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To Tracy,


who was there at the beginning—


“Lest we forget …”




[image: Image Missing]


[image: Image Missing]




ONE


“And now kill him!” The Blood Lord’s voice broke the icy silence. He leaned on the cold stone arms of the high seat above the courtyard of his fortress as the new warrior flowed forward like some pale-haired beast of prey. Below, men drew breath in anticipation. The guards stationed along the walls of Blood Gard straightened, hands hovering above the hilts of their swords.


In the center of the yard, the prisoner strained at the rope that tethered him. Did he realize what was going to happen? Already, blood oozed sluggishly from the weals where he had been flogged, bright against the chilled gray of his bare skin. The other men who had been disciplined with him had already been carried away. The sky was gray too: Thick clouds hung low over the walls and towers of the fortress that encrusted the twinned peaks of the Red Mountain. Only the crimson robes of the sorcerer and the badges of his men strove with that cold light.


But the air was still. Caolin no longer went outside when there was a wind.


Perhaps the prisoner did understand—all of Caolin’s men must know the penalty for trying to desert the Blood Lord’s service by now. The sorcerer’s gaze moved along their ranks, noting faces gone red or pale, eyes bright with fear or excitement. For those with doubts, this would be a deterrent; for those with none, a reward.


The prisoner glimpsed the movement and swung around to the opposite side of the post, the three-foot rope that held him to it vibrating as it snapped taut. The swordsman grinned and moved to the left, muscles sliding easily beneath bronzed skin. The victim’s face grew a shade grayer as he realized that he was being driven in a circle that would leave him bound tight to the pole. Trembling, he held his ground.


Caolin blinked; for a moment the prisoner’s sandy hair had seemed to darken, his shoulders grew broad, another man looked out of his eyes. An echo of laughter seared the sorcerer’s soul. He closed his eyes, and the mist brushed damp fingers across his brow. When he opened them again, he saw only this poor wretch who had tried to run away. It was not Julian. But it will be, he promised himself silently. One day …


The warrior’s blade was still in the sheath across his back, his hands open and ready at his sides, but his walk had become a prowl. Then he blurred forward. Steel blazed as the sword came out of its sheath. Blood sprayed as a two-handed stroke lopped off first the prisoner’s right arm, then the other. Freed from the rope, the victim lurched away, screaming, but with another leap the swordsman was upon him. Again the blade blurred, taking out the man’s legs.


“Now, kill him!” cried Caolin again as the warrior’s blade whipped around to send head and torso tumbling in opposite directions. From each wall a man leaped out from among the guards. The Blood Lord’s lips drew back in a snarling grin as four blades flickered free.


Suddenly the warrior was still. His dripping sword seemed to float in the air above him as his assailants crept forward. One of the guards hung back a little, and in that instant the warrior’s blade sliced downward and around as the other three rushed him. Then the first guard’s lifeblood was pumping out through a slashed chest, while the other three had fallen to the stroke that continued through the neck of one, the side of the next, and upward through the belly of the last.


For a moment there was silence. Slowly the warrior straightened. Crimson flicked from the sword at the blood-shake; then the weapon settled into its sheath again. The men were cheering, but the warrior’s feral eyes were on Caolin.


“Oh, yes.” The sorcerer laughed softly. “I will hire you. What is your name?”


“I am Konradin. And I am not an executioner.” A disdainful shrug dismissed the men who were carrying the bodies away.


Silence spread around them. The men were watching the warrior as he had seen folk watch a captured wolf in a cage. Caolin smiled.


“You are whatever I will you to be.” His gaze caught Konradin’s. The man’s eyes widened as he realized that he could not look away. “Konradin, I know you,” he spoke to the man’s soul. “I know who betrayed you, and whom you betrayed. But I will give you what you desire!” He saw the hot light go out behind those pale eyes, knew the moment when Konradin believed in him.


The man brought one fist to his forehead in salute. The Blood Lord nodded, and Captain Esteban led him away. Caolin gazed after him, remembering how he had bound the great wolf Gerol to his service long ago.


Another nod sent the men marching back to their barracks. He heard the occasional sputter of suppressed laughter. They would have something to talk about tonight. Watching punishment was good for discipline. For those in barracks, it was a regular Saturday entertainment. When none of the men had merited the final chastisement, there were always prisoners.


The Blood Lord leaned back against the stone of his chair, surveying the graveled courtyard, where servants were already scraping the blood away, the walls of smoothly dressed stone. The dun-colored slopes of the mountain fell away below them, and the lands beyond were dim beneath close cloud-cover, bounded by the river’s dull pewter gleam. From here, he could just see the jumbled roofs of Laurelynn—more jumbled now than they had been, for the destruction wrought by his whirlwind last fall was still being cleared away.


The work had been slowed by the need to build defenses between the city and Blood Gard. The Regent’s blockade of the Red Mountain had ended as soon as Caolin’s scattered allies had begun to respond to his summoning. On Samaine Eve they had swept down from the peak and burned the bridge into Laurelynn. Now the Westrian forces were spread perilously thin, and Caolin’s fortress loomed unchallenged over Julian’s tattered capital.


“Lord Sangrado, will you come in?”


Caolin roused. Captain Esteban stood before him, correct as always, from the sleek waves of his graying hair to the burnished rivets in his burgundy leather brigantine. Already winter dusk was shadowing the hills.


“I have tea ready for you, and some food.”


The Blood Lord got to his feet, annoyed to realize that his muscles had stiffened from sitting so long in the chill.


Ordrey was waiting for him. Caolin went to stand before the brazier which was sending a welcome warmth through the little room. Thick curtains and hangings of heavy Elayan silk provided some insulation against the chill, but Caolin was still cold. When Ordrey helped himself to another shot of hot rice wine, he took one of the shallow cups and downed it, felt the heat spread through him, and sighed.


Ordrey lifted one gingery eyebrow. “In Elaya, the geraniums are still blooming on the balconies.”


“Yes.” Caolin held out his cup for the little man to refill.


“Maybe we spent too many years in the south.” Ordrey eyed his master, gauging how far he could push this moment of relaxation. “Our blood’s grown thin. The way I see it, when we’ve got Westria, we shouldn’t have any trouble with Elaya.”


“Perhaps.” The Blood Lord eased into the cushioned velvet embrace of his desk chair. “But this campaign is not yet won. If you feel sufficiently recovered, would you like to report to me?”


The tone had warned Ordrey before Caolin finished speaking. He set down his cup and moved the silver candelabrum between them out of the way.


“In Santibar the impis are drilling. The stages on the central route are stocked and the supply system in place. My recruiters at the high desert mines have been busy. Each month should bring you more.”


“Axemen?”


Ordrey nodded. “The skills of a man who works with pick and shovel adapt well to war. And some of them are trained engineers.”


“Our weakness is in heavy cavalry,” said Caolin. “But there may be no one left on the other side who can field an army by spring.”


Ordrey’s lips pursed soundlessly. “It’s been going well in the mountains, then?”


The Blood Lord smiled. “The new snow grows black with the smoke of their burning, and the streets of Rivered are choked with refugees. By spring there will be hunger. But the merchants of the free cities have sold me their stockpiles already, and you’ve seen Laurelynn.”


Ordrey’s balding head gleamed in the candlelight as he laughed. “Oh yes—and to think that last fall they believed that they had won! I just came through Laurelynn,” he explained. “No challenges—no one left with the energy, I suppose! The repairs finished at sunset fall down by dawn, and they seem to be having some trouble getting supplies.”


“I promised him,” whispered Caolin. “I swore that this was how it would be.”


Ordrey gave him a narrow look, but did not ask who he might be.


“I must break him. He’s been kept busy fighting since September. But I want to stop the attacks in the Ramparts for a time.”


“You’re giving him time to rest?” asked Ordrey.


“I’m giving him time to think. He’s desperate. Even with three of the Jewels in his possession, all he can manage to do is defend. With a moment to catch his breath, what do you think he will do?” Caolin’s gaze rested on the flickering candle flames.


“Julian will go after the Jewel of Fire,” Ordrey replied like a good student, but his face was still troubled. “My lord, why let him? You can conquer Westria with the weapons you have. Why bring magic into it again?”


Caolin’s gaze fixed him, and Ordrey’s jowls quivered like those of an old dog.


“None of the rest of it matters, without the Jewels.” The sorcerer’s harsh whisper seared the air. “If he masters them, though all Westria acclaim me, he can make a rebel of the land.” Ordrey shuddered, remembering grasses that entangled men, waves that clutched greedily, mocking laughter on the wind. Caolin’s long fingers caressed the dead wood of his desk, supported safely by lifeless stone. “We will not underestimate him, Ordrey, not anymore.”


The candle flames sent light and shadow in swift pursuit around the room. On the river the wind would be rising, but only an occasional draft could stir the thick curtains that protected him.


“Do you know where it is?”


“I do,” said the sorcerer. “But only Julian can pluck it free.”


Ordrey shook his head. “That plan’s failed once already, my lord!”


“Last time,” Caolin cut him off, “a tool failed me. This time I will be there.”


Caolin, this battle is between you and me. Why must other men be sacrificed? With a forced gentleness, Julian laid down the guardsman’s hand.


It had been a long dying. The man had been burned when the raiders attacked the village that afternoon, and now it was midnight. The king remembered the brown face contorted in pain, and then, for a moment at the last, open in wonder. But the meaning was draining out of it already, as light fades at dusk from the sky.


“I don’t understand,” said Robert. His eyes were red-rimmed beneath the soot that smudged his skin. No one would call him Robert the Fair right now. “I’ve seen men survive with worse burns, even the loss of a limb. Why did he die?”


“Shock, maybe, or exhaustion,” said Julian. “Cold saps a man’s strength, and we were a long time getting him to shelter. Or maybe he didn’t want to live, knowing he would be maimed.”


He closed his eyes, shivering, and images of blood and burning rioted in his memory. In the past weeks there had been too many fights like this one. They had all been so proud to join him after he had been proclaimed king at the Autumn Sessions of the Council three months ago, and a quarter of those lives had been spent already, burnt out in a dozen inconclusive skirmishes in unimportant villages up and down the land.


“My lords, there’s nothin’ more ye can do for him.” It was one of the new lads, a boy called Marcos, who had followed his brother into the guards.


“Nothing!” The chair rocked as Julian got to his feet. “That’s all I did do!”


“Ye stayed with him, m’lord. It’ll comfort his people t’know that ye stayed with him till th’ end.”


Julian nodded. The boy was so young … clear-skinned and bright of eye. He shouldered abruptly past him, afraid to shatter that innocence. The Wind Crystal was safe atop the Lady Mountain, but apparently he still spoke with its glamour. Why had he ever wanted to be eloquent? Why had he ever wanted to be king? At the door he turned, waiting for his cousin, who was saying something graceful and appropriate. The boy’s face lit up as Robert smiled.


Julian staggered as the cold outside struck him. Stars glittered like chips of ice in the night sky. Pulling up his hood and striding toward the lights of the inn, he heard Robert crunching through the snow after him.


“Thank you. That lad would have found no cheer in anything I could say!”


“My pleasure,” Robert said absently. “Young Marcos is the prettiest thing I’ve seen since I left Rivered!”


Julian stopped short. “Is that all you can think of? Best send him home then. How long do you think he’ll keep his beauty here? Oh, Sweet Lady, let’s send them all home before they grow stiff and cold!”


“Julian!”


Robert’s hand was on his arm, but Julian could not feel it. He blinked, but the dead man’s face floated before him—all those dead faces—he ground his palms against his closed eyes.


“Stop it!” Robert shook him hard, and the faces whirled away. “Would you rather bury slaughtered children who had no chance or a man who died fighting?”


Julian’s pent breath came out in a shuddering sigh. He let the other man hold him, warming his spirit at the fire of Robert’s love.


“I’m sorry,” he said finally. “I’m tired. I’ve been fighting too long.”


Robert stroked the heavy hair back from his brow. “Julian, my Jewel-lord. In a week we’ll be back in Rivered with good food and soft beds. A few days of that will restore you, and then we can go after them again. You’ll win—you are the King!”


Julian straightened. “Will I? If we’re winning, why did that poor bastard die?” Robert shook his head and put his arms back around him, but Julian remained stiff and still, looking at him helplessly.


“Go on inside—there’s no need for both of us to freeze. I need to do some thinking.”


I should call him back, thought Julian as Robert strode away, but what he had said was true. He sighed, and his breath puffed out in a frosty cloud.


It was very quiet. As Julian’s own spirit stilled, he became aware of the small night sounds: the stifled bark of a dog, logs creaking as the temperature fell. Other senses stirred within him. He knew that an owl was quartering the wood behind the village, felt the trees draw inward as they endured the cold. In the frozen stream there was no motion, but he sensed warm-blooded life in the wood.


Somewhere in that wilderness, one of his men was struggling to carry warning of the raiders to the next village. Ignoring the cold, Julian took a deep breath of frosty air and held it, trying to free his spirit to follow him. He let his breath out in a slow stream of cloud and felt the world fall away. A tremor shook him; he swayed, twitching, controlling the urge to fight it. The wrench came then, and he was free, gazing down at the abandoned body that stood muscle-locked upright in the road below. Only the shimmering silver cord that swung downward connected self to the semblance that the world knew as the uncrowned King of Westria.


Julian’s discouragement and fatigue had all been left behind with his body. How could he have forgotten what it was like to soar this way? Brighter than the fires that gleamed past closed shutters, the king saw the light of the lives within. And beneath the life-sparks of man and beast in the village he sensed a luminous thread that stretched toward the twin peaks they called the Shoulders of the Bear. He willed himself higher and saw the land laid out before him in lines of light. He had only to take one of those bright pathways to go where he would in Westria. He fought to remember his purpose. Once more awareness focused. Julian followed the path toward the mountain.


Light swirled inward in a dizzying spiral as he snapped back toward his body.


“Julian! Julian! Sweet Lady, can’t I let you out of my sight for a moment without you doing some fool thing?”


Julian felt the jerk as something struck him, seized on the pain and settled back into his body again. He mumbled something, felt himself being carried, and then the blessed warmth of furs and heated stones.


“Checking on Loren,” he mumbled. “He’s almost there.”


“Glad to hear it, but what would you do about if it he failed?” Robert had pulled off Julian’s boots and was chafing numb feet. Julian felt the first stabbing pain as circulation started to return and moaned. “Serves you right! Maybe now you’ll learn!”


Julian tried to answer him, but as the warmth began to drive the pain away, weariness closed around him. He was vaguely aware when the tugging and rubbing stopped, knew when the cozy comfort of the furs was reinforced by Robert’s warm body holding his own. He felt his kiss, a hot warmth that might have been a tear, but when he tried to respond, exhaustion smothered him.


He roused a little in the still hour before dawn, murmuring Robert’s name. But the other side of the bed was cold and empty. Julian fell back into sleep, still wondering where his lover had gone.


Cold weakens the hearth fire in her room in the palace, but in Rana’s dream, the town is burning. She stumbles past the stark skeletons of homes … cabins … it’s a village, not Laurelynn. She glances at a seared body folk have just pulled from the ashes—it was too small to be him—and hurries on, gagging at the smell of roast flesh.


“Julian! Julian!” Why did she ever let him go?


From the end of the street she hears shouting. Flames roar suddenly from a rooftop. Men are tossing buckets of snow in a vain attempt to douse them while others help people out of the building. She glimpses a familiar dark head and broad shoulders, slips in the mud, and falls. When she regains her footing, the man has disappeared.


Sparks explode upward as a roof beam gives way. Someone cries, “He’s still in there,” and she runs forward. Flames roar and the wall falls outward. Through a rippling barrier of light she sees someone moving. The form is Julian’s, but his face glows like a god’s. Now his clothing is blazing; it falls away to reveal the splendor of the body beneath. Through the flames their eyes meet, and he opens his arms.


She tries to go through the fire to him, but the heat blasts her backwards. The air sears her lungs; she is burned, she is blinded. The last thing she knows as the incandescence consumes her is her own voice screaming his name. …




TWO


Candle flame glittered on golden bracelets, firelight glimmered on garments bright with embroidery, and red torchlight gave a deeper color to the sweet-smelling swags of pine and juniper studded with the bright berries of the toyon trees. Outside, the foothills of the Ramparts shivered beneath the rain, but in Hightower, the Lord Commander’s Great Hall on the heights above Rivered, light was everywhere.


The dance whirled a circle of girls outward, then in again, lifting linked hands high. Near the candle-decked hearth at the other end of the Hall, Silverhair was leading a group of young men in song.


“How can they laugh? Don’t they know we’re at war?” asked Julian. His strong fingers twitched uneasily at the fine red wool of his robe. They had managed to send one hamlet warning in time for it to be defended, but too many had had no warning, or failed.


Robert shook his head. “They know. Can’t you feel the tension beneath that gaiety? It’s not like other years.”


The King sighed. “I’m sorry. I was here for Midwinter only once, my first year in the Borderers, and I was too self-conscious to notice anything!”


“You only stepped on the feet of six of your partners and spilled wine on one.” Robert grinned. “I don’t know why that should bother you!”


“I wanted to die,” said Julian “I keep wondering if any of those girls are here!”


“So that’s why you’re so edgy. Cheer up—they’ll be too dazzled by your present glory to say a word!” He surveyed the swirl of color on the dance floor, outshining everyone in an amber silk tunic, embroidered in a pattern of sunbursts in gold.


“You’re the one who’s glorious,” said Julian softly. “Stop preening. It’s not fair to make all the girls fall in love with you!”


A faint flush colored Robert’s smooth skin. “If I am preening, you know who it is for.” He reached out to touch Julian’s hand.


Julian heard the unspoken plea, and his grip tightened. Last spring Robert’s love had probably saved his sanity. Did some flaw in himself keep him from giving Robert the certainty he needed, or did Robert want more than human love could give?


“And what about him?” Trying to smile, Julian nodded toward the other side of the room, where the pristine white of a priest’s robe reproached the exuberant colors of the crowd. Robert raised one eyebrow appreciatively.


“You’re right, Frederic is beautiful, and he’s so clearly trying to be plain!”


Frederic of Seagate had renounced his inheritance in order to study at the College of the Wise, but somehow the rigorous austerity of his garb only emphasized the lean grace of his walk and the shining gold of his hair.


“But the answer to your question should be obvious,” Robert went on. Now Julian could see where Frederic was headed. The tall, amber-skinned woman who waited for him was gowned in flame-colored Elayan brocade, in clear defiance to any who might still blame her for the havoc her reivers had wreaked upon the coasts of Westria two summers before. But these days everyone recognized that Ardra had been Caolin’s victim, too.


“She doesn’t look very happy to see him,” said Robert. Frederic had reached his lady, but she turned away disdainfully as he began his bow.


Julian sighted. “The Master of the Junipers is still at the Father of Mountains. I’ve made him Acting Master there now that the Mistress of the College has resigned. But Frederic has finished his studies. To become an adept, he must make the journey to Awahna, and Ardra doesn’t want him to go. I understand. In the past ten years only half of those who tried to find the way to the Sacred Valley have returned. Even if Frederic does succeed, he will be changed.”


“But you’re not trying to stop him,” Robert said quietly.


Julian found his throat dry, and swallowed. “When we camped at Tenaia Lake, I glimpsed Awahna. I almost didn’t come back to you, but that was not my Path. It is Frederic’s destiny, and no matter how much he loves Ardra, he will follow it.”


“As you will follow yours.”


Julian looked at Robert quickly, but his lover was smiling.


“Oh, damn, my brother is calling me,” Robert said then. “I wish it was some disaster, but from the look on his face, I fear he needs me to charm one of our more belligerent landholders. Will you excuse me?”


Julian thought the Lord Commander’s gesture seemed more like a greeting than a command, and his wife, Lady Elen, was smiling. Yet he did not try to keep Robert beside him. He had heard the words that his lover did not say: “As you will follow your fate, no matter how much you love me.”


He watched blind-eyed as a circle of dancers parted and met and leaped away once more, but reason had no arguments to soothe the sudden pain. He did not know how to be the king that Westria needed and still love Robert as he deserved, not while they were at war. This war with the Blood Lord was like the dance before him—no matter how many times he came to grips with his enemies, they always melted away into darkness again. Swearing softly, Julian started toward the group that was laughing with Silverhair beside the fire.


For once Silverhair looked happy, thought Rana as she threaded her way among the dancers toward the hearth. Perhaps it was because of Piper, whose clear voice rose above those of the others as if it had never been bound.


“Lord Robert says after the feast I can sing in the small hearth room,” said the boy. “Will ye come hear?”


Rana dodged as the viol players caught fire suddenly and the dancers skipped around the room.


“You know I will,” said the harper, and his gaze kindled with unexpected joy.


“I’ll come too.” She grinned as she joined them. “My brother will want to hear all about it. He was hoping you could spend the festival with him at Registhorpe.”


“I—I’d like that … maybe next year,” said the boy, with a quick glance at Silverhair.


“I thought you would be going home for the feast,” said the harper to Rana. Up close, she could see the same strain in his eyes that she knew must shadow her own, but the content that she saw there also was a thing she had not known in him before.


She shook her head. “No time. I’ve been working in the herb rooms with Lady Rosemary, preparing salves and remedies. Now that the fighting has eased, we’re catching up a little, but Lord Eric is off so much with his soldiers, much of his work falls to the Lady, and so a lot of hers falls to me. She came here to see Frederic. Thank the Lady for a mother’s love, or I’d have had no holiday at all!”


“You’re mixing medicines? Aagh!” Piper made a face.


Rana punched him. “My brews haven’t killed anyone yet! But I might as well have brought Cub—that’s just the sort of thing he would say!”


“Guardians grant there will be no need for medicines soon,” Mistress Siaran sighed.


“If this respite lasts …” Silverhair began. “Perhaps the King can say.” Julian was coming toward them, dodging as the line of dancers curved. The last girl, miscalculating her turn, swung into him. He staggered, then smiled and shook his head, but when he continued on, he was holding his arm.


Rana watched him with narrowed eyes.


“What’s wrong with your shoulder?” she asked calmly, but her heart had begun to gallop painfully.


“It’s nothing. Somebody hit me wrong, and the blow burst a few links on my mail.” He started to shrug, thought better of it, and grinned.


“Oh. And is there a right way to be hit by a sword?” She reached for the lacing at the neck of his gown. Beneath the heavy cloth his skin was surprisingly smooth.


“For the Guardians’ sake, Rana, this is a revel. You can’t just—” Julian stopped, because she had pulled the cloth away to expose the bandaging and was staring at the new red stain. “Silverhair!” He looked at the older man in appeal.


The harper lifted one eyebrow. The young King’s face was almost as red as his robe, but Rana felt the blood leaving her own.


“Rana, please.” Julian’s brown hand closed around the girl’s. She looked up at him and blinked, remembering her dream, seeing him crowned with flame.


“I’ve been nursing wounded men since autumn.” She tried to speak strongly, but her voice was a thread of sound. “I am qualified. Let me see.”


“But it’s been tended. There’s just one place …” He let go of her. Carefully she lifted the bandage, looked, and smoothed it down again. “Yes,” she whispered. “It has stopped bleeding now. But you’ll need a new dressing tonight, and you could use some aloe vera to speed the healing.”


“Don’t worry!” Julian began to tug the laces tight. “This was nothing!”


“I know that.” Rana repressed a sudden urge to smack him. “I’ve been dealing with wounds, I told you. But it could have been.”


“We’re all on edge,” Silverhair put in, and Rana glanced at him gratefully. “The weather is lousy and so is the war. And for Caolin to give us peace as a present for Sunreturn seems out of character.”


“It bothers me, too,” said Julian. “He’s up to something. It makes me twitchy to stand here doing nothing, even at a festival!”


Rana took a deep breath. How did she expect him to believe she was competent if she fell apart at first sight of blood? But it was his blood. Resolutely she focused on Silverhair’s words.


“Dance, then,” the harper was telling Julian. “Do you think this revelry is for entertainment only?” He gestured around them. “The fires that are lit in this hall kindle the heart as well as the hearth, and it is the heart fire that folk will carry with them when they go out into the dark. Every glowing candle, every note of music, every figure in the dance is an affirmation of life.” He broke off. “I’m sorry. I should leave preaching to the Master of the Junipers!”


“You spoke truth.” The light had come back into Julian’s eyes, but as she looked at him, Rana’s sight blurred. “And it is the business of the King to remember it. Every man who laughs is striking a blow against the Blood Lord. It was because I finally learned how to laugh at myself that Coyote chose me over Caolin.”


“Did you invite him to the festival?” asked Mistress Siaran apprehensively.


The thought of Coyote’s laughter set Rana’s teeth on edge. I’ve got to get out of here, she thought, beginning to edge away from them.


“What, are you afraid he’ll run off with the roast boar?” Julian grinned. “Of course he’s invited—when they lighted the Yule fire he was invoked with the other Guardians—but I expect that he is reveling with his own kind today.”


“I wonder if Caolin is celebrating Sunreturn,” said Silverhair reflectively.


“I can’t afford to pity him!” Julian answered. “If this respite is a sign of weakness, I must use it any way I can!”


Rana cleared her throat abruptly. “I must go. I promised to help garland the roast boar, and they’ll be taking it from the ovens now.” At least her voice was working again. Her skirts flared emerald around her as she moved away. The music blazed up in conclusion; then players and dancers were suddenly still.


“Well, it was nothing—only a scratch! What’s wrong with her?” She could hear Julian’s voice behind her, but not Silverhair’s murmured reply.


She did not stop until she reached the kitchens. As the door opened, she gasped at the blast of heated air. The pig was still turning on its spit in the great hearth. She drew in a deep breath of richly scented air, striving for calm. Music swelled and faded again as the swinging door closed behind her.


“Rana! Good, we’re almost ready for the herbs!” The Mistress of Lord Philip’s kitchens saw her and waved. “Will you get them now?”


Rana passed through the kitchen and out into the sudden chill of the shed, wondering why it felt like a refuge. Lord Philip’s hall was set in a fold in the foothills above Rivered. Dim in the fading light, the hill curved above them, studded with rain-dark oak trees and an occasional pine. The Ramparts were a presence more sensed than seen beyond. She wished she could escape to their empty silences, but the cooks were waiting. She gathered up the coarse sack, dampened to keep the herbs fresh and cold enough so that even a touch set her shivering, and hurried back into the kitchen.


I was running, Rana decided as she dropped the sack on one of the scrubbed tables. Her heart was leaping in her chest from fear. Julian’s gash had been nothing indeed, compared with some of the damage she had seen. What’s wrong with me? The whisper of music from the hall sounded faint as memory. Julian’s physical presence had not affected her this way on last summer’s journey through the Ramparts, she thought as she began to twine the slender branches of bay laurel into a garland with the prickly twists of rosemary and the sweet-scented basil and thyme.


She had not seen the King since autumn. Had Julian’s formal election to the throne of Westria made a difference somehow? But he had been the King for her when she had found him walking in the Sacred Wood on Midwinter Day, and when he commanded the storm from the deck of Sea Brother, and when he stood atop the Wind Lord’s Throne and claimed the power of the winds. The Council could only ratify that sovereignty.


“Hoorah, done to a turn! You timed it perfectly.”


The cheering jerked Rana back to present awareness. They had gotten the roasted boar off its spit and onto a wooden platter. She gathered the garland into her arms, and the spicy scent of the herbs battled the rich smell of roast flesh in the air.


“Surely this is the king of boars—just look at him!”


Rana draped the interlace of greenery around the carcass and reached for a pickled apple to set among the leaves. And stopped, hand still poised in the air, gazing at the stiff limbs and juices oozing from cracked skin …


Not long ago, a wounded man had told Lady Rosemary how the villages of the Ramparts were burning … and that night she had dreamed she was searching through the ashes for a seared body that she would recognize only by the golden circlet it wore.


She let the apple fall.


“Rana, what’s the matter? Are you ill?”


Once more she was running, her belly in turmoil as it had been the day that she realized that Julian wanted her.


It was better outside, away from the dreadful smell. Rana set her palms on the cold stone of the wall, then pressed them to her burning brow.


Last summer, she thought, we were as unaware of our bodies as spirits of the air!


But even in Laurelynn she had not been shielded from the physical realities of war. The wounded fighters who were brought to Lady Rosemary told their tales. Rana had heard them babble as she helped with the nursing, heard them wake screaming when her medicines could not conquer mind or body’s pain, and gone to her own bed to dream their dreams all over again. But in her visions, the face on every corpse was Julian’s.


And now she had smelled his blood, she had felt the smooth warmth of his skin. The King’s body was as mortal as any other man’s. Julian’s body … Rana shivered suddenly. She ought to go inside. But not into the hall! They would be bringing the boar now, garlanded with greenery and song.


I will never eat roast pig again!


Rana splashed across the kitchen yard and up the steps to the end of the hall. The room there was used for board games or music, a refuge from the hurly-burly of the hall. She crouched by the fireplace for several minutes, holding her hands over the coals, before she realized that she was not alone.


It was not because he had made any sound or motion, she thought, looking at the carven ivory folds of his priest’s gown and the haze of gold the firelight laid across his fair hair. Frederic seemed to have acquired the Master of the Junipers’ gift for stillness. He saw that she had noticed him, and sighed.


“Your hair is wet.”


Now that he mentioned it, Rana could feel the damp trickle down her back. She began to fluff strands darkened to the color of carnelian toward the blaze. A ginger cat that had been draped across one of the benches jumped into her lap and curled itself into sleep again.


“Ardra looks magnificent tonight,” Rana began conversationally, and saw him twitch. “Don’t you think so?”


“Yes,” he answered harshly. A tinge of color stained his smooth skin. Abruptly her numbed mind began working again.


“Oh, Frederic! Have you two quarreled again?”


“She has,” he said bitterly.


“But she loves you!” Rana exclaimed. “When we were dressing she was talking about how much she was looking forward—” She broke off, blushing, for Ardra had been explicit about just what it was that she missed when she and Frederic were apart. She began to stroke the cat’s soft fur mechanically.


“Oh, if we could spend our lives making love there’d be no problem!”


Rana’s hand stilled as she stared at him, visualizing him and Ardra, smooth bodies interlaced in ecstasy … smooth, naked bodies … Julian.


But she had seen Julian with his clothes off many times! That was before I learned the difference between dead flesh and live. She imagined embracing him, and a tremor ran through her belly. Her mind had long ago forgiven the reivers who had assaulted her, but her flesh still feared. Or did it?


“If humans never made love, I’d have no problem!” Her voice was as harsh as Frederic’s had been.


“You’re beginning to feel again, aren’t you?” Frederic said softly. “Does Julian know?”


“Of course not!” The cat glared at her indignantly as she moved. “He’s Robert’s lover. And I don’t want—” She broke off. “I want to, but I can’t—” She shook her head.


Frederic’s smile had almost its old sweetness. “And I want to love Ardra, but I can’t stay with her. We are a fine pair! Still, even if I never come back from Awahna, she’ll remember what we shared. Julian is risking so much.”


“Do you think I don’t understand that?” Rana cried. “I dream of him broken, bleeding, and he was wounded in the mountains—only a scratch, I know it, but his blood burned my hand!”


“Then tell him,” said Frederic. “Even if he remains faithful to Robert, it may ease his spirit. But in the Lady’s name, don’t run away from him again!”


Rana clutched the cat, waiting for the pounding of her heart to slow. “And what will you tell Ardra?” The cat growled softly, and she let it go, waiting for Frederic to reply. The ginger cat jumped to the rug and began to wash.


“I will tell her that though I pass through the gates of death, my love will stay with her, and she will be with me even if I enter paradise.”


Rana heard a boy’s laughter, and footsteps at the door. “I don’t know what I will say to Julian, or what I will do. But I will try. Lady of Fire, I will try!”


As Silverhair and Piper came through the door she stood up, tossing her hair back over her shoulders. Before the fire, the tawny cat continued its own grooming with untroubled serenity.


“If I could second-guess Caolin, I might have let them elect me king,” said Lord Philip.


“It’s like trying to douse a brush fire with a thimble!” Julian exclaimed.


The Lord Commander of the Ramparts nodded, and Julian realized that his old master was getting bald. Would Robert’s brown curls one day grow thin? It was hard to imagine. It was hard to imagine any of them living long enough to grow old.


The feasting had ended. Folk moved among the tables snuffing out candles, and shadows gathered in the hall.


“So what are you going to do?” asked the Lord Commander.


“We have as many men as the Blood Lord, but our defenders must be everywhere, while he concentrates his strength. Our people are dying to no purpose, Philip. This battle is really between Caolin and me, and it’s time I challenged him!”


“With magic? Julian, he nearly killed you last time!”


The music strengthened. Girls pushed through the throng distributing candles. Light sparked suddenly as four dancers moved out onto the floor. For a few beats they circled, right wrists crossed as they held the candles together to form a single blaze. Then the melody shifted. The light separated into four flames.




“Slowly the year-wheel continues to turn,


Brave in the darkness midwinter fires burn.


Lonely my candle traverses the night,


Seeking its kindred to kindle alight.”





“He nearly kills me every time.” Julian laughed harshly. “But I’m like Coyote. When I die, I come back again!”


Lord Philip blinked, and Julian knew that he had suddenly remembered how the King had acquired the tracery of silver scars that ran from temple to cheekbone beside his left eye. A knowledge for which there was no words separated them. Earth and air and water have destroyed me … will I return from my death by fire?


Again the music changed. The points of light paused, then twinned suddenly as the first four dancers chose partners. Coupled, they formed a larger circle, moving sun-wise in the graceful lift and dip of the dance.




“Outside, the storm strikes at shutters and panes.


Here we are safe from the wind and the rains,


Here by the fire we are sheltered from harm,


But where is the love that will keep my heart warm?”





Julian blinked, seeing the sunwheel itself in the movement of the dancers. It’s dark now, but this is the longest night. The sunwheel whirls the world toward spring. Every step the dancers take is an affirmation that we will defeat Caolin and the light will come again. The circle dis-limned; sparks radiated into the crowd as the music moved into the search-music once more.


“You will do what you must,” said Philip heavily. “But for Westria’s sake, boy, take care!” He squeezed Julian’s arm, then glared resolutely across the room. The King glimpsed a flash of gold and saw Robert talking to the beautiful boy whose brother had died after that last fight.




“Into the darkness the radiance flows,


Dividing and joining, see how the light grows—


Parting and meeting, the many are one


The love that is shared is no longer alone.”





Julian blinked as the circle began to re-form, and remembered the land of Westria laid out in lines of light. But the candle flames made a pattern that all could see. He swayed to the music, forgetting his fears as he forgot muscles still strained and skin tight with healing wounds.




“Many the hands that love links with mine,


Joined as our voices in sweet singing twine.


My loves have been many, and all of them true,


But to none have I given the love I give you.”





Julian watched the dancers through a haze of light that grew as the circle drew inward and sparkled outward again and again. His gaze followed one blaze of emerald around the floor—deep green embroidered with pearls and silver in vibrant contrast to the dancer’s flame of red hair. Once more the circle shimmered into separate motes of light. The figure came toward him.




“This is the center, the heart of the sun,


This is the place where the many are one.”





It was Rana. Of course it was Rana. Dazed by the light, Julian was not surprised when she offered him her candle. Her eyes met his, then flicked away. Was she still worrying about his wound? He felt Philip’s hand pushing him forward. Rana licked her lips nervously, and Julian saw, without comprehension, that she was afraid. But she was still standing there, and her wide eyes were full of light.


Julian held out his candle.




“Separate spirits in love are the same,


Joining my fire and yours into one flame.”





Light blazed suddenly between them, and for a moment he thought that she was offering him the Jewel of Fire. Dazzled, he let her lead him into the dance.




THREE


The air is acrid with the smell of burning. Caolin picks his way around a dead horse, jumps as a raven jeers at him without pausing to interrupt its meal. Where is the King?


“Jehan! Jehan!” He stumbles over an abandoned shield. If only the King would listen to his warnings! “Jehan!” he cries once more, hears distant shouting, and hurries toward the sound.


A familiar blue shield with a silver star blazes suddenly through the struggle, and Caolin begins to run. The King is battling against a horde of faceless men who wear as a badge a wolf’s head affronté upon a crimson field. The Seneschal clings to a half-burnt wagon. He ought to know that badge.


The King’s horse falls, screaming. Caolin plunges into the carnage, expecting from one instant to the next the blow that will take him down into the dark. But the enemy warriors draw away. He can see the King’s body now—red blood soaking the blue surcoat, dabbling the dark beard. He struggles to remove the heavy helm.


“Jehan, Jehan, what have they done to you?” He gets the helm off finally, cradles the King’s head in his lap and begins to wipe the blood away—and stills. The face he is gazing at is young, with a strong nose beneath the straight line of the brows. He has seen this face before, white and defenseless while the heavens raged. Then the eyes open—dark eyes, not blue, like those of an animal in pain.


“No.” Caolin starts to thrust him away. A voice shakes the air:


“As I served your father, so I shall serve you!”


The boy’s eyes roll upward. Caolin can see the life ebbing out of him, as he watched it fade from Jehan’s face upon Midwinter Day.


“No!” His hands close on broad shoulders; he shakes them and shouts, he is shaking … being shaken …


Caolin opened his eyes and saw Ordrey, white and sweating, and behind him Captain Esteban.


“You dared—” he began. His throat hurt, but he did not need words. He reached within for the hot pulse of power.


“You were crying out and thrashing,” cried Ordrey as the captain edged backward. “I didn’t know what was wrong!”


The air thickened, and Ordrey’s eyes began to bulge. Then the sense of what Ordrey had been saying reached the sorcerer, and with an effort that frightened him, Caolin clamped down.


“Leave me!”


“Yes, my lord.” Ordrey was still babbling. “But I have hot tea ready.”


Caolin felt the pounding of his heart begin to ease. He nodded, and his servant scurried from the room. The last echoes of the screaming still reverberated within. He let his head fall back against the pillow and took one deep breath, then another, controlling his body’s responses in a pattern learned a very long time ago.


Pale light was filtering around the edges of the heavy curtains. He could hear the faint sounds of the fortress awakening below. Midwinter morning … He winced, remembering. But Jehan had rotted in his grave for twenty years, while the trees of the Sacred Wood fed on his bones. The images that haunted the sorcerer now were only a dream.


Only! Caolin shuddered, remembering. Did Julian have enough power to send him these nightmares? For two weeks there had been no fighting—time enough for Julian to begin thinking about the Jewel of Fire. But what if the upstart was using that time to do magic? Perhaps he should send someone to distract him.


Ordrey pushed carefully through the door, carrying a tray, and Caolin got himself upright while the little man set it on the polished table and opened the curtains.


“A fine, bright day, my lord.” Ordrey lowered his voice as Caolin grimaced. He poured tea, and the sorcerer drank, sighing as healing warmth radiated through flesh and bone.


Now that the hot liquid was easing his throat, he could feel the stiffness in his neck and a dull ache in his back muscles. He drained the mug and thrust it at Ordrey, swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood, controlling his features so that the other man would not suspect how much will it took to stay upright until the dizziness passed.


“Bring my breakfast.” He needed food, though the thought made his belly clench. For so long this machine of flesh in which he lived had served him uncomplainingly, it was hard to remember that it, too, had needs. He reached for the heavy red wool of his gown.


Still belting the garment, the Blood Lord paused. He had heard something … He glared at Ordrey, who looked back in anxious incomprehension. Reluctant to believe his own senses, for his orders had been unequivocal, Caolin swept from the room.


It could not be birdsong. The sorcerer’s warnings were very precise, and birds, even the scavengers, avoided Blood Gard now. But it was music. The door to the common room smashed against the wall as Caolin burst through.


The men who were eating at the long tables whirled. The whistler looked up expectantly. The mop with which had been swabbing the floor was still in his hands, his lips still pursed on a last thread of sound. The sorcerer lifted his hands, and the energy he had forced inward blasted free.


The fellow seemed to fall in pieces. The mop clattered to the floor and the bucket went over after it. The man’s throat muscles contracted futilely. One of the men swore. The victim voided his bowels and someone giggled shrilly. Only the swordsman, Konradin, kept his eyes on the sorcerer.


It was crude—Caolin knew that even as the fury flared through him, but the relief as his rage found an outlet was exquisite. At the College of the Wise they manipulated the energy currents in the body in order to heal. Caolin had learned to use them to kill. He grinned, and the power that he was projecting began to dim. Ordrey stood in the doorway behind him, apparently overcome with awe.


“Is he still alive?”


“I doubt that his mind—if he had one—survived,” said Caolin, “but his body is alive.” The victim lay in an untidy heap, but his limbs were twitching.


Captain Esteban stepped forward, unsheathing his dagger.


“No!” exclaimed Ordrey. “Give him to me!” Everyone was looking at the little man now. “Creating pain is an art, you know, but it’s hard to tell how much the body’s endurance aids survival, and what part is played by the mind. If I can use a man with no mind for my experiments, perhaps I can find out how the body alone reacts to pain!”


A man who had not been sick before began to retch quietly.


“An artist.” The Blood Lord raised one eyebrow, and Ordrey shrugged in self-deprecation. “Very well, you may have him.” He pointed at two of the men who were sitting down. “Take this … raw material … to Master Ordrey’s workroom.”


“My lord—” Captain Esteban began.


“He disobeyed. You know the rule. He was worth very little before. At least now he may be useful.”


“But he was only whistling!” came a whisper from the back of the room.


“You know the rule!” Caolin pitched his voice to reach the mind’s deeper level and saw them tremble.
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