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    Bran entered the great hall still wearing the stolen wolf costume, battered mask tucked beneath his arm. The curtains were thrust aside from the tall windows, which were open to the last halfhearted revelry of the party outside and the first finger-poking light of dawn.

    He dropped the mask on the long table in the center of the hall. A servant set a chalice down and poured chilled wine into it. Bran reached for it without thinking and winced. The first knuckles had been cut from the thumb and forefinger of his sword hand. The fight outside had torn the new calluses. Nor had the nails pulled from his other fingers healed yet as well as he had thought.

    Lifting the cup with his left hand, he paused to inhale the sweet fragrance of plums. Then he pressed the cool metal to his bruised forehead.

    Ah. Relief.

    The relief was short-lived. His lord, still attired in an extravagant lion's costume of gold armor and emerald silk, stepped out of the shadows and paced around the table until he came to rest directly behind Bran's shoulder. The weight of the golden mask pressed on his back.

    “Who was he?”

    Bran twitched as the deep voice filled the empty room. Who was he? Who was the dark-haired man, the giant who had come down out of the mountains and into the castle in disguise with Bran? “I don't know,” he replied. “I tell you three times, I truly don't know.”

    “But he saved your life twice, first from the guards and then a second time by trading his life for yours.”

    Was he reminding Bran that he might change his mind and not spare Bran's life after all? “That wasn't even the first time. The first time he saved my life, I was a prisoner of the mountain peasants, tied to a stake in a bonfire pile.”

    That was the night he'd lost his fingers and nails, the night he'd lost all hope, until the stranger appeared. He lowered the cup to his mouth. Swallowed in a single long gulp, the wine was too sweet and too strong, though it brought him a different kind of relief. He thrust out the cup for more wine, but the servant did not refill it.

    “So he thought he could do that and just walk away?”

    “You saw him,” Bran said.

    “I did. And that is why you are standing here speaking to me now. Wine.”

    The servant glided over silently to refill Bran's cup. His head still throbbed—his whole body ached, exhausted by the ordeal of the past few days. He took a small sip. The footsteps around the table were light and deliberate for such a large man wearing over one hundred pounds of costume. Bran lowered the cup and stared into inscrutable eyes peering from a stylized mask, carved from gold and framed by two huge ivory teeth taken from the jaw of a dagger-toothed lion.

    “So you know nothing about this man? Nothing of his home, his mother, his obligations?”

    “No more than he gave in answer to you,” Bran replied.


    “Yes, but those answers were mocking.”

    Bran was not so sure. “Perhaps. He did not speak our language when I first met him, but even after he learned it, he did not explain much.”

    “How do you explain him?”

    “I do not know,” Bran said. “I do not know how to explain him. He went where he wanted, and did what he chose.”

    “Did he name himself?” Fingers drummed on the table, a deliberate act, signalling impatience.

    Bran considered carefully before answering. A man's name was one of the few things he owned, and was his alone to give. But did it matter what he said now? It mattered very much to the man who stood beside him.

    “He told me that his name was Claye,” he answered at last.

    Outside, cheers greeted the sunrise. Light poured into the room, illuminating the shabby, empty-eyed mess of his wolf's mask. Soon, the revelers would begin to make their ways home. Bran already knew that he would not join them. He did not expect to leave the confines of the castle for a very long time.

    “Did the name mean anything to him?” The voice was hard now, dangerous, as it had been outside a short time before.

    “No.”

    “That,” said the man behind the mask, “explains even less. I have no idea why he chose what he chose.”

    He lifted one finger casually, and the servant brought him a cup of wine. Perhaps, thought Bran, his head also ached. And he wondered if he should mention the stranger's other name, the difficult one he had given first.
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    Three of them crowded into a corridor so dark they could barely see where they were going. While Yvon double-checked the rope's knot with his fingers, the nursemaid rocked the drugged infant in her arms, murmuring, “Oh, Claye. My poor baby, my poor, poor baby.”

    Yvon tugged on the rope to make sure it held fast to the post. Picking up the coiled end, he stepped carefully around woman and child. “Beg your pardon, m'lady Xaragitte.”

    She cooed to the child, ignoring him.

    When he entered the garderobe, a breeze through the seat hole carried with it the stench of waste. He dropped the rope, found the stone slab by touch, and tried unsuccessfully to shove it aside. The siege-enforced fast had weakened him.

    “Need a hand?” asked a breathless, high-pitched voice.

    Yvon turned his head toward the doorway. A handheld taper illuminated the rounded features of Kepit, Lord Gruethrist's eunuch steward.


    “No, ma'am,” Yvon said politely. “I can do it.”

    Gritting his teeth, he shouldered the slab a second time. Stone scraped on stone as it moved aside. He dropped the length of rope through the hole and peered after it. Out of darkness into darkness—that was the way of life, was it not?

    He looked up in time to see the eunuch touch three fingers to forehead, chin, and chest, while muttering the names of two gods. “If you survive,” Kepit said, “and someday decide to take the dress, our lady will see that you receive my property.”

    Yvon appreciated the honor, but he did this for other reasons than the comforts of status or property. He glanced at Xaragitte's shape behind the eunuch. “When I tug on the rope, it's safe. Understand?”

    The eunuch nodded.

    Gripping the rope, Yvon lowered himself into the hole. Lean as he was, he found it a tight squeeze. He emerged from the bottom of the garderobe and braced his feet against the stone. He glanced over his shoulder and saw no sign of the besiegers. Then he craned his neck the other way to see the reason why.

    The far end of the castle burned, lion-tongued flames licking the sky. The oak beams of the great hall's roof turned to leaves of black ash, a roiling forest of smoke that obscured the stars. The besiegers had abandoned their posts and crowded around the front gate gaping at the conflagration like moths lured to a candle—just as Lord Gruethrist had predicted they would before he took several skins of oil and climbed high into the rafters to set ablaze the castle that he'd built.

    Yvon descended quickly to the small mound ringed by dirty water. He tugged on the rope, and it disappeared above him. He squinted his eyes against the stinging haze and held his breath against the stink of raw sewage.

    One man, alone, in the dark, on an island of shit: as a general description it fit every bad moment in Yvon's life, but for the first time it was wholly true.


    The sloping mound of old excrement and refuse under his feet was held together by a collection of vines more deeply rooted and intransigent than the mountain peasants. A few bushes grew among the weeds, including an early-blooming crackleberry shrub filled with tiny fruit.

    Yvon's siege-hungry stomach rumbled.

    Still no movement among the shadows across the moat. His hands did a quick inventory, touching the small knife in his boot, the dagger at his belt, the short sword concealed under his cloak. Fingers brushed the nape of his neck, freshly shorn of its braid. Without it, he had no proof that he was a knight and no right to carry a sword.

    A muffled groan sounded above him. Broad feet kicked in the small square hole. Xaragitte was the only person allotted full rations during the siege: she was stuck.

    He aged another year with every heartbeat that he waited. At this rate, he would shrivel up like an old man, die, feed the maggots, and become scattered bones before she touched the ground. Feeling like half a skeleton with hunger, he grabbed a handful of the green crackleberries and shoved them in his mouth. They were so bitterly unripe they set his teeth on edge. His stomach knotted, half in satisfaction, half in protest. He gathered another handful and swallowed them without chewing.

    Her feet withdrew, then appeared again a second later. Her pale, lovely legs wiggled and kicked until her plump bottom popped free. She dropped suddenly and Yvon braced to catch her, but then the rope jerked short. She tried to smooth her skirt over her knees. The effort set her spinning.

    “Don't brush against the filthy stone,” he whispered.

    She did, despite his warning. The rope slipped, and she made a second abrupt descent. He wrapped his arms around her, breaking the fall. Her soft flesh pressed against him, hurting like an unexpected wound.

    He set her down at once and fumbled at the knot in the rope about her waist. “Watch your step, m'lady.”


    “Don't act like I'm highborn, too fine to get my hands dirty.” She smeared her palms clean on her skirts. “I've wiped worse off baby bottoms.”

    Where—? “Where's the baby?”

    She looked up. “We couldn't both fit through.”

    Another delay! Yvon heard voices on the far side of the castle, mixed with the crackle of the fire. He yanked on the rope as soon as it came loose. It vanished into the hole like a demon sliding under water.

    Xaragitte stared up, waiting; Yvon stared at her. She had rare red hair like the goddess Bwnte. Her lover had been a common soldier named Kady, who'd died fighting the Baron's men before the siege started and just after their baby daughter's death from the coughing sickness. Yvon couldn't express his interest in her, not politely. But if only he could spend time with her, he could make his feelings clear. Sure, he was two decades older than her, but Lord Gruethrist was that much older than his new lady, the baby's mother, and they got on well. Yvon would point that out to her. It could work. It'd better. He risked not just his life but everything he'd earned in his life for the chance.

    The rope reappeared above them, tied to a basket.

    A bell tolled.

    Xaragitte dug her fingers into the hard flesh of Yvon's forearm. “They've found us!”

    “No,” he said, glad she hadn't noticed him jump. “It's for the fire. It's good—if any of the Baron's soldiers are somehow so blind they've overlooked that towering column of flame, they'll hear the bell and go investigate.”

    If they were somehow both blind and deaf then he would have no problem killing them, even weak from lack of food.

    He stretched his hands above his head to catch the basket.

    “Be careful,” Xaragitte cautioned.

    “Oh, I will.” He caught and lowered it, peering inside. “He's a very dangerous baby.”

    She didn't laugh at his joke, but maybe the barb bit too close to the bone of truth. Lord Gruethrist's sudden marriage to Lady Ambit's daughter, the birth of Claye, and Claye's immediate betrothal to Lady Eleuate's infant daughter united all three ruling families in this border province. With Lady Gruethrist childless, Lady Ambit's daughter had been named heir to the Gruethrist title and lands, and would eventually inherit her mother's title and domain as well. The betrothal would give everything to Eleuate's daughter, Portia. The families had counted on inaction from the aged, inattentive Baron Culufre to get away with their grab at united power. But the old Baron had died and been replaced by some young man the Empress favored more. His army had marched on Castle Gruethrist, besieging it. So in a way the siege was the fault of this child.

    The baby flipped over, wrinkling his face. He was nine months old, long-limbed but pudgy, with thick blue-black hair. Xaragitte lifted him from the basket and placed him in the sling across her shoulder. “Hush now, darling, you're safe.”

    Not hardly, Yvon thought. He drew his dagger—hard steel in his hand calmed him—and sawed through the rope. He jerked on it, but nothing happened. He looked up and saw a dark, lumpy shape fall out of the garderobe's opening.

    “Crap!”

    It was the bag containing supplies for their journey—Yvon batted it away from the nursemaid and cursed the eunuch.

    “The poison was already taking effect when Kepit let me down the rope,” Xaragitte whispered. Above them, the stone slab slid back into place with a solid thunk.

    Yvon picked up the bag and bit back another sharp remark. If they escaped, only Lord Gruethrist himself would know what had truly happened. Even Lady Gruethrist would be told that the child and his nursemaid perished in the fire. The poison Kepit had taken protected their secret. It also prevented the stripping of her dress and the painful execution that awaited her at the Baron's hand when the castle surrendered—eunuchs were assigned by the Empress and were supposed to serve Her first.

    Yvon waded into the water's edge and flung the bag to the other side of the moat. “It's too deep for you to cross, m'lady. Best if I carry you.”

    “I can do it,” she said firmly.

    He scooped a couple handfuls of the compost into the basket and sank it in the water. “Your skirt'll be mighty heavy if it's wet and we've leagues to go.”

    She took a step toward the water.

    “Hold on tight,” he said, lifting her before she could protest. He stepped into the cold water, the surface of it as black as the sky, scattered with clouds of slime. Yvon selected his footing carefully. The Baron's army had been slowly filling the moat with trash and dirt. Now it worked to Yvon's advantage. At the deepest point, the water only reached his waist, and with some strain he held the woman and child clear of the foul liquid. Xaragitte wrapped one arm around his neck, pulling tight and pressing her bosom to his cheek. He concentrated on his next step, aware how easily he might slip. “I was born a commoner, like you,” he said without explanation.

    “His Lordship told me,” she answered equally quick.

    “Ah.” So she'd made inquiries to the lord about him. Women often did that before pursuing a formal relationship.

    “I didn't expect…” she began.

    “What?”

    “M'lady Gruethrist said you were dangerous.”

    “I am,” he said. “To her enemies, and to yours.”

    He staggered up the bank, setting her down and scanning the shadows for the Baron's soldiers. The constant knell of the temple bell filled the air with noise as thick as smoke.

    “He's waking,” she said. The baby slurped on the side of his thumb. “We should have given him a stronger draught.”

    If he cried and brought the Baron's men on them—“Just keep him quiet a few more moments. We're going to walk past those houses, then out across the fields.”

    His feet squished in his boots as he went ahead to see the way clear. He hadn't taken five strides from the water's edge before the temple bell rang again, much louder than before and lower pitched. The sound was so loud, so sharp, that Yvon stood rooted, unable to move. His bones vibrated like harpstrings, if harpstrings were as long as rivers—his very marrow twanged. By the time he drew breath to protest, his muscles dissolved like meat sliding off bones in a boiling pot, his internal organs melted into a single mass of jelly, invisible red-hot pokers were shoved into his ears, and needles pierced his eyes, while his teeth rattled around loose in his jaw like dice in a gaming cup. Or so it felt. He hurt.

    Which is when he realized that it wasn't the temple bell at all. It was magic.

    The Baron's wizard had placed a bell ward over the castle, and Yvon'd just hit it like a hammer. His respect for and fear of the Baron increased instantly. He'd seen bell wards set over rooms before, in the Imperial City, and once over a minor palace, after the riots, to hold someone too important to kill, but nothing big enough to ensconce an entire castle.

    Reaching his numb fingers inside his shirt collar, Yvon sorted the glass charms hung on silver chains around his throat. He nearly grabbed and broke the hammer charm, which would have put a dent in the Baron's bell but kept it ringing until the gods died. When he found the flame charm, he held it before him and shattered the ampule in his fingers.

    Blue fire sprouted in the air and the bell stopped ringing. The pain that gripped Yvon burned suddenly away, though the effects of it lingered.

    Wherever the Baron's wizard kept his model of the castle, it and the bell atop it had just gone up in flames. Much like the real castle, probably. Yvon hoped that the Baron was standing close enough to the model to be singed by the heat.


    Xaragitte tapped him on the shoulder. “D'oo'eer'at?”

    “What?” A ringing in his ears muffled her voice. When she repeated herself, he watched her lips.

    “Did you hear that?”

    “Yes!” He shouted even though he didn't mean to, his own voice sounded so faint. “I hope no one realizes what it was yet. We must hasten. The Baron's wizard will know that someone has escaped the castle.”

    The noise had woken Claye despite the sleeping potion. He pulled at his lip with little fingers and his mouth was open, though Yvon didn't hear any crying. It was hard to hear anything but the ringing in his ears. At least the size of the spell stretched it thin. Xaragitte and the baby appeared to have been safe outside the nimbus when he set it off. If he felt this sick, it might have crippled them.

    He turned and led them beside the three houses that comprised the whole street. The camp of tents lay just beyond. Something wet dribbled down the back of his leg when he paused. Just as he prepared to run across the open ground past the tents, Xaragitte clutched his arm. He whipped around.

    Someone approached from beyond the houses. Darkness obscured his features, but the size and posture belonged to a soldier.

    “Stay behind me, stay back,” Yvon told Xaragitte.

    The man approached them, resting one hand on the pommel of his sword. Not a soldier then, but a knight. A young one, a puppy, without much tail, Yvon saw when he came close. But it wouldn't do to take him lightly. Some puppies bit hard, and this one was big.

    “Why didn't you stop when I commanded?” the knight asked.

    “Eh?” Yvon ducked his head, like a good, subservient commoner and twirled his little finger in his ear, acting deaf. Not that he needed to act much. “I didn't hear you.”

    “Why didn't you stop?”

    The most believable lie began with an obvious truth. “Because we're leaving the village,” Yvon said.


    “So you're not loyal to the Baron?” It was an accusation, but an uncertain one. The puppy loosened his sword in its scabbard.

    “Of course I'm loyal to the Baron.” Yvon jerked his head in the direction of the fiery castle. “But those sparks are going to fall on some roofs soon, and the whole village'll be aflame. You won't catch us in that fire!”

    He had a hand on his dagger, ready to grab and stab the knight, but the castle roof caved in, a great crash followed by an upward rush of sparks and ash. They all three jumped, and Yvon missed his chance.

    The knight pointed them in the direction of a campfire. “Huh! You may be right. Just come over here first so I can get a better look at both of you.”

    “Glad to,” Yvon said, though it was the last thing he wanted. If his wet pants were noticed, the ruse was up. The damn puppy never turned his back or let down his guard. Fortunately there were no other soldiers around the campfire.

    The young knight peered at Yvon's face in the flickering campfire light. “I don't recognize you from the work details. Who'll vouch for you?”

    “The temple priestess knows me, she does. She'll be happy to vouch for old Bors,” he said, picking a random name. The priestess was the best reference he could give. She'd welcomed Baron Culufre's men and rendered them all kinds of assistance.

    The knight indicated Xaragitte. “And who's she?”

    “My daughter. Who'd you think she was?”

    “I don't like your tone. Or your manners. Grandpa.”

    “M'lord.” The word grated on Yvon's tongue.

    “That's better. Let's have a look at her. Sorry, m'lady, but you don't want to go out into the—hey, what's this? You didn't mention any baby.”

    “What's to mention?” Yvon shouted. “The babe's right in front of your eyes. A fine little girl to carry on her mother's name.”

    Yvon glanced at Xaragitte, who wrapped her arms protectively around the child. Something in her anxiousness was conveyed to Claye. He fussed, struggling against the sedative to force himself awake.


    The young knight took a step back, resting his hands on his hips. “We've got orders about babies. Sorry, m'lady, but you'll have to come with me to see the captain.”

    So there were orders to look out for Lady Gruethrist's heir. Claye's death would resolve many difficulties, even if he was only a boy.

    Yvon dropped the bag from his shoulder, grabbed Xaragitte by the arm, and yanked her forward. “There's no call for that! Look for yourself. You can tell the difference between girls and boys, can't you?”

    He tugged at the swaddling with his left hand to hide the dagger that he drew with his right. Xaragitte jerked away from him, and Claye began to bawl.

    “Hey there, don't hurt her,” the puppy barked, stepping in to disentangle them.

    Yvon spun, seized the young knight by his throat, and stabbed. The knight caught Yvon's wrist as it flicked in, deflecting the blade. He clawed at Yvon's choke hold.

    The baby howled, a piercing scream.

    The two men swayed for a second, deadlocked. Yvon spit in the other man's eye. The puppy shoved him off balance. As they fell, Yvon twisted the dagger around, and drove the iron knob of the hilt into the young man's face. It cracked against the hard bone at the corner of the eye. Yvon lost his grip on the throat, but smashed the hilt down another time.

    “Ouch! Stop that, you little nuisance.”

    Yvon glanced up at the trembling voice. Xaragitte had unlaced her blouse and offered her breast to the baby, who clutched a tiny fistful of her flesh as he sucked. The young knight writhed on the ground, groping at his ruined face. Yvon flipped the dagger in his hand and thrust the sharp end into the smashed socket. The legs kicked out, fell still. Yvon kicked the body but it didn't move again. He quickly scanned their surroundings as he cleaned the dagger on the dead man's shirt and sheathed it.


    “Can you walk while he feeds?” he asked Xaragitte.

    She looked at him and shuddered. “Yes.”

    “Let's go then.” He located their bag and shouldered it. His whole body ached. “You did good,” he said. “Kept calm, quieted the baby.”

    An acrid haze of smoke settled around them, causing the tears he saw in her eyes. “Whatever I have to do for Claye,” she said, “I'll do it.”

    He nodded once to her, then led her quickly past the ring of tents and into the outer darkness. Twenty leagues of wilderness lay between them and the sanctuary of Lady Ambit's castle. Yvon would have at least two days alone with Xaragitte, something he could never have hoped for while they remained in the castle.

    His socks sloshed in soaked boots, his legs chafed in his wet pants, and he stank like sewage. But when they crossed the last of the unplowed fields to the edge of the forest, he looked at Xaragitte, lovely even though night hid all her features from him, and grinned in spite of himself.

    He whistled an airy little tune for luck.

    The melody fell dull on his deafened ears.
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    Claye bounced on the nursemaid's arm, intently trying to catch a beam of morning sunlight as it fell through the branches of the trees. He squealed in frustration as it slipped away between his fingers.

    Xaragitte, her mouth wrinkled in a frown, stood too near to Yvon, who was squatting bare-bottomed yet again, this time by a fallen tree.

    “You should have delivered me safely to Lady Ambit's by now,” she said.

    He let his head sag toward his knees, too sick and miserable to answer. It was the third sunrise they'd seen since escaping the castle. Either the sorcerer's magic, or the filthy moat, or the crackleberries—or all three—had turned his guts to slush and wrung out his bowels.

    “Claye should be safe in his grandmother's care by now,” she said, her comment punctuated by another squeal from the child.

    “Soon,” Yvon said weakly.

    “Soon? It's only a two-day journey!”


    He groaned, clutching his aching belly as he stood and tugged his pants up. His legs were shaking as much as his stomach. “I'm getting better,” he said. “We'll make better time today. Perhaps we can steal a boat and let the river's current carry us quickly to Lord Ambit's castle.”

    “A boat?” She held the child with one hand, touching three fingers to forehead, chin, and chest, muttering two names, that of god and goddess. “What about the demons?”

    “The water's cold with snowmelt, so they'll be sluggish and we'll be safe.” He'd risk it for the sake of speed. The river demons weren't always deadly, and in any case Yvon preferred his chances with them over the Baron's men.

    Xaragitte shuddered, with a look in her eyes as if she were momentarily transported somewhere else.

    Before Yvon could ask her about it, she took a deep breath and steadied herself. “At least the wolves can't reach us on the river,” she said.

    “The wolves we heard last night were a fair far distance away,” he said, shouldering their bag and neglecting to mention that the howls came from the direction they were headed.

    Yvon went in front of Xaragitte, threading through the narrow woodland trail. His legs wobbled beneath him—another reason to risk a boat, despite the river demons.

    The hills on either side of them flattened as they approached the river. The northern slopes still harbored a few patches of snow in shaded nooks, but the sun warmed the southern faces, and the branches of the trees there were tipped with coal-red buds. Yvon had been with Lord Gruethrist when he first explored this region. Even then, Gruethrist described the land as a woman on her back. Her two long legs were the plump lines of hills on either side of the river valley. Beyond the place where the hills came together, the land rose like the soft mound of a woman's belly. Go beyond that, and you found the mountains. Gruethrist had erected his Lady's castle right in the woman's crotch. Gruethrist was a vulgar man.


    Yvon paused to lean for a second against a tree. He thought he could continue walking as long as they headed downhill; he only had to fall forward without falling down. But the journey across the river plain daunted him.

    Soon they passed out of the forest and approached great expanses of grassy pasture that shimmered purple with spring's first tiny flowers. Gray smoke spiraled up from a distant house.

    Xaragitte walked past him, Claye squirming in his sling, and stopped when she saw the smoke. “Won't we be seen?”

    “Yes,” Yvon admitted. “But we shouldn't be pursued. It's plowing time. The farmers will be loath to forsake their fields when all they see is a family walking north. They may wonder why we don't stop, but they shouldn't pursue us.”

    “What if the Baron's soldiers see us?”

    He thought about that. “No reason they should notice us either. We're just a family. Always think of us that way.”

    She cradled Claye to her chest and didn't reply.

    Pressing a fist tight into his stomach to still its churning, Yvon set off again. Their new path meandered less as the way became mostly clear and flat. Yvon would have described the valley as sparsely settled until he tried to find a way across it without meeting anyone. He saw more walled farmhouses along the riverbank than he remembered; the land was simply too fertile to pass up, despite the demons. Several farmers waved greetings from behind their teams of shaggy oxen, and Yvon always waved back and walked quickly away. Most, as much as Yvon could help it, never saw them at all. Xaragitte talked constantly to the baby. Yvon enjoyed the sound of her voice. It helped keep his legs moving; he feared that if they stopped, he wouldn't walk again.

    He was fighting another mild surge of stomach cramps and lightheadedness when he saw, far away, the shapes of two men.

    Shading the noon light with his palm, Yvon squinted at them. The men were lean and naked-limbed, bearing long staffs—spears! The Baron's scouts dressed like that. And they always traveled in pairs. Yvon looked around quickly, picking a grove of trees across the meadow. “This way!”

    “What is it?” Xaragitte asked.

    He pointed to the men. “The Baron's scouts, may the jealous god rot them. We'll have to run for those trees, lose them. Can you do it?”

    Her mouth said “Yes,” but her eyes said no.

    He realized she was as footsore and weary as he, but he could do nothing about that now. “Good,” he said.

    Drawing on the very dregs of his strength, he trotted off toward the trees. She tried to follow but faltered after ten steps. Yvon turned back for her, realizing there was no easy way to carry Claye. “Would it help, m'lady, if I took the child?”

    She shook her head before he finished asking the question, as if she had considered and dismissed that option before he had asked. “Just let me shift him.”

    He waited while she positioned the sling with Claye across her back; then they resumed their flight. Claye screamed his complaint, but she did run slightly faster. Yvon looked over his shoulder. The Baron's men had closed the gap between them.

    He kept a hand on his short sword. The baby started to cry. Xaragitte's rattled singsong also sounded close to tears.

    They reached the trees—a small copse, Yvon saw too late, nothing they could lose their pursuers in. The distance to the next, larger grove was too far.

    “We'll have to fight here,” Yvon said.

    She gulped, in between pants. “Fight?”

    Yvon stifled the impulse to clap her on the arm, the way he would a fellow warrior, a young soldier going into his first battle. “Don't worry. They're only scouts.”

    He chose a spot like a triangle, with a thorn thicket on one side, a line of trees on another, and downed logs on the third. He hurled brush and loose branches between the trees, to impede the scouts if they attacked from that direction. There was a safe place for Xaragitte and Claye in a shallow depression in the middle. Yvon had made do with less before, in battles he'd survived. His heart pounded so hard his ears were ringing again before everything was ready.

    Xaragitte had taken Claye off her back to calm him, and he squirmed until she put him down. He started crawling away at once, and giggled in a high pitch when Xaragitte caught him.

    “What's he doing?” Yvon asked, in a tone of voice meant to convey Whatever it is, make him stop.

    She brushed the red hair away from her face, wiped the sweat from her brow. “He's a baby, tired of being bundled up all day, and that's what babies do. They crawl.”

    Claye clutched a fistful of leaves and shoved them at his mouth. “Ma-ma-ma-ma-ma!”

    Xaragitte swept him up and held him. “Aren't you going to answer them?” she asked Yvon.

    Now that she mentioned it, he heard the voice, someone shouting for them to come out. He'd lost track of the pursuers while he built the redoubt. He slid his sword free and spotted one of the scouts lurking in the distance. “If they want answers,” he said, “let them come looking for them.”

    “Who're you?”

    Yvon whirled at the new voice behind him, lunged at it with all his force, and dropped the point only just in time.

    The boy—perhaps twelve summers old—hopped backward off the log, holding his shepherd's staff defensively. Yvon saw his mistake; from a distance, the proportions were the same as a man with a long spear. Yvon was doubly angry: at the boys for chasing them and at himself for not hearing the boy's approach, for thinking they were scouts. His ears still hadn't recovered. “I might ask you to name yourself first.”


    “I'm Bran, and that's my brother, Pwyl. Hey Pwyl—over here!” The boy looked them all over, but stared mostly at Yvon. “Why'd you run away?”

    “We thought you were soldiers.”

    “Are you one of Lord Gruethrist's knights?”

    The boy was too quick. “No.”

    “Hey, Pwyl, I told you so! He's not a knight.”

    Pwyl ran up, but stayed behind the brush piled up between the trees. Pwyl was the younger of the two, but not by much. He glanced at Yvon, openly disappointed. “He's got a sword.”

    Bran held up an empty hand. “Yeah, but he doesn't have a braid.”

    Yvon didn't like having one in front of him and one at his flank, even if they were boys. “Why did you chase us?”

    “For news,” Bran said. “You were coming from the south, where the siege is, and we hoped you had news.”

    “Farmer Rodrey,” piped Pwyl, “our neighbor, he said the castle burned down three nights ago and everybody died.”

    “Farmer Rodrey said it was just five knights dead,” Bran corrected him. “That hardly counts.”

    Yvon wondered which of his comrades had died, and whether they'd sacrificed themselves to protect another secret, just as the eunuch Kepit had. Yvon glanced at Claye, weighing his little life against all those deaths. “This Farmer Rodrey, did he say anything else?”

    Bran wrinkled up his face. “That's about all.”

    “Don't forget Lady Gruethrist,” Pwyl said. “She was taken with some illness.”

    Xaragitte started toward him. “What news of Lady Gruethrist?”

    Pwyl stepped back. Bran said, “We don't know any more than that, ma'am. Farmer Rodrey heard she was sickly. Some woman's problem, he said. Why do you want to know?”

    “That's just how women are,” Yvon answered with a false laugh, before Xaragitte could speak and give them away. “They always want to know one another's matters, even if they don't know one another.”

    Pwyl smiled at this, but Bran's face didn't change expression. He was much too smart, that one. He hadn't taken his eyes off Yvon's sword once, or come close enough to strike.

    Yvon sheathed his blade. “You don't know where we could find a boat?” he asked.

    Bran made the warding sign. “No boats around here. The river's cursed with demons.” He stepped backward. “Come on, Pwyl, we better be going, before Mother finds out we left her sheep untended.”

    “Awwww…”

    “Now!”

    “I'm coming.” Pwyl walked around to where his brother was standing and waved to Yvon. “Fare you well, whatever path you take. I say it three times. Fare well.”

    Only saying it twice, the proper way, so he wouldn't draw the third god's jealous eye. “And three times I bid you comfort in your home,” Yvon replied. He did not repeat it because his status to theirs did not require it.

    As the boys ran off, Yvon sagged against a tree and sunk slowly to the ground, a straw man without his prop. His stomach knotted itself again. Even the news traveled faster than they did. But then, the news didn't eat unripe crackleberries, soak itself in pestilential waters, or have its intestines magicked into knots. The news didn't spend two whole days crouched in the woods, too cramped to walk, crapping its guts out.

    Besides, he thought, bad news always travels fast.

    Claye scooted over to Yvon, gripped Yvon's cloak, and pulled himself upright. He looked into Yvon's face.

    “Ma! Ma!”

    Yvon placed his hand on Claye but before he could tickle him, Xaragitte snatched the baby away. She stepped back, resting the child on her hip and rubbing her heart as if it pained her. “Do you think the lady has truly taken ill?”

    “Likely, she's fine.” Yvon's best guess was that Baron Culufre had put out this rumor to explain away Lady Gruethrist's death should the Empress decide to have her killed. But he didn't wish to worry Xaragitte. “The best thing we can do is deliver her son safely to his grandmother, Lady Ambit.”

    “Are we close, then?”

    Yvon picked up a branch and levered himself upright. He needed a leg more steady than his own. “If we push on hard this evening, we should arrive there tomorrow.”

    Her face fell, but their only choice was to push on hard. The baby fell asleep in his sling as they trudged on in exhausted silence. The river twisted in the distance, a long blue ribbon slowly changing color as the sun settled on the western hills. They could see it clearly through the trees, when they came to a small tributary. Yvon followed it upstream, looking for swift, shallow water.

    “We'll have to wade across,” he said.

    The nursemaid bit her lip. “Isn't there a bridge?”

    “The bridges are the first place the Baron's men will guard. Besides, the river demons prefer deeper water, and they're still sluggish with the spring.” He didn't mention the demons’ greater hunger after winter.

    They found a likely ford with a smooth shale bottom, no more than a foot or two at the deepest. The water was clear and cold as ice. Yvon crossed first. He stood on the far side and beckoned Xaragitte. “See, it's safe.”

    The water purled through the grasses as she lifted her skirt and splashed into the ripples. Near midstream she faltered, gasped, and suddenly jerked stiff. Yvon staggered toward her, slipping waist-deep in the water. By the time he reached her, she was shivering violently, Claye wailing. Yvon thrashed his walking stick in the water to scare off anything that threatened her. She flinched from his outstretched hand, stumbled across, and climbed up the far bank alone.

    He backed toward her, cracking his stick in the water, but he saw nothing—nothing! “What happened?”

    She gasped for air. “I think m'lady's dead.”

    How—? “How do you know that?”

    “We were bonded to one another—by m'lady's wizard—during her pregnancy.” She staggered off balance, like a drunkard. “For Claye's sake. Just now, I had a sense—” Tears ran down her cheeks. “Something's gone. I can't explain it. I can still feel her, but she's not quite there.”

    “Can you tell how it happened?”

    She shook her head, holding the crying child tight, kissing his face. “No, no, but we must reach Lady Ambit's castle and tell her.”

    Yvon agreed. “It's too late to reach it tonight. We'll make camp and leave at first light.”

    He went uphill, well away from the water's edge, to a sheltered glen where he built a makeshift barricade of fallen branches. Claye cried inconsolably until he fell asleep. Yvon stretched out on the cold, damp ground at once, but he was too sore to get comfortable, his mind too busy to rest. Xaragitte must have suffered similarly. When the wolves started howling, she gave up the pretense of sleep and sat up. He did the same, breaking branches and feeding them into the flame, and not only for protection. His clothes were still wet, and the air was frosty cold.

    “They'll leave us alone,” he promised as Xaragitte huddled close to the fire. She shivered, staring off into the dark.

    But the wolves came prowling around. Their eyes glinted green beyond the barricade, appearing and disappearing at random. Growls and snarls sounded out in the darkness, and Xaragitte fed more branches into the fire. For the second time that day, Yvon loosened his sword in his sheath. He never did it three times without using it.

    Xaragitte began to cry, silent shoulder-racking sobs. She covered her face and stopped as suddenly as she began.


    Yvon tried not to notice. “Are you—?”

    “Never mind me.” She wiped her eyes. “I'm fine. It's only m'lady. I felt her spark again. It's there, and it isn't, at the same time. It hurts, like a pin stuck in my heart.”

    He wanted to say something, to let her know that he was there to help, but the only words that came to him were the ones that he'd rehearsed. “Lord Gruethrist is much older, and the new Lady Gruethrist much younger. And he came from outside the empire originally, and she was born to it, but—”

    “Please. I beg you not to speak of Lady Gruethrist now. It hurts too much.”

    Breath rushed out of him. “As you wish.”

    The wolves ran off. Something else out there had disturbed them. Yvon sat, vigilant and silent, until Xaragitte finally lay down again, feigning sleep, and after banking the fire, he did the same. Claye awoke, hungry, as the birds sang their first tentative farewell to night. By the time he had suckled, orange dawn spread over the dark sky like an egg cracked in an iron pan. Everything reminded Yvon of food.

    “Today will be the last day of our journey,” he told her.

    “My feet are blistered,” Xaragitte said. “I don't think I can walk much farther.”

    Claye sat on her arm, tugging at her hair. When Yvon walked by, Claye squealed and stretched out to grab him, spilling out of Xaragitte's grasp. Yvon reached out as Xaragitte caught Claye and pulled him back to her chest.

    She smoothed the child's hair. “Thank you,” she said.

    “I don't want to see him hurt.”

    “Nothing in the world matters more to me than this baby.”

    He nodded. “I understand. The sooner we reach Lady Ambit's castle, the safer he'll be.”

    But the sooner they arrived there, the less opportunity he'd have to speak to her again, and he hadn't yet said any of the things he wanted to say. That pressed like a burr on his thoughts as he led them out of the trees. Below them, wisps of dark, drifting fog obscured the valley along the river's bank.

    A low rumble shivered up through Yvon's legs. He shook his head clear and looked closer.

    It was no fog below them.

    He pointed as he spoke to Xaragitte. “Wild oxen. A huge herd. When we first came into this valley, it took us a whole day to pass from one side of the herd to the other. We killed most of them, to eat, and to make room for farming.” A herd this big could ruin a whole year's crop. “I didn't know there were this many left on the southern shore of the river.”

    “What are those?” She indicated several shaggy giants moving among the oxen.

    Yvon hadn't thought there were any of those left on this side of the Bealtefot River, not between the water and the mountains. “Tuskers. Mammuts. Have you ever seen one before?”

    “Only the ivory.” She lifted Claye, face toward the valley. “Do you see them, darling? Big old tuskers, with noses like snakes?” Bouncing him up and down in time with the words, she began to sing.

    “Climbed up a tree trunk,

    it turned into a foot.


    Mammut, mammut.”

    Yvon watched her, grinning at the old rhyme. She saw his expression and smiled back at him.

    Maybe it could be all right between them after all.

    “Are they the kind men train?” she asked.

    “No,” Yvon said, still smiling, looking at her as she lifted Claye toward the herd. “Those are the wood mammuts. Their tusks curve a lot more. Plains tuskers mix with wild oxen, but they're just too dangerous. You can't train them.”


    “Then why is there a man on the back of that one?”

    Yvon spun—there was a man. Another climbed up on the back of a second mammut, and another. He gestured Xaragitte into the shelter of the trees. “Follow me. Quick.”

    “What's wrong?”

    “That's no herd of wild beasts. Those are war mammuts. The oxen are food for the Baron's men. This is the supply train for his army.”

    “What can we do?”

    “Pray to two gods they pass by quickly.”

    As they fled into the woods, the first horn sounded. Others responded, echoing across the valley as they called the order to march. It had been a long time since Yvon had heard that sound. He'd fought some hard battles against war mammuts that he'd rather not remember.

    One horn sounded just behind them, on the hillside. Claye squealed at the noise, turning his head.

    Long-legged oxen with wide, flaring horns crashed through the trees, driven by an ox-herder with his staff. Before Yvon could draw his sword, the tall man waved greetings to them.

    “Blessings, blessings,” the herder called to them in a high voice. Yvon took in the skirt, the rounded breasts: a eunuch, like Kepit. A she, not a he. The horn slung over her shoulder was set with emeralds and gold, and she wore a similar jewel-hilted knife. With her sloe-black skin, and height, that made her a chief herder. A member, certainly, of some noble line. “Do not fear,” the eunuch called cheerfully. “We shall soon pass out of your lands. Many, many pardons.”

    “Are you going to join the siege?” asked Yvon.

    “The siege?” The eunuch laughed. “There is no more siege. Do you know nothing?”

    “Truly, ma'am, we do not,” Yvon said, but just one time.

    “Two days ago the word came—Gruethrist's keep has fallen—so we crossed the Beautiful Waters at once. The demons fed well, I tell you, but we must allow for that.”


    “The castle has fallen?”

    The herder stopped beside them and smiled, revealing pink gums. “Oh, yes. It burned to the ground, the Baron says. The Baron has ways of knowing.”

    “What of Lady Gruethrist?” asked Xaragitte.

    “One hears sad tidings.” She shrugged helplessly, smile all gone. “But her mother, Lady Ambit, gave us sanctuary in her keep, and the lady's consort swore an oath of loyalty to the Baron himself just yesterday. Perhaps all will be well. Ho!” This last she shouted at the oxen, who had started to wander again. “Many pardons, but I must go. You will come to Castle Gruethrist, yes? The Baron is a good lord, and he will need many men to serve him.”

    Yvon drew a breath. “Wait—if you take your herds across the river, and into the high vales, beware of the lions. They will come in the night and take your calves.”

    “Lions? Ai! Last night we heard wolves. This land is all a wilderness. How do decent women live here?”

    Xaragitte, who'd been rocking Claye, had gone very still.

    “My apologies, Lady,” the eunuch said at once. “No ill, no ill intended, but it is not what I expected. Ai!”

    “It is not so bad as it once was,” Yvon said.

    “It is bad enough. For your warning, many, many, many thanks!” She said it three times as she walked away, drawing the attention of the gods, who would surely squabble and bring someone trouble. The herder tapped the strays with her staff, driving them toward the main herd. If there was trouble, it didn't seem likely to fall on her.

    Yvon leaned on his walking stick, unsure which direction to go next.
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    Claye puffed his cheeks out until his face grew red. Xaragitte patted his back until he burped up a tiny mouthful of milk. She wiped the curds off her shoulder and smeared her palm on her skirt.

    “Why did you warn her of the lions?” she demanded from Yvon. Her voice was cold and distant as the mountaintops.

    He rubbed his hand over the empty place where his warrior's braid had hung. Without it, he felt like a mammut without a trunk.

    “Lord Ambit would not have sworn loyalty unless the Baron stationed a garrison of men there to enforce it,” he said. “So the herder probably saved our lives. She certainly prevented our capture. By the gods of war and justice, I owed her news of equal value.”

    “May the goddess rot them, may the lions kill them all,” she said bitterly, though it was unwise to wish ill in Bwnte's name. Xaragitte sniffled. “Where do we go now?”

    “I was just asking myself the same question. We'll have to go to Lady Eleuate's castle.”


    “That's back in the direction we've just come. Farther!”

    “Yes, but there's nowhere else to go. Claye is formally betrothed to her daughter.” And it would mean perhaps another week of travel together for the two—or three—of them.

    Xaragitte nodded. Slowly, but she nodded. “How will we make our way there, with the Baron's army in the valley?”

    Yvon stroked his beard. “We'll join the train of the army, just another family traveling from one part of the valley to another.”

    “We can't do that.”

    “Why not? No one knows us; no one should recognize us. And they're marching in the direction we wish to go.”

    “But they—”

    “And they have food and drink down there.” She'd eaten the very last of their supplies yesterday: dogmeat, Gruethrist's hounds, butchered at siege's end. Yvon's stomach was a rawhide knot of hunger. “Is this not so?”

    “Yes.” She hissed the word, like an accusation. “But they would have starved us all.”

    “Then it's only fitting they should feed us now.” Yes, he liked the idea even more. He stared down the slope at the army. They'd have food there, and he might not even need to steal—

    A knife pressed into his ribs. He froze. “Wait!”

    “Why? You mean to betray us.” Her voice trembled, but the knife did not. The tip dug harder into his side.

    He said nothing. He remained still. Even the branches of the trees were still. Sunlight trickled through them like water leaking from cupped hands, to disappear as quickly as his best-made plan. Yvon waited, motionless, until he heard her draw breath to speak again.

    In that split second, he spun and caught her hand at the base. She held the knife with her thumb and forefinger; the blade was slender, sharp. He buried his thumb in her wrist, and twisted. She gasped, dropping the weapon and wrapping her arm protectively around Claye, who hung in his sling. But she stood her ground, and stared Yvon in the eye.

    “Why'd you do that?” he shouted.

    “Lady Gruethrist warned me, she said you were fickle, like every other man, ruled by your emotions. And then all your bellyaching in the woods, and your excuses, and the delays, and being scared by two boys—you would have killed them too—and murdering that—”

    “Stop.”

    “—murdering that poor boy of a knight!”

    “Stop!”

    She fell silent and tried to tug her arm free.

    Yvon held tight until his knuckles blanched. He leaned in close as if he meant to kiss her. “I'm bound to serve Lord Gruethrist, as wedding binds him to serve your lady, and he means to defend both her title and claim to the valley against the whims of the Empress and Baron Culufre's forces. When we join Gruethrist in the high country, I'll give him exact numbers of those forces and some intelligence of their intentions. Because we took a slight risk today.”

    “Assuming he escapes.”

    “He'll escape.”

    She pulled her arm away again. This time he let go. “If you betray me,” she said, “or bring harm to this child, I'll see Bwnte feast on your festering carcass.”

    Her distrust slashed deeper than her little knife could ever cut. He pointed to the men and animals milling below them. “The Baron's soldiers don't know who we are—the chief herder just met us and didn't care. We'll be refugees, like all the other landless women—”

    “I'm not landless.”

    Only because she served Lady Gruethrist; only because Lady Gruethrist had promised to reward her with a grant of land for nursemaiding Claye.

    They stared grimly at each other.


    The baby strained, lifting his head to peer quizzically at Yvon. His tiny fist batted the air. “Ma-ma!”

    Yvon looked away first, bending to snatch up her knife. It was well balanced, sharp, easy to conceal. Perfect for close stabbing. He flipped it, so that the blade pointed toward himself, and handed it to her hilt-first. “Lady, I will treat this child as though he were yours, in your own home, until we deliver him safely back to his mother or her family.”

    She took the knife, holding it toward him for a second, then slipped it back into the sheath concealed in a fold of her dress. She rubbed the back of her hand across dry lips, scowling at him one last time as she started to walk.

    He went quickly ahead. Last winter seemed closer and warmer than she did at that moment.

    The hills sloped down to a broad flat plain of fertile land that bracketed an unpredictable river. Two bare-limbed scouts jogged away from the main camp. Yvon waved his walking stick at them. They lifted their spears in answer and kept on going. Sometimes it was easiest to hide right out in the open.

    Xaragitte did not speak to him, but she sang to Claye. It was the old rhyme.

    “I felt a snake crawl across my toes,

    but it turned into a hairy nose—

    the tree became a foot.

    Mammut!”

    Yvon led them alongside the army, toward the rear. He counted nearly a hundred braided knights, men like himself, trained in all the arts of war. At least four hundred foot soldiers accompanied them, men like he had been when he first served Lord Gruethrist on the western plains. Another five to six hundred men followed also—servants, baggage carriers, herders, mammut handlers. Half this force, added to the besiegers, could subdue all of Gruethrist's men with ease. There was no choice of meeting them in a direct battle.

    “A wing flapped in the tree up here,

    but it turned into a giant ear.

    The snake across my toes became a nose.

    The tree became a foot.

    Mammut!”

    Twenty mammuts! Yvon's legs wobbled again. Only the Empress's consort fielded more than that. A hundred times that many cattle milled between the hills and the army. Together, the mammuts and cattle would strip the season's infant pastures bare, devouring or crushing every green thing in their path. The Baron could conquer Gruethrist or simply starve him.

    “I leaned against a big old boulder,

    but it turned into a shaggy shoulder.

    The wing up here became an ear…”

    The usual stragglers chased the rearguard: landless women with children, motherless children with dogs, ragged misfit families herding sheep and goats, gangs of barely adolescent boys who'd left home to join the men—all the types that an army attracted the way dogs drew fleas.

    “I thought I saw a thresher's flail,

    but it turned into a swinging tail.

    The boulder was a shoulder.

    The wing…”

    But it was a good mixed crop, with some faces and clothing that would be at home among the peasant villages, some in the capital of the empire, and some in the western mountains where Yvon came from. Yvon, Xaragitte, and Claye would easily fit in. No one noticed a few more carrots in a stew.

    Claye giggled and squealed, and tried to pull himself out of the sling. Xaragitte tickled him. He kicked, and laughed even harder as they fell in behind, neither among the other stragglers nor apart from them. Families usually kept to themselves in an army's train, ashamed of their poverty, hoping to claim land in a new territory and start over. A boy, bone-thin with matted hair, trotted along near Yvon, sizing them up for either handouts or theft. Yvon scowled until he ran off, then cringed at the memory of tagging along the same way, lonely, hungry, and desperate. It was like being trailed by a shadow of his youth.

    “Will we walk at this pace all day?” asked Xaragitte, shifting Claye's sling to the other side. Her hair hung limp over her face. Her eyes were dark, and sunken.

    Yvon looked at the sky, the sun just showing over the eastern ridge. “Maybe. If so, we'll reach the castle tonight.”

    “But it took us three days to come this far!”

    Fatigue also nipped at his heels. “I know.” He thought of the temple priestess. They'd have to find some way across the river without being stopped at the bridge. “We'll have to be very careful.”

    Claye squirmed and tried to pull himself over Xaragitte's shoulder. She tugged him down again. “We can't let anyone recognize Claye.”

    “Don't use his name, then! We can't let anyone recognize us either.”

    From over their shoulders: “You!”

    Xaragitte shied at the sound of the high-pitched voice. Yvon continued walking.

    “You—old man!” The chief herder ran to intercept them. She couldn't have been a eunuch long, Yvon thought: she still had too much energy. Her grin was broad and genuine. “Greetings, greetings, greetings! I thought it was you, the old man afraid of lions.”

    Yvon tensed. Did the herder intend a double meaning? Baron Culufre's emblem was the dagger-toothed lion—had she discovered that Yvon was one of Gruethrist's men already? “I'm just a simple farm-husband, fearing for another's livestock.”

    “Yes, yes, yes. The Baron intended to pasture the herds in that direction, away from the village. But I conveyed to him your timely, welcome warning. Now he will send hunters up there in advance. We did not come prepared for such a wilderness as this, I tell you. We owe you many thanks.”

    “None at all.” Yvon walked faster.

    The herder fell in step beside them and politely avoided looking at Xaragitte. “You're here because you've accepted my offer, yes? The Baron generously rewards all those who serve him, and you have served him well already.”

    “No, we simply happen to be going this way. It was news I was happy to share, as a lady gives water to a stranger who comes knocking at her door.”

    “Is there anything at all I can do to help you?”

    Yvon's footsteps faltered, stopped. He glanced over at Xaragitte. “There is one small favor.”

    The herder's smile grew wider. “Name yourself, then name your favor!”

    “You honor us, to ask our names,” Yvon said, politely including Xaragitte. He recalled the shepherd boys from the day before—neither their accents nor appearance would match those names, but Yvon didn't expect a noble eunuch from the Imperial City to catch that. “I am Bran. I accompany my niece, Pwylla.”

    The herder's expression grew grave and she stopped walking, indicating to Yvon and Xaragitte that they must do the same. “Please, continue.”

    Yvon swallowed. “We've been afoot these four days, and I have no more food to gift her with, to my great shame. If you would be kind enough to provide my niece with a bite to eat, I will say prayers to Verlogh for you at the festival of justice.”

    The eunuch lifted the carved horn to her lips and blew several short notes. When she was done, she lowered the horn and thrust out her hands. The intimate gesture surprised Yvon. He hesitated, then tucked his walking stick under his arm, extending his own hands. They gripped each other's wrists.

    “Well met, Bran. My name is Sebius. We cannot permit our new but beloved friends to venture so long afoot with neither sustenance nor drink.”

    Two young, muddy boys, one dark-skinned and the other fair, ran up to Sebius. Others hurried over, but too late. She waved them off. The herder whispered her commands, and the two took off running in different directions.

    Xaragitte looked questioningly at Yvon, who made no response at all. She shifted Claye to her other hip and pulled the sweat-damp hair away from her face.

    “Aha,” Sebius said, noticing the gesture. “The goddess Bwnte herself did not have tresses so red, nor skin as pale and freckled, when she walked disguised across the plains of Maedatup with her newborn son.”

    A smile quirked across Xaragitte's lips. That resemblance was one of the chief reasons she'd been selected as nursemaid. Yvon felt worse and worse about this chance encounter. Three gods watching them.

    “Have you ever seen the mammuts before?” Sebius asked.

    “I have, a few times,” Yvon answered, leaving off that he hated the beasts. There were only three things in the world he hated and feared, and war mammuts were one.

    “And you, m'lady Pwylla—you will not be offended if I address you so familiarly?”

    “N-no,” Xaragitte answered. “I am honored.”

    “Ah! Have you ever seen the mammuts before?”

    “No, never.”

    Sebius clapped her hands together. “Today, you shall not only see one, you shall be conveyed like a princess upon one's back. It is my little gift to you, to ease your journey.”

    “You do us too much honor,” Yvon protested.


    “Not at all! For all I know, she is the goddess Bwnte, come in disguise once more, and I have a duty to help her.”

    Xaragitte smiled at her. “Usually, men flatter me with that comparison when they seek the blessings of the goddess herself.”

    “I am beyond reproach in that regard,” the eunuch said, and they both laughed. “So it is agreed, then, yes?”

    Yvon wanted her to say no. A short time ago, she'd tried to stab him for suggesting they join the train of the army. Now she was ready to ride one of the Baron's mammuts. But the presence of the eunuch reassured her—she'd worked side by side with Kepit in Lady Gruethrist's service. She glanced at Yvon, her eyes as hard as steel.

    “We would love to ride on a mammut,” she told Sebius. She tickled Claye beneath his chin. “Wouldn't we, darling?”

    Yvon's heart stopped in his throat as he half expected her to call the baby by his true name. Anyone who heard the name Claye would think of Gruethrist.

    At that moment, the first of the boys returned leading a mammut, a small beast, only ten feet tall and clearly old, no longer a fighting mammut. The red fur fell off in clumps, the way it always did in spring. Brass knobs covered the sawed-off tusks. Ropes girded about its waist held a bundle on its back. The handler was a slight lad not much older than the errand boys, which meant it was a trusted animal. But the shaggy beasts were too unpredictable, Yvon thought, no matter what their age or use.

    Sebius gestured to the handler, who clicked his teeth and gave a command with his feet behind the creature's ears. The mammut knelt to the ground.

    “This is Lady Pwylla,” Sebius explained. “You will carry her today and ease her journey. Treat her as if she were the goddess herself.”

    “It is my exquisite privilege, Lady,” the handler said. Large ears stood out on either side of his head, twitching like a mammut's. “You may ride up here, seated on the Baron's tent.”


    “I'll take the child,” Yvon said, holding out his hands. At least he could protect the heir.

    Sebius tapped her heart. “Oh, no, no, no. No child in swaddling should be separated from his loving mother. The babe shall be perfectly safe.”

    “Oh, yes,” the handler added. “The babe will be perfectly safe up here. Giruma is a very gentle mammut.”

    “I'll keep him with me,” Xaragitte said firmly. “He may soon be hungry again.” She turned her back on Yvon.

    He went to boost her up and so did Sebius. With one helping her on either side, she climbed onto the kneeling mammut's back and settled on the cushion of the pack it carried. When the animal stood again, she smiled nervously.

    “Onward,” Sebius told the mammut handler. “We have very far to go today.”

    “Be careful,” Yvon said, walking beside the beast, but Xaragitte did not look at him.

    Sebius matched steps with Yvon, speaking in a low voice. “I must see to the strays—the other strays.” She laughed, and although he didn't like being referred to as a stray, Yvon smiled in reply. “But later you will walk with me, yes, and tell me all you know about the valley. Yes?”

    “My knowledge is a drop of water in a broad river.”

    “Ah! But a thirsty man is glad for even the smallest drop that wets his tongue. Do you have much experience with cattle?”

    “None at all, but for the team that pulls a plow.” And that some forty years ago, as a boy. He saw no need to be so specific.

    “That is a difficult task,” Sebius said, absurdly pleased. “You will talk to me, and perhaps in the weeks and months, nay years, to come we shall labor side by side. I cast divination bones before we departed the Imperial City, and they indicated that my future and fortune would be made by a man named Bran.”

    Chills shivered through Yvon. “It's not an uncommon name.”


    “But you are an uncommon man.” Sebius continued to grin. “Yes, anyone can see there is something hidden about you. Make my fortune here as the bones foretold, and I shall see you never want for anything again.”

    The other boy returned, bearing bowls of boiled oats mixed with maple syrup. He gave both to Yvon, to preserve his dignity, and Yvon passed one up to Xaragitte. She murmured thanks.

    Sebius grabbed the boy roughly by the shoulder and shook him. “Fetch this lovely woman, the image of Bwnte herself, watered wine to drink. Not a drop for yourself or I'll have you beaten! And when you return, remain in her service throughout the day.” The lad darted off, and Sebius turned to Yvon. “I must attend to other duties now, but I've marked the boy and you may order him about as you like.”

    Yvon nodded acceptance of this around a mouthful of oats. He followed along behind the lumbering tusker, using two fingers to spoon the food into his mouth. He licked the bowl clean when it was empty and stuffed it in his pack.
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