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    prologue


  




  

    Lord Vellen’s return to the capital was not a happy occasion, nor was it particularly grand or open. Had he desired such obvious fanfare, he would have been denied the choice.

  




  

    All of his Swords—the four taken that he had most trusted—were dead, and the Servants who had come at God’s behest were dispersed. Yet somehow the First of the Enemy remained. As did Sargoth.

  




  

    “It is God’s game,” Sargoth had said. “Do not question it.” But no ruler of the Greater Cabal took well to external orders.

  




  

    Travel at the hands of the Second of the Sundered was unpleasant and best forgotten quickly—but it brought him immediately to the heart of his house, without any of his rivals’ spies the wiser for it. His rooms were as he had left them, perfectly manicured and completely secure. There were, no doubt, house guards posted at the doors—and they would have their surprise soon enough.

  




  

    But he was weary and sought the comfort of sleep. His arm was useless, and any attempt to call upon the powers of his birth caused pain—an echo of the burning. The slave—that cursed child—had been his downfall; all of Lord Vellen’s attention had been focused on the First Servant and the known half blood.

  




  

    He pulled back the covers without ringing for his attendant slaves. Weakened, he would be shamed by their presence; it was more than he was willing to undergo. But he had to think clearly, even if he was so weak that standing proved difficult. Weeks had passed, and those, taught and sheltered as he had been by the Second of the Sundered, had made his position in the Greater Cabal tenuous. The balance of power was a game that he had 

     mastered well—but even a master must be present for a majority of the moves.

  




  

    Tomorrow he would send for a doctor; tomorrow he would discover just how long his recovery would be—and just how much time Lord Torvallen would have to plot and build a base from which to attempt the high seat of the Greater Cabal.

  




  

    Tonight he would dream of the death of a slave, a woman, and the Lord of the Empire.

  




  

    

      To Vellen of Damion, seat of the Greater Cabal, High Priest and Lord of the Karnari:

    




    

      Light King takes four. The game isn’t over yet.

    




    

      Renar of Marantine.

    


  




  

    Lord Vellen’s hands trembled in the dark silence of his bed-chamber. He laid the note carefully upon the thick, soft counterpane and gazed at it; his face was still and betrayed nothing of what he felt, although none were there to remark upon it.

  




  

    The curtains were drawn, denying light and day. An empty crystal decanter lay on the bed table beside fresh-cut flowers, quill, and inkstand.

  




  

    He had survived. He had barely survived.

  




  

    His eyes silvered, although he knew this precious use of energy was vain and impulsive, and the edges of the parchment caught orange light and fire as his magic reigned. No heat burned the counterpane; no flame touched anything but the words of a foe that Lord Vellen had never quite managed to trap.

  




  

    Corval was dead; Stillonius, too, had met assassin’s blade. Of the twelve members of his cabal, these two had been firmly and completely owned by Vellen. In two short weeks, Renar of Marantine had struck a quiet and efficient blow to the power structure that made Vellen’s word law: Morden of Farenel and Sorval of Kintassus had been “voted” upon as replacements in Vellen’s absence.

  




  

    In his weakened condition, unable to travel beyond the perimeter of his rooms, Vellen had had little choice but to sign the official document. He had kept a measured and steady correspondence with Lord Valens, delicately skirting around the issue of both his health and his presence at meetings of the full cabal.

  




  

    He pushed himself up against the headboard and grimaced in 

     pain. The white-fire that had struck him still burned and scarred his insides; he could not move at all without betraying this.

  




  

    And he knew, clearly, where this strike had come from. He had looked up, before the fire took even that ability away from him, to see the slave that he had once kept for the Lord of the Empire. The slave’s revenge was not yet complete, and in the darkness, Lord Vellen vowed that it would never become so.

  




  

    But a boy and a disinherited prince of Marantine had achieved a goal that Vellen had thought impossible for any outside of the political Greater Cabal to achieve.

  




  

    Grimacing, he fell back and slid into the cool sheets. The Second of the Sundered had not seen fit to supply him with any information of the happenings of the battle; he had come into the preternaturally still hall to teleport Vellen away from the scene of battle without speaking a word.

  




  

    Vellen was too proud to ask, and besides, he maintained his own small force to hunt out information, stationed just outside of the castle, in the village of the Vale. Two days had passed, by a count admittedly not as reliable as it usually was; Lord Vellen expected a report and waited with patience that had become ingrained but never pleasant.

  




  

    He let the shadows hide his gaunt, pale face for a few minutes longer before reaching for the bellpull and tugging it softly. There was work to do, letters to be dictated.

  



  

  




  

    chapter one


  




  

    The Swords were ready for battle. The castle of the Lord of the Empire loomed in the near distance, a monument of great, carved stone and high towers—a banner not perturbed or moved by the wind on the open hillock.

  




  

    Not three hundred yards from the Vale’s village, in the cover provided by thin trees and goldenrod grown too high from a plenitude of rain and sun, the four men kept watch. They were dressed simply and hadn’t seen use of razors or water for a fourday—but they no longer looked bored or irritated. Like a brand, the clash of white and red in the night sky two evenings past had burned itself into their eyes, a harbinger of doom or war that the blood understood well, even if the mind did not.

  




  

    Although they wore no chain and no black surcoats, and attended no high priest, they bore arms that were perfectly crafted. They were Swords; Malanthi, all.

  




  

    They had seen the nightwalkers drifting through the wrought-iron gates of the castle. Servants of the the Dark Heart. What had drawn the four here, they did not know. Nor were they certain they wanted to.

  




  

    But they were not bored; indeed, even if they had been relieved of their long duty, they would have had trouble sleeping.

  




  

    The sky was the color of firelight reflected in tears; light, misted orange. Sara rose with the dawn, in silence and mourning. Someone tended to her; she drank the water of Lernan‘s wound and found it both sweet and bitter to her taste.

  




  

    “Sara?”

  





  

    She coughed, pushed the hand away, and murmured something only half-distinct.

  




  

    “Almost two days,” was the quiet reply. “We’re in the garden house. Shed,” Darin added as he looked at the rough walls. “I haven’t gone back outside. I left yesterday morning to try to find the Lord, but I—there’s a spell on the ground around the castle. Bethany said it was dangerous. I didn’t cross it. I tried calling him, but he didn’t answer. And all the slaves are gone.” He tilted a cup to her lip; she swallowed, and once again felt the warmth and tingling of Lernan’s Gift. It was almost more than she could bear. Gently, she eased herself to sitting.

  




  

    “I’m fine,” she whispered. “I—have to go outside.”

  




  

    He offered her a hand—and a shoulder when her weight proved unstable. She stood, leaning against him until Lernan’s healing offered her body strength enough to stand on its own. Then she opened the door and walked into the pink sky, the open garden. She shuddered as she passed beneath the wide door’s frame.

  




  

    “What’s wrong?”

  




  

    “There’s a magic on this outbuilding. It’s—I don’t know what it is. But it’s not mine. Not ours.”

  




  

    Before Darin could press her for more, Bethany spoke quietly into his mind’s ear. Leave her for the moment, Initiate.

  




  

    But—but if there’s a spell on the shed, shouldn’t we do something about it?

  




  

    Bethany offered momentary silence, as she often did—the pause for breath before the answer. No, she said at last. I do not think we need to fear it. It was for our protection, I think; it kept us hidden from our Enemy’s detection.

  




  

    He looked at Sara’s drawn, pale face; he saw the shudder that stretched across her shoulders and arms. She doesn’t think so.

  




  

    Perhaps. But you will not ask her.

  




  

    She remembered everything.

  




  

    She saw, in the sunset and the low morning haze, a flicker of lids over a blood-drenched face. She arrived again a moment too late and let loose her power—her line’s gift—in an empty display of anger, of pain, of betrayal.

  




  

    Belfas was dead. Not even the body remained, and she knew that there had been no ceremony for him, no easing of the way. She hoped that the Bridge had been open to him and that the 

     Beyond held nothing of war or its memories to torment him. Nothing of war, and nothing of her.

  




  

    She saw the back of a young boy, started, and then relaxed—if the slight easing of her shoulders and jaw could be called that. Darin stood, elbows against the stone lip of Lernan’s Gifting, eyes on the surface of the gently moving waters. His fingers, smooth and bloodless, skirted the water; his lips moved, and his fair, pale hair bobbed lightly as he rocked. He was writing something that no other eyes would see.

  




  

    Darin was of Culverne. Culverne lay across the continent. Keranya’s words echoed quietly in the air, where only she could hear them. It had been five years since the fall of Line Culveme—only five. Not four hundred.

  




  

    A hundred bitter questions pressed against the tight line of her lips, which were closed against their utterance. She looked out at the garden; her eyes followed the smooth and perfect line of the hedges and wending trail of all manner of flowers, only a few of which she knew by name. She caught the scent of roses and saw that they were white—the color of mourning, of passage. She looked again at Darin. Now was not the time for questions, and she doubted that he could answer even a fraction of them, even if it were.

  




  

    She knew where she was, although the forest and the Lady’s trees had been cleared completely away, and no trace remained of the path, once familiar and oft traveled, to the Gifting—the Gifting that Elliath had kept and preserved in its long battle.

  




  

    They had lost it, and she would abandon it again. There was no choice.

  




  

    She was quiet as she walked to the inner gates that kept the garden from the rest of the castle; quiet as she bent down to retrieve what Gervin, slavemaster no longer, had left for her keeping.

  




  

    There was a weapon, a sword a little longer than those she had trained with, and a shield and armor; there was food, snares, and two bedrolls; there was even a small tent which would serve both her and Darin well.

  




  

    “Sara?” She heard the soft pad of quick, light steps as Darin left the well and approached her turned back.

  




  

    “It’s morning,” she said quietly. “We should leave now, while we have the chance.” Swallowing, she continued. 

     “Lord—Lord Darclan gave us time, but only that. The priests will probably come, if the lord was injured or—or killed.”

  




  

    “Can’t we check?”

  




  

    “No.” The word was quick and clear—too quick. As if realizing this, Sara added, “The ward on the grounds would make it very difficult—and we ... we can’t risk the power. Not now. Trust me, Darin. It’s best this way.”

  




  

    He nodded, hearing her words clearly, and misunderstanding the shakiness with which they were delivered. He had been told, by both Gervin and Lord Darclan, that they would have to flee the castle and perhaps Mordantari itself.

  




  

    Lady Sara slid quickly out of her dress, and, before Darin could blush or offer his aid, found her way into the tunic and trousers that Gervin had also seen fit to provide. They were plain, but not coarse; even though they were simple, no observer would have mistaken them for mere slave’s wear. Padding followed, as did armor. She buckled leather into place and girded herself with her weapon.

  




  

    “Should I change, too?”

  




  

    “Yes. But keep the clothing anyway. It’s fine, a little too fancy, and not very practical—but we may need it, in time.”

  




  

    He began to change, and she, to rearrange the backpacks. When she was done, she lifted the heavier one with quiet authority and slid it onto her shoulders. It felt strange. It had been years since she’d traveled with one. Darin’s grunting drew her attention, and she turned with almost a sigh.

  




  

    She walked over, held out both hands, and caught the straps of his pack before they crossed at the back. He flushed a little; it added color to his cheeks, to the fairness of his face. “Sorry, Sara,” he muttered, as he turned and held his arms out behind his back.

  




  

    She was familiar with the gesture. It cut; it cut deeply. “Don’t be afraid to ask me for help.”

  




  

    He would remember that, later. That, and the expression on her face.

  




  

    Two others watched the castle from without, aware of the Swords, although they were not aware of each other. One was an older man who carried his age like a mantle of authority or a symbol of wisdom. He wore a brown robe, one simple and unadorned by any threads or embroidery that spoke of rank or 

     office. The hood at the back was pulled up and rested just above the line of salt-and-pepper brows; a twined rope girded his midsection and hung to his knees. A pack lay at his feet and a staff beside it—one of gnarled wood that would stretch to just past his shoulder when carried. He stood almost in plain sight, certainly more so than the Swords—but none noticed or remarked on his presence.

  




  

    He was a man of many talents and many dangers—and the moment that he had been planning for, even hoping for, was about to come to pass.

  




  

    Indeed, as he watched the gates he hardly seemed to breathe at all.

  




  

    The last man waited, better hidden and more silent than any of the others. He watched the Swords, and he watched the gate; it would have been hard to say which garnered more of his attention. He was not old, but not in the first bloom of youth either; lines had been etched into the comers of his eyes, but whether it was due to smiling or frowning was impossible to divine. His face was smooth and perfectly expressionless beneath the dark, deep brown of his hair. There was a scar across his forehead, and another across his cheek—but they were faint, like the trace of an old web that’s been all but removed.

  




  

    His arms were crossed; he kept his hands at his sleeves. The sword that he wore hung, sheathed, past his knee. Yet he, too, was prepared for battle.

  




  

    “Darin,” Sara said softly, “stay behind me.”

  




  

    Her voice, quiet, was nonetheless edged and cold. Darin tilted his head, as if to question her commands, and fell silent at the look on her face, although it was not directed at him. The sweep of lashes closed in a narrowed line over her eyes; those eyes flared green for a second—a fleeting echo of the previous night’s battle.

  




  

    Her sword rang out in the stillness, a raw scrape of steel and light. Following her gaze, he saw four men, villagers by their dress, but far too idle for those of the Vale. They lounged by the roadside, but even at this distance it was obvious to Darin that they, too, held swords—swords that were drawn.

  




  

    Without a word, he reached—fumbled, really—for Bethany. 

     She came to his hand, and he leaned on her for strength; he called on her for knowledge.

  




  

    A thin, murky thread of light, almost invisible in the greater brilliance of sun and clear sky, streaked across the distance that separated them from the four that waited.

  




  

    Before it reached them, it died, cut off abruptly.

  




  

    “Malanthi,” Darin whispered.

  




  

    Sara nodded quietly, her eyes a green sheen, her jaw a rigid, square line. “Swords.”

  




  

    “Should we go back?” He looked over his shoulder; the road behind them was clear.

  




  

    “No,” Sara said softly. “I can’t.”

  




  

    “Then maybe we should get off the road?” His eyes darted to trees, but even the suggestion was made doubtfully; the Swords were close. As if his words were beacons, they began to move forward—not running, not precisely, but walking at a very quick pace.

  




  

    Sara stopped, planting her feet slightly apart in the flat dirt road. Her pack hit the ground and rocked to a stop. She reached for the shield that rested atop it and shrugged her forearm through its leather straps. The handgrip was caught and held in whitening fingers. The shield’s rounded contours fell just below her hips. It had been years since she had held either sword or shield; there had been little call for either in Rennath.

  




  

    Years? Centuries.

  




  

    She wondered, briefly, if she would be up to the fight. There were four men, each taller and larger than she, and each was carrying a sword with a greater reach than hers. No doubt they were in practice with those weapons. At least they carried no bows. The Swords were an arrogant group of men, skilled at their arms and vicious in their service to the Church of the Dark Heart—but even they had standards. Ranged combat, the kill from a distance, was a measure of last resort. After all, what good was a kill if you couldn’t feel the death?

  




  

    At twenty feet, they stopped. She held her place, aware of Darin’s presence—and Bethany’s power—at her back.

  




  

    “Excuse me, ma’am,” the foremost Sword said, pointing slightly with his weapon. “We’d like a few words with you, if it won’t take you out of your way.” He smiled congenially—which is to say that his teeth flashed in an even line between his parted lips. His was a square face, gentled by a long forehead, 

     full cheeks, and short, soft hair. But his eyes never relaxed—and they never really left Sara’s weapon.

  




  

    Damn. Damn it. Sara tightened her grip, both on sword and shield. She had hoped that the Swords might somehow take her presence at face value—a common woman in the Empire didn’t really know much of the use of weapons, and even if she had one, would probably not know how to use it. Stupidity was an advantage that she wasn’t going to be offered here.

  




  

    “What,” she said evenly, “did you want to know?”

  




  

    “You came from the castle.” He took another step forward, and the three behind him fanned out at his back in a half circle of glinting steel. “We just want to ask you about the events of two nights past.”

  




  

    “Ask, then. But stay your ground.” She pulled her sword up until the flat rested very lightly against her shoulder.

  




  

    He didn’t stop; she didn’t expect him to. He had all of the advantage that numbers, size, and, to his mind, rank provided. He had no reason at all to heed her quiet request.

  




  

    “Here isn’t really the best place for such a discussion; it’s very open.” Another step, slow and carefully placed. His eyes were dark brown—she could see them very clearly now; they were as sharp to her eyes as his breathing, tense and short, was to her ears.

  




  

    “You know that the Lord of Mordantari doesn’t always appreciate the importance of his Church or its agents.” His smile died suddenly; his voice lost even the patina of friendliness that had, after all, soothed no one. “You’ll both come with us to the village.”

  




  

    “Mordantari?” Her reply was almost dreamy, so peculiar was the tone. “Is that what he calls it now? The peace of the dead?”

  




  

    A frown rippled subtly down the Sword’s face, a sudden unease exposed to the light. He started forward, sword at ready, even as she raised and lowered her arms. Her free hand danced in the air more quickly than his feet against the ground; her lips moved soundlessly.

  




  

    But her eyes, her eyes were the most terrible thing of all to the Sword who was several years her elder. He had never seen such an ugly, all-encompassing shade of green. And he had 

     never, for all of his lessons and studies prior to attaining his rank, felt the Greater Ward.

  




  

    Light seared the insides of his skin. The pain was great enough that he forgot, for full seconds, the use of the counterward. He heard the shouts to his left and right as he brought his own hands up in the gesture and the call.

  




  

    The fire increased; the light grew brighter. He lost the words and the rhythm of the ward as Bethany joined her power to Sara’s.

  




  

    But he saw, through the haze, the quick dart of his enemy’s lunge. He brought his sword up, as a reflex, and felt it clang against hers. She swore; he smiled grimly and struggled to gain his feet before realizing that he’d never lost them.

  




  

    At his back, he heard footsteps retreating. He shut them out; they were not his concern. She was. He wanted her death, more than he’d wanted anything in his life. In this Sword, of the four, the blood was still very strong.

  




  

    Sara felt his shields flare to life; she saw the faint pink glow of the two other Swords as they also drew close. She called upon her power as Sarillorn and moved quickly and concisely. Her physical shield she thrust to the side in a low block, but her light she held out before her at the strongest of the three. Her sword, the third of her weapons, moved in a perfect harmony to her two defenses.

  




  

    She felt the blood call; her body tingled with its imperative. For the first time in years, she gave in to it, joining her skill to the dance of the red and the white, the Dark and the Light.

  




  

    There was no longer any reason to hold back. Belfas was dead. The Lady was dead. The line had been consumed by history; what was there to hope for now?

  




  

    Her anger was her direction and her commander. Bethany’s light flared white and warm, a pillar to her right. She heard a scream start—and ended it viciously and absolutely with an instinctive thrust to the side. In the midst of white light came crimson blood.

  




  

    But it had been four years since she’d wielded a weapon, and Telvar’s words and warnings returned to her too late. Never let anger guide your tactics. Curt, short, true. Her blood flowed next as the point of a sword disappeared into her left thigh. And her blood, as it flowed, was also red.

  





  

    There was hardly any pain at all, the call to battle was still so strong. But the wound was a heavy warning, and a cold one. She pulled her rage in and pushed it aside, seeing her two remaining enemies clearly. She called on her healing skill to block the wound; it answered, slowing the flow of the blood, but no more.

  




  

    She was not foolish enough to take the time to tend it. Instead, she used her power to bolster the Greater Ward. She saw the square, fair face of the Sword, made mottled and ugly by his blood’s desire, and knew that she saw a mirror of her own expression.

  




  

    Here, then, was her advantage. She was quit of the call for the moment; he was not. But his remaining ally was hesitant, almost distant. She took a slow step back, brought herself to a stop against Darin, and threw out the remainder of her power until it was almost a visible aurora.

  




  

    For a moment the Swords stood, suspended. Then they gathered their own, lesser, powers around them like mantles and charged forward, like any inexperienced sixth might have done, bereft of leadership.

  




  

    They were almost easy to kill, and she did so as quickly as possible. She couldn’t bear to feel the call of their pain as an aftereffect of her victory.

  




  

    Darin was ash gray and silent as the last Sword died. His fingers were wrapped around Bethany, and he leaned against her for support, as if suddenly old enough to require it.

  




  

    Initiate, she said, and her voice was cool, this is a war, not a fable.

  




  

    I know.

  




  

    He heard the ghost of her sigh; it was an impatient one. Tend your lady, then. She is injured, but alive, and may require your assistance.

  




  

    Nodding, he swallowed, and stepped over the outstretched hand that curled, wet and thumbless, inches away from his feet. “Sara?”

  




  

    “I’m sorry,” she said, as she turned. She had already run a tight strip of cotton across her thigh, but the blood had come clean through. “It’s been too long. I was careless.”

  




  

    “Do you need any help?”

  




  

    “Not yet. I can walk; I didn’t break any bones.”

  





  

    “Bethany can—”

  




  

    “I think you need her.” Her eyes, as they glanced briefly off his, were dark and tired. She looked very much like a warrior priest—an old one. He couldn’t argue with her, and Bethany didn’t insist on it.

  




  

    “Come on, Initiate. One of the four went running somewhere, and we’d better be gone when he returns. He won’t come back alone.” She started down the road, her stride only slightly off—and not at all slowed.

  




  

    “Where are we going?”

  




  

    “To the Lady’s Woodhall.”

  




  

    Erliss of Mordechai was not a comfortable priest. Nor was he particularly happy, and to make matters worse, he had no appropriate way to vent his spleen—not within the confines of the village of the Vale in the domains of Mordantari. Mordantari belonged to the near-mythical Lord of the Empire. Twice in the history of the Dark Heart’s Church, high priests had attempted to intervene in Mordantari affairs, seeking perhaps good lands and the influence owning them would bring. Neither of the two survived, and their deaths had been in no wise a private affair. Their bodies had been conveyed, by means magical and not well understood, to the center square of the High City in Malakar. Enough remained of their faces, and the fingers that bore their signatory rings, to identify them. And of course, the stories had spread.

  




  

    Erliss of Mordechai had been far too young to see the last priest disposed of, but the lesson and the story had traveled down from Lord Mordechai to all of his clan: Do not interfere in the matters of Mordantari. It will bring ill fortune upon us all.

  




  

    The words came back, sharp and clear, as he sat stiffly in a winged chair in the cramped little living area that passed as a room for travelers. It was wood-walled and mud-sealed, with windows that weren’t even glassed in—and were small, at that. The ceilings near the fireplace were low and ugly, and the decor—what there was of it—was laughable. In any other village, he and his attendant slaves would have merely requisitioned use of the reigning noble’s manor—usually some small officiant to the Church itself. There were none in the Vale.

  




  

    Vellen, he thought, as he rose for the thirteenth time to walk 

     in a circle over a rug made up of braided rags—rags!—there had best be worthwhile information here.

  




  

    But of course there was, information and more, all of a highly valuable nature. Why else would Lord Vellen, first of the Karnari, holder of the high seat of the Greater Cabal, make his trek here in secrecy and silence? Why else would he travel with so small and unimpressive a party of Swords—without even slaves in attendance?

  




  

    And where is Lord Vellen now? he asked himself darkly. Has he escaped cleanly and left us to the Lord of the Empire?

  




  

    Erliss ran a hand through dark, perfect hair. A man who sought power was wise to counsel himself in the ways of patience; he had been told this many times as he struggled out of his youth. As always, it was a particularly painful trial to follow that advice.

  




  

    But patience was willing to reward him, this one time. The knock came.

  




  

    He forced himself to walk slowly to the door; he forced his hand to lift the latch and pull it open with a casual strength. He even forced himself to remain silent as the Sword fell to one knee beneath the door’s frame.

  




  

    “Lord Erliss.”

  




  

    “Rise,” the lord responded, “and give me your news. Have you sighted Lord Vellen?”

  




  

    “No, Lord,” was the quiet response. But the tense, stretched look of the Sword’s mouth promised worthwhile information anyway. He rose at the priest’s command and entered the room as Erliss stepped back.

  




  

    “What news, then?”

  




  

    “Two people left the castle by the front gates. They came down the road toward the Vale. One was a woman, one a boy.”

  




  

    “And?”

  




  

    “We tried to stop them. To interrogate them.”

  




  

    “Openly?”

  




  

    The Sword cringed at the edge in the single word. “There was no observer, lord.” He bowed his head. “They—resisted.”

  




  

    “Where are they now?”

  




  

    “I don’t know.”

  




  

    “Pardon?”

  




  

    “The woman—she—” he swallowed. “She had a sword.”

  




  

    Lord Erliss’ eyes narrowed. “There were four of you.”

  





  

    “Yes, lord. But she also—she had the Enemy’s magic.”

  




  

    Lord Erliss was still a young man; at twenty and one years of age, he had not the wisdom or the controlled, silent power of his older cousin, Lord Vellen of Damion. His dark eyes widened in astonishment; the line of his brows rose and vanished beneath his hair. “What?”

  




  

    “She—I think she cast the Greater Ward. Her eyes were of the Light. Captain Sanderston attacked.”

  




  

    “Did he kill her?”

  




  

    “I hope so.”

  




  

    “Idiot!.” Erliss spun so quickly on his feet that the Sword jumped back and dropped into a defensive stance. “You had best hope he has not. This—this is what Lord Vellen bid us watch for.” Erliss breathed deeply and more regularly. Yes, even though no one had thought to mention a woman, this was obviously the reason that Lord Vellen had left him in the village.

  




  

    The Sword fell again to one knee, in a silence that was not the product of fear alone. For he had seen the green light in this woman’s eyes, and had felt the sting and call of the Enemy. Lord Erliss had not.

  




  

    “Quickly—get the others. All of them. Meet me on the northernmost edge of the village and be prepared to lead us to her.”

  




  

    The Sword nodded grimly. His feet barely touched the ground as he leaped up to do his Lord’s bidding. His Lord smiled openly as the door swung back on its hinges.

  




  

    Lord Vellen had lied, both to the nobility, which was a minor crime, and to the Greater Cabal, which was not. He had stated, for the record of the Church and the Karnari, that all of the lines were destroyed. Erliss wanted to shout with inappropriate glee. This woman, this single enemy, was quite possibly worth the high seat of the Greater Cabal to the man who could both capture and play her properly.

  




  

    Oh yes, Erliss well understood why Vellen had come in swiftness and secrecy, daring the anger of the Lord of the Empire. She was a sign of his failure. And if Erliss could, without intervention, bring her back to Malakar, she would serve as the sign of his success. What, with this knowledge and proof of it at hand, could he not receive from Lord Vellen? Perhaps he would ask for a place in the Greater Cabal—at the youngest age in history. Perhaps he would be forced to ... disagree with his 

     cousin, and take his acquired possession to Benataan, Lord Torvallen—Lord Vellen’s greatest rival for the high seat, and second of the Karnari.

  




  

    The plans were pleasant and had such a ring of authority to them that Erliss of Mordechai was happy for the first time in almost a month.

  




  

    Darin was afraid now. All of the glory and glow of victory had been burned away by the weak red light, the cold, straight steel, and the final, sudden deaths of the Swords. He knew who the Swords must have served. He knew that the priests would follow. And he knew that Sara was tired, nearly exhausted—she didn’t have any power left for another battle; she hadn’t even used the power she did have to heal her wound. Surely, surely they would be caught, and he would once again serve as slave in House Damion. Maybe this time, he’d be forced to watch Sara’s death on the altars at the quarters and carry her blood in the silver pail only to spill it carefully along the grooves of the Damion crest.

  




  

    But it wasn’t just the Church, the priests, or Lord Vellen that frightened him. It was the look, burned into memory, that had twisted Sara’s face as she’d killed the Swords.

  




  

    The sun was up—how could it be so high already? He felt its bite on the back of his neck. He felt naked and completely helpless as he followed the bends the road took. His neck developed a kink because he was constantly looking over his shoulder, even though Bethany told him—and sharply—that it only slowed them down.

  




  

    But at least Sara walked with quiet strength and purpose. He paced her well and tried not to notice the ugly red blotch at her thigh. At least the wound had closed somewhat; the blood no longer left a visible trail upon the ground.

  




  

    She stopped after walking for an endless amount of time and squinted into the darkness of forested land to their right. The undergrowth was meager here, although weeds sprang up at any crack of sunlight that showed through open branches.

  




  

    “Here,” she said softly. She turned back and touched his shoulder. Even through his tunic he could feel her fingers: they were icy; they shook. “It isn’t going to be an easy passage—but it won’t be much longer, either. Come on.” Her hair had slipped 

     out of her back-knot; strands of it ran across her pale cheeks like dried blood.

  




  

    “Sara?”

  




  

    “Yes?”

  




  

    “What is the Lady’s Woodhall?”

  




  

    “It is,” she replied, as she turned and began to navigate between the trees, “the hall that the Lady of Elliath dwelled in. She created it with her blood and Lernan’s magic. It was her castle, her private retreat.”

  




  

    He scrambled to keep up with her as the shadows fell upon his upturned face, darkening his hair and his eyes. And he listened as she told the tale of the Woodhall and its creation; listened in a way that he would never have done as a student of Line Culverne, in the teaching halls of the Grandmother. Her words, soft and distant, flowed in the cadence of a teacher’s voice. For a moment he felt safe as he pulled images from her words: the great, white height of the Lady’s arches, the towering walls, the plain, majestic hallways. Sara said they would reach it soon, and perhaps, in that magical, unearthly realm, they might be safe.

  




  

    He was not to find out that evening. An hour’s march into the forest, Lady Sara stopped walking. Her brow rippled, and her eyes narrowed; she teetered on knees as she gazed out into a sea of great trunks. “I think,” she said quietly, “that I must call a rest.”

  




  

    Darin had just enough time to catch her before her eyes rolled up and her legs collapsed beneath her.

  



  

  




  

    chapter two


  




  

    Erliss of Mordechai was quiet; among the Mordechai clan this was considered a bad sign. The Swords that served him had been handpicked by Lord Vellen—he didn’t trust them to follow all of his orders, but that was not his concern.

  




  

    Adorning the wide, rough road that led from the village toward the borders of Mordantari were three bodies. Where blood had pooled into the dirt, the ground was wet and heavy. He walked, taking no care to avoid them; death was a part of his province, and the bringing of death, his duty; he would have made a poor priest if such painless deaths as these gave him any feeling of discomfort. Still, his thick face was dark, and his forehead gathered in lines that would, through the years, become etched there. If he survived that long.

  




  

    “You said,” he murmured, to the Sword who had brought them here, “that there were only two. A woman and a child.”

  




  

    “Yes, Lord.”

  




  

    Erliss knelt in the dirt, taking care to avoid the worst of the mess. He reached out, touched cold, slack skin, and pushed. Muscles, locked in death’s grip, resisted a moment before he stopped. “You.”

  




  

    “Lord.” A Sword stepped forward. He had a hand on the pommel of his sword and, although he stood in formal stance, did not remove it. Captain Sanderston was a vicious fighter who now lay dead—too cleanly dead.

  




  

    “Take up the watch. You,” Erliss said, pointing almost at random, “join him. If anyone else seeks to leave the castle, do not interfere. Watch or follow. Is that clear?”

  




  

    “Lord.”

  





  

    “Good. Go, now.”

  




  

    Erliss rose, leaving the captain behind. Sanderston had, after all, failed. Burial and other such niceties were not the proper concern of a priest. “You two—get your mounts. Follow the road.” He bit down on the rest of the words; the Swords were already running in crisp, even steps. The sound of his voice barely had the time to die out into stillness.

  




  

    A woman. A boy. He shook his head. These deaths must have occurred minutes after the Sword—the only one with brains of the four—had left to bring the report to his commanding priest. The danger the woman presented had been real in theory and report; now, he felt it fully as a fact against which he had no desire to argue.

  




  

    He had to know where she was running.

  




  

    He had to think, and he felt, truthfully, that there was little time for it.

  




  

    “Lord?”

  




  

    “What?”

  




  

    “Priest Tarantas wishes to speak with you.”

  




  

    Tarantas? Just what he needed. Gritting his teeth, he glared at the Sword who had interrupted his reverie with such unwelcome news. “Who informed Tarantas of our whereabouts?”

  




  

    The Sword heard the death in the question without any reaction at all. There was no time for an answer; the aged Priest Tarantas was already upon them.

  




  

    Erliss greeted him with poorly concealed ill-humor. “Ah, Tarantas. Is it not rather early for you to be abroad?”

  




  

    “It’s early,” the old priest replied. But early or no, he was still dressed in the out-of-place black robes that marked him as full priest. Even in the Vale, he chose to announce himself with very little care for subterfuge or silence. His hair was long and pale, streaked black by artifice rather than any lingering youth, and his fingers, slightly bent with time—not labor—ran through the thin, long line of his beard. It, too, was peppered white, but it shone without tangle or knot; he attended it well. “But it seems that early or no, I am required.” He glanced sideways at Erliss. “Lord Vellen gave me explicit instructions, Erliss.”

  




  

    No doubt. “And those?”

  




  

    “I have made a study of Mordantari’s history. You would find it quite interesting—had you any talent for academia.” He turned before Erliss could reply and began to examine the bodies. This 

     he did while maintaining a fastidious distance; if his body was aged, his eyes were still quite capable—and he recognized death when he saw it.

  




  

    “Your point?”

  




  

    “House history, Erliss. These lands, claimed by the Lord of the Empire, were once the seat of all resistance to God’s power. They were ruled by the Lady of Elliath—you might remember her?”

  




  

    “Tarantas.” Erliss’ stiff face was quite grim. Although Tarantas was of the lesser nobility, in an unlanded house, he was also under Vellen’s command, and to argue openly with him was to question the leader of the Greater Cabal. Erliss was a cousin, but family blood flowed freely between relations; this had always been the case.

  




  

    Tarantas shrugged elegantly. “She was the First of the Enemy, and hers was the first line to fall to the Lord of the Empire.”

  




  

    “Your point?”

  




  

    “She dared the veils of the future; we do not know how long she walked, or how far she saw. But we have heard that she foresaw a path that would lead to the end of our reign.”

  




  

    Erliss shrugged, his face dark. “She’s dead.”

  




  

    “But her work remains, or so we believe. You said that this was done by a woman and a young boy?”

  




  

    He had said no such thing, but was too annoyed to play word games.

  




  

    “Ah. Good. You saw the fires two evenings past. You did see them?”

  




  

    “Yes.”

  




  

    “There was a power in the air that has not been seen in the Empire since the fall of Culverne. There was a power there, quite strong, quite old. I think that power”—and he glanced down at the hem of his robe as it brushed across a stiff face—“was responsible for these deaths.”

  




  

    “Really?” Erliss said, but the acid edge of his sarcasm was lost upon the old priest.

  




  

    “And now, we have the last wonderful task at hand. The Lady had a fortress unlike any you or I have ever seen. We have studied, have searched, have struggled to find its location—but we have always failed.”

  




  

    “How surprising.”

  





  

    That hit; Tarantas’ fingers stopped their steady stroke of beard. His eyes, rather dark, glanced off Erliss’, and his jaw squared.

  




  

    “Do go on, Tarantas.”

  




  

    “Very well.” The old man glanced off into the trees, his eyes darting from light bark to brown, casting about in the shadows as if for answers. “It was in Mordantari that the Lady’s fortress was hidden. And I believe that today, we might at last have our answers.”

  




  

    “Our answers?”

  




  

    “Come, come, Erliss. I know what you seek, and it does not concern me. But you do not have my knowledge of our ancient Enemy’s power. I know how to look for it and how to catch it sleeping. I know how to sense its use. Do you think to just track your quarry, she a fox and you the dogs? A greater discovery awaits us both.”

  




  

    “Greater?”

  




  

    Tarantas leaned forward and grabbed Erliss’ forearms. The Swords stiffened, but their Lord gave no word. “I can lead you to the woman, if she wields the power I think she does. You are young—you have always circled around Malakar. You know the game of the houses, but I know the war of the lines.” He looked up, eyes almost misted. “I fought them on the fields long ago.”

  




  

    Erliss managed to keep the contempt off his face as he considered Tarantas’ words. He could not understand why his cousin had seen fit to force the scholar’s presence upon their mission-but he grudgingly admitted to himself that Vellen had never been a fool. He looked down at the dead, looked up at the priest, and made his choice.

  




  

    “Very well. If you can find her, you will be well rewarded.”

  




  

    “Oh, indeed,” Tarantas said, as his fingers slid off the sleeves of Erliss’ fine shirt. “Now let me concentrate. Do not interrupt me.” He swept his long, grand sleeves back and raised his bare hands high. His fingers danced across the stage of the empty air until his arms pulled them back into a wide, crossed arc.

  




  

    Erliss recognized the Greater Ward. More than that, he recognized the dance of blood-magic that rippled around the old priest’s frame, a fire brought suddenly to life.

  




  

    “Tarantas,” he hissed, “where did you get such power?” He already knew the answer, but asked in hope of receiving an intelligent reply.

  




  

    “In the Vale,” the old man answered. “Now, silence!”

  





  

    In the Vale. Erliss’ face lost its ruddy, darkened anger. Tarantas had performed rites on a villager of the Vale. In Mordantari. The young priest wanted to scream in shock and outrage at the foolishness of his elder. He also wanted to flee. He did neither. “You,” he said quietly to the closest Sword present.

  




  

    “Lord.”

  




  

    “Find Tarantas’ residence and make sure that it is ... clean. Be prepared to move out, quickly. We will follow the old man’s lead for the present. When we have what we want, it would be expedient to offer him to the Lord of the Empire, should the villager’s death be reported. Understood?”

  




  

    The Sword smiled. “Lord.”

  




  

    “Good. Warn the watch.”

  




  

    She dreamed.

  




  

    She walked in a land of shadow and a darkness that was black to her only because her senses could not explain the color otherwise. Beneath her feet the ground curved in awkward, unnatural formation like a living thing. It shied away from the touch of her step, creating large holes that would half swallow her before spitting her out. Behind and ahead, the landscape never varied; it was, to her eyes, the essence of all that was ugly.

  




  

    She walked alone, threading her way over the terrain, searching for something. She did not know what it was, but it was important—for no other reason would she walk these domains.

  




  

    Her eyes could see no living thing, but the blackness was hard to penetrate, thicker than fog or shadow or starless night. She looked down to see that she was translucent, almost a ghost.

  




  

    Perhaps she had finally earned her death—and her fate in the halls of Judgment. But even as she thought it, she shook her head, knowing it was wrong. She had to find something, but it was not Judgment.

  




  

    And then, as she continued her endless walk, she heard it: a long, bitter wailing that seemed to come from all around her. Some voice, but it was altered perhaps by shadow to have no hint of humanity in it. She began to tingle as the cry passed through her, piercing the ghostly fabric of her otherworld flesh. She felt the call of her blood waken to a pain so large it could not be contained in the folds of rippling darkness that held her.

  




  

    As if pulled, she began to run across the landscape, leaping over trenches that opened malevolently in midstride.

  





  

    Twice more the scream rang through the air, drawn across the silence like a serrated knife. This, this is what she was seeking; she could feel the certainty push away all doubt. This pain, so in need of easing, had brought her across the barrier between the mortal plane and this dark world. It was real, and it made her feel more substantial, more solid.

  




  

    But still, when she looked at herself, she was a ghostly shadow of light, ringed with the faintest hint of green—the heritage of troubled peace that came with her blood.

  




  

    If I bleed here at all.

  




  

    The thought was in earnest; she knew that her blood had somehow brought her here in its search for pain, but she wondered what she could do in her present form, should she find what she was seeking.

  




  

    What agony could so distort a voice? What circumstance could strip it bare of anything human but pain itself?

  




  

    She moved quickly, more surely, and this time the ground that she walked on proved less treacherous. And that worried her. The whole landscape was alive, and its intent was anything but beneficial; of this she was certain.

  




  

    “You can never be certain of anything, Erin.”

  




  

    That voice ... She turned around, slowly, the feel of hair rising along her neck.

  




  

    “We were certain of you, but you betrayed us.”

  




  

    Her eyes could make out only darkness, shades of it leavened by something that was not quite light. But memory was no stranger to her; although the voice was distorted and strangely distant, she knew it well.

  




  

    “Belfas?”

  




  

    The ground buckled soundlessly beneath her; the voice was gone, an echo too weak to remain.

  




  

    “Belfas—if you are here—show yourself. Please.”

  




  

    “There’s nothing to show, Erin.”

  




  

    But even as the disembodied voice spoke, a light began to grow in front of her; white, muddied by the currents of darkness that seemed to pass for air. It stopped its progress before it claimed a distinct shape, but to Erin’s otherworld eyes it looked vaguely human.

  




  

    “Belfas—are you truly here?”

  




  

    Laughter, then. Bitter, ancient laughter. It was so cold, she barely recognized it.

  





  

    She didn’t want to. “You can’t be here. It’s just a ... a—” “—figment of your imagination? I wish it were. But indeed, Erin, I’m here. We all are. Bound.” Again, there was the bitter, cold laughter—something Befas would not have been capable of when she had known him.

  




  

    “Wouldn’t I? You didn’t find us in time to know, Erin. If I’d seen you before I died, you might have heard worse.”

  




  

    “Why are you here now?” She took a step back from the light, raising her arms to shield her eyes. It made no difference; she could see through them into the gray and the darkness.

  




  

    “To listen to the laughter of the Twin Hearts, Erin. To listen to the tears of—”

  




  

    Once again the wailing cut the air, obliterating the last of Belfas’ bitter words.

  




  

    “No. No. I won’t believe that of you. I won’t—”

  




  

    “And what did you leave us to believe, Erin? You doomed Kandor and the rest of your line, with your choice. You doomed us—”

  




  

    “Peace, Belfas. Or truth.”

  




  

    The first voice fell silent beneath the pale music of the second. And Erin began to weep, ghost tears along an insubstantial cheek. If the ground had been solid, she would have knelt, but her knees locked her into a standing position.

  




  

    “Little one. It has been long, although this place knows no time. I would have spared you this.” Kandor of Lernan, the Third Servant of the Bright Heart, also called the darkness home.

  




  

    And as he spoke, another light grew in the darkness, but it was bright, shining palely against the colorless cold. Only as she stared did Erin notice the trace of gray along its forming limbs. The Third of Lernan had survived through the millennia of a war that had started before the body of the world had formed—to come to this place, this moment, this taint.

  




  

    “Yes, Sarillorn. This place will affect even one such as I. And the children of the Lady are not so strong. Do not weep for us, not while there is hope.”

  




  

    “Hope?” The tears fell, and Erin let them. “What hope? You are all dead; you’re gone. The Lady is dead. The lines lost.” And Belfas ... the change in him, the anger—he was not the same person she had once risked the fires to save. The fires might have been a better death than this.

  




  

    More than words carried thought here; Belfas spoke to her as 

     if all her fears were on display. “I would rather have died there, consumed by red-fire, than exist in this darkness. Erin—why?”

  




  

    And in the bitterness of those last two words, Erin found a type of peace. Belfas had allowed the pain to show through his anger; something of him remained, and it called her quietly and wordlessly. She reached out and was surprised when her hands touched something that seemed solid.

  




  

    It moved—he moved—away from her, and she followed, but slowly.

  




  

    “Enough. It doesn’t matter why.”

  




  

    “Ah, Bellas”—she reached out, this time making her grip a sure one—“you could never lie well and never at all to me.”

  




  

    “Once, Erin. Once that was true. Until you proved how loyal you were to the line.”

  




  

    The words stung almost physically, but she held tight to the formless shape. In the miasma of mottled dark, she began to test the use of her power, sending it out through translucent hands. It came, albeit slowly; she could see it trembling down her arms to her fingertips; she could almost watch it as it raced, like a stream, through the fine veins beneath her skin.

  




  

    The formless light before her began to take shape; as true a shape as Erin’s own. A face coalesced, growing stronger as the light of Elliath fueled it. And the face was familiar, if the expression was not. The pointed, slightly hooked nose; the pale, half-kempt hair; the high, wide cheekbones; and the firmness of jaw—these things Erin remembered well.

  




  

    “Belfas.”

  




  

    Almost unaware of her, he looked down, dead eyes taking in the stretch of firm arms and legs, the light that flared outward from a bare chest.

  




  

    “How?” He turned, not to Erin, but to the image of Kandor of Lernan.

  




  

    “Truly, Initiate, I do not know.”

  




  

    “Belfas?”

  




  

    This time he turned, and she could see the pale echo of his once-bright eyes search hers thoroughly. His face was hard, unforgiving.

  




  

    “Why, Erin? Why?”

  




  

    A loud, bitter cry returned to fill the air. Erin willed herself to disregard it. Out of habit, she drew a deep breath, although her lungs did not require it.

  





  

    “I lived with him for four years.” She knew it was not enough. He waited. “I—I watched him change, Belfas. Until that night he never broke his word.”

  




  

    “How can you know that?”

  




  

    She couldn’t. Nor could she answer the accusation in his eyes; she turned her face away. “You didn’t see him. You couldn’t know. He stopped walking, Belfas. He let me do as much as I could to help the people of Rennath—”

  




  

    “It would have helped them more if he had died there, Erin. You know that!”

  




  

    “Maybe.” But if Belfas had never been able to lie to Erin, she, too, had been unable to lie to him. And a lie would have been a comfort to her. “I don’t know! I don’t know anymore. Just at the time—at that one time—I couldn’t just watch him be destroyed ... not even by you. I—Belfas, we were rited.”

  




  

    “Lord of Light, Erin.”

  




  

    Belfas stepped forward, and the ground that opened beneath him had no effect. He reached out, catching her face between his trembling hands. The anger drained out of him, leaving only a pale shock.

  




  

    “You loved him.”

  




  

    She wondered if he could feel the tears as they left her eyes and traveled over his fingers.

  




  

    “Kandor.”

  




  

    “Belfas.”

  




  

    “It’s not possible, is it?” His voice was raw with something akin to hope; here, after so long, was the truth—the explanation that would drive away all the pain and the anger. “It must have been some sort of spell—he must have cast it over her when she was too weak to resist! We know she was his captive. She couldn’t have loved him on her own!”

  




  

    Kandor was silent while Belfas spoke; silent when the lingering question began to lose its trace of hope.

  




  

    “Erin,” Belfas said quietly, “are you still alive?”

  




  

    She thought the question odd until she remembered the very last time she had seen him. She nodded.

  




  

    “Then how can you be here?”

  




  

    “I don’t know. I didn’t come here to find you.”

  




  

    It was the wrong answer. “Then why?”

  




  

    Another cry wracked the landscape. Question and answer 

     flickered through Belfas’ eyes, one after another, until at last he turned to Kandor, who remained silent throughout.

  




  

    “I understand.” He drew away from Sara. “Though you would not, or could not, explain, I understand it. Erin ...”

  




  

    “Yes?”

  




  

    “Do you know where you are?”

  




  

    She shook her head. As did Kandor, but for different reasons. The Servant stepped forward.

  




  

    “Little one, Sarillorn, you must go on; if not now, then soon.”

  




  

    “And what of you? What of the others?”

  




  

    He paused, perplexed at the question she did not ask aloud. Sighing, he nodded, and one by one, dim shapes took form, pale, slightly glowing, and voiceless in the shadow. Wordless, Sara went to each and lent them the strength of her Light, like a sculptor drawing form out of shapeless rock. And when she finished, tired and drawn, she stood surrounded again by those who had once been her companions on the field.

  




  

    And the youngest, an adult of a few years, stepped forward, hands outstretched. Her voice was a shadow, a ringing sibilance of whisper.

  




  

    “I understand, Erin. If no one else does, I do. I saw—I saw what you saw in him. I don’t think the price we pay is a fair one, or a just one—but I know why you asked it. I cannot forgive it, but understanding it helps.”

  




  

    A ghost of a sigh echoed in Erin’s ears, the rustle of wind through leaves; Kandor’s wordless comment.

  




  

    Belfas, standing slightly apart from his line-mates, looked through her—at something she couldn’t see, but could guess at. “Truly, Erin, you are of the living. The brightest of our number.”

  




  

    She cringed at the phrasing he used—one of the superlatives given to the Sarillar or Sarillorn of the Line Elliath. But there was no mockery in his voice now, and only a trace of the bitterness that would never leave it.

  




  

    “Can you hear it, Erin?”

  




  

    She nodded; her very skin tingled with the pain of the call. “Do you know what it is?”

  




  

    “Yes.” He shook his head softly before she could ask the question, and it died on her lips.

  




  

    “It called us, too; called what was left of our spirit—our 

     blood—in the dark plane. We came, as you came, with just as little choice. We are all still slaves to the blood.”

  




  

    “You never used to think of it as slavery.”

  




  

    “Nor you. But you will, Erin.”

  




  

    The chill bitterness of his words disturbed her, and she changed the subject. “Can you help—whatever it is?”

  




  

    He laughed, and in the laughter Sara heard his anger blossom again, with its sharp, cruel edges unfurling in the darkness. But it was an echo; it lingered quietly in the air before dying away.

  




  

    “No. Even if I would help it—and I would only do so if the blood gave me no choice—I can’t. Listen carefully, Erin. Listen well.”

  




  

    She knew he spoke not of his own voice, and again turned her ears outward. The ground shuddered, bucking her.

  




  

    “Not that way, Sarillorn. You must listen with more than a priestess’ ear. Be open, Erin. Let the sound pass through you.”

  




  

    “I—”

  




  

    “Don’t worry about the darkness; I don’t think it would touch you; it can’t yet, and you won’t be here for long enough to lose your protection against it.”

  




  

    “But the cry—”

  




  

    “It belongs here.”

  




  

    And she heard again the anger and bitterness in his voice. “I brought you to this.” She said it to herself, not really caring if he heard it.

  




  

    “Yes.”

  




  

    “I’ll answer the call. I don’t care if it’s stupid. I don’t care if it’s dangerous.” She brought her hands to her face, but they were useless; translucent, they blocked out no darkness, no light.

  




  

    He was silent a long time, his face inscrutable. And then he said, almost against his will, “Erin, you were always the strongest of our number; the brightest, even before you were made Sarillorn. I remember the day that we fought side by side in Kanara against the Malanthi border raiders. I remember the pain of the red-fire so clearly here”—he shuddered—“but now that you’re here I also remember what followed. I still see your face through the fire, Lady. I still see the pain you endured—knowing that you would have to—to bring me back whole. I see your expression, and it brings back the light.”

  




  

    Erin watched in silence, remembering as he remembered. She had saved his life, bringing her lifeblood and her whitefire 

     to him where without he would have perished. She had become Adult on the fields, amidst the ruins of a fallen city’s walls. Because Belfas needed her.

  




  

    And she had saved him for this. She wanted to run, but dared not. Prayed that he would finish speaking and leave her in the silence.

  




  

    He shook himself forcefully, opened his mouth, then closed it. Opened it again and then began to speak anew. “And I still see it in you now: The power of Elliath and the power of our mortal determination. Sometimes I think I know you: I see you as the instrument of the First Servant; a tool of darkness and death. It’s easier than ... than other thoughts.

  




  

    “But now that you’re here, I still see all that I always saw in you; feel all that I always felt.

  




  

    “I’ve plotted against you all these years; I dreamed of what I’d do when we met in the Halls of Judgment. I’ve hated you more than I could ever hate our Enemy.”

  




  

    Listening to the venom in his words, Sara found herself strangely moved. She was not afraid as she brought her hand up. He backed away before she could touch him.

  




  

    “I hated you Erin. When I saw you in Rennath—do you remember the first night I came to your rooms?”

  




  

    She nodded, unable to speak. She remembered it, as all else, well.

  




  

    “I was so happy to see you alive! I could have revealed our presence there just shouting for joy!”

  




  

    The anger and pain that lashed out at her were too much to contain in the stillness; she darted forward before he could step away and caught him in the cool green power of her embrace.

  




  

    Belfas, Belfas, she mouthed, half cradling him as her power flowed outward; she had no strength left for voice.

  




  

    “And then—in the hall—when we’d paid so high a price for our attempt—when we’d spilled our own blood ...” He tried to pull away, but halfheartedly.

  




  

    “I didn’t know.” She forced the words out, knowing them for truth, knowing that it didn’t matter. “I didn’t know that he’d break—”

  




  

    “How could he do anything else? Erin, dammit, he’s the First Servant!” But he stilled in her arms as she rocked him.

  




  

    After a while she said, “Do the others feel the same way?”

  




  

    And Teya’s youthful voice filled the air around her.

  





  

    “Yes, Sarillorn.”

  




  

    Erin cringed at the accusation that Teya’s tone made of the honorific—an honorific that she had ceased to deserve centuries past. “Please, don’t call me that. Please.”

  




  

    Teya smiled softly; the expression was not gentle. “We have all felt what Belfas feels, Carla, Rein, and I. But not as strongly. We had our lives to lose; we had our trust to lose. But we never lost our—”

  




  

    “Erin.”

  




  

    She knew what he was going to say. She placed her hands against his lips to still the words; her eyes opened and misted in a plea that had only one expression. “Belfas.”

  




  

    He had no mercy; she deserved none. “I never loved anyone as much as I loved you.” And his insubstantial arms wrapped themselves around her insubstantial form, and she wept, wishing for the first time that Belfas could offer her a lie that she could believe; his truth was too devastating. Her power flowed outward to him, and he drank it in until they looked, to the eyes of their watchers, like one light searing itself into the blackness all around them. She would not call the Light back, and it wrapped itself around her former comrade, as gentle and all-encompassing as a shroud over a loved one.

  




  

    And as she opened herself up, fully, to the mirror of Belfas’ pain, she felt another pain shoot through her. It was wordless, silent, and strong; it was stronger than the cry that had first drawn her to this place. It was too deep for tears, too wide for mortal expression to contain. Against her will, she found her grip on Belfas weakening; try as she might, her insubstantial fingers lingered only moments longer before pulling away. The call was stronger than any she had ever felt.

  




  

    Years of practice fell away, absorbed by darkness and the spirits who bore witness to her silent struggle. She began to step forward as the plane shifted. No.

  




  

    “Erin,” Belfas said, his voice a whisper in her ear.

  




  

    She turned to see his pale face and shadowed eyes.

  




  

    “It’s the answer to all your questions. You have to go. And I can’t go with you.” But he reached out anyway; ghostly fingers passed through ghostly hair.

  




  

    She didn’t want to leave him; even in darkness, he was all that remained of her home. But she walked anyway.

  





  

    “It’s the blood,” he whispered, resignation in his voice. “Will you come back?”

  




  

    She looked back; she saw the edges of his face as they wavered between anger, fear, and pain. “Yes.” But before the single word died out, he was gone—as were the rest of his companions, her dead line-mates.

  




  

    She stood completely alone. Fear touched her then, but it was not by fear that the Lernari were ruled.

  




  

    Very well. Whoever you are, you’ve called me. I’ll answer as I can.

  




  

    Controlling the urge to look backward, she took a firm step forward, and then another, the large walls that loomed suddenly high serving as blinders to the darkness. She felt the thing that had summoned her. Clear, raw, almost overwhelming in its intensity. It surrounded her like a halo, twisting her mind until she stumbled from the contact. She looked around, and could see, faint and glimmering, beads of fine, red mist. They were gone as soon as her naked eye touched them, but memory held the image.

  




  

    “Where are you?”

  




  

    No answer. It didn’t matter; she hadn’t really expected one. She continued to walk, with no idea of how much distance she had covered; she had little choice.

  




  

    The walls began to change. The oily slickness of their surface, pockmarked by a grotesque parody of color, began to harden. Erin didn’t notice this at first; the change was too subtle, too slow. But the air around her grew chill until she trembled with the cold. She wrapped her arms around her shoulders, bent her head, and continued forward.

  




  

    She stopped as her eyes caught sight of her legs. They were solid. They were pale, shining with a hint of the green light that heralded her kinship with the lines, but undeniably solid. She untwined her arms and looked at her hands; these, too, looked somehow more solid. More mortal.

  




  

    Then she turned, slowly, actual hair rising along the white of her neck, to look at the tunnel that contained her. It was black-true black, with flecks of gray. It looked like rock on a blasted, barren landscape.

  




  

    Some battle must have been fought here, she thought, remembering the sites of some of the greatest Malanthi-Lernari clashes. 

     They had a similar look—were it not for the sky, she might have guessed that she was on the plain of Merthor.

  




  

    The rock opened up as the tunnel neared its end. Sara took firm, solid steps, feet brushing dry ground with a dull thud. She stopped at the pass’ mouth, hands slightly curved, body tensed with readiness to make a dive should it prove necessary.

  




  

    Here, she thought. You couldn’t have made yourself more clear. Come. I’m ready.

  




  

    And she gave herself over to the needs of the blood. Pain filled her; raw and alien. Almost unaware of her surroundings, she came forward, hands outstretched, green eyes glazed and immobile. It didn’t matter that the pain was something strange and incomprehensible; it was there, and she was a healer born to be its salve.

  




  

    Her fingers brushed against something. It was cold, hard, but smooth as steel—and it burned like red-fire. She cried out once, and stumbled backward, hands dancing to no effect in the red of the sky. She had an instant to cradle her hand before the call surged through her open mind, jerking her unsteadily to her feet.

  




  

    She walked forward again, thinking of fire, knowing what it would be like to walk into a pain that strong; she had done so for Belfas. And she knew, as she had known then, that she would not choose otherwise. She conjured up images of Elliath, images of the Grandfather of her line, images of battle, sound, and smell, to steady her in her task.

  




  

    Her hand crept slowly forward. Contact. Her nerves screamed out, and she bit her lip, pushing her hand forward to pass beyond whatever barrier had been erected against her coming.

  




  

    Something shot up to grip her hand, crushing her fingers inward. Her eyes snapped open to an inky, dense mist. A tendril of it lay curled like a bracelet around her knuckles.

  




  

    She started to pull away and felt it: the pain that had drawn her emanated from this—whatever it was. The cold ice that shot through her veins came from here as well.

  




  

    She did what she could to pull free, but it held her tightly. She could not move forward; she could not move back. Closing her eyes, she did the only thing that she could: She sent her power outward, twisting her fingers around so that she could touch the tendril.

  




  

    Green flared in the blackness; green, healing power—not the white purity of Elliath wrath. She had enough self-control to 

     choose. It left in a rush, blood from a wound that no eyes could see, and none not healer-born could understand. Her free hand came up and she gripped the tendril more firmly. Power flared in the clearing; the rocks at her feet began to melt into a slimy ooze.

  




  

    “Damn it, I’m trying to help you!” Slowly, the rocks reformed, swallowing the chaos with a strong, steady shape.

  




  

    And then it hit her. Loss. A loss so strong that even the image of Belfas, weeping in her arms, faded into nothing. Wordless, she reached out, trying to gather the mist into her arms, to meld with it—her comfort, her peace, for its pain. Her power fled outward, strongly and steadily, more quickly than it had ever gone. Her knees gave beneath her; she was made dimly aware of this fact when something cut into the flesh of her leg as she fell.

  




  

    Too soon, she had nothing left to give. The taste of pain left her with the last of her blood’s power, and she opened her eyes once more.
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