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To Ian—


Grow strong as the bedrock,


Fertile as the soil,


Upright as the growing things that seek the sun!




ONE


Beyond the western hills the sky glowed amber. But the hillsides had faded to a patchwork of olive and ocher, as if the sky were distilling all the splendor of the June day. Soon, only the undulating line of the ridges lifted black against the afterglow. Southward across the river, the Red Mountain dulled from rose to garnet and then to a dim bulk among its attendant hills.


Julian shifted position uncomfortably. For a moment he had seen not the rounded slopes of the hills, but a woman’s breast and the long, sweet curve of her thigh. Then he became aware of his body’s response and grinned ruefully. The mountains of his childhood were palisaded with pine and buttressed with stone. He was not accustomed to the naked femininity of these coastal hills.


The plucked carcasses of two quail sizzled over his little fire. Julian turned them carefully. He had been lucky to get them, he thought, for his weapons were the ax and the sword, not the bow or snare. At least he would eat well, even if he must sleep alone. Then the water in his battered pan began to boil and he dropped in a few pinches of chamomile tea, breathing in appreciatively as the fresh scent of the herbs mingled with the savor of quail rubbed and stuffed with wild onion. Tubers of the nutgrass he had found near the spring were roasting among the coals. He would fare well enough tonight, though this little hollow near the empty road through the hills above the Great Bay had to supply both dinner and lodging. He had fared far worse on campaign.


Julian lifted the pot from the fire and blew away the steam. The live oak trees around him stretched a black net of leaf and branch between him and the rapidly dimming sky. Already one star winked through them like a distant eye. On the earth, the only light was the flicker of his little fire, the only light he had seen since he passed the last holding, busy with its preparations for the Midsummer Festival.


Perhaps he should have accepted their invitation—it seemed strange to be alone when all over Westria men would be drinking and dancing the shortest night away. But the Feast, and the recovery afterward, would have lost him at least a day on the road.


His lips twitched, mocking his own urgency. The messages he was carrying from the Lord Commander of the Ramparts to the Regent of Westria would not suffer from a day’s delay, and as for his other errand—he had lived for eighteen years without knowing his parents’ names. Why was it so important to him to learn them from the Master of the Junipers now?


But foolish or not, here he was, and there was no profit in wondering. Julian shrugged his heavy shoulders, poured out a little tea for the earth offering, and drank. All around him the crickets were tuning up for their nightly concert, accompanied by the juicy tearing of grass as his bay mare grazed near the spring. But somehow these friendly sounds only intensified the deepening silence of the land.


Julian swallowed and gazed unseeing into the night. It had been a long time since he had been so alone. In camp with the border guards or with Lord Philip at Rivered there had always been laughter and the echo of song. Even the inns where he had stayed as he crossed the Great Valley had been islands of human sound in the immensity of a world in which men, since the Cataclysm, had been only tenants of the land. He had forgotten what it was like to be alone with the hills.


A flare of light in the sky to the south caught his eye—at first he thought it a star, but it burned too low. Then he remembered the Red Mountain, and realized that someone had lighted the beacon fire there. It should have comforted him, but it seemed to glitter like the eye of some great beast crouching in the dark. Gooseflesh pebbled his skin as the silence deepened. He lifted the pan to his lips again.


“Tea! Is there enough of it to warm an old woman’s bones?”


Julian coughed and spluttered, scalding his chin. His head came up and he focused on the figure at the edge of the firelight.


“I didn’t hear you!” Astonishment slipped the words past his lips’ guard. His hand moved to the worn hilt of his sword and to the pouch where his messages lay. The old woman cackled, her features revealed and veiled as the fire flared and fell. Julian grimaced, disgusted at the ease with which this gentle land disarmed defenses trained into him by two hard years with the border patrol.


Even his pony had ceased munching and lifted her head, gazing at the newcomer with liquid eyes. Then the woman laughed again; the mare blew gustily and returned to the grass. The animal’s placid reaction was reassuring, and Julian realized that he had been wondering if this old creature with her stained and broken smile was real.


“I’ll be happy to share with you if you don’t mind drinking from the pan—” He held out the tea, trying to smile. The old woman sidled around the fire, wheezing, and maneuvered herself down at his side.


Julian’s nostrils flared at the sour smell of her, but he controlled his expression and continued to offer the pan of tea. Her brown fingers curled around the handle like Ancient tree-roots at the edge of a stream.


“Mind? No indeed—how should I mind setting my lips where a young man’s mouth has been?” Her quick glance snared his, and at his reaction she began to cackle again. Then she applied herself to the tea. Fascinated, he watched the muscles in her scrawny throat constricting as the hot liquid went down.


“Now that was just what an old lady needed; that, and a moment’s warmth from your bit of a fire. …” She sighed in satisfaction and handed Julian the pan. He peered into it and his eyes widened—she had swallowed the tea and the chamomile flowerets as well!


“The fire, and that lovely smell of roasting bird—” she went on. She leaned forward, eyes slitting in ecstasy as she breathed in the rich aroma of the cooking quail. The fringes of her tattered shawl fluttered dangerously close to the flames.


It’s not her age—thought Julian, tensing to pull her away from the fire, it’s her smell. … He could not quite bring himself to grasp her arm. Half the earth of Westria seemed to be caked on her thin neck or ground into the hands that reached for the quail. With a sigh he lifted one of the spits from the forked sticks that held it over the flames and handed it to her.


She tore at it eagerly. “A real gentleman!” She paused, jaws still working, and her beady eyes fixed his. “Not like some, that would as soon rape a poor old body as look at her!” She made some sound halfway between choking and laughter, and Julian flinched as a bony forefinger stabbed at him. “What is your name?”


“Julian—Julian of Stanesvale,” he added. As he spoke, for a moment he saw the forested ridges above his home, blue with summer haze, and smelled the aromatic scent of sun-warmed pine. He saw again the sun-browned smile of the woman who had raised him and the blunt features of his foster father, powdered with granite dust. Perhaps he should have stayed with them, but a mound of earth where the mariposa lilies bloomed every spring was the only part of Stanesvale that really belonged to him. His mother was buried there, but he did not even know her name.


“More tea, lad—unless you have some wine to help me wash this down!”


Julian stared at her. She was still gnawing at the quail carcass, and it took him a moment to understand her. Quick anger reddened his skin, but he suppressed it. With her tattered grey shawl and the scrap of quail in her mouth she reminded him of a wolf bitch he had once nursed back from starvation in the snow.


He sighed and reached for his water bottle and the little packet of tea. Gold glinted from the hag’s skirts as she leaned forward to watch him. The layers of clothing that swathed her had been good cloth once, but now the rich green of her skirt had faded to the color of drought-dried leaves; the saffron petticoat grimed until it was the color of earth baked to clay by the sun. The gold thread that edged it was tarnished and frayed.


I can afford pity, Julian thought grimly as the water began to boil. I have the health and the strength to make my way. It must be worse to fear one’s ending than to be ignorant of where one’s life began.


The old woman smacked her lips and tossed the quail’s polished bones into the fire, then wiped her mouth on the muddy blue of her sleeve and reached for the tea. Half hoping it would burn her mouth, Julian handed her the pan. She stopped suddenly, looking at the badge on his shoulder.


“Stanesvale lies in the Snowy Mountains— I’ve been there!” she said accusingly. “But that’s the Lord Commander’s badge. Why would a good lad like you leave your home and go to Rivered?”


Julian shook his dark head and smiled. If it really had been his home, he thought, perhaps he would not have been so eager to leave.


“Doesn’t a young man usually want to see the world?” he asked. “Lord Philip’s younger brother Robert was in the group of initiates when I took my name. We became friends. Afterward, the Lord Commander took me into his household, and when I had learned something of the sword, Robert and I went out with the border patrol.”


His right arm twitched with memory of the endless hours of practice with the heavy wooden sword and the shock of surprise when he had used an edged weapon on a man’s flesh for the first time. His neck ached still with the strain of learning to do a soldier’s job without hating your enemy, though it was hard when you saw what was left of the mountain villages when the raiders from the Barren Lands had passed by. He shook his head to dislodge the memory and saw that the old woman was gobbling down the second quail.


Julian poked among the coals, speared one of the nutgrass tubers and popped it into his mouth, blowing and cursing as it burned his tongue. Fool! he told himself, but now his unwelcome guest was turning the coals over too and he speared another, suddenly frantic lest he get nothing to eat at all.


“And what of you, Grandmother?” he asked, swallowing the last bite of tuber. “You’re far from home—why do your children let you wander the world?”


She sagged where she sat, shapeless as a bundle of rags. “I have borne so many babes. …” She sighed mournfully. “My children dwell the length and breadth of Westria, but there’s scarcely a one of them still cares for me! They don’t remember the womb that bore them, or the breasts that fed them—no!” She began to rock, keening softly. “My children are gone and I am cast out to wander. Where will I go and who will care for me?”


Appalled, Julian pushed some of his carefully hoarded dried fruit toward her. She still rocked, but at least that stopped her moaning. Even her gibes were better than this grief.


He should not have asked about her family. He had seen bereavement often enough on the border and even as he crossed Westria. In the mountains the danger was the raiders who were becoming bolder with every year. But even in the Great Valley there were abandoned villages and tattered bands of refugees. Landholders were beginning to fight each other now, and though the lords who commanded each Province tried to keep the peace, the authority of the Regent was not sufficient to judge between them, now that there was no King. He knew that other systems worked well in other lands, some places electing their rulers, others ruled by an Emperor with absolute power. But though the sovereign of Westria held authority over Province and holding loosely, it seemed that he had to be there.


Without a King, the fabric of Westria was tearing as a garment will tear when the thread that binds its seams decays. Now it was only the borders of the Provinces, but Julian could see the rot spreading until every little holding armed against its neighbor.


His fingers went to his message pouch, but there was no comfort there. Lord Philip had told him its contents—a request for Lord Eric to punish a man of Las Costas who had raided into Lord Philip’s lands. Once more he saw the trouble in the Lord Commander’s eyes. The twenty years of Regency agreed upon when the Queen and her child had disappeared would be over soon. Philip of the Ramparts and his young brother, Robert, were the last of the royal kin, and neither one of them wanted to rule.


“It was not so in the old days!” the old woman mumbled, “in the old days when a King ruled in Laurelynn!”


The echo of Julian’s thoughts startled him. It was true. Westria must have a ruler soon, but he feared that even if Philip took the throne, peace would be hard to find. Philip was Lord of the Ramparts just as Eric the Regent was also Lord of Seagate. The other Provinces would resent any of their number who rose to rule. If he asks, I will serve Philip to the end, thought Julian, but it will take a master weaver to make Westria whole again!


“Ah—I am so hungry, and it has been so long!” the old woman moaned. Still distracted by his own thoughts, Julian gave her the rest of the dried fruit. She snatched it from his fingers, her eyes brightening.


“Ah, you’re a generous lad and a strong one. Perhaps now I’ll be satisfied.” She popped a chunk of fruit into her mouth and began to chew on it, still talking. “And you’re a fighter too—” She gestured toward the use-smoothed hilt of his sword. “Are you a good one? You should be, with those shoulders!” She smacked her lips, her sorrows for the moment forgotten.


Julian shrugged, acutely conscious of the development that a boyhood spent helping his foster father quarry stone had given to his shoulders and arms. They had teased him about it at Philip’s court, and next to his friend Robert’s classic beauty he was always aware of the weight of his straight dark hair and the uncompromising line of his brows. But it was true that when he struck a blow his opponent did not rise again.


“And you have seen battle, too, I’ll wager!” The old woman nodded with a broken grin. “Tell me—I never knew a young man yet who would not boast of his deeds!”


Julian began to shake his head. There had been songs made about him already, but he did not sing them. Yet without his willing it he found that his lips were moving and he was telling her.


“Do you think that fighting is glorious?” he asked. “Haven’t you suffered enough, old woman, to know that isn’t true? They sent me and Robert out with the border guard, just to season us, Lord Philip said. But when we came to the third village—Bear Valley, they called it—we found the raiders we had been tracking wintering there. And they were waiting for us. An unlucky arrow took out our captain and then they were all over us. I saw an opening and went for it, and suddenly the rest of our men were following me.” Words rushed from his lips as the blur of events that had been the battle replayed themselves in his memory.


“And when it was over, the men that survived came to me for orders—and the villagers, too, when the storms came and we were snowed in.” Julian shook his head, still confused when he remembered the commands he had given and the decisions he had made. But at the time it had seemed the natural thing to do.


“It was like that all winter, until the roads cleared and Lord Philip came. …” Julian’s stomach rumbled and he looked up at the woman on the other side of the fire. There were only coals left now and her face was in shadow. Its contours changed with every moment that passed.


“Ungrateful man— He should have knighted you!” The familiar cackle startled him.


“He wanted to,” Julian said simply. “He wants to make me a lord and a leader, and that makes me afraid. I don’t know why I took command, or why the people followed me. I don’t know who I am!”


“Don’t snivel, boy—” came the tart rejoinder. “You just told me your name!”


Julian forced a laugh. “The ridiculous scruples of youth? That’s what Lord Philip says! But knowing that no one else cares who my parents were doesn’t help. I have to know!”


There was a short bark of laughter from the other side of the fire. “Because you won’t be a leader without a title to your name?” she asked.


“No …” Julian answered slowly. “Because I will be. It’s happened often enough now. When something goes wrong I start making decisions and people do as I say. I never intend it, but—” He shrugged his heavy shoulders.


“Perhaps it doesn’t matter, after all,” he went on. “But I would feel easier if I knew more of my heritage than the bare fact that my mother died on the way to the Sacred Valley of Awahna. There’s a man called the Master of the Junipers—an adept of the College of the Wise. He was with her when she died, and he left me to be fostered by the folk at Stanesvale. His home is in Seagate, and when I’ve delivered my messages to the Regent I intend to find him. The Master is the only man in Westria who knows the truth about my mother and me!”


The fire had dimmed so that now he could see only the glitter of the woman’s eyes. “And if you are the child of rape or incest,” she asked, “do you really want to know?”


Julian hugged his knees as a chill wind lifted fine ash into the air. “Yes—” He found his voice at last. “Especially if there is shame in my heritage. It would not matter if I lived for myself alone, but I am afraid to take responsibility for others without knowing the mettle of which I am made!”


The shadowy huddle beyond the dying fire shifted, and it seemed to Julian that she nodded, though he could not be sure. “Self-knowledge—yes, you must have that, but do you think you will find it nesting in your family tree? To know yourself you must climb a different sort of tree; you must put your roots into the land. … I could tell you …” Her voice faded and Julian leaned forward, trying to see her through the shadows.


The woman shook her head and her sudden cackle shocked him into full awareness once more. “It’s late. I’m weary. Time enough for talking when the sun warms old bones! I’m weary—” she repeated querulously, “and the wind is very cold!”


Julian suppressed a groan. He had been imagining things when he suspected her of hiding secrets. How could he have forgotten her wretchedness? Now the darkness covered her with its kind veil, but he remembered too vividly her torn garments and how the skin of her wrist stretched over sharp bones, and he knew his duty. Swearing softly, he got to his feet and picked up the saddle blanket upon which he had intended to sleep.


“Here—” he said roughly. “This will keep you from the cold.” He thrust it at her and stumped back to his side of the fire. As he pulled his cloak around him he could hear her grunting softly and the rustle of cloth as she tried to find a comfortable position in which to lie. He suppressed the impulse to offer help and curled up on his side with his back to the fire.


Julian had thought that his own weariness would claim him quickly. But whether it was the cold, or the hard ground beneath him, or only his awareness of the creature on the other side of the fire, the best he could manage was an uneasy doze. And some time past midnight, when a haze of thin high clouds had begun to veil the stars, he heard the old woman moan and was abruptly fully awake, knowing that he had half expected this all along.


He lay still, wondering what to do. The woman whimpered. He could hear her teeth chattering and the rustle as she tried to curl up in a way that would keep out the cold. He was cold too, and he had shared his blankets with other men on campaign often enough to know that two bodies together slept warmer than one—though he doubted that there would be much heat in this old creature’s frame.


He remembered the smell of her then and swallowed painfully, but he also knew that the nose would become immune to any stench in time. Come on, he told himself, the night will be over in a few hours! Stumbling with stiffness, he stepped around the dead fire and with a sigh knelt next to the dark shape huddled there.


He spread his cloak over them both and curved his body around the old woman’s, finding it surprisingly substantial. He waited until first her whimpering ceased, then her shivering. He felt her turn.


“Lie still, or do you want to freeze?”


She made a stifled sound, and after a moment Julian realized it was laughter. “It’s been a long time since I lay in a young man’s arms; let me savor it. … His name was Julian too. …”


Julian stiffened, then realized that her wits must still be wandering in the land of sleep, and held still. She stirred again, and hair like dry straw rasped his neck.


“Give an old woman a kiss then,” she said, “to warm me!” She was not laughing now. Her voice held the echo of a song sung many years ago and miles away.


What harm can it do me? he asked himself. I’m like a girl afraid to lose her maidenhead! His heart wrenched with pity and an odd surge of protectiveness, Julian took a deep breath, held it, and bent his head to kiss her dry cheek.


But it was the parchment of her lips that he found. He began to pull away, but she was holding on to him and he did not want to hurt her. And then it seemed to him that her mouth was softening, her lips growing smooth, and shock held him still.


Her lips were as full as a girl’s. Julian felt dizzy, for surely her hair was still as coarse as a horse’s tail— His grip tightened, and his hand slid easily across silky strands that smelled of wild thyme.


“Love me—” she whispered as he fought for breath. “Love me and I will live again!”


There had been an earthquake in the mountains the year Julian was ten. He remembered how the ground had danced beneath him, the twisting of perception until he did not know whether it was he or the world that had gone mad. It was like that now.


He pushed against her, trying to break free, but wherever his hand passed the flesh grew firm and smooth. He was caressing skin like the petals of a flower. His hands shaped breasts as round and sweet as river melons, whose nipples hardened as he touched them. He did not know where her clothing had gone. Skin touched skin and he did not know what had happened to his own.


Julian knew only the urgency that fired his body, and the splendor of that other body that ripened beneath him in curves as smooth and welcoming as the slopes of the hills. He explored those hills, and the valleys below them, until he found the forest they sheltered, and the sweet waters within. And then her arms tightened around him and he moved upon her with all the power that was in him, all that was potential in his body and spirit seeking to fill the depths of hers.


Morning light shone through Julian’s closed eyelids, and he stretched lazily. Then rough wool scraped his bare skin. He frowned. He felt warm and rested—he must be in his bed in Rivered, but there he had sheets beneath his blankets, and how could there be so much light in the dormitory? He moved again, and chill, moist air drove him back under the blanket. He heard someone moving nearby, and then the crackle of a new fire.


Memory lashed through him, impossible, glorious, and he opened his eyes.


The woman beside the fire rose to her feet, looking down at him. Dawn light shone full upon her, and Julian’s eyes moved unbelieving from hair the color of ripe wheat down a lush body imperfectly concealed by rich robes of green and saffron velvet embroidered in gold, and a mantle the color of the summer sky.


“Do I look now as I did when first you lay down with me?” She smiled, and the words died in Julian’s throat. He swallowed and tried again.


“Who are you?”


She shook her head. “That is not the right question. When you know who you are, then perhaps you may find a name for me.”


He felt dizzy. Still staring at her, he managed to sit up, not noticing the chill of the air on his bare skin. She waited, watching him.


Painfully he fitted together the scattered puzzle pieces of memory. Throat muscles strained out the words. “You are one of the Guardians, surely, but why have you come to me?”


He blinked as she grew suddenly luminous, not knowing if the change was in her, or if the morning sun had lifted over the mountains far away. She grew brighter, and still he stared. Who was She? Not the Lady of Earth, for men said She was dark and did not wear blue. This Lady’s colors encompassed earth and sky and sea.


She spoke, and he felt the words resonate through the air, the ground, his very bones.


“To test you, and to claim you …”


He reached out for her, his fingers closed on rich fabric, then passed through it as Her radiance flared outward, Her colors diffusing into the deep tones of the hills and sky and the triumphant splendor of the sun.


“Stay!” he cried. “When will I see you again?”


The answer came faint as if spoken by the wind, but it reverberated through his awareness.


“When you come to your Crown …”


For a moment Her image remained transparent against the blaze of the morning sky. Her lips rounded in a kiss of farewell. Then She disappeared into the glory of Midsummer Day.


The grass where the Lady had stood trembled, though Julian could feel no wind. As he lay back against his blankets, the tremor was already spreading invisibly through the uptilted faces of rock that began the coastal hills down through the soil and sedimentary rock of the Great Valley. Swiftly the vibration traveled through the mafic underlayer, northwest and southeast along the myriad fault lines, and east and west between them, carrying their news the length and breadth of Westria—


The lord has given himself to the land. …


From rootlet to root the grasses spread it across the Great Valley, from needlegrass to wild rye, from mustard and filaree to wild oat and turkey mullein, from the late poppies still glowing in the damp hollows to the clover and fragrant chamomile the message ran, until it met the barriers of the eastern mountains and the gentler coastal hills.


To the west the green grasses and tangled laurels and madrones by the drying streams transmitted the word to the golden ridges where the scattered stands of live oak grew. From the dry inland hills it spread until it reached the lushly forested hillsides that sloped down to the sea.


In the Sacred Wood, the redwoods drew the knowledge up the towering columns of their trunks until it flickered in every leaf that brushed the sky, and the Great Redwood, who was also the Lord of all Trees, shifted into human form, for this matter was between the land and men.


Will he come to me? the Redwood wondered, and wondered also what advice he could give.


In the east the message passed through the vivid red earth of the foothills to manzanita and chaparral and scattered strands of yellow pine. And still the knowledge spread, traveling up slopes that grew steadily steeper as the trees changed to Douglas fir and white pine, black oak and hemlock. Now it quivered through the granite bones of the earth to the holy valley of Awahna that ice had once carved out of the living stone.


And the Powers who had made Awahna their temporal habitation were aware of its meaning, and took counsel.


The message passed along the fault lines northward to the Father of Mountains, and the Mistress of the College of the Wise stirred on her hard bed and half opened her eyes. Something had changed; not in the weather of the tangible world, but on some inner level whose gates had been closed to her for twenty years. Heart beating with an excitement whose source she could not name, she sat up. Suddenly the frailties of her eighty years no longer weighed upon her. She remembered faces and emotions she had shut away; she wondered if the Master of the Junipers lived still, and wondering, got up to look for paper and pen to write to him.


And far to the south, where beyond the arid mountains the hosts of Elaya snapped at the borders of Westria, a last fading impulse carried the news to a secret fold in the chaparral-covered hills. Within the cavern it hid, something that had been inherent in every plant fiber and particle of soil solidified into the form of a woman in earth-brown robes whose black eyes flashed beneath waves of shining dark hair.


“Wait—” she told the priestesses who served her. “Watch, and wait for the one who will seek Me here. …”


But when the magnetic currents strove to carry the word to the Red Mountain at the center of the Kingdom, they were repelled by the aura of blood and fire. Another power held the peak now, which had no ears for the revelation that was stirring in the land. Thus the awareness sank instead of rising, deep to the roots of the mountain. And so the blood-cloaked man who gazed out across the land from its peak had no knowledge of it, just as he knew nothing of the secret that lay hidden in the passages at the Red Mountain’s heart.




TWO


On the peak of the Red Mountain a wisp of smoke still curled from the embers of the Midsummer Fire, wavering like a ghost in the pale morning light. Perhaps it was a ghost, thought the man in the crimson robe who stood watching it, for the charred bones of the beacon-keeper lay among the coals. In life and in death his service had been the same.


Wind stirred the ashes and dissipated the smoke, and the man in crimson turned, gazing out across the tumble of golden foothills, still veiled by morning mist, to the pale shine of the river that flowed into the Great Bay. There had been strange powers abroad during the hours of darkness, but now everything was still.


To the west he could see the coastal lands of Seagate, where Eric the Regent struggled ineptly to uphold an empty throne. To the north lay the Corona, where the man in red had once had enemies. But he had brought down Lord Theodor at last, as an old tree long past its prime is felled by a great storm. Now there were only the indolent Sandremun and his chit of a daughter to deal with. In the east, Lord Philip of the Ramparts was to be reckoned with, but he had troubles of his own—the watcher smiled thinly—and one great handicap: he did not want the throne. To the south, Lady Alessia of Las Costas still kept one hand on the reins of power she had given into her son’s uncomprehending grasp—a dangerous bitch, but growing old now.


From south, to east, to north and west again the man in crimson turned, claiming with his eye all that his eyes could see. And that was most of Westria, for the Red Mountain rose at its heart.


And I hold the Red Mountain, he thought triumphantly. They do not know it, but I am the Lord of Westria now!


His old enemies were dead or dying, leaving children with no knowledge of the past to try and fill their shoes. At last, the land of Westria was ripe for the plucking—he had only to stretch out his hand.


Footsteps crunched on the loose stone behind him. He turned, and the man stopped short, mouth tightening as he saw the veil of shadow with which his master had covered his scars. His hand came up to the salute. Despite the early hour he was fully dressed and freshly shaved. The red badge with its grey wolf’s head glowed like a patch of blood on the cordovan leather of his metal-studded gambeson.


“My lord Sangrado—” said the officer.


The man in red nodded. To his face that was what his men called him, but he knew of the other names they had for him—Wolfmaster, or the Blood Lord—when they thought he did not hear.


“The wagons are unloaded, my lord. The workmen wish to know where to begin.”


The Blood Lord looked across the notch in the mountain that separated the beacon from the other peak, squinting into the sun.


“There—” One long finger indicated the masses of tumbled stone that were strewn and shattered as if a star had exploded there. “Let them sort and pile those pieces that are large enough for building, and heap up the smaller fragments for filling later on. I will make the foundation there, on the other peak, when the ground is clear.” Once, he had felt the touch of the spirit at the Red Mountain’s core. He would call up that spirit again, and bind it into the foundations of a fortress that no power of man or nature could destroy.


Looking at the ruins that had been his temple eighteen years before, nothing seemed to have changed. But everything was different. He had both power and the knowledge to use it, now. And soon the Red Mountain would become the outward manifestation of his impregnable soul.


“Have the scouts returned?” he asked. For a moment he sent his awareness questing outward, touching the life-energies of the men who had come with him, knowing the answer even as the soldier spoke again. Their main camp was a little ways down the slope of the mountain—nearly a hundred men from Elaya, from the Barren Lands, even from Westria, who were bound by his will. It was only a crude circle of tents now, with picket lines for the horses and mules, but in his mind’s eye the Blood Lord saw the fortress that he would build here, with stabling for scores of animals, and barracks of stone.


“Those you sent down the western road are returned,” the officer was saying, “leaving two on guard according to your command. The party you sent toward Laurelynn should be back soon.”


The Blood Lord nodded. With men on the old roads to east and west he could not be surprised, and he had already stationed guards on the new, secret road they had made along the spine of the coastal hills. The only danger had been the Red Mountain itself, for there was no way to come at its peak unobserved. But by the time the beacon-keeper had seen them, the Midsummer Fire was already blazing, and there was no other warning he could give to Westria. For long enough the Blood Lord had worried at the edges of the land, setting outlaw against village, and neighbor against neighbor as well. It was time to act openly now.


The men thought it was a good trick, but there had been more than strategy in the sorcerer’s choice of this day. It was on a Midsummer’s Eve that he had made his first temple here, and at Midsummer that his temple had been destroyed. It was fitting that this day see the foundation of his resurrected power.


“Is there anything else, my lord?”


He turned, seeing with satisfaction how the man stiffened as he felt his master’s gaze. He nodded.


“A message for Ordrey. There is a man—a white-headed harper called Silverhair. He is on his way to the Regent at Bongarde. Tell Ordrey to make contact with our informant there. I want to know when Silverhair reaches Bongarde and when he leaves again. When he goes, Ordrey and his patrol are to take him and bring him to me.” He smiled, and the man paled beneath his tan and looked away. “Ordrey will understand why.”


He slipped his scarred hands back into the sleeves of his scarlet robe. For a moment the steady beat of his heart had quickened. He controlled it, became still again. His other enemies were all from the past, but the harper had crossed him once too often, the last time only a month ago. He was a distraction, best removed now, before the real struggle began.


The officer was still waiting.


“That is all, Esteban. You may go.”


Esteban stepped back a pace and saluted stiffly. “Yes, my lord Sangrado.” His step quickened and grew easier as he made his way back down the hill.


The man he had called Lord Sangrado waited, like a splash of blood beside the ashes of the dead fire, watching his workmen on the other peak struggle with the jagged fragments of rock. The sun rose higher, until heat shimmered from every stone. But he did not stir. The men wiped sweat from their eyes and watched him with furtive glances as they worked, muttering uneasily and making the sign against evil that had no power over him anymore. Some of them had come willingly, brought by promises of Westrian gold; others had been picked up from scattered steadings in the hills and carried along. Their origins did not matter now.


Then at last he glanced at the sun. It was almost overhead. The men stilled as he began to move down the slope of the watch-peak and up the rough path to the mountain’s other hump, following a faint track that his feet had once known very well.


There was a cleared space, roughly circular, on the second peak now. It was not large—the fortress would use the slope of the mountain. But once he had consecrated it, this spot would be the foundation of its highest tower. He paced its circumference, internalizing its dimensions and orientation.


He could sense the echoes of power left by the four Jewels of Westria when they had been scattered in the same explosion that had nearly destroyed him so long ago. For a moment remembered lust for their strength that was the strength of the four elements from which the world was made stirred in him. But the Jewels were gone, and there was no use in wondering how he could have used them now, when he had paid the price for full mastery of his own considerable powers.


Around the cleared space he moved, and around it again. He began to hum softly, and the men who had been watching found themselves drawn forward until they stood crowded around the circumference of the circle he was drawing, mesmerized by the crimson figure and the motions he made. The air grew heavier, as if his movements were creating a vortex that drew everything to the center of his sphere.


“I name this place Blood Gard,” his voice held them, “and it shall be the foundation of my power.”


Now the Blood Lord began to slowly turn. His humming vibrated through the naked stone like a deep bell. This was no ritual memorized from the manuscripts of the College of the Wise, but something deeper—a direct communion of power with power. Hoarding his own strength, he drew upon the energy of the men surrounding him. They would be good for nothing else for the rest of the day, but that did not matter—this was the most important part of the building, the unseen part upon which all that was built would stand. The watchers stood, and swayed, and from their throats came a distorted humming that echoed his own. Faces that had been tense with fear or creased with curiosity were blank now. They had no will but his. …


The man they called Lord Sangrado looked up at the sun, triumphant in the glaring splendor of noon. He grew still, and the silence built and built until it hammered at their ears.


Then he spoke. He pointed. “Come—”


There was a man—the Blood Lord had marked him a long time ago—the fairest in a company of wolf’s heads and human scavengings. The others had noted it as well, and in that company without women it gained him certain advantages. He was better fed than the others; glistening with sweat, his muscles rippled smoothly beneath brown skin; he had deep blue eyes and shining dark hair. He came forward slowly, moving with grace even as the terror in his eyes fought the movements his body made.


So beautiful—the sorcerer’s eyes noted it without emotion. He had wondered sometimes if the man might be a bastard of the dead King’s. But he had not himself touched him. He touched nobody now. His power’s price, and its protection, was invulnerability to the needs of body and soul—to desire, to pleasure, to love.


“Come to me …,” he spoke softly, and the man took the last few steps to stand before him.


“Take off your clothes.”


The man had already stripped off his shirt because of the heat. Now he let fall breeches and clout, stepped out of his shoes as well. There was a wordless exhalation of sound from the watchers, but they did not stir. The man’s muscles jumped beneath his skin like those of a frightened horse as his master looked him up and down. He was the most physically perfect—the best they had—a fitting sacrifice.


The Blood Lord gazed into the man’s eyes, those blue eyes that should have awakened painful memories. But those memories had been part of his own sacrifice. He saw the young man’s pupils expand until the blue eyes became black mirrors for the veiled face of the sorcerer.


“You know you have no will but mine,” he said softly. He let the illusion of shadow with which he had obscured his ruined features dissipate. For a moment the man’s face showed sick understanding. Then the sorcerer’s features changed again, into a dark mirror image of the man’s own.


“Do you see yourself?” he asked. “What I will, what you will, your body will be. Earth to earth, and water and air and fire—man is a synthesis of the elements, a microcosm of the world. It is merely a matter of understanding how they are bound to know how to unbind them again.”


The Blood Lord’s robes hung like frozen fire. Then suddenly he reached out and without quite touching the young man began to stroke the air around him, shaping his sloping shoulders, the rippling muscles of his belly, his genitals, his strong thighs. The victim’s lips twitched, his throat quivered, and though his body shook with denial, the chant flowed out of it, louder than the voice of the sorcerer.




“Bones of the earth to earth return,


And flesh dissolves into the sea;


Within the blood life’s fires will burn,


By wind unbound the breath goes free. …”





Red sleeves flapped like bloody wings as the sorcerer lifted his arms, focusing the pulses of power that shuddered through the man’s strong body ever more swiftly now. He sensed the waiting strength of the mountain beneath him.


Here is a life for you, he thought, to seal our union anew.


His hands closed on the glistening shoulders. His lips fastened on those of his victim in a parody of an embrace. He breathed the breath of the other man in, sent his own breath into the other’s lungs again, shaping silently the syllables of his own true name.


Then he stepped back. The man swayed and pitched forward to lie with jerking limbs outflung against the mountain’s unyielding breast. The sorcerer stooped over him and traced a line the length of his spine to his brain.


“By wind unbound the breath goes free—” He touched a spot at the base of the fallen man’s neck and the untidy twitchings ceased.


“Within the blood life’s fires will burn—” Again he pressed, a little lower down, and smoke rose from the still body, though there was no visible flame. Its outlines shimmered in the heated air.


“Flesh dissolves into the sea—” Another touch, in the small of the back, and the flesh sagged, its outlines running as substance dissolved and blood spread around the body in a bright pool, sinking quickly into the thirsty stone.


Now only the skeleton remained.


Once more the sorcerer bent, and his fingertip brushed the base of the exposed spine. “Bones of the earth to earth return—” he hissed, and then even the skeleton crumbled into a white powder that clung for a moment to the bloodwet rock, dissolved, and was gone. A tremor ran through the mountain, a myriad of tiny cracks opened to receive the sacrifice. Then all was still.


The Blood Lord straightened, took a deep breath, then another, while the soul energy of the man he had slain sang in his veins. He was preternaturally aware of the throbbing power of the mountain beneath his feet, and an exultation for which he had thought the capacity gone fountained within. The stone to which he had bound himself vibrated with the syllables of his name.


“Caolin … Caolin … Caolin …”


Deep within the mountain, the echoes reached passageways long forgotten, where in the time of the Ancients men had delved for coal and sand and cinnabar. Other powers dwelt there now—the spirits the men of a far-off land had brought with them when they dug their mine, and the elementals who were native to this earth and stone.


“I smell blood; it troubles me.” The Gnome-King shifted on his cold throne. “What is this name that echoes through our halls?”


“Do not let it disturb you,” came the thought of the pisky who served him. “Another name is already written here. Let the sorcerer lord it on the surface of the mountain. We still rule the roots.”


“Do you think he will covet our treasure?”


“He would if he knew of it,” came the answer. “He possessed it once, if only for a little while. But how shall he learn of it? If he sends his servants here, here they will stay. …”


The laugh of the Gnome-King was like grinding rocks. He nodded.


“What we have we will hold!”


The Master of the Junipers glanced sideways at Julian, and then turned back to hang the teakettle on the bracket over his little fire.


“Your mother was running from Caolin, the Seneschal of Westria,” he said. “She sought safety in Awahna, but her strength was not sufficient for the road.”


Julian stared at him. He had arrived at Bongarde scarcely an hour ago, and since Lord Eric was away and the Master was here, it made sense to go see him first. After the expected greetings, he had begun with a question that seemed innocent enough—how had his mother come to die in an obscure valley near the Pilgrim’s Road?


But this answer made no sense to him.


As he looked at the old man, it seemed to him that the Master’s face was like a familiar landscape gone strange in mist or moonlight. Since Julian’s childhood, those deep eyes, the nose that seemed too large among features that had been weathered by time like the rocks of the Ramparts, the familiar face of the Master, had been a landmark of certainty. But the answers he had come to demand were only revealing greater mysteries, and the Master’s face was like a foreign country now.


“But why should the Seneschal pursue her?” he asked carefully. “Who was she?” His unvoiced question echoed between them—Who am I?


“Your mother was Faris, the Queen of Westria,” the Master said gently. “She fled with you from Laurelynn because Caolin would have made you both pawns in his game of power. You are King Jehan’s son, Julian, and the heir of Westria. …”


The Master’s voice, like harsh bran bread soaked in honey, was lost in remembered echoes of a voice like distilled sunlight that had promised him reunion “when you come to your Crown!” For four days those words had haunted him. He had thought of a thousand things that they might mean. But that crown? By birthright?


It was impossible.


The Master must be reading his mind and playing on his fantasies. Julian could hear children shouting, the bark of a dog, the sharp rat-tat of someone hammering. A bee buzzed through the window and out again, seeking the roses in the garden below. That was reality. Julian unclenched his fingers and forced his lips to move.


“It doesn’t make sense. If you knew where the Queen’s child was, why would you leave him in the hills?” He used the third person deliberately, as if that “him” could protect him from the “me” that would doom him to this identity. The heir of Westria was Lord Philip, or maybe Robert, or some dim, amorphous figure out of a harper’s tale. Not Julian …


For four days he had thought about the Lady’s words, thought his way from the glamour of kingship to a dim apprehension of how awful a burden it might be. He could rage against the troubles that beset Westria—oh, he was full of fine words when it was someone else’s responsibility. But just because he had spent so much time thinking about what was wrong in the land, the idea that he might be the one who must set things right terrified him.


The music of that harper who had shared his camp last night had almost comforted him—without Silverhair, Julian might not have had the courage to ride the last few miles to Bongarde. But there was no comfort now. He heard the Master’s reply with the same feeling he had in swordplay when a stronger opponent began to batter down his guard.


“When your mother knew she was dying she told me to keep you hidden in the mountains. Remember, the King was dead, and Faris was afraid that Caolin, or some other, would try to use you as he had used her.” The folds of the Master’s grey robe seemed carved from granite; his face was as implacable.


Julian found that he was trembling. “But look what has happened to the Kingdom! How could you dare to leave Westria so long without a lord?”


“You are not thinking,” the Master sighed. “Even if you had been bred up in Laurelynn a Regent would have ruled until you were grown.”


Julian was shaking visibly now. He gripped the arms of his chair, raging at the pity he saw in the Master’s eyes.


“At least you could have told me—” he muttered, feeling his defenses faltering. “It seems to me that you left a great deal to chance.” He did not know whether he was angry for Westria’s sake or his own.


“Do you think it has been easy for me?” exclaimed the Master. “Do you remember when you ran away from Stanesvale, the summer you were ten years old? That time I was able to go after you, but when raiders carried you and the others off from your Initiation I could do nothing but pray. Each month that you were cut off in the mountains last winter was like a year to me. I had to let you find the strength that was in you, as a tree grows strong by resisting the wind. I had to trust to the Maker of All Things that your mother’s suffering, and mine, and even yours, would not be in vain!”


He poured tea into an earthenware mug and held it out.


Mechanically, Julian took it, his eyes fixed on the Master’s cragged face. Perhaps one day he would be able to understand, but not now, while this new knowledge lay in his belly like a lump of porridge four days old. The resistance went out of him then, and he set down the mug and hid his face in his hands.


“How can I do it? I have no desire to wear a crown. Even Lord Philip does not want the Kingship, and he was raised to rule!”


“Oh, Julian—” the Master’s voice softened. “You chose a King’s name at your Initiation because when your companions cry out for aid you cannot help but respond to them. You may reject the Crown, but the staff of the people’s guardian comes readily to your hand. If I thought you wanted this, I would never have told you who you are! But look into your heart, Julian—this time it is Westria who calls out to you, and will you say her nay?”


Julian jerked as if the old man had struck him, putting finally a name to the Lady who had lain in his arms. Even then, not knowing, he had not been able to deny the Lady of Westria. But he still could not speak of that—not even to the Master. His temples throbbed as if they already bore the weight of the Crown. He felt hot tears start in his eyes.


“Let me go!” he whispered desperately. “I will try—to be what the land needs, to do what you want me to—but for just one moment more—let me be alone!”


The Master nodded. “It will not be easy for any of us—not for you, or for Lord Eric, the Regent, or for that harper you rode in with. He told you his name was Silverhair, did he? I know him as Sir Farin Harper of Hawkrest Hold. Your mother was his twin. …


“But surely you can have a little time before it all begins. At the bottom of that stair is my herb garden. No one will disturb you there.”


Julian got to his feet. More by feel than by sight he found the doorway and stumbled down the stairs. But as he heard the garden door swing shut behind him the strength left him. He took a deep breath, smelled sweet basil and sage and the deep scent of roses. He sank to the earth then and let the salt tears fall.


He did not know how long it had been when self-awareness returned and with it the strength to stand up again. He began to walk along the pebbled path that separated the herbs in their raised beds. He recognized comfrey and aloe vera among them, for his foster mother had grown them in her kitchen garden to treat the household’s inner and outer ills, but there were others whose names he did not know. Suddenly he was conscious of a desire to learn them, to know everything about his land! He was acutely aware of the scent of the herbs and the solidity of the ground under his feet; he spread his arms in a surge of fierce protectiveness.


And presently he began to hear music from the top of the tower, at first tentative, then stronger and more sure. He looked up and saw the harper sitting there. The fire of the setting sun flared from the harp’s bronze strings.


Silverhair is my uncle—he thought in dim wonder, and neither of us knew. Something is beginning—I can feel it in the music, and in myself, now!


Above the wall of the garden he could see the tawny slopes of the hills that backed Bongarde, and the deepening glow of the sunset sky. He had seen these hills, this sky, when he rode in. But now everything was changed. He knew that he was not what he had been—stirring within him he felt the first fragile movements of the thing that he would be.


Julian felt the beauty of sky and hills and garden and the triumphant music that precipitated from the air as if they were a part of him. All these things seemed suddenly unbearably precious, and fragile. “I will guard you. I will serve you.” His whisper of assent seemed to him a shout that the whole land must hear—


“When I come to my Crown!”




THREE


The sword was a brown blur against the blue sky. Julian’s shield arm came up in automatic response, and the blow jarred all along his arm as his opponent’s blade smacked his shield. But he was already pulling back to absorb the force of the blow. Over the rim of the shield he glimpsed walls of timber and warm, cream-colored stone and the curve of the Master of the Junipers’ tower.


He heard, rather than saw, the next blow, and as he swerved, the tip of the wooden sword grazed his hip.


“That would have drawn blood if this sword was real!” The words came on a gust of laughter, and Julian forced himself to focus on the blue gaze of his opponent, Frederic—the Regent’s son and heir—who despite his golden hair and sweet smile had been well trained in the art of the sword.


They probably gave him his first blade at two and set him to fighting practice at three, Julian thought sourly. If I had been brought up in a royal fortress instead of a stone quarry I would probably fight like that too. How in the names of all the Guardians do they expect me to make a King?


He lifted his own blade in acknowledgment and settled back into a defensive crouch. Think of the blade, he told himself, remembering the words of Lord Philip’s arms-master, a man who had no other name but Sword. No, don’t think about it, become it! Do not think at all!


And without thinking he found that he was already moving, his sword sweeping out and around in a smooth arc, which Frederic avoided only by an awkward twist. Smiling with sour satisfaction, Julian paused to let him find his balance again. Someone gave a grunt of approval from the benches above the ring.


Julian looked up and saw the Regent himself, Eric of Seagate, as tall and stout as one of the great timbers of his hall. Then he had to make a hasty recovery as Frederic, laughing, came after him again.


It’s all very well not to think about my swordplay—his blade swept up in a quick feint, then around to slash at Frederic’s thigh—if my other worries would only leave me alone. The sight of the Master’s tower set echoes ringing in his memory.


“You are the heir, but that does not mean that they will give you the crown of Westria on a platter,” the Master had told him. “Even when the child of a King has been raised in full sight of the people, he must be formally elected by the Council in order to reign. You will have to win the approval of those who now govern Westria.”


After the emotional upheaval that had brought him to accept the idea of Kingship, hearing that was like being doused with cold water. Julian had felt a strong impulse to resign his rights then and there. He was not even sure he wanted the throne. How could he fight for it?


But he was fighting Frederic now, and the other boy was beating him backward with quick jabs of his blade. Julian shook his head to clear it and forced himself to concentrate on his shieldwork. One part of his mind babbled that this play was madness when there was so much else to do, while another remembered his training and reminded him sternly that this was the only thing that mattered, as long as your opponent had a blade in his hand.


But he could not forget that the Regent was watching him. …


Frederic came in with a beautifully executed double feint; Julian blocked the first and felt the second blow numb his left shoulder. Frederic stepped back politely as Julian let his shield slide to the ground, then, with a little flourish, cast his own shield away.
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