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I have been a prize in a game
I have been a queen on a hill
From far and far they flocked to see me.


White am I, among the shadows,
My shoulder is noted for its fairness
The two best men in all the world have loved me.


My crown is of apple, bough and blossom.
They wear my favor but my arms are empty.
The boat drifts heedless down the dark stream.
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(CONAL)


My parents are always fighting,” Elenn said.


Conal looked at her. She really was a distractingly beautiful girl. He had thought so even when she had first arrived in the king’s hall, wet and bedraggled, with her huge-eyed little sister standing beside her.


Here in the sunny orchard with the blossoms around her she was the loveliest thing he had ever seen. His father, the poet Amagien, had already written about her looks in extravagant terms. But it was very hard to look at her and deny that her hair was reminiscent of black night or her eyes of stars. She looked like Nive herself come down to walk among men for a season. It was a pity she didn’t have wit to match her looks. All she seemed to care about was having everyone adore her. This was the first time she had said something that wasn’t directly about herself, and even this wasn’t far away. “Always?” he asked.


“All the time,” she confirmed, smiling a little as if she could see something Conal couldn’t.


“What about?” he asked, mildly interested despite himself. He knew she was walking with him only because Ferdia and Darag couldn’t be found and she didn’t want to walk alone.


“Everything,” she said. “Anything at all. What weapons the three of us should be taught. What color my sister should wear for the Feast of Bel. What crops the farmers should plant and in which fields. Whether the hall needs new rushes yet. If we are to go to war with Muin this summer. If my brother should marry Atha ap Gren. Who is the father of the white cat’s kittens.”


Conal swallowed hard. He was glad they were alone. He knew that if anyone were to catch his eye at that moment, even Darag, he wouldn’t be able to keep himself from laughing aloud. Elenn looked as serious and as beautiful as ever. In the month she had been at Ardmachan she had already reproached him for laughing at her at least a dozen times. “Some of those matters are of great import, and others are very trivial,” he said as calmly as possible.


“I know,” Elenn said composedly. “Sometimes they will fight about whether this is the way a king should behave.”


“My uncle Conary would say that it is not,” Conal said definitely. He had heard Conary’s lectures on kingship often enough. They were always made to all the royal kin, though it was Darag he always looked at, and Darag whose questions were answered first.


“My parents have very different ideas about kingship from King Conary,” Elenn said, looking up at him under her lashes in a way he would have found enchanting if he could have believed for a minute that she liked him.


“Which of your parents is the king of Connat anyway?” he asked, realizing that he did not know for sure. “I think I have always heard them mentioned together.”


“Both of them are of the royal kin,” Elenn said. “My mother, Maga, is the daughter of the last king, Arcon. My father, Allel, is her cousin. When the kindred came to choose, many of them wanted Maga, for her wisdom, and others Allel, who was reknown as a warleader when he was young. So it was agreed that they should marry and give each other the benefit of their skills.”


“And they’ve been arguing ever since?” Conal asked.


“Oh, yes,” Elenn said. They were almost through the orchard. Conal could already see the oak tree his grandfather used for a school. Emer was there already, pulling a flower apart intently. Leary and Nid were playing fidchell with leaves in the dust. There was no sign of Darag, or Ferdia and Laig, or of Inis himself. “I think marriage of cousins is very wrong, do not you? I think marriages work better when people know each other much less well to begin with.”


“No doubt,” Conal said politely. Then he thought of his own parents, who had known each other since his father had been fostered here as a boy. “Definitely. But as for your parents, which of them holds the kingship from the land?” he asked. “Only one person can hold it, that I’m sure about.” They passed the last of the apple trees and slowed their steps to salute the trees as they passed through the grove.


“My mother does,” Elenn said, bowing to the birch tree. “But it is something else they argue about incessantly. My father says that the kingdom would be nothing if not for his leading armies, and my mother says it would be nothing if not for her alliances.”


“Are those two paths?” Inis asked.


Conal jumped and Elenn gave a little squeal. His grandfather had a habit of doing that and it never failed to disconcert him. Conal tried to be aware of people and movement. Inis was the only person who had managed to surprise him in half a year, but he managed it almost every time. He strove not to let his surprise show on his face or in his movements. Most of a year ago, he had asked Inis for advice on how to deal with Darag, and Inis had told him that he had already learned how. That meant his way of taking things lightly and not showing when he was wounded. He had learned that from his father’s constant prodding, not from Darag. He had a shrewd idea that Inis knew that, too. Now he tried to keep his reactions to himself as much as he could, while smiling and speaking airily. He bent his mind to what Inis had said as if it were a riddle he was using to teach them. Were Maga’s alliances and Allel’s war-leading two paths?


“I think you mean that Connat needs both their strengths to be strong, Grandfather,” he said, phrasing his answer carefully.


Inis looked pleased and began to walk with them towards the others. “Do you see it, girl?” he asked Elenn. She raised her chin affirmatively, but Conal didn’t think there was room for much thought behind her pretty face.


“Where are Ferdia and Darag?” she asked.


Most of a month in Oriel and she hadn’t learned yet not to ask Inis questions. Not to mention how much that one gave away. Even the order of names revealed her hidden preference, Conal would guess. Elenn had spent most of the month letting Ferdia and Darag act as rivals for her favors, offering each of them the hero’s portion in turn, with an occasional shred of meat thrown to Leary and Conal. She hadn’t managed to spoil the friendship between Darag and Ferdia. There was no friendship between them and Conal to spoil, even if he had cared, but he hated to watch what it was doing to Leary.


Conal had originally thought it might be a good thing for the two princesses of Connat to be fostered with them for a while. He remembered the time he had spent at Cruachan fondly. But he had forgotten the great distance that stretched between ten and seventeen. He would have begged his uncle not to invite them if he had guessed how disruptive rivalry for a beautiful girl could be. Conal realized that Elenn’s question had fallen into silence, which meant that his grandfather was looking for the answer across the worlds. Conal turned to him in concern, just in time to see the emptiness in Inis’s face before he spoke.


“Acting on what I taught you this morning,” Inis said. His voice sounded different, full of the echoes that meant he was speaking from the depths of his oracle-knowledge. His eyes met Conal’s without recognition for a moment.


Conal felt disgusted with Elenn for pushing his grandfather away from sanity. Then he took in what Inis had said, so suddenly that his head spun. “This morning we were learning how to recognize a fortunate day,” he said.


“And you said that all days were fortunate, but there is an art to telling for what they are fortunate, for some day fortunate for one thing might be unfortunate for another,” recited Elenn in a monotone as they came up to the oak tree where the others were sitting.


“And you read the signs for today and said that it would be a good day for a great warrior to take up arms for the first time,” Emer said enthusiastically, jumping up and taking Inis’s arm. “Sit down now, sir, and teach us how to read the signs. I could almost see it, but not quite.”


Inis blinked at the girl, rubbed his eyes and sighed. “You would have made a fine oracle-priest,” he said.


Emer looked down, smiling.


“I have to go,” Conal said. It had never occurred to him that Darag would have acted on Inis’s divination. They were seventeen; it would be a year before any of them could take up arms. A year, which Conal had been counting off by months and days. How could anyone ... how could Darag and Ferdia and Laig have gone off to defy that? He felt stricken. They all spent as much time as they could practicing, but even so, they would not be ready to take up arms until they were eighteen, six threes of years, nobody was. It was a law of Oriel, of the whole island of Tir Isarnagiri, of the whole world as far as Conal knew.


“I must go too,” Elenn said.


“We must all go,” Inis said, sounding as if he knew where he was again. “I have acted without thought.” He hesitated, looking from Emer to Conal, then he sighed. “Come back to the dun, we must see the king.”


“What? All of us? Why?” Nid looked up from her game for the first time, pushing her hair out of her eyes.


“Darag has gone to take up arms,” Elenn explained to them.


Nid and Leary exchanged a startled glance, then got to their feet as Inis gestured to them. Then, without looking, he put out his hands and held back Emer and Conal, one on each side of him, and let the others go ahead. Leary and Nid at once flanked Elenn, one on each side, Leary offering her shy compliments. She did not so much as glance back at Conal.


Inis sighed again as he held Conal back. “I did wrong, but I could not have done other; so I did in all the worlds.”


“You said in ‘all the worlds,’ ap Fathag,” Emer said. “I don’t understand how it would be possible to know without looking into every world there is.”


Conal grinned at her behind Inis’s back. That was the way to ask Inis questions if you wanted information out of him. Conal hadn’t taken much notice of Emer before. She was a year younger than the rest of them, only sixteen. She’d just gone through a growing spurt and seemed all eyes and legs. She hadn’t caused disruption among the rest of them the way her sister had. He’d been concentrating on Elenn, and Darag, of course. But now it seemed that unlike her beautiful sister, Emer had more wit than hair.


“Some events have such weight that they cannot be changed,” Inis said. “Most times we are free to choose, and if folk choose the same in other worlds, it is because they are much the same folk and so choice arises. But some things touch the way the worlds are held together and with them, it feels like choice but is not.”


Conal frowned, wishing this riddle made sense. Emer drew breath to speak, let it out, drew it in again. “I don’t think I can tell the difference between those events and any others,” she said.


Inis laughed, the laugh Conal’s mother Finca called his cracked cackle. Elenn and the others ahead turned to look, but Conal gestured them on and they started walking again.


“If I cannot tell after all these years of looking across the worlds, then how can you hope to, child?” he asked. “Being able to tell is part of what an oracle-priest must know. I cannot tell until afterwards, and that is only the second such time in my life.”


“It would be very interesting to know the other time,” Conal said.


Inis grinned at him, looking almost like any old man, except for the way his head was shaved in the front and the brightly colored shawl that would have marked him as an oracle-priest however sane he seemed. “It was when I got Conary on King Nessa,” he said.


It was such an ancient scandal, from so long before Conal was born, that he was surprised to see Emer look shocked. Maybe it wasn’t well known in Connat. Conal’s parents didn’t like to talk about it, but all the same, he had known since he was five years old.


“If only two events in all your length of life have been of such stature as to hold across all the worlds, then maybe there will be none in mine,” Emer said.


“Such are lucky folk,” Inis said. “And such are most folk, truth told. But I do not think either of you are so lucky.”


“I know better than to ask,” Conal said, looking ahead through the trees to where Elenn inclined towards Leary. They were holding hands. Nid had gone a little way ahead. “You know, Grandfather, though my mind is quick for the branches of learning, and though I love you, I hate learning from you. I have always learned songs and figuring fast enough, but this Oak Knowledge of learning to read luck and the way of other worlds makes my skin crawl. I don’t even like thinking about it.”


“You know the story of Curog the Oracle-priest?” Inis asked. “He prophesied that a certain lady would win the love of a certain lord. When the lord died, the lady came to him and reproached him for being wrong, for he had never loved her. Then Curog said that in the worlds he could see, where he had not spoken, she had acted to win his love and won it, but in our world, she had been sure she would win it without acting, and so nothing came of it.”


Inis said no more. Conal glanced at Emer, who was frowning at nothing. They walked in silence for a while. Conal started running through arguments he would make to Conary. It was hideously unfair to let Darag and Ferdia take up arms early and on a fortunate day, and not the rest of them. But Conary always favored Darag of all his nephews. There were good reasons for that, of course. Though Conal was good, Darag was better. But Conal was sure that if he put in more effort, more time practicing, building up his strength, he would eventually catch up and even overtake Darag. Being strong and fast as a boy was nothing, what counted was when you were men. Even his father said so. If Darag had taken up arms today, then Conal would do the same, that’s all there was to it. Anything else was unthinkable.


When they came out of the orchard, Elenn, Leary, and Nid were waiting for them at the foot of the mound. Nid was swinging on the gate. The bottom palisade was no ring of sharpened stakes but a tall fence of strong bog-oak, the oak that could break an iron ax. No enemies had ever breached it. No enemies were expected today however, which was fortunate as there was nobody guarding the lower gate.


“We thought we’d wait for you slowpokes,” Leary said, sticking out his tongue at Conal. Conal smiled as if amused at how childish boys of seventeen could be, hiding all the pain. Leary had been his friend. They had always practiced together, each of them hoping to become as good as Darag. Now Leary hardly spoke to him except to jibe.


“It is unkind to mock my old bones, Grandson,” Inis said sharply. Leary jumped. He was used to the old man not paying any attention. Conal kept his face still, to show nothing.


Inis let go of Conal’s arm, and then, a moment later, Emer’s. He led a brisk pace past the stables and up the hill towards the dun. Here, where Conal would have guessed he’d want support, he decided to do without it. The rest of them followed him in a straggle, Conal first, quickening his pace, and Emer beside him. “I didn’t know Leary was ap Fathag’s grandson as well,” Emer said quietly.


“You’re getting really good at not asking questions,” Conal said and smiled at her. This time, she smiled back, shyly, not at all like her sister. “But it’s all right to ask me. Inis had four children. My mother, Leary’s mother and Darag’s mother by his wife, and Conary by King Nessa as he just told us.”


“I had heard before,” Emer said even more quietly. “Do you think he told us that last story to stop us asking questions?”


“Yes,” Conal said. “Or maybe to tell us he isn’t infallible, or that oracle-talent isn’t infallible. He hates being asked questions. He can’t help but look then, and he prefers to look in his own time.”


“Can you see across the worlds?” Emer murmured. Conal had to lean close to hear her.


“Of course not!” he said quickly, surprised she would ask. “I’m not an oracle-priest, and you must have heard me saying just now how I hate to think about those things.”


“That’s what made me wonder whether you could,” she said.


“Can you?” he asked.


Emer shook her head. “Sometimes when I talk to ap Fathag, or to ap Fial at home, I can almost see how to do it. They say I could learn. But I don’t want to. Like you, I’d rather not know what might happen already. You know what ap Fathag said when I asked him whether I really would marry Darag the way my mother wants?”


“Your mother might want it, but it will be up to Conary just as much,” Conal said.


“I know,” Emer said. “I don’t want to. He’s in love with Elenn.”


“Marriage is nothing to do with love,” Conal said.


“I know that, too,” Emer said. “But anyway, when I asked your grandfather, he said ‘Often enough you do.’ That’s just so horrible. Even if I don’t, even if I manage to get out of it, often enough other ones of me didn’t and have to marry him. Ugh. I’d much rather not know that.”


Inis was at the top gates, speaking to the guard, and they were almost on him. Conal was intrigued enough to stop. “Ugh? You don’t like Darag?”


“He’s horrible. I hate him,” Emer said in a whisper. Then she went on, almost running to catch up with Inis. Conal followed more slowly, trying to smooth out the frown that wanted to come down between his eyes.
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(ELENN)


Elenn smiled at Leary, but it wasn’t any fun—he was too besotted, there was no challenge there at all. He would have done anything for her, but it didn’t matter. Besides, he might be King Conary’s nephew but he wasn’t anybody really. Nobody thought he might be the next king of anywhere. Dear Ferdia was almost sure to be the next king of Lagin. As for Oriel, it was bound to be Darag or Conal. Her mother had told her before she left home that it would almost certainly be Darag. That didn’t mean it wasn’t worth being nice to Conal in case, Maga had added. As if Elenn would ever be mean to people just because they weren’t important. That wasn’t the same as not worth bothering with. She smiled at Leary again and looked up at him through her lashes. It was amazing how easy it was.


Maga had told her a lot of things about how to act with men, but she had never had a chance to try them out until she came to Ardmachan. Back at Cruachan, everyone knew her, and what was more, everyone had seen Maga. Next to Maga, Elenn thought, she barely counted as prettier than Emer. Away from Maga, it was a completely different story. Amagien ap Ross had written a poem saying she was one of the three most beautiful women in the island of Tir Isarnagiri. That made her feel quite shaken and all excited deep inside, but she knew how to act. Alone with Emer at night she had laughed and recited the poem over, but in front of everyone she sat listening to it being sung as if it were nothing unusual. But it was, it was very unusual for such a poem to be written about a seventeen-year-old girl who was away from home for the first time in her life and enjoying every minute of it.


It was strange that Amagien was Conal’s father. It was hard to imagine two people more different. Amagien was so emotional and Conal was so driven. Conal was so handsome, too, like ap Fathag, even though ap Fathag was so old. Amagien wasn’t at all handsome. But he had good manners, unlike his son. She could have liked Conal, except that he didn’t like her. He tried not to show it, but he didn’t. He was too clever. She thought maybe sometimes he could see what she was doing and laughing at it, or even disapproving of it. She’d have to try harder with him, she could see that. He thought too much.


The one she really liked was Ferdia. He was the one she was going to ask her mother if she could marry. Then Maga would fix it. Emer could have Darag if she wanted; Maga thought that was a good idea anyway. Maga was good at that sort of thing. Elenn liked Darag, but he scared her sometimes. Darag was wild. He might be the strongest and the best fighter, but Ferdia was taller and gentler. She had the feeling he would have been kind to her even if she hadn’t been beautiful. He was kind to Emer. Darag and Conal had hardly noticed that Emer existed. In some ways it was really nice that she was the important one, that nobody cared about Emer here. But it was wrong even so. Elenn was so used to being compared to her sister. And she had to share a room with her, she had to hear Emer’s views on everything. In front of everyone, Emer was quiet, the way Maga had told them to be. But get her alone and she wanted to share what she thought. So Elenn couldn’t forget about her. And if she was going to have to care about her, then everyone else ought to.


She looked to see where Emer had got to. She had been walking with ap Fathag and Conal, which was all right, but now ap Fathag had gone on ahead and she seemed to be talking intently to Conal. That wasn’t all right. It especially wasn’t when Conal paused to hear what Emer was saying. Elenn just knew they were talking about her. She couldn’t catch up to them either, because she had to walk with Leary and pretend to be paying attention to what he was saying. What was he saying anyway? She listened for a moment.


“Nobody takes up arms until they are eighteen, which won’t be until next spring,” he was saying. Leary had been talking about Darag and Ferdia being wrong all the way from the grove. Well, Elenn thought it was wrong, too, but she wasn’t going to bore anyone with it. She closed her ears again, which was a useful skill sometimes. Sometimes what a queen has to do is just sit and smile and look beautiful. Maga had told her that, though Maga wasn’t a queen of course, but a king. A king needs different skills. But Elenn wasn’t going to be a king, and she was glad. Being a king would be boring and you’d have to listen to people going on and on all the time. A queen had a lot of work to do with organizing food and supplies for everyone and being gracious, but no fighting.


Not that Maga did any fighting, she hadn’t for years. But she might have to if there was an invasion. No fighting, no being forced to do more than pretend to listen to boring people, and no talking to the gods. Talking to the gods was scary. Let her brother Mingor be the king; she’d be a queen and make a good alliance for Connat. If Ferdia were king of Lagin, he’d make a very good alliance indeed.


They had reached the top of the mound. It was strange how familiar with Ardmachan she had become in the month she’d been here. At first it had seemed huge and frightening. There was the wall at the bottom, and another wall at the top, and then three big halls inside, as well as the ordinary buildings. Everything was inside here, except things that couldn’t be on top of a hill, like the well and the smithy.


Elenn smiled at the guards on the gate as she went through. She always did. It wasn’t any trouble, and it made them like her, and things were always easier if people liked her. She knew one of these guards. He was Casmal, who taught them spear-throwing. He looked worried, and she wondered what ap Fathag had said to him. She gave him a special smile, then hurried after Leary and the others.


Nid gave her a strange look as she caught up. Elenn didn’t understand Nid very well. She was a girl, but she wasn’t at all beautiful, not even as pretty as Emer. That wasn’t strange, but Elenn couldn’t understand why Nid didn’t care about it. She wore long brown straight shifts and saved embroidered overdresses only for special days. She kept her hair tied on top of her head almost all the time. All she wanted to do was be a charioteer. Finca, Conal’s mother, who taught them chariot-fighting, said that Nid would probably be very good at it. She was good with ponies and she wasn’t going to be heavy, which was important for a charioteer. Finca said Emer would as well, and Elenn, too, if she would only try harder. Lots of the best charioteers were women. Darag’s mother Dechtir had been Conary’s charioteer before she was killed. There were songs about her.


But Elenn didn’t want to be a charioteer at all. She just wanted to know how to fight well enough to defend herself, that was all. She didn’t need to be a champion. She was going to be a queen. Her king would have a whole hall of champions to defend her honor. Like Maga. If anyone insulted her, she could just raise a finger and everyone in the hall would be begging to be chosen as her champion and she’d choose the best one and they’d always win. That was better than fighting for yourself. Maga had explained that to her years ago. Nice as it was to be away from her for a while, Maga made a lot of sense about that sort of thing.


Ap Fathag charged straight past the Speckled Hall, which was a huge storehouse for supplies, with a special room where weapons were left when people were in the dun and didn’t need them. He marched right into the Red Hall, which was the king’s. Emer and Conal followed close behind, and Leary, Nid, and Elenn a little behind them. Elenn was starting to worry about what ap Fathag would do. She knew King Conary wouldn’t do anything awful to him whatever mad thing he did, because ap Fathag was an oracle-priest—and Conary’s father, even if he had never been married to his mother. But she wasn’t so sure Conary wouldn’t be really cross with the rest of them for following him.


The king was sitting in one of the end alcoves playing fidchell with Amagien the Poet. There was a place above where the roof could be lifted off to give light on warm clear days, so they and the board were clearly illuminated. Both men sighed when they saw ap Fathag and his pupils approaching. King Conary didn’t look as handsome as usual when his face had such an irritated expression. Elenn found herself remembering stories about his terrible rages. It was said he’d killed his sister Dechtir in a fit of temper.


“I can guess what you want,” he said, crossly. Elenn kept her face still, the way her mother had taught her.


Ap Fathag laughed loudly, the way he did sometimes. It sounded more like a raven than a man; there was no mirth in that sound. Elenn saw Nid shiver, and she would have shivered herself if she were younger.


“What did Darag tell you?” Inis asked.


“He told me you told him it was the day fated for him and Ferdia and Laig to take up arms,” Conary said.


“I told you your foolish nephew was lying,” Amagien put in. Conary glared at him.


“I told all my pupils that it would be a good day for a mighty warrior to take up arms,” ap Fathag said. “I did not tell Darag to come to you.”


“Not lying,” snapped Conary at Amagien. “Enterprising lad.”


Conal hissed air between his teeth, but ap Fathag clapped him hard on the shoulder and he said nothing. They all just stood there. Conary stared at ap Fathag as if daring him to speak.


“Have you given Darag and Laig and Ferdia arms?” ap Fathag asked after a long pause.


“Surely nobody would doubt the right of the king to arm his nephew and fosterlings in his own hall,” Amagien said.


“Quite right, too, I have every right to do it if I want to,” Conary blustered.


“You have every right,” ap Fathag said, very mildly. “But you must arm also these other nephews and fosterlings who stand beside me now.”


“Sir, I am three months older than Darag,” Conal put in.


“Do you think we could have forgotten your age?” Amagien asked. Elenn had never seen him snapping like this before.


“Of course I know his age,” Conary said. “It is well past noon, Inis. It is too late to arm them today. They will never find a beast to kill before sundown.”


“We will take that risk, sir,” Conal said.


“Very willingly,” Leary agreed.


Conary looked at them all as if they were something that had fallen from the thatch into his stew. “All of you?” he asked.


“I will,” Nid said.


It was only then that Elenn realized exactly what was likely to happen. She wanted to be armed, yes, but not like this, not in a scramble and with no time to hunt properly. She wanted it to be an occasion, the whole court there out on a hunt and leaving the kill to her. She had heard all the stories of how her brother had taken up arms two years before. She didn’t want it to happen this way.


“Not us,” she said, thinking quickly. “Sir, my mother would not like it if we were armed in Oriel.” That was nothing but the truth; Maga definitely wanted to arm all her children herself, as she had done with Mingor. “Besides, I am not ready.”


“But I would be armed,” Emer said. Elenn couldn’t stop herself from gasping. It was as if her left arm had suddenly developed a will of its own and started reaching for things she had no desire to grasp.


“Nonsense, girl,” Amagien said. “Your pretty sister is right, it would cause trouble with Connat. Besides, how can the younger girl be armed and the elder not?”


“If Elenn feels unready for arms, that is her choice,” Emer said. “She has no wish to be a great warrior.” Elenn winced, for all that it was true.


“Stout heart,” ap Fathag said in something that sounded horrifyingly like an approving tone.


“My mother would wish to arm us herself. Elenn is right. But she would yield before the news of a fortunate day,” Emer said boldly.


Elenn leaned forward. “Emer, think, you can’t,” she whispered.


“Oh, yes I can,” Emer said, keeping her eyes straight forward.


“Maga will not like it, but will she go to war for it?” Amagien asked.


“She will go to war with us for one cause or another within three years,” ap Fathag said, rocking to and fro slightly in the stupid way he did when someone asked him a question. It was so unfair, as his main means of talking was by asking other people questions, but if you asked him one back, his response was to say something often unintelligible and always uncheckable and then go off into a daze. He was much madder than the oracle-priests at Cruachan. And his predictions were always so obvious, just like this one.


Conary leaned forward, looking at Emer. “Do you want to be a great warrior, then?” he asked.


“If possible,” she replied.


“Has anyone seen if she can even fight?” Amagien asked. “Ah, I thought not. And she is two years away from age.”


“She can fight,” Conal said. Elenn frowned at him, but he took no notice; he wasn’t even glancing at her. “She’s young to be armed, but so are we all, sir. And time and daylight of a fortunate day are wasting as we stand here.”


King Conary had shut his eyes. “She has not strength to fight hand to hand,” he said faintly. “Anyone can see that.”


“Strength as much as my daughter Dechtir had,” ap Fathag said.


Conary’s eyes snapped open and he sat bolt upright, but when he spoke, his voice still sounded weary. “Do either of you youths need a charioteer?”


Leary and Conal both stared at Nid, who shrugged. “I have driven you both and would willingly drive either of you,” she said.


“You have far more often driven me,” Leary began.


“Then let her drive you now,” Conal said, “If Emer will consent to drive me?”


“It would be an honor,” Emer murmured, looking down and sounding her usual self again.


“Let her be armed as a charioteer then,” Conary said, as if he were tired to death of the whole business. Elenn felt a great deal of sympathy for him. “Come, Amagien. Where is Finca?”


Finca came up immediately. Elenn suspected she had been listening in the next alcove. It was a large hall, and the alcoves were hidden from each other in the same way they were at Cruachan. It meant proper privacy for eating, but it also meant it was very easy to hide in them and spy on people when the hall wasn’t full. If she built her own hall, Elenn thought she would prefer to have a great table to eat on the way the poets said the Vincans did. Except that it would make it difficult for people who were at bloodfeud with each other and so could not eat together. She wondered how the Vincans managed about that.


“You called for me, my brother?” Finca asked.


“Rejoice, for today your child becomes one of the people,” Conary said with an ironic nod of the head to Conal. “If you can find Elba and Ringabur, and Ugain and his wife, they may wish to hear the same news. Regrettably, Maga and Allel cannot be here. Also, the feast I bade you prepare for Darag’s return should perhaps be expanded a little.”


“Yes, my brother,” Finca said, as if his words had been quite ordinary. She gave hardly a glance to Conal and no glance at all at the rest of them.


“Oh, and sister, take the elder princess of Connat to help you,” Conary said. “She does not need to be armed today.”


“No,” Finca said, looking at Elenn a little curiously. Elenn kept her head up and looked back. “Very well, you can help me prepare the feast. Come along, child.”


It was only then, hearing that familiar form of address, that Elenn realized what she had done. She would still be a child, when the others, even Emer, would be adults in everyone’s eyes. It was not quite too late to change her mind, but entirely too late to do it and maintain dignity. She lifted her chin high and walked off after Finca without a backward glance.
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(EMER)


King Conary gathered up champions and parents and guards so that there seemed to be a crowd of them before they even left the Red Hall.


Emer was starting to feel almost sorry that she had spoken up. Elenn’s face had been like thunder as she went off with Conal’s mother. No doubt she would never let Emer forget it. Worse, she would tell Maga. Maga hadn’t wanted to send them to Oriel in the first place. Having fosterlings at Cruachan was one thing. Sending her own children off into danger was another.


Not that there was any danger. Emer couldn’t see how such a thing could even cross her mother’s mind. Maga and Allel had fought over it until Emer’s head hurt. Eventually, Allel suggested that Maga’s reluctance wasn’t fear for her children but an intimation that she herself would break the sacred bonds of guesting and harm a fosterling. Emer thought he was entitled to say so. After all, the idea would never have crossed anyone else’s mind. All guests were sacred, even in the middle of a war, and fosterlings were the most sacred guests of all. Maga had clawed Allel’s face so hard that he had marks for days. After that, there had been no more words Emer could hear through the wall, only moans and cries. That fight had ended up in bed, as her parents’ fights so often did. Emer had wondered at them the next morning, seeing her father with a scratched face and her mother purring. She had been overjoyed when Allel had told them that they would at last be allowed to spend a year at Ardmachan. She had been waiting through all of Maga’s excuses since she was nine years old and the royal children of Oriel had gone home without them.


King Conary marched out of the Red Hall with everyone close behind him. Emer blinked at the sudden sunlight. There were some champions playing hurley on the field laid out for it over against the east wall. Their excited cries rose up in the warm air as someone scored.


“Don’t you just wish you were with them?” Conal whispered. Emer turned and grinned at him and he rolled his eyes towards the adults. King Conary was walking very fast, with an expression as if he had bitten a sour apple. Everyone else except Inis was scurrying to keep up. The king’s counselor ap Carbad was almost smiling. Nid’s parents looked apprehensive, and Leary’s looked confused. Conal’s father, Amagien the Poet, was frowning as usual. Emer thought it was awful that Conal’s mother hadn’t even bothered to stay to see her son armed.


“Not really?” she said tentatively, making it a question.


“Oh no, not really,” Conal agreed.


“Besides, hurley is a stupid game,” she said.


Conal laughed. “I don’t know how you dare say so,” he said, sounding surprised. “Though in many ways it is a very stupid game. I enjoy it sometimes. But such a lot depends on things you can’t do anything about.”


“Like how many people there are on each team, and when they switch sides,” Emer said. “Is it true that Darag once played alone against all the rest of you?”


“There was a game once that started off like that,” Conal said carefully.


“He didn’t want to wait to pick sides,” Leary said. “He won, though.”


“Who was left on the other side at the end?” Emer asked.


“Just me,” Conal admitted, and lowered his voice. “But that isn’t the sort of thing that’s worth making songs about.”


“Hurley is good training for war,” Nid said. “It teaches you how to move in battle.”


“May the wise gods send that I never have to fight a battle where everyone changes sides as they see their advantage,” Conal said.


Nid and Leary laughed, but Emer just looked at Conal, knowing he wasn’t joking. His eyes met hers for a moment, dark and serious. An instant later he was laughing lightly again as they all hurried to catch up.


Then King Conary flung open the door of the Speckled Hall and stopped abruptly, forcing everyone behind him to stop just as fast. Leary’s father fell over his feet and caught himself. Nid giggled nervously.


The two guards inside the Speckled Hall looked incredibly guilty, as if they had been caught stealing from the storehouses rather than guarding them. They leaped to their feet with their spears ready. As far as Emer could tell, they had been doing nothing worse than sitting talking. King Conary looked them up and down for a long moment. “Better,” he said at last, and both guards relaxed a trifle.


“I wonder what they were doing last time?” Conal asked, almost in her ear. Emer bit back a giggle.


“Ap Carbad, take all these people whose children are not here today down to the stables to wait,” Conary said without even turning his head to look.


Ap Carbad gathered up the extra people, pausing when he came to Inis but passing on as Inis beamed like an imbecile and indicated Conary. Inis was very clever about using his madness to his advantage when it suited him. He could be absolutely outrageous and nobody would challenge it. Emer had been afraid of him at first, but now that she knew him better, she liked him.


King Conary led the ten of them remaining into the Weapons Room. Emer had never been right inside the Weapons Room of the Speckled Hall before. As a child, she had had no weapons of her own to leave, and for practice, they used weapons kept down at the stables. The light came in under the eaves where the roof met the walls. The walls were plastered and painted with pictures of champions fighting in chariots. Maga would have sneered at the paintings, which were crudely drawn and used too much blood-colored paint. Emer quite liked them. The way the people were standing looked right, almost as if they could move. It took a moment or two for her to lower her eyes to the arms they had come to find.


The room was almost full of weapons of all descriptions, clearly carefully arranged, but equally clearly using some system she could not imagine. There were spears and knives and slings in great profusion, and piles of round slingshots, lime mixed with blood and set harder than stone. Among them were swords, more swords than she had ever seen. At home her father had a sword of course, and her brother, and maybe half a dozen of the other champions. Here, there seemed to be uncountable numbers of them. Emer stopped. She knew better than that. Ap Fial had taught her the Thorn Knowledge, how to count large numbers. She ran her eyes over the swords, counting by threes and twelves. “Forty-five and two,” she murmured, impressed.


“What?” Conal asked, setting down a sling and turning to her.


“Forty-seven swords,” she said. “That must be one for each champion of Oriel.”


“More,” King Conary said, stopping abruptly again and turning to Emer. “Many of these swords are mine, battle spoil that I have not yet gifted to any champion.” He bent and picked one up to show her. “This is a Vincan cavalry sword. I won it fighting them on the coast of Demedia five, no, six years ago.” He half drew it out of the scabbard. “Look at the edge on that!” He set it down again carefully in its place and picked up another nearby. “This one belonged to the champion Ardan of Muin; before I killed him. It is called Oakheart. See how the hilt is carved and the blade is veined a little like an oak leaf? It was made by a smith of Muin, you do not see those patterns on swords made in the north.”


Quite suddenly King Conary seemed to notice that everyone was watching and listening. His face twitched and he set the sword Oakheart down carefully. “Well, why are you waiting?” he asked. “Arm these children; it is why we have come here.” Then, as they began to bustle about, he put his hand on Emer’s arm. “Do you just admire good weapons, or can you use a sword, ap Allel?” he asked.


“I can use one a little,” Emer admitted. “My father taught me. But he said I should wait until I was tall enough to use a real one. Mostly I have used a wooden one made the right size for practice.”


“Very wise. The sword must work with the arm, and if you started using an ordinary sword before you were tall enough, you would have too much to unlearn, or you would need a sword as tall as that one—” he indicated the Vincan sword “—when you had all your growth.”


“Is that the sword of a Vincan who made that mistake then?” she asked. “Or an ogre?”


He laughed. “Neither. It is a cavalry sword, meant to be used from horseback.”


“Riding on a horse? For battle?” Emer was astonished. “I have ridden, but I would never have thought of such a thing.”


“Their horses are larger,” Conary said. “Much larger. Even their ordinary horses are almost three hands larger than ours, and their war horses maybe six hands higher. They can bear a heavy man in armor. They use them in preference to chariots. I might do so myself if I had horses of that size.”


“And they use those swords?”


“They use thrusting spears first, and then the swords.”


“Sir, I did not realize before what a feat you were recounting when you told me you won that sword in battle,” Emer said, bowing with both hands on her heart, the bow given to a mighty warrior, not the bow given to a king.


Conary laughed and looked distinctly pleased. “If you have to fight against them, use spears,” he advised. “Spears have the reach. Get the horse fast, and then they will be down on your level. Best of all, use a belly-spear.” He reached out without looking and drew forward a spear with a wicked barbed head. “It twists on the way in and can’t be drawn out straight, so it’s almost sure to kill. I keep those for fighting against cavalry. Horse-warriors are a nuisance, but the good thing is that there are not very many of them. They cannot be everywhere at once, else raiding Demedia would be a foolish pastime indeed.”


Emer laughed, knowing that Oriel raided Demedia every summer they were not at war elsewhere.


“You must be armed today,” King Conary said, sounding much happier about it than he had earlier. He touched her elbow and then her wrist, then held his hands apart at that distance. “I know,” he said and looked about him. Then he frowned. “Conal!”


Conal was on the other side of the room with his father, looking desperately unhappy. He was wearing an armor coat, leather set with iron rings, and holding a spear. He and Amagien both looked up at Conary’s call. As Conal looked up he smiled easily. Emer was surprised how at quickly he could do that. Inis, who was standing by the door turning a knife in his hands, also glanced over, then away.


“Conal, where are those Jarnish swords I said you could use for practice?”


“If you have lost the king’s swords—” Amagien began.


“Oh no, they are not lost,” Conal said, with a smile like ice over deep water. “They are here with the sling I use.” He took a few paces among the weapons, dodging Leary who was pulling on his armor coat, clearly entirely at home in the room, and took up a pair of long knives and handed them to Conary.


“They are mine, and should not be kept with your father’s weapons,” Conary said, frowning.


“Useless boy!” Amagien said. “Can’t you do anything right?”


“I am very sorry, sir,” Conal said, looking at Conary.


“Humph. They’re not harmed by it. Have you outgrown them yet?”


“The smaller, yes, but I am still using the longer.” He turned to Emer. “I use them for practice. Using a weapon with an edge is different from using a wooden one, even when the weight is the same.”


King Conary measured Conal’s arm the same way he had measured Emer’s, and frowned.


“This will be the summer he will grow,” Amagien said grimly, as if he would personally make sure of it.


“He is smaller than Darag but taller than Leary. He is not small for his age,” Emer said, surprising herself. Conal gave her a swift frown and shook his head a little. Amagien looked furious.


Conary laughed. “Does your charioteer defend you already?” he asked. “Well, so it should be. Emer ap Allel, take this sword. It is a Jarnish weapon. These were won in a sea-fight, years ago. When you grow taller and wish to change it, bring it back to me. Conal, you keep the other until you too, need a longer sword.”


Emer took the smaller of the pair and turned it over curiously. It was not quite like a sword sized for a sixteen-year-old. The shape was unusual, but the balance was good. Conary handed the other to Conal just as Nid’s mother came up with an armor coat for Emer. She shrugged it on over her clothes. There would be time at the stables to take off her overdress. She belted up her shift and fixed the sword to her belt. Beside her, Conal was doing the same.


“And a spear,” Conary said. He touched Emer’s head briefly and made for the wall where many spears were standing propped. He took up one without hesitation and strode back to her with it. She hefted it for a moment. It was just the right length. She was glad to see he had chosen an ordinary throwing spear, not a barbed belly-spear.


Conary went over to Leary then and after exchanging a few words found him a blade.


“If we are done here, then to the stables,” Conary said. “Time is wasting.”


As soon as they were back out in the sunshine, Inis came up to Emer quietly. “I thought you would need a knife today,” he said.


Emer bit back the first six things she wanted to say, all of which were questions. “The king has given me a sword,” she said, showing him.


“I saw,” he said. “That was well done.” Without another word, he turned and walked off, towards the gate of the dun, back towards the grove.


Emer stared after him.


“Sometimes he is just impossible,” Conal said.


“I don’t understand him,” Emer said.


“To understand him, you’d have to be him, study all the branches of knowledge for twenty-one years, and at last come to the depths of the Oak Knowledge that drives people mad. And after that, he has spent half the rest of his life spread out across lots of worlds. He’s my grandfather, and I’ve known him all my life and he has been nothing but good to me, but I wouldn’t want to understand him.”


Emer felt almost afraid of the intensity Conal was letting her see. “Come on,” she said. “We ought to catch up or we’ll be left with the chariot with the wobble.”


“Oh, no,” Conal said. “This isn’t practice. We don’t use the practice chariots. We’ll take my father’s chariot. And his chariot horses. He will do that for me, and I’ll make him proud of me.”


Emer looked. Amagien was up ahead talking to the king, taking no notice of them at all.


“Thank you for asking me to be your charioteer,” she said.


“I meant it,” Conal said. “Not just for today. I mean to be a great warrior. I will need a charioteer. I want you.”


“Why?” Emer asked. Then, as she saw his face fall, she added hastily, “I mean, yes, yes of course, but why me?”


“Because you are brave,” Conal said. He looked as if he might say more but he just shrugged, as if that was enough.


Emer grinned, too full of words to speak any of them, then ran off after the others, with Conal running beside her.


Finca had sent word to the stables, and both chariots had been harnessed ready. She was even here herself, fussing with the horses. Elenn was with her, still looking downcast. Ap Carbad and a great crowd of champions of Oriel were gathered around talking busily.


Emer stole a moment to dress herself properly in one of the stalls before they set off. Nid came with her and they helped each other bind up their shifts tightly and tie back their hair. “My mother’s upset,” Nid said, frowning. “She wanted to have time to make me new clothes for when I come back, and she’s only just started to warp the cloth for them never mind got them done. She doesn’t care about lucky days. She says this is a scramble.”


“She’ll be glad when you come back,” Emer comforted her. Nid looked unsure for a moment. Then they went out and rejoined the others. The grooms handed them the reins and they mounted up. Emer put her spear into the slot for it at her side. Nid looked much steadier once she had horses to control. Emer’s pair seemed well matched, both in color and temperament. They were dun mares, each properly mealy nosed and raring to go.


Then King Conary raised his hand for quiet, and everyone stood together without saying anything. Amagien kept shifting his weight and scowling at Conal.


“You stand before me children,” King Conary said. “Children of my blood, children of my dun, or fosterlings of my hearth, but children all. Today you take up the arms you bear, not now in practice but for the first time in truth. Bear them well and worthily, and as long as you may bear them in honor. Go now and hunt, and carry back whatever you may kill in token that you return to me children no more, but men and women grown and champions of my household.”


Nid’s mother and Leary’s father were weeping openly, and Leary’s mother was wiping her eyes. Nid’s father was grinning like a man who was ridiculously proud. Amagien continued to scowl. Finca looked emotionless. Elenn was smiling distantly, like a queen painted on a wall. Emer was deeply relieved that her parents weren’t here and that she had got out of doing this before the whole court in Cruachan. There would be a fight over it, she knew, but just one fight, not a whole drawn out campaign.


At a signal from Finca, she and Nid let the horses go and a moment later they were driving down the track that circled Ardmachan.


“Where to?” she asked, wishing she could turn and see Cona’s face. Then he came and stood beside her, so close she could feel the warmth of his body.


“Anywhere we want,” Conal said. “Anywhere, anywhere at all, anywhere in the whole island of Tir Isarnagiri. Nobody can stop us.” He laughed, and they all laughed with him. Emer felt as if she had managed to escape a cage that had been around her all her life.


The farmers in the fields looked up as they heard them. “They probably think we’re mad,” Nid called, and that made them laugh all the more. They came towards the first track leading away into the countryside.


“There are four hours to sunset,” Conal said, sobering a little. “There’s likely to be game in the woods. Let’s go that way.”


Emer obediently turned the chariot southwest, full of delight.
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(FERDIA)


If it’s such a fortunate day, why haven’t we found anything yet?” Laig called.


Ferdia would have shrugged, but he knew what shrugging did when you were holding chariot reins. “I don’t know,” he said, too quietly for Laig and Darag to hear. He didn’t want to talk. He wanted to think about what he was going to do when they did find something. He’d been thinking about that all afternoon. He almost had it clear, but it made such a difference what they found that it wasn’t easy to make a plan. Darag would be all right. Darag was always all right.


Anyway, it was easy to make a kill from a chariot if you had a charioteer. It was a different matter if you didn’t. He’d either have to stop and get down or be extraordinarily lucky. He’d have to be lucky to kill something on foot, too. Or maybe he would see something, stop, draw the spear, aim and throw. If only the horses didn’t move just as he was throwing and draw off his aim. If he didn’t kill something he wouldn’t be a man. He wouldn’t be a boy either, since he had taken up arms. He didn’t know what he would be.


“We should have gone after the hares,” Laig said.


“Don’t be a fool,” Darag said roughly. Ferdia glanced over. Above the dust of the chariot wheels, Darag was standing without holding on, the way they’d been practicing. His hair was clubbed together on his neck, the rings set in his leather armor were shining in the sun. He had his spear drawn back ready, as if he was expecting to sight a quarry at any moment. He looked like a hero in a song, like Young Lew going to fight at the Plain of the Towers. But there was still nothing to fight. The countryside rolled here, with green fields spread out on either side of the track and the young corn green and growing. Ferdia hadn’t seen so much as the tail of any animal but those hares since they had left Ardmachan, and they must be almost to the borders of Connat.


Ferdia sighed and turned his eyes back to the space between his horses where they ought to be. You had to pay attention all the time to drive a chariot, it wasn’t anything like a cart. Even going slowly was fast enough to tangle the traces and bring the horses to their knees, and maybe lame them or worse. Ferdia had gone off over his head a few times before getting the hang of it, and once Finca ap Inis had called him a clumsy oaf and said he’d have killed his left horse for sure if she hadn’t been there to catch them. He had a good pair today; he doubted that King Conary had a better pair in his stables, except for his own, which Laig was driving. He had given Darag his own pair and his own chariot. It was an incredible sign of favor. He had been very kind to Ferdia, too. These were very good. They were better than any he had ever driven in practice. They were both six-year-olds, used to working together, one bay and one dun, each with the sprinkling of white hairs on their muzzles that mark a hardy horse. They had been going steadily all afternoon without complaint. If he did not kill today he could not blame them. Nor could his father blame King Conary for sending him out badly equipped. He had even refused the king’s offer of an experienced charioteer.
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