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introduction




Well. I asked for this small bit of space before the story because I wanted to say something about it. But sitting here, there’s either too little to say, or too much. This is not going to come as a huge surprise to many of my readers.



When I first conceived of the story itself, I thought it would be a short story, because I knew the ending. Then, when I realized that to make the ending work emotionally I had to actually have a story in front of it, I thought it would be a novella. And when I finished the first book, I knew it would be at least two books. Now, it is actually four novels long, but the ending is what I envisioned before I began to set words on paper.



But back a bit, because back story is important. When I was near the tail end of university, I was at that happy age–yes, that’s ironic usage–in which I realized I would have to do something with my life. Until then, I’d been coasting. I had always written, and I had always loved fantasy novels–they were the heart of my reading. But for the previous three years I had written mostly poetry, which is a very different form.



Poetry, for me, speaks to experience–the aha! moment in which you both recognize what the writer is talking about and at the same time see it with new eyes. Prose, on the other hand, is meant–again, to me–to invoke an experience that the reader hasn’t had before, to walk them toward it, laying out the stones of the road they’ll follow.



So the writing of the first novel was difficult in many ways, because poetry distils event, and prose expands on it. Language is also used differently, and mine had been camped in the very spare modern world of free verse.



I wrote my first book over a period of six months, and then 
 revised it. Then I sent it off into the world and started writing the second book.



The first book came back with a very enthusiastic rejection letter, and the editor asked me to call her, which I did. This resulted in more revision, after which the editor passed the novel on to Lester del Rey, with her recommendation to buy. Lester then went on to reject the book, and one of the things that he really hated about it was the fact that the story didn’t begin where it should have.



I read his four-page letter and winced a lot, but I found it enormously useful. It was beyond blunt, but I was prepared for that because Lester del Rey didn’t do anything that wasn’t, as far as I can tell, beyond blunt.



And then I started the novel you’re holding now. The events of the novel were told in a ninety-odd-page flashback toward the end of the book. This flashback I then removed and threw out.



I started again, from the beginning, and of all the novels I’ve written, I think this one was the easiest to write because emotionally I knew what it had to be, and I’d been given the room–even the mandate–to make it so. When I finished, I once again revised it and sent it back to my editor, the very perky Veronica Chapman. She passed it back to Lester, and this time he liked it enough to offer to publish it.



I was, as they say, over the moon. (No, I don’t know why they say this.) But after that, I was once again left with a number of revisions, the first of which was: add description. I added ten thousand words of description; this was actually very difficult and in many cases involved rewriting entire scenes. But once again, this taught me something useful, and I confess that one review mentioned the lack of description even after I’d added so many words.



But at that point, it was a book. It was, I thought, finished. Then I learned the next important thing from the experience: that once it’s finished, once it’s out there, there are no more opportunities for revision; it’s not software, there is no version 2.0. Unless you’re David Gerrold, but I digress.



Years later, I’m not the writer I was then. This should come as no surprise, because I’m not really the person I was then. There are authors who hate the sight of their first novels, seeing in them only the flaws that later experience prevents. I would have to say that I’m torn; I do see things here that I would do entirely differently were I to write the story now, and I see 
 things that–yes–make me wince. But I also see, in the writing, the heart of the story that moved me; I know that it was the very best book I could have written at that time.



It is still, among many of my readers, their favorite work. The flaws that I see, they don’t, or perhaps they don’t care; it isn’t the flaws that drive them, after all. I had considered revising the book before it was reissued, but a conversation on-line cured me of the impulse, and even the desire. It wasn’t about my book, oddly enough; it was about another author’s revisions of his earlier work.



What he had done to make the book better–in his own eyes, and for his own aesthetic sensibilities–had taken some essential part of the experience of reading the book away from those readers who loved the earlier version. It had never occurred to me to look at my own writing in this light; I think about text, in all ways, first as a writer, and I can never approach my own work as anything but a writer.



But readers don’t do that unless the book isn’t working for them; they read as readers, and their first impressions, especially emotional ones, are always true. It’s my belief that a book exists as something in the space between the writer and the reader; that before a reader comes along, it’s waiting in limbo, missing a vital half of something that isn’t quite conversation and isn’t quite monologue. But what a reader makes of text, and what I try to convey, are often different, sometimes wildly and sometimes only barely; I don’t argue for specific interpretations unless they’re entirely based on fact, and often not even then.



One of my readers said to me, after finishing this novel, that it was Beauty and the Beast at heart. It had never occurred to me that this was the case; I didn’t do it on purpose. But I could see what she meant the moment she said it, because Beauty and the Beast was my favorite fairy tale, and I own many different versions of it. What I had taken at a very early age into my own heart grew there, and it grew into something I couldn’t easily recognize until someone else pointed it out.



So, the book remains as it was then, and I can read it now and wonder, a little, at who I was when I was twenty-five, and at how strongly I believed in this particular story, this dark romance.



 




—Michelle Sagara West

Toronto, 2005








prologue




From the teachings of the Lady of Elliath, First

Servant of Lernan, God,

to the Lines of the Sundered.



All life has a beginning, and in that sense even the mountains and the earth we dwell upon are alive. But imagine, if you can, a thing which has no such life, and no unfolding: It is, it has been, it will be. This is a hard task, but I ask it only for a moment, for I will tell you of our beginnings, and I, too, must start somewhere.



There was the Light, and there was the Dark. The Light was glorious, ordered, strong; the Dark, ugly and twisted. Each slept in perfection; each spread cold dreams in a wide net, reaching ever outward. Thus did They find each other.



The Light touched the Dark; the Dark the Light—and both were awakened. And where They touched, They frayed into small, moving strands of Light and Darkness. Thus were the Sundered born, the Servants of the two, like their parents to your eyes, but lesser and diminished by the method of their creation. Still, the Sundered of the Light cleaved to Light; the Sundered of the Dark, to Darkness.



I was the first Sundered of the Light; I beheld the first Sundered of the Darkness and I knew him for my enemy. It was my first thought, my only thought. With my brethren of the Sundered, I prepared for battle.



Battle we did, for the Dark would consume all without our resistance. The voice of the Light was strong and sure. Stars grew, stars died, and in the cadence of His words, we found strength and glory; battle all but consumed us.



Yet neither Dark nor Light was victorious. The Sundered fell 
 around me until my Lord could bear their loss no longer. I remember it well, for Light cut the void as He moved in a dwindling spiral toward the Enemy. I knew there was danger, but I did not know its nature and I could not follow the path that my Lord made; it was too bright, too fast. Yet the Dark must have felt His purpose and His boundless anger, for Darkness began to trace His own path, His own menace, across the vastness. He made no retreat, but instead moved to meet my Lord. The First Sundered of the Enemy made haste to follow, even as I—but who among the Servants, whether of Light or Dark, could hope to match the swiftness of their masters? Although we traveled with all haste, nothing was left for us in the end but to watch.



They joined, locking Their essences around each other. Neither gave ground, and neither retreated from the tight embrace of Their struggle. We of the Sundered heard the voices of our Lords grow weaker and fainter until they did not reach our ears at all. Worse, we saw the Light dim and the Darkness brighten; you who have always known dusk and twilight will never comprehend our terror. No more Light or Darkness was sundered; They were too closely knit for that.



Thus was the Earth born, and gray humanity which holds in equal portion a measure of Light and Dark and knows both life and death, love and hate, pain and pleasure. And the Light and the Dark slept again, Twin Hearts in the body of the world; the Bright Heart and the Dark Heart as they are known now. We cried out into the void all our ancient evocations—to no avail. What slept we were powerless to awaken.



Thus the Servants were alone among humanity, each carrying the heritage of his parents. All that we saw as we first wandered the body of the world was ugly to our eyes, stained and impure. We saw the mortals rise from folly to folly; saw them born and saw them die. In time, we grew to hope that out of the gray we might pull Light—or Darkness. The Sundered chose to mingle with the mortals that had so displeased them at first, and from these unions, you were born.



Thus began the battle we now fight. The Servants of the Darkness and their offspring furthered the ends of the Dark, as those of the Light furthered the ends of the Light. Humanity proved amenable to all of the influences of both: fear, love, hate, pain, and hope.



And the Light and the Dark continued to sleep, untouched by the conflict, until the battle of Pellen Fields and the fall of Gallin 
 of Meron, who was our foremost warrior, the champion of my choice.



The Bright Heart is not human or mortal; He knows no life as we know it. But the strength of Gallin’s dying touched Him, where a living creature could not. And as Gallin died, the power of the Light—of God—flowed to him. And the Servants of the Darkness fled or perished as the power of their Enemy reawakened. And we who had served the Light since the beginning heard again the whisper of His voice and His purpose.



Thus did Lernan, God, return in power to us, His followers, lending us the strength of His purpose. Love, He gives us, and light, and hope. Yet even awakened, He was still lessened; the world that He had formed could not release Him to us. The void was no longer His home; nor would He wander it again in all His brilliant glory. He was interred. The Light of the Bright Heart would know no release from His body. Still, with His aid and strength, our victory was assured.



Or so we hoped.



But such was the nature of the Darkness that He could not sleep while His one Enemy awakened—and so did the power of the Dark Heart also enter the world, to speak once again to His ancient Servants, and the half-breed Malanthi that they had engendered. And to them returned the power of Darkness, the power of the blood ceremonies.



You, who are Lernari, bear some of the blood of the Light. You are the children of the Sundered and the mortals; you are our hope and our connection to the gray humanity. You will know death; we cannot prevent it. You will know time and feel its passing. More than this, you will know war.



And as the Sundered of the Light to the Sundered of the Dark, you will be enemy to the Malanthi, those borne of the nonblooded and the Darkness.



I ask you only to remember that you are kin to the nonblooded humans; you will live as they do and die as they do. Protect them and teach them.







chapter one




The Lady of Elliath waited in shadowed silence. All around her, trees and flowers flourished under the light of no natural sun. This was her hall, and even the vagaries of the weather were trapped without. Still she knew, without seeing it, that lightening branched and forked its way through the gray and murky sky. The distant low rumble that followed would make itself known throughout all of her lands save these.



But war was never as distant as thunder. And from some tidings there was no escape, no matter where she chose to bide her time.



A sound, like a gentle chime, wafted across the breeze, and she rose, stately and elegant, to examine the details of a fresco that had been painted by one of her descendants. A whisper of foot brushing undergrowth grew louder as someone approached. She drew her light around her tall, slim form and let it trail like a cloak behind her.



A man stopped, ten feet from the sight of this glowing shroud, and bowed low. Without looking, she knew him for Latham, master scholar of Elliath.



She knew the hour, then, and the day; knew all that he would tell her in the sudden chill of the garden. A Servant’s memory was perfect and endless.



Twenty mortal years ago, he had stood so before her, straight and tall, with a hint of gray pain about compressed lips and nearly closed eyes. Twenty years and more, she had chosen, for the sake of her line, to chance the veil of the future at the behest of the Bright God. She had not taken the trance lightly, and Latham had been among those to argue against it. But the war they fought had been dire, and the undoubtable outcome bitter. 
 She had retreated to her hall and begun the spells and openings of the ways. Here, she had taken her first step.



The paths of the possible were not easy to wander, and for the first year of her trance she had moved with care. Other minds and lesser Servants had been lost to the veils. Still, she was the First of Lernan, and as she had gained an understanding of those paths she had walked them more quickly and more confidently, changing what she chose to do, and how, to see what might come of it. Three more years had passed in her search for an end to the war, but she had found it.



One isolated path, one frail possibility, offered hope. She had walked that road, over and over, looking for any other answer. The fifth year had passed, and another three months, before she finally returned to the waking world with one secret hope for the lines--and bereft of any for herself.



It chilled her, even now, for Latham’s presence here was a herald, the beginning of an end that was too clear.



She acknowledged him with a nod, but kept her back to him so he would not see her face.



He grimaced. Of the privy council, he could now boast to being the longest lived. His dark hair had paled to gray over the intervening years; a sign of wisdom. What wisdom now? Of all tasks assigned to him, this was always the worst, this bearing of ill news. But better to have it out.



“Lady, Cordan and his command were attacked twenty miles from our border. We arrived late.”



She turned slowly, her face almost expressionless.



Did you see this, Lady? Could you have prevented it? He never asked aloud the questions that burned at his scholar’s mind. She had spent five years, lost to them ...



“They grow bold,” the Lady murmured. “Twenty miles?”



“Inside our territory.”



“Did any survive?”



He looked away and therefore missed the subtle change of her expression. “No. But five at least called their own deaths. None were taken by the enemy.”



“Cordan?”



“One of the five, Lady. I’m sorry.”



She turned away, her movements still regal and controlled. “Has anyone informed Kerlinda?”



“Kandor has gone to speak with her.”



“I see.” She said no more, but turned again, knowing that even she could not hide the look that transformed her face. If 
 she had the courage, she would inform her daughter of the death herself; but this she could not face. It had started, yes, but the beginning had been the easiest.



 




It was dark, but the storms of the day had finally passed. Stars glimmered through the open windows, their blinking light no longer obscured by dense clouds.



Erin crept out of her bed. She glanced quickly at the crack of muted light beneath the door to her square, plain room.



Mother’s still awake.



Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to move silently. Crady had been teaching her that; she still felt warm when she thought of how loudly—and long—he’d approved her progress.



But it wasn’t for silence that she practiced now.



She crossed her legs beneath her and raised her small arms. In the dark, she began to draw a large half circle in the air.



The creak of a door interrupted her concentration, and she dove for the bed, heart pounding audibly. She waited a moment, then relaxed. Her mother wasn’t coming; not yet anyway.



In a few minutes she found her way back to the floor and began to concentrate in earnest.



I almost did it yesterday.



Minutes passed while she tried to focus. It wasn’t easy; fear that her mother would find her awake kept drawing her mind to the sound of steps on the floor below. But her father was coming back soon, and she desperately wanted to have something real to show him.



Come on. Light.



Her hands traced their silent pattern across the air, and she found the courage to utter an audible syllable.



Nothing happened.



I know I almost had it yesterday.



She tried again, with no results. Frustration warred with determination, and determination won—but only barely. For all her seriousness, she was still a child.



Arms passed in front of her again, but this time she forced herself to relax. She could feel the shape of the night surrounding her, feel the tingling at the base of her spine. She just wasn’t sure how to use it.



Light. Light to cure darkness.



The words were comfortable because she’d heard them so often. She relaxed, starting yet again.



The room was lit by a gentle green glow that touched the 
 outline of bed, chair, and windowsill. In confusion she looked outside and saw that night still claimed the land.



I did it!



She laughed—she couldn’t help it—but very quietly. Her mother was going to be pleased; her father proud. No one else her age had yet managed to bring the light up at command. Dannen was close, but it didn’t matter anymore—she’d done it first.



Remembering her mother’s stem admonition to sleep, she crawled back into bed, letting her feet dangle over the edge. She tried to lie down, but excitement made her bolt upward again. If she could show her mother what she could do, maybe she wouldn’t be angry.



I could wait till morning.



She pulled the covers up under her chin.



But I want to tell her now.



The covers fell away. Maybe her mother wouldn’t be happy at first—but surely once she saw the light, she’d forgive Erin.



That decided, she walked slowly to the door. Her hand trembled on the knob, but she opened it, allowing the firelight from the floor below to wash the room.



She headed down the familiar hallway to the stairs and, clinging to the banister—which was just above her shoulder—she made her way down, bare feet padding against worn wood.



She peered around the corner very carefully, then stopped, all caution forgotten.



Her mother’s back was toward the staircase. But beyond her mother stood the most gloriously beautiful man that Erin had ever seen, She knew him at once for the Lady’s kin—Servant to Lernan. He cast a light, obvious to her eyes, that put her achievement to shame, for it was white and pure, whereas hers was mere green. He was white as well, or as close to white as made no difference. Only his eyes, the deepest and clearest of green, had any strong color. These eyes looked beyond her mother to meet hers.



He looks like the Lady.



It was the first time that she had ever seen Kandor, Third Servant of Lernan, but it would not be the last.



Her mother turned.



Her mother’s face was white, as white as Kandor’s, but without Kandor’s immortal beauty behind it. Erin took a step back.



“Erin,” her mother said softly. “Did we wake you?”




Something was wrong. Erin shook her head mutely, and moved down the stairs.



“So this is your daughter, Kerlinda.”



Her mother nodded quietly. “Come, Erin. Have you met Kandor before?”



“No, we have not met.” Kandor looked at her then, his unblinking eyes taking in every detail of her strained silent face.



“What’s wrong, Mommy?”



Her mother smiled and gathered Erin into her arms. Erin had never seen a smile like the one her mother gave her. It was too tight, as if it didn’t fit her face anymore.



"I--"



“Kerlinda. Kera, let me.”



Wordless, her mother nodded into Erin’s hair.



“Erin, do you understand what the Line Elliath—and all the rest of the blooded lines—must fight for?”



“Yes.” Why was her mother trembling?



“Do you understand how we must fight, and why we must train so long and so hard?”



“Yes.” Why was he asking her these questions? Why was her mother shaking?



“Erin, your father, Cordan of Elliath, has been gone for two months, fighting the Enemy and those who serve Him.”



Erin nodded, frowning. She knew this. Why was he telling her this?



“He was adult, as you are not. He fought well for our cause and aided it to the best of his ability.”



“Mommy?” Her mother hugged her so tightly she could hardly breathe.



“Cordan of Elliath has finished his fight with honor.”



The words were formal; Erin had heard them before many times. Without thinking, she said, “He rests in the peace beyond.” It was what she had been taught.



“Yes, child. He rests now. We Servants of Lernan believe that in the beyond there is no war, no pain, no fighting.”



Why was he saying this? “Mommy?”



Her mother pulled away, her face still wearing that awful smile. Erin was suddenly afraid to ask her mother any questions; something lay beyond that smile that she didn’t want to know.



With a child’s directness, she looked up at Kandor again. The Servant had not moved.



“Is my daddy dead?”




He closed his eyes, shutting off for the moment the glow of emeralds. “Yes, Erin.”



“Oh.”



She was silent as her mother watched her closely.



“Does that mean he won’t be coming home?”



 




They wouldn’t let her see her father. Her mother was called by the Lady, as were most of the adult members of the line, but Erin was left behind; the ceremonies of departure were, in this case, not meant for children.



Everyone had always said that Erin was not an ordinary child. She was cunning, in the naïve way that children are, and direct as well.



“Please wait here for me, Erin. I’ll return as soon as I can.”



And she had nodded without speaking, to make sure that she didn’t give her word. But if her father was leaving, she wanted to give him one last thing: the gift of her newly discovered light.



Maybe, she thought, as she watched her mother disappear down the winding path, maybe if he’s happy, maybe if he’s proud, he won’t go away. He’ll come home with Mommy and me.



She remembered clearly the look on his face the last time he had gone out to fight. He hadn’t wanted to leave them.



As soon as her mother had disappeared, Erin put on her shoes, tying them painstakingly. The Lady of all Elliath would be there herself, and Erin didn’t want to look bad. She waited for a few moments more, then timidly pushed the front door of her house open and took her first step onto the well-trodden path.



She knew the way to the Great Hall; she’d been there many times, with many different people. It felt strange to be going there alone. Everything seemed quiet, as if the trees, sky, and wind were watching her and listening.



What if the doors are closed?



She tried not to think about it. If they were, she would have to go home without seeing her father; they were too large and heavy for her to open.



She walked more quickly. What if he left before she got there? The Great Hall seemed suddenly too far away, and she ended up running the rest of the way.



The path curved gently beneath her racing feet, but her eyes sought the height of the Great Hall’s large dome. It stood mute beneath the pale gray sky, a work of stone with hints of gold along its ribs. It was huge—easily ten times the size of the building 
 that she called home—and it towered above Elliath like a watchful guardian.



 




Lungs heaving, she reached the doors and froze. The wooden, peaked doors were open; people—adults—were entering quietly in ones and twos beneath the petaled arch of the inner hall. Like the breeze, they were silent.



She forgot about catching her breath because she was holding it. She stood very still, hoping not to be noticed. When the last of the people had entered, she slid between the large doors and into the hall itself. She had never felt so small as she looked up, and up, and up to the center point of the vaulted ceiling. At twelve points of the circle, the Twelve Servants of God, carved in marble, watched down upon her. She looked away then, to the crowd ahead.



All she could see were the backs of the line members that crowded into the hall. They were pressed together in the shape of a human wall. There were almost too many for the silver circle along the ground to contain.



After a minute, she began to sidle along the wall, traveling the arc of the chamber until she could see the front of the room more clearly. No one seemed to notice her; all eyes were upon the Lady of Elliath.



Erin found herself staring at the Lady as well. She had forgotten—she always forgot—just how beautiful the Lady was, all ringed in bright, soft light. The Lady was speaking, but Erin could not hear the words. She inched along the wall, coming closer to where the Lady stood.



In front of the Lady, in a half circle, stood several of the warrior-priests, those like her father, who fought the enemy with sword and blood. They wore their full uniforms, chain mail beneath silver-bordered gray surcoats that seemed to melt into gorges, and they held unsheathed blades rigidly forward. One of them, the youngest, was crying. The tears ran down his cheeks, but he kept his position. In the center of the half circle was Telvar. Anyone, child or adult, recognized him on sight—he was the finest warrior in the Line Elliath, perhaps in all of the rest of the lines as well.



Today he looked old, his face more dour and grim than ever. Erin stopped moving, afraid to attract his attention; he always noticed everything.



She relaxed as she realized that he, too, stood rigid and unmoving. She could not see what this half circle of warriors stood 
 guard over, but she could guess. Now she had no choice but to edge through the crowd as quickly as possible and hope that no one tried to stop her.



She plunged between two of the line members, brushing against the stiff gray of their robes without stopping to see who they were. Behind her, she heard a brief murmur of shock or surprise, and it made her move more quickly.



Daddy!



The commotion that she caused rippled outward through the crowd.



Now Telvar will see me.



But it didn’t matter, as long as she made her way to the front of the room where the guards stood with their naked blades, where the Lady of Elliath watched.



Maybe it was because they were surprised. Maybe they were too wrapped in their sorrow to react quickly. Maybe they could not deny Cordan’s child this last sight of her father. For whatever reason, none of the priests or priestesses of the line saw fit to stop or catch Erin as she frantically made her way to the front of the room.



“Daddy!” Erin broke through the last rank of the gathering and ran forward, arms outstretched.



“Erin!”



She turned automatically at the sound of her mother’s voice. People moved out of the way as Kerlinda separated herself from the gathered mourners.



Erin took a step toward her mother as Kerlinda knelt to the ground and opened her arms.



“Erin, please,” she said, more softly. Her voice was shaking.



Erin almost went to her mother.



Then she turned around again, to face Telvar and his warriors. In front of them, on a table that was half Erin’s height, rested a large, dark box. It was wood, dark wood, and well oiled; it gleamed in the torchlight like a marvelous new thing. Her brow furrowed slightly in confusion, and then she darted forward.



“Erin!”



She reached the table and, placing her hands on the edge of the box, pulled herself to her toes.



She stopped moving then. “Daddy?”



Her father lay in the box. His eyes were closed, but even Erin could not mistake this rest for sleep. A bloodless cut ran across half of his face. His jaw was slightly open, his face shrunk inward. His arms, always open to catch her or hug her, were 
 crossed over his motionless chest. Some of his fingers were just not there.



“Daddy?” She reached out to touch one of his hands, and felt it, slack and cold beneath her small fingers.



No. No no no.



“Daddy? See—I have something to show you.”



She shook him a little.



“Watch, Daddy. Watch what I learned to do. I’m—I’m the first.”



He still wouldn’t move.



In a panic, she let go of his hand and raised her arms in a small circle. She had to show him this, had to make him see it.



With ferocious determination, she concentrated, and the syllables fell trembling out of her young mouth. If she could show him this—if he really saw it—everything would be all right. Everything would have to be all right.



Light, pale and green, encircled her father’s still face.



“See? See, Daddy?” He was blurry now, and she struggled to stay on her toes. It was very important not to lose sight of him. “See what I can do?”



She felt arms around her waist, drawing her away. Angry and afraid, she kicked outward.



“No! No, he has to see! He has to!”



“Erin.”



The voice stopped her. It was the Lady’s.



“Hush, child.”



She turned around, struggling against the strength of immortal arms and losing. She was lifted off her feet. The Lady’s sober eyes met hers.



“He cannot hear you, although he would be proud of what you have shown.”



“He has to—”



The Lady’s arms drew tight. Over her shoulder, Erin could see her mother’s pale face.



“He can’t, Erin. He’s dead.”



Dead.



For the first time, the word had a meaning.



Wordlessly, the Lady set her down, and she walked silently to her mother. Kerlinda gathered her into stiff arms.



“Come, child and grandchild. This is the ceremony of departure. The spirit of husband and father has not been trapped by the malice of the Enemy; it has gone beyond. The circle has opened to free it.”




Kerlinda had hoped to spare her daughter sight of her husband’s diminished body. Now she must do what she could to soften the blow.



“Erin,” she said softly, as she made her way to the coffin and its honor guard. “We wear clothing. The body, yours and mine, is just a larger, deeper layer. But the spirit—you remember the spirit? That goes on to freedom and peace.”



Her daughter was weeping now, her face buried into Kerlinda’s strong shoulder. Erin would not look at the corpse again, nor would Kerlinda force her to.



But Kerlinda was an adult. A widow, one of too many. She looked at the lifeless body, her eyes glassy and hard.



Does the spirit go on, Cordan?



Bitterly she placed the fingers of her right hand against the cold lips of the corpse.



Is there truly peace beyond?



The Lady of Elliath watched her, torn between different pains. Daughter, she thought, your child is our hope. She can be spared nothing. I pray that she learns your strength and mine, for it is on her shoulders that everything will rest.



She raised her arms, calling for the light that signaled the midpoint of the ceremonies.



And you, my youngest—you will be with your husband soon.



These thoughts, these pains, she kept to herself. But it was hard; it had never been the way of Elliath to stand alone among its brethren.



 




It was many months before Kerlinda’s strength broke enough to allow for tears. Erin heard them as she lay awake in the darkness of night. She stayed in her bed, unable to comfort her mother’s pain; she knew how hard her mother tried to keep it hidden from her.



But Erin cried freely. Every time the door of the house opened, she would hold her breath and turn, half expecting to see her father’s smile. She spoke to him every night at first, but when he didn’t answer, she slowly stopped. Now she left him to Lady Death.



Nothing came to fill the hollowness that his death left. But she swore two things: She would become a warrior-priest, like her father, and make the Enemy pay. And she would protect her mother from the death that had stolen the father she loved.







chapter two




“I don’t see why you get to train with Telvar.” The boy who was speaking appeared to be concentrating intensely upon the fascinations of the market path, although he knew every twist and turn it took quite well.



His companion’s gaze was firmly fixed on him. “I don’t know either. Besides, it isn’t like it’s that special.” She ducked her head, nearly knocking the brim of her sunhat askew in an attempt to get a clearer look at his face.



“Come on, you know he’s the best.” Belfas gave her shoulder a little shove. “And it’s not like you’re better than any of the rest of us.” He kicked at a stone with his foot.



“Belfas—” Erin closed her eyes as Belfas yelped in pain. “Belf, you’re wearing sandals.” Sometimes it was hard to believe that he’d been born nearly a whole year before she had. She’d seen ten summers, he eleven. She shook her head as he bent down to examine his toenails. Not hard—it was impossible.



“Besides,” she said, to soothe the red from his face, “Telvar isn’t easy. He’s the best, but he thinks all his students should be better. You remember Carla?” She lowered her voice.



Belfas nodded quietly, foot momentarily forgotten. Carla was ten years adult, and Erin’s cousin besides. She was one of Telvar’s prize pupils, and she looked it—her face all grim and hard, her cheek scarred from “carelessness” in her first battle.



“He still drills her, you know. I can tell when she’s been with him—her arms and legs are always black.” She gave a shudder that was only part theatrical. “And you want to train with him?”



Belfas’s eyes were wide. “I didn’t know about that.” He frowned for a moment. “But I’d train with him. I mean, if you have to.”



“That’s ’cause you’re stupid.” She started to walk again.




“We’re supposed to do things together—we’re year-mates, remember?”



She smiled. “How could I forget?” One hand touched his shoulder. “We promised.”



He smiled in return.



“Besides, I’ll teach you everything he teaches me, all right?”



He thought about it for a minute. “Except the bruises.”



“Well, maybe.” She looked down the road to the sloping hill. The market flags were flying full mast in their triangular greens and blues and golds.



Belfas knew her well enough to know what she was thinking. “Erin, we can’t. We’ve got our lessons.”



“Not for a quarter hour at least.”



He looked to the Great Hall. Five minutes to walk there from the market, if they were quick. He shook his head.



“Erin? Erin!”



To his great surprise, she stopped only ten feet in front of him. She fished around in the pockets of her student’s browns, then sighed.



“Belf, do you have any coin?”



“We’re going to be late for lessons, and it’s Cartannis today.”



She thought on it for a moment; Cartannis was one of the few instructors who taught the lines without being born of the blood. It didn’t, however, make him any more friendly or any less severe when it came to the “important” matters of history.



“After class?”



 




“Kerlinda.”



“Grandfather.” Kerlinda bowed and stepped out of the rectangular door to allow him to enter. She held the bow a moment longer than strictly necessary while she tried to gather her thoughts. Serdon’s office and title kept him busy, and he rarely had time for visits that were merely social in nature. No one wondered why; as the Grandfather, Patriarch of Elliath, he was heir to the responsibility of leading and guiding all of the Lernari of his line. So had Helmi been in her time as the Grandmother before him.



“What brings you here?”



“Is Erin about?”



She shook her head, compressing her lips. “Out with one of her year-mates. Belfas, I think. She’s managed the Greater Ward, you know. She’s trying to make sure he learns it ‘properly.’ ” 
 She shook her head, her voice completely free of any trace of parental pride.



The Grandfather looked at her carefully.



“Good; young Belfas seems to be the only one of her year-mates that she’s easy around.” He rolled back the gray sleeve of the summer robe; it was a matter of habit with him when he had something unpleasant to say. “I’ve come to speak to you about Erin.”



“Is she causing difficulty?”



“No.” He sighed. “And it’s a rare child that doesn’t at one point or another. But that’s what I’ve come to speak about.



“Over the last four years she’s learned to control most of our blood-linked abilities. Light, direction, the Lesser Ward, and the Greater. She can also handle minor healing—”



Kerlinda’s eyebrows went up.



“I hadn’t heard that,” she said, frankly and softly.



“No, she probably isn’t aware of it. You know as well as I that it isn’t something we attempt to teach until perhaps the first year of adulthood. But she has it; I’ve seen her use it to calm physical—and emotional—pain.” He allowed himself a wry smile. “Mostly for Belfas; if she won’t get into the difficulties we associate with childhood, he seems determined to make up for it. When she is adult and can walk in the hand of God, she will be a healer such as the lines have never seen. I think only the instant touch of Lady Death will be able to stop her.”



The smile vanished. “But it disturbs me. Your daughter is very powerful. She’s aware of it, which is fine. And she takes pride in it, which is also understandable. But it’s the type of pride that makes me uneasy, Kerlinda. It’s too bitter, too angry.”



Kerlinda turned away, a shadow crossing her face.



“I, too, see what you speak of, Grandfather. But she shows no interest in anything other than her studies.



“I keep wondering if it’s my fault. I didn’t handle Cordan’s death well; I’m not sure I handle it well now, and it’s been six years. Maybe this grimness is something she’s learned from me. But what can I do? I try to interest her in games—do you know that she doesn’t even know the rules of squares?—but she’s always too impatient. Too directed. She’ll be adult soon, one way or the other.”



“I see.” He bowed his head. “And Telvar?”



With a slight compression of lips, Kerlinda wrapped her arms around her shoulders.




“That was not my idea, but Erin seems enthusiastic enough—God alone knows why. And Telvar drives her; not since Carla or Tedrin have I seen a student so pushed.”



“If it helps, Kerlinda, it was not my suggestion either. Nor would I have recommended it.” He sighed. “Continue to do what you can for her. Keep trying to involve her in activities that do not directly affect line training.”



“I—I think I will have to trust that to you.”



“Pardon?”



She faced him squarely. “I’m due out in the field in six weeks.”



“I haven’t heard!” He took a seat in the simple wood chair that Cordan had made ten years previously. His shoulders began to sag, lending age to his carriage. It didn’t often show, but Serdon was not a young man, not even by line standards.



Kerlinda saw the creases in his forehead deepen, and she swallowed. Unconsciously she began to knead the folds of her robe. “It hasn’t been approved yet. I’m sure it will be.”



“You’ve spoken with the Lady, then.”



She nodded.



“I see.” Now he had two worries instead of the one he had come with. “Kera,” he said, a name that he had used only rarely since her childhood had ended, “you aren’t warrior-trained.”



“Not with Telvar, no. But Kaymar taught me use of sword and crossbow. And I’m healer-trained. At that, I’m the best the line has. You know it.”



It was true, but irrelevant. “You agreed to—”



“That was three years ago!” She stopped, forcing her voice down. “Three years, Grandfather. Three years, and more deaths than we’ve suffered in the ten previous to it. I cannot stay here; every time the bodies come back I think of how I could have done something had I been there.”



“Daughter.” His stern voice stemmed the angry flow of her words. “You take too much upon yourself.”



“Maybe.” The word was a concession that the voice held no hint of at all. “But the Lady herself has granted my request.”



And I will speak to the Lady about it. It’s patently ridiculous, daughter. In only one thing have you been right: You do not, even now, handle the loss of Cordan well.



He stood slowly.



She watched him, willing his departure. The gentleness in his eyes was an accusation she could not bear for much longer. 
 Yes, she knew that Erin was too serious, too bent on revenge. But how could she fault the child? Was it not a desire that festered in her even now?



As if he could read her thoughts, he stepped forward, resting one hand on her shoulder. The hand was large and steady; for a moment she wanted to sink back into childhood and be comforted.



Instead she retreated, tossing the hand away in anger.



“Damn you! I saw his wounds! I know what killed him.”



He saw the flush of her cheeks, the angry glint of gray-flecked green eyes. Ah, daughter ...



“Do you know what it’s like? I could have saved his life! I could have—” She broke off; there were no tears. She felt shame at her outburst and struggled to control herself.



“I’m sorry, Grandfather. You do know what it’s like.” She shut her eyes too tightly. “But I’m not as strong as you are. I don’t have to be.” She took a deep breath. “I just know that if I don’t go out to the front, I’ll wither here. I should have gone years ago.”



“And what of your daughter?”



“She’s safe here.” But she cringed. The soft-spoken question had found its mark.



He knew her well enough to know that she would not reconsider the decision, so he left his questions unasked.



 




Erin was at the Lady’s pavilion to see her mother off. A large troop of armed Lernari waited in the southern fields beyond Elliath, in full view of the circular platform that had been raised so the Lady might speak to her warrior line-children. Surcoats, gray and silver, matched the hue of the sky. Soon they would not look so fine or so clean, but at least here, in the processional before the Lady, the warriors would stand at their best. They were grim and silent as they readied their equipment and mounts, but no more grim and silent than Erin herself.



A warrior must be prepared to leave all behind in defense of his or her land.



Erin nodded at the echo of Telvar’s words. These were no teaching homilies, uttered in the safety of the Great Hall. They were real. Telvar’s scar-worn face attested to it.



What else had he said? That all of the line’s warriors were adult. When—if—she attained this, she would understand better what war was about.



She looked for him; saw him standing in his position beside 
 the Lady of Elliath. He, too, wore the dress uniform of the warriors, but on his shoulder glinted three concentric circles. He was once unit leader and he still looked every inch of it.



The Lady stood robed in white to see her line-children off. It was her custom to do so. Erin continued to watch the crowd, searching for sight of her mother. She felt worried and knew it showed, so she kept out of sight of Telvar as much as possible. He never approved of any obvious display of emotion.



The warrior-priests began to fall in behind their various commanders. Their swords, sheathed, hung slack at their armored sides.



Telvar glanced at the Lady, who nodded. He faced the crowd, nodding in turn, and one by one the warriors began to approach. Each unsheathed his or her sword and laid it, briefly, at the Lady’s feet. The Lady gestured over each in turn, speaking low, formal words that were not meant for Erin’s ears.



Erin recognized some of the warriors, There, Carla, the only student that Telvar had ever spoken of with anything other than disparagement. Two behind her, Keldani, the quirky, likable man that everyone younger knew as “Uncle,” and everyone older knew as trouble. He smiled broadly, ignoring Telvar’s ferocious expression, as he laid his sword down with a flourish. The Lady even touched his face.



Then, at the back of the third unit, Erin caught sight of Kerlinda. Robed in gray, a short sword at her side, she waited in silence, her crossed arms indicating either annoyance or worry. She had no mail, no gorge, no helm, but her hair was drawn back in a warrior’s braid, her lips in a warrior’s silence. Erin began to move toward her.



The Lady was aware of her daughter as well. But she continued to give her blessing to these too-young warriors of the line that she had mothered. She could count the faces that she would never see alive again; could count on one hand the number that her blessing might save. It was hard. Not for the first time did she wish that she had never sought the path the future would take.



But the worst—the worst—



“Kerlinda.”



“Lady.” Kerlinda bowed stiffly. Her sword she placed at the feet of the line’s blood. It was small but finely crafted, and she’d been practicing with it to try to achieve a better level of competence. Never mind; it was not for the use of the sword that 
 she traveled to the front. Her weapon against the enemy was the blood that carried her ability to heal.



“So formal, daughter?”



Kerlinda smiled stiffly. “Mother,” she said at last. “I give you the warrior’s pledge—it is not as daughter that I’ve come.”



“No. But warrior or healer, you are still my child. My youngest. Come.” She held out her arms, and, after a moment of hesitation, Kerlinda. embraced her mother.



“What’s wrong?”



“Wrong? Child, are you still determined to walk this road you have chosen?”



Kerlinda stiffened again, and the Lady released her with great reluctance. She studied her daughter’s face as if memorizing every detail: the hard set of her mouth, the dark rings beneath her eyes, the way her chin tilted slightly up in defiance. The Lady’s emerald eyes snapped shut.



“I cannot do this.”



“What?”



“I cannot do this. Kerlinda—”



“Mother!” They both turned as the young voice rang out, turned in time to catch Erin’s hurtling body. Kerlinda kneeled to lift her only child and hold her tightly.



“Erin,” she said softly, but with no anger, “we said our good-byes. This is not—Never mind.” She breathed in the fragrance of soap and sweat, thinking, Will I see you again?



Perhaps this was what her mother felt. She turned. “Mother?”



But the Lady’s gaze was now upon Erin. “It is nothing.” Her voice was faint. “Come, warrior child. Take the meager blessing that the Lady of Elliath offers. Fight well.” But she made no move as Kerlinda put an arm around her shoulder, catching her in the same embrace that held her child.



They stood there for a few minutes, grandmother, mother, and child.



Then the moment was lost as Telvar gestured.



Keriinda kissed her daughter a last time, setting her down. She bowed normally and joined the ranks of the army.



Erin watched her go. Determined to be brave—to be the sort of warrior that Telvar. often spoke of—she swallowed her tears. But her mother was going to the front, as her father had gone so many years ago. She bit her lip, her resolve weakening. A hand touched her shoulder, and she started guiltily, thinking it to be Telvar’s.



It was the Lady’s.




“Erin, stay with me. Help me give the line’s blessing.”



Erin, tears forming in her eyes, nodded at the Lady’s request. She bent at shaking knees and touched her forehead once.



“Elliath.” Line name; the name that warrior, healer, and teacher alike called their own.



She bowed and touched her forehead for the second time, unintentionally scraping the silvered carpet that rested beneath the Lady’s feet.



“Lernan.” The name of God, the brighter of the Twin Hearts locked in eternal conflict.



Only on the third did she falter, although she knew the benediction well. Her eyes saw the world through a film of water.



“Erin.” Her own name, so small, so insignificant compared to the value and worth of the two previous. But one day that would be different. One day, Erin of Elliath would serve Lernan in a way that all would note. She swore it silently, as she had done for so many years.



The Lady nodded and turned stiffly to face the rest of the warriors of Line Elliath.



 




Erin stood on the lawn and looked at the white face of her house. It seemed, as it cast its afternoon shadow, suddenly large and empty. She had argued, alongside her mother, to be able to stay in it alone; now she wasn’t so certain it had been a good idea. The Grandfather had allowed their request, with the provision that he come to check in on her in the evenings.



Evening was still hours off.



Her head turned to look at the smooth market path, and she dug deep into her pockets before giving a little sigh; there were coins there.



Her mother had gone with the warriors to the front.



She couldn’t follow; no one would allow that. And she’d been excused from class for the day to attend the ceremony.



Her mother was gone.



Shaking her head to clear her eyes, she began to march down the path, keeping her eyes on it. Her fists were clenched in her student robe so no one could see them. Even if she had seen only ten summers, she was still of the lines, and war was the way of life. She wasn’t going to embarrass her mother by crying.



The flags were flying in the circle; she searched their colored triangles until she caught sight of the brown and green of Katalaan the baker.



Katalaan had been part of the market circle for as long as Erin 
 could remember; longer, as she’d come to Elliath on merchant caravans years before Erin’s birthing. She was a short, plump woman whose hair had grown grayer as the seasons passed. Sight of her, covered nearly from head to toe in the colors she’d chosen, was always welcome, especially to the children of the village, whether Lernari or not.



Erin wanted to see the old woman now, even if the pastries had already been sold or given away. She began to hurry, hiking the folds of her robe well over her knees.



The market square was almost empty, as the remaining shoppers packed up their purchases and made their way to their various homes. Erin drew a deep breath and looked up at the flagpoles to see that Katalaan’s still flew full mast. They hadn’t packed up yet; there was still time.



She followed the perimeter of the circle until she hit its northern edge. There she stopped, her hands touching the counter of the baker’s stall.



Korfel came out from the back, holding a towel that looked as if it needed several good poundings. He worked with Katalaan, as he had done for years, yet he still wore initiate’s gray and silver. No greens and browns for a warrior, not even if that warrior had retired.



“Erin,” he said, raising an eyebrow. “What brings you here?”



“I’ve come to see Katalaan.”



“Class is out early today.” He stopped for a moment, and his eyes narrowed. “Today was the day the warriors left for the front.”



She nodded.



“Did Kerlinda leave with them after all?”



She nodded again, bowing her head. It wasn’t Korfel that she wanted to see.



“Erin.” He leaned over the counter, carefully balancing himself. “You understand about the warrior’s duty?”



“Y-yes.” She looked at her feet. “Is Kat gone for the day?”



“Not quite.” Korfel reached out to touch her chin. “But don’t change the subject, Erin.”



She wanted to tell him that he was the one who was changing it, but years of respect held her tongue. That and the knowledge that he was many years adult, and had done all he could in the Bright Heart’s name to combat the Darkness.



“Everyone’s parents must go to the front, sooner or later. The war is important, if all of this—” Here he swept one sturdy 
 hand to encompass the market circle. “—is to continue. Do you understand?”



Yes, she understood. Hadn’t her mother left?



“We have to be strong, Erin, we of the lines. We have to be stronger than any other mortals. Let’s keep the tears to ourselves, shall we? I know it isn’t easy, but we have to keep a good face to let those we defend know that the war goes well for the Light.”



It was easy for him to say. He wasn’t the one who was crying. Mortified, Erin nodded and turned blindly away from the refuge of Katalaan’s stall.



“That’s the most preposterous garbage I’ve ever heard.”



Erin stopped at the sound of Katalaan’s angry voice. She brought her hands to her cheeks and tried to smooth away the tears. They only smeared.



“Katalaan, I—”



“Can shut up any time now.” The hatch to the stall was lifted, and Erin heard the bustle of brown and green from behind her back.



“Katalaan—”



“Didn’t you hear me, Korfel?”



No one talked like that, not to Korfel. Erin turned around to see Katalaan’s distinctly red face.



“Erin?”



She nodded dumbly, partly from shock, and partly because her throat felt too swollen for words.



“Don’t you listen to him, dear. You didn’t come to see him, after all.” She reached out and gripped both of Erin’s shoulders tightly. “We’re not all so stupid, and we’re not all so weak that we need to be lied to.”



“Katalaan, I’ve not lied. This is the route the Lernari take to deal with their own troubles. We do not seek to burden others.”



“For the Bright Heart’s sake, Korfet!” If Erin thought Katalaan had sounded angry before, she was mistaken. “Even the Lernari don’t demand that their children go out to the front! You’ve obviously never lost a child yourself—or never had to leave one—” She caught herself almost grimly. “Why don’t you pack up and go.”



Korfel nodded, equally grim, and disappeared from view.



“I don’t understand that man sometimes. Says this life is a better one—but still can’t shake his training. Don’t you ever be like that, Erin. We’re all people, and this is all our war, no matter what anyone says. We’ve come from different places to 
 be in Elliath, and we may not be perfect, we may not pick up swords, but we’re willing to help.”



Erin nodded quietly.



“Come on, dear.” She cast a backward glance at the stall. “I’ve not much left to sell or eat, but I’m just as good a cook when I’m not in the circle. Where are you staying?”



“At home.”



“With whom?”



She shook her head.



Katalaan nearly lost her eyebrows. “By yourself?” Without waiting on a reply, she took Erin firmly by the hand. “Korfel!” she shouted over her shoulder. “Close up here. I have to speak with someone. Come along, dear.”



“Are we going home?”



“Not quite yet.”



 




The knock that sounded at Serdon’s study door was singularly unwelcome. He was tired; the ceremony often had that effect. He knew that many of his line-children, armed and armored, had marched to the front to die there, and there was nothing any Lernari could do to prevent those deaths. Worse still, Kerlinda had gone: Kerlinda, the healer; Kerlinda, the Lady’s youngest daughter; Kerlinda, who had not been trained well enough to know how to die the warrior’s death.



He chose to remain silent and hoped that the person on the other side of the closed door would accept this; whoever it was should well know that at this moment he needed his privacy. He bowed his forehead into his gray sleeve.



The knock grew louder and more distinct.



He waited a few moments more, then rose, scraping the hardwood legs of his chair against the carpet.



“What is it?” he called as he opened the door.



To his surprise, no initiate grays greeted him; instead he saw the colorful brown and green that could only be market wear. And he knew the face well, if not the expression.



“Katalaan!”



“Don’t you ‘Katalaan’ me, Serdon,” the baker said, barging past him and into the room.



“Is there some problem?”



“I’ll say there is.” She looked at the chair for a moment and decided that she didn’t want to sit. Her plump hands met her hips with a decided thump. “What by the Hearts do you think you’re doing?”




“Pardon?”



“Leaving young Erin to live on her own, without even another Lernari for company?”



“Erin?” His blue eyes widened then. “Ah, Erin.”



“She didn’t lose her father that long ago, and her mother’s gone the same route. Where is your brain?”



“Katalaan, she isn’t just a village child, she’s—”



“She’s still a child, even if she’s of the lines.”



“She’s not your concern. Her mother and I have arranged for her care between us.” Serdon’s words had grown distinctly more clipped.



“Is that what you call it?”



Swords could not have been as sharp as the glare that passed between them.



“Very well, Kat.” The Grandfather’s voice said no such thing. “What would you have us do? The child wishes to remain at home. She approaches her adulthood quickly; we cannot just disregard her wishes.”



The baker’s snort told him what she thought of that.



“Enough, Kat. If you have a better idea, I’d be pleased to hear it. If you don’t, I have pressing matters here that require my attention.”



“All right then.” Katalaan headed toward the door. “I’ll stay with her.”



“Pardon?”



“You want her to stay with the line, and the line lives in the northern village. I live in the southern village, so she can’t stay with me.” She stopped, framed by the door. “I’ll move in.”



 




“You’re going to live with me?”



“If you’ll have me.” Katalaan looked at the open sky that the cloister walls framed. “I’ve been living on my own these past few years, since Gerris died. I’d be happy for company.”



Erin bit her lip, not sure of what to say.



“I asked the Grandfather, dear, if that’s what’s worrying you.”



“Oh. ” The wrinkles in her forehead deepened for a moment. “What did he say?”



Trust her to ask. Katalaan smiled. “He said if I’d a good idea, I was welcome to it.”



“So he thinks it’s a good idea?” She smiled almost shyly and looked at the crimson splash of sun. “Then we’d better go; dinner’s really late.”




Katalaan took her hand firmly. “Yes, we had. You’ll have to lead the way from here.”



Erin smiled. “There’s not much to eat. But we—I have plenty of room.”



 




“Children!” The word slammed into the four stone walls of the east courtyard. Telvar frowned in disgust as Kredan limped out of the drill circle. “All of you!” He drove the point of wooden sword into the packed dirt. Erin was surprised it didn’t splinter even though the ground was “soft” in the lesson area. “Time and again you forget yourselves. You let words interfere with your abilities!” Not that he thought much of the ability, either.



Kredan was in tears. His left leg pained him; he knew well from his two years with Telvar that it would already be purple and swollen. He felt the sympathy of his classmates as he bowed his head under the open blue of the sky.



“Well? What do you have to say for yourself?”



Kredan said nothing. The sting of Telvar’s tongue was legendary—it hurt more than any injury the weaponsmaster might inflict.



Today he was worse than usual. Everyone knew why. He had spent the last three days standing honor guard at the ceremonies of departure.



He wants to be out on the front, but he’s too valuable here. He may be the best warrior, but he’s also the best weaponsmaster.



Erin grimaced; she bore her own set of bruises from the day’s exercise, and Telvar’s grim fury showed no sign of abating. She smiled wryly; compared to Telvar, the enemy was going to be utter joy and ease.



“You! Is there something amusing about this?”



Bright Heart, Erin prayed—her own was sinking rapidly.



“No sir.”



“Good,” He gestured. “Maybe you’d care to take your turn at the sword again.”



But I just did! Nonetheless she hefted her practice blade. Everyone in the class knew better than to question one of Telvar’s orders, no matter how indirectly given. Erin had always learned quickly. She walked away from the safety of cobbled stone onto grass, and then onto the dirt of the circle itself, until she stood five feet away from the master.



“Stance.” Telvar barked.




The word was irrelevant; Erin had fallen into proper stance the moment she’d lifted the sword. On occasion this would elicit an approving nod from the weaponsmaster—but not, it appeared, on this one.



She kept the stance, but Telvar had apparently forgotten her for the moment. The sun beat down on her; she thought her hair was burning, because he didn’t allow the use of a sunhat. The padded jerkin and leggings that she wore didn’t help either. But at least they were near white so they didn’t absorb extra heat—as if that were possible.



“Today we start on the most important aspect of the warrior-priest.” He glared at the class, waiting for some response. Everyone listened attentively, not wanting to interrupt Telvar’s lecture with the extraneous questions he disliked so much.



It was a no-win day.



“I see that you all know well what it is from your lack of questions. Kredan, since you were so hapless at arms, perhaps you can redeem yourself by explaining it to me.”



Kredan wished, very briefly, that the enemy could arrange its attacks at a time when they didn’t have lessons. He let his head dip in guilt; the thought was in poor taste.



“No, sir.



“No?”



“I don’t know what it is, sir.”



“I see. Well then, perhaps Korallis.”



“No, sir.”



“Anyone?” He snorted in disgust. “Very well. Skill at arms is important in defense of the line. I shall take that as the given in the hopes that even one of you will attain some skill in the future.” He lowered his weapon.



Erin relaxed slightly, but she still kept her stance.



“There will be times when this skill avails you nothing.” He looked up for a moment, beyond their youthful heads, and closed his eyes—as much a sign of sorrow as he permitted himself. “The enemy may have greater numbers than our scouts could see. A nightwalker may roam abroad among the corps of the Malanthi fighters. You do know what a nightwalker is?” A child barely able to talk could answer that question, but Telvar’s glare made it clear where he placed the intelligence of his students.



“A Servant of the Enemy,” Korallis volunteered.



“True.” Clearly Telvar was not impressed. “And why do you call them nightwalkers?”



“ ’Cause they walk at night,” Allantir broke in. “They can’t 
 walk during the day. And when they’re walking, they’re feeding on the death-pain and unwillingly given lifeblood of those that they kill. I hear it takes a long time for their victims to die, worse than in blood ceremonies of the Enemy.”



“Well, it appears you can learn something after all. You had better listen to what I say now. You will learn this.



“Against such a power, you cannot prevail. Do you understand this? Only on two occasions have the Servants of the Enemy ever been caught by Lernari fire, and on each, they were feeding on the lifeblood of the taken. They will not feed among our warriors; the cost and risk is too high. Do not attempt to be heroic should you see or sense a nightwalker. Understood?”



Nods all around.



He closed his eyes again. Shook his head wearily.



“If you can escape, you are to do so. But if you cannot . . . that is what we begin to learn today.”
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