      
      ‘Da never had any sense in his friends,’ she said recklessly, to shake off these distracting thoughts.

      
      ‘I know you’ve never liked me, Liath, although I can’t imagine why. I’ve never offered you any insult.’ He placed two fingers
         under her chin and tilted her face up, forcing her to look at him. ‘Indeed, there isn’t another woman in this village, in
         this whole frozen wasteland, that I’d ever think of offering my bed, and I’ve slept with a duchess and refused a queen. Once
         I’m abbot of Firsebarg you’ll have your own house, servants, whatever you wish. A horse. And I don’t intend to stop my whole
         life at Firsebarg. I have plans.’
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