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			In the howling tempest,
an immense shape took form.

			At first, Zevaron thought it a trick of the rain, a sea-mirage. But no, something was there, insubstantial and wavering, mist condensing against the maelstrom of white and gray. He felt the thing in the sea, as if an unknown part of him, a sense that had lain sleeping all these years, now stirred.

			The water around the shape churned and boiled, adding steam to the tattered, whirling whiteness of the storm. Voices echoed on the wind. The ship’s timbers groaned.

			The upper part of the figure rose above the plunging waves, human and dragon and sea-beast all in one. The massive head lifted, a mane like tangled kelp streaming over the shoulders. A crest of knobbed, interlaced coral sprang from the overhanging brow, arching over the domed skull and down the spine. The skin, what Zevaron could see of it through the foam, was green and mottled gray, patterned with pale incrustations and plated scales that shone like mother-of-pearl. Its eyes were huge and lidless, made for peering through lightless depths.

			The monstrous fist descended, missing the Wave Dancer and passing instead through the maelstrom. A wall of water slammed into the ship. It surged over the deck. Timbers shrieked. The prow lifted, shuddering, reaching for the light. Zevaron staggered, thrown to his knees. Then the ship began to slip downward.

			Zevaron scrambled to his feet on the tilting deck. He raised his own fist.

			“NO!” he screamed. “YOU SHALL NOT HAVE THEM!”

			For an instant, time itself seemed to pause. Although the wind and rain continued, the sea scarcely moved, as if the waves were mere painted images. The ship hung suspended in its descent.

			The immense, distorted head swung around….
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			For Marion Zimmer Bradley, friend and inspiration.

		

	
		
			
			
			By grace, all things are made,

			By judgment, all things are unmade.

			At the end of time, O Holy One,

			Deliver us into the hands of peace.
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		PART ONE:

		Tsorreh’s Gift

	
		Chapter One

		SOARING above the besieging army, the ancient citadel of Meklavar stood stark against the volcanic cliffside. The sun dipped toward the jagged western peaks, and still the city held fast against the Gelonian invaders.

		Tsorreh san-Khored paused along the top of the wall that surrounded the lower market city. Slender and honey-skinned, she looked more like her own servant than the young second wife of the lord of Meklavar. She’d thrown on her oldest clothes: a knee-length sleeveless vest over drawstring pants of faded cotton. Her hair, blue-black and long enough to reach her hips, was plaited into the usual seven braids, tied back, and covered with an old head cloth.

		Once she had stood here for the sheer joy of feeling the winds through the Var mountain pass, of looking beyond the city gates to the fields and gardens, the livestock pens and villages, imagining the wide world beyond. Now the stench of blood hung in the air. The grassy paddocks and gardens had been trampled beneath the jumble of men and beasts, fire and dust.

		Tsorreh lifted her gaze to the north, where the foothills tumbled down from rocky pastures to the Mher Seshola, the old name for the Sea of Desolation. On the day of her initiation as a woman, from her vantage in the topmost spire of the temple high above the city, she’d glimpsed a line of shimmering brightness along the northern horizon. No sane army, she had been taught, would brave those waters.

		No sane army? she repeated to herself. Then the Gelonian invaders must truly be madmen to have crossed it. They certainly fought with a singleness of purpose that swept through every defense Meklavar could rally. With every passing day, the fighting had become fiercer, more desperate. Although Meklavar overlooked the pass leading to the southern spice kingdoms, it had been built originally as a watchtower, not a fortress.

		Below, shadows deepened. Men darted between piles of fallen bodies and smoldering fires that sent up streamers of greasy smoke. Dark pools stained the earth. Here and there a fallen animal, a horse or Gelonian onager, thrashed pitifully until one of the men reached it. Other beasts wandered free, shying when approached. Great-winged carrion birds wheeled and circled above the battlefield.

		Horns rang out, echoing against the mountain. Tsorreh recognized them as Meklavaran, that throbbing tone.

		Retreat.

		The call sounded again. A Meklavaran banner caught the dying sun.

		As Tsorreh turned, the light shifted, staining the sky the color of blood. A shiver passed through her. She was not superstitious; she could read and write, both the sacred languages and the modern. The heavens themselves now seemed to mirror her fears.

		Tsorreh hurried down from the wall, a pair of maid-attendants at her heels. The outer gates opened to admit a stream of men and beasts. Soldiers supported their stumbling comrades. Riderless horses snorted, white-eyed, and many others carried limp bodies slung over their backs.

		Maharrad, Tsorreh’s royal husband, clattered by on his white horse, surrounded by his bodyguard. Along with the other women, she stood back to let them pass. The smells of blood and dust rolled over her like an invisible tide. So many hurt, so many she knew.

		Zevaron, where is Zevaron? Where is my son?

		Tsorreh’s heart hammered in her ears, but she knew her duty. She pushed forward, directing the wounded to the areas she had prepared for them. The city’s physicians and healer-women began sorting which soldiers needed immediate care and which could wait. Tsorreh sent her maid-attendants to help. Two of them looked panic-stricken, but the third hastened to her work. Tsorreh remembered that the girl’s father had been outside, on the battlefield. Where he was now, she did not know.

		The gates were barred again, for everyone who was able to get to safety had already done so. The way was cleared to transport the wounded to shelters and temporary hospitals.

		Although fear threatened to swallow her up, Tsorreh forced herself to attend to her work. Before her lay a rider whose horse had been cut down beneath him. He was Zevaron’s age, barely a man. The splinters of his thigh bone pierced his blood-soaked breeches. He was almost fainting from pain. His lower lip had been bitten through. Not daring to touch the wound, she called for a physician. When the healer arrived, she saw in his face that there was little hope for the young rider.

		After the first wave of men, Tsorreh’s ears went deaf with the piteous cries of the wounded. She reeled with the stench of slashed intestines and the coppery reek of blood. Once she thought she heard her husband’s voice, shouting commands.

		Zevaron, where is Zevaron?

		He was a man now, for all his fourteen years. Like his fathers before him, he had stood in the seven-fold light of the temple and chanted the words of the te-Ketav, the most revered of all Meklavaran scriptures. Since the time he could lift a wooden practice sword, he had trained for this day, trained to be the strong and faithful second to his older brother. In ordinary times, he would have had years more to harden into his full strength. These were not ordinary times.

		Zevaron must be alive. She could not bear it otherwise. He would come to her when his duties permitted. The Most Holy would not let him die.

		The next man in the row was an officer, an older man. He sat upright in the dust, insisting he was all right. His skin was gray in the failing light. When he tried to stand, his legs buckled beneath him. Tsorreh coaxed him to lie down on a pallet. She took one of his hands in hers, holding it as if she could hold him to life. Pain flickered like lightning across his face.

		Her fortitude crumbled. “Zevaron,” she said to him, hearing the urgency in her own voice. “Have you seen ravot Zevaron?”

		He smiled and died. His palm between her fingers was still warm, but she felt the change, the sudden stillness. She pressed his eyelids, but they wouldn’t stay shut.

		Tsorreh stood up just as a commotion erupted at the gates. Through the mass of soldiers and townsfolk, she glimpsed a plumed Gelonian helmet. The soldier rode in a chariot pulled by a large, cream-colored onager. The beast’s mane had been shorn and its lower legs and tail wrapped in striped cloth.

		Muttering, people stepped away to let the chariot pass. By the pennons streaming from the standard—one of Gelonian blue and purple, the other green for truce—this must be an emissary from Thessar, the commander and son of the Gelonian king. He most likely carried a demand for the city’s surrender.

		A short time later, the emissary headed back to the gates. This time, Tsorreh got a better look at him, his cloak thrown back to reveal pale arms, his muscles flexing as he handled rein and whip. She saw nothing of his features, only the discipline of his upright posture.

		“Te-ravah.” A boy, one of Maharrad’s aides, bowed to Tsorreh. He could not have been more than nine or ten, but his face, smeared with greasy smoke, looked haggard. His eyes were glassy. “The te-ravot has requested your presence in council.”

		“I thank you for bringing this message to me,” she replied formally. Then, “Child, what is your name?” There were so many names she would never know. She wanted to be able to thank this one boy.

		“Benerod.”

		Named for one of the brothers of Khored of Blessed Memory.

		“Yours is an ancient and honorable name.” When she smiled, her face felt stiff with dried tears. “You bear it well.”

		The boy’s cheeks turned dusky. He ducked his head. “I almost forgot. I am to tell you that ravot Zevaron is unhurt.”

		Thank you, she prayed in relief. Oh, thank you.

		“Come,” she said to the boy, “walk with me now, and tell me of your part in the great battle, that it may be written down and remembered.”

		Together they made their way through the sloping streets of the market city. People filled the broad central avenue, hurrying to make use of the last light of the day. Scattered lanterns marked inns or shops, although many of the smaller streets lay dark.

		They reached the King’s Stairs, which led to the terraced upper city, called the meklat in the old parlance, and the citadel. At the bottom, the steps were wide enough for ten men to walk abreast, but they narrowed as they rose.

		Set at the top of the stairs beneath a soaring arch, the wooden gates were weathered to the gray of the surrounding stone. The arch came to a tapered point, so that Tsorreh often felt as if she were passing beneath a pair of praying hands. In times of peace, the entrance always stood open and lit, even at night. Now only a scattering of torches illuminated the gates.

		Tsorreh climbed into the shadows, the boy at her heels.

		*   *   *

		True night had fallen by the time Tsorreh hurried into the chamber that had once served as feasting hall and throne room, but now was used by the war council. It lay within the citadel, the tall, multi-storied edifice that dominated the upper city. During the day, air and light reached all the principal chambers through a series of mirrored vents. The art of making such things had been lost, yet their splendor endured, the seamless, fine-grained stone walls, the exquisitely carved furnishings, and above it all, the window of leaded glass depicting Khored’s Shield. From noon to dusk, a shaft of brilliance transformed the colored glass into a luminous tapestry. Each petal glowed with its own symbolic color, six in all, around a heart of shimmering gold. Now night quenched the Shield and ordinary oil lamps provided a diffuse, flickering light for the meeting.

		Maharrad bent to the map spread over the table that had been drawn up before his age-blackened cedar throne. His robe, snowy wool stitched with gold and black, the colors of his house, seemed to weigh heavily on him. There was more silver than ebony in his beard.

		Shorrenon, elder son and heir, child of Maharrad’s first wife, sat at his father’s right hand. He was tall and well-built, with broad shoulders and dark, intelligent eyes. He still wore his armored breastplate.

		Maharrad’s general and his most trusted advisors ringed the table, as well as members of four of the six great houses founded by Khored’s brothers. It was from the lands of these nobles that the Meklavaran army had been drawn. The most senior patriarchs occupied the few chairs, and the rest stood.

		The lines of the remaining two brothers of Khored were broken, and other families had come to power in their place. Some said that the current struggle with Cinath, the Ar-King of Gelon, had begun with the disappearance of one of the heirs, which weakened Meklavar’s magical defenses. Others insisted there was nothing supernatural, only Cinath’s human ambition. Unlike his forefathers, Cinath did not content himself with harassing his neighbors and the occasional unsuccessful foray into the northern steppes. He seemed determined to conquer the entire known world.

		Tsorreh knew some of her husband’s advisors: the white-bearded scholar who had been her own tutor, the head of the city masons and representative of the craft houses, and the cleric who was her paternal grandfather’s chosen successor as chief priest of the temple. She had less acquaintance with the officers. As she drew near, she saw the ash on their faces and smelled the dust and the sour miasma of despair.

		Zevaron stood a pace behind the general, a somber man named Isarod. Her son’s gaze flickered to Tsorreh. In her belly, a knot loosened.

		He looked unhurt but weary. He’d tied back his hair like a soldier’s and braided it with leather strips dyed in the colors of his house. Since the beginning of the siege, such tokens had become the custom, so that a man could be identified and returned to his family, even if his body was unrecognizable.

		Maharrad looked up from the scroll. The vellum curled tightly, as if unwilling to yield to the weight of his hand. The casing lay beside it, tied with blue and purple cords.

		At his gesture, Tsorreh took her usual place behind him. She sank down on her straight, narrow chair, wishing she could draw its unyielding strength into her own flesh.

		“The Gelon have consolidated their position outside the walls,” General Isarod said. He was a wiry man, as tough as the bones of the mountains. “Even now, they throw up new earthworks.”

		Zevaron stirred, bowing first to his father and then to Shorrenon. “If I may suggest a way to increase the defense of our walls?” he said with a trace of diffidence. “We have taken in many herdsmen who fled here as the Gelon drew near. They are not fighters but are skilled with the sling. It is their principal defense of their flocks against wolves and scavenger birds.”

		“The young ravot speaks wisely,” the scholar Eavonen said, using the traditional word for prince. His reedy voice hesitated between each phrase as if he were turning it around on his tongue. “In the annals of Hosarion, we read, And it came to pass, when the stone-drake drew nigh, that Hosarian went out to meet it. And fear smote the bones of Hosarion and he trembled. But Xianna his betrothed said to him, Let not thy courage fail thee, for when a lion came nigh to thy flock and seized a kid-goat, didst thou not smite the lion, and deliver the kid-goat from the mouth of the lion? Even so shall thou now prevail.”

		Shorrenon suppressed a scowl, but Maharrad listened with an expression of slightly distracted patience. Tsorreh found herself smiling to hear scripture recited in the middle of a war council. This was, after all, the traditional Meklavaran form of scholarly discussion, beginning with an exhaustive survey of historical references and commentary by learned sages.

		“And Hosarion gathered up seven stones,” Eavenon went on, “and when he had come to the place the stone-drake had laid waste, he took out the first stone and he slung it and the stone-drake crushed the stone—”

		“Yes, yes, we know the verse!” interrupted one of the nobles. “We know how the stone-drake turned aside six stones, but the seventh could not be turned aside, and that one slew it. But the old story cannot help us now! We have no Hosarion in our midst.”

		Eavonen, looking affronted at the interruption, folded his hands into his sleeves.

		“Yet it is a good point,” Maharrad said. “We have stones in abundance and walls from which to throw them. Even a pebble, aimed well and hurled from a height, can fell a grown man.”

		“As I was saying earlier,” the general continued after a pause, “they have brought up engineers and miners. If we push them back from the outer walls, they will move the entrance to their tunnels beyond our reach.”

		“How long will it take them to dig from their present position?” Maharrad asked.

		The chief mason answered him. “Perhaps five or six days, te-ravot. They are clever and skilled at such things. That is,” he added, “if they are left undisturbed.”

		“Be assured,” General Isarod said, “they will be well-defended. The Gelonian prince, Thessar, is no fool. He has studied his military strategy well.”

		“The more men they commit to the defenses of these tunnels, the fewer they will have to attack our walls.” Shorrenon bent over the map. His voice, normally melodious, sounded as if he had screamed himself hoarse in battle. “We can harry them and whittle away at their numbers. If they breach the walls, we will be waiting for them.”

		“We cannot win such a battle,” the general said, “not after today’s losses. If they break through, they will take the lower city.”

		“Is there no way to keep them out?” Maharrad asked, his brow furrowed.

		Murmurs rippled around the table. They were all reeling with the shock of the day, the flood of wounded men, and the implacable advance of their enemy. The general described their likely fate, once the outer walls were breached. The fighting, house to house, street to street, would be bitter.

		So many had died already.

		“There is an alternative.” Anthelon, eldest of Maharrad’s councillors, pointed to the scroll on the table. “Let us take what Prince Thessar has offered: an honorable surrender. Let us begin discussions now. The longer we resist, the more lives will be lost and the less favorable the terms we can negotiate.”

		“Treason!” Shorrenon leapt to his feet.

		Maharrad restrained his son with a gesture. “It is never treason for a man who has served long and honorably to speak his mind. Shall we do the work of the Gelon for them and turn on one another?”

		“Forgive me, ravot Shorrenon,” Anthelon said. Tears glinted in his eyes, and grief and shame and things Tsorreh had no words for. She remembered he had served Maharrad’s father as well.

		“I sought only to ask,” Anthelon continued, “whether it is not better to save our people, who would surely perish from starvation during a long siege, or to live on as a Gelonian province. Others have done so and prospered.”

		“Are you mad?” Shorrenon snatched the scroll from the table and brandished it aloft. “No matter what soft words they offer, the Gelon will exile or slay every man of a noble house—”

		The patriarchs reacted with cries of dismay. “May the Shield protect us!”

		“They are not such savages.” Anthelon raised his hands in a calming gesture, but Shorrenon would not be dissuaded.

		“—and when there are none left to oppose them,” Shorrenon continued relentlessly, “they will enslave the rest and carry away our holy things as booty! When they are done, we will no longer be Meklavar of the ancient heritage of Khored and Hosarion, but merely another vanquished outpost of Ar-Cinath-Gelon’s empire!”

		Tsorreh shivered, as if the blood-washed sunset once more cast its shadows across her soul. Was this the fate the heavens forewarned? She would not believe it. She dared not.

		“What would you have us do?” Viridon of the ancient house of Cassarod asked in a quavering voice. “Sit here while the Gelon tunnel beneath our walls?”

		“Go out to fight them!” Shorrenon cried. “Line the walls with archers, pelt them with rocks! Then create a diversion and attack their mining crews.”

		“We lost too many men in today’s battle,” General Isarod said grimly. “We do not have enough strength to defend the walls and create a diversion, and send a party to their diggings.”

		“Even if your plan succeeds,” another of the elders began, “and the Gelon do not overrun the outer walls, I fear they can still hold us penned here.”

		Shorrenon’s face tightened in the stubborn expression Tsorreh knew well. “The Gelon have no will for a long siege. They are far from their nearest port, alone in enemy territory. I say, let us hold fast. After a season of heat and empty bellies, they will give up and go home.”

		“I greatly fear they will not,” Anthelon said, shaking his head. “We may have stores of food and water, but even those will be exhausted in time.”

		“We can bring in more, along the Shadow Road through the mountains. I say we sit tight behind our gates and let the Gelon starve outside.”

		“The way is narrow and perilous,” the priest spoke up. The temple priests were said to know the hidden paths through the Var Mountains. “Only the most surefooted can travel the steepest parts, and we could not bring in enough supplies for the entire city.”

		“Aye, and the more frequently we use the road, the greater the risk of its discovery by the Gelon,” the general pointed out. “Once they find out, they can use it themselves to advance a second attack upon us, one against which we have no fortification.”

		“All the more reason to begin negotiations now,” Anthelon persisted, “while we can bargain for the best terms. Let us use their offer as a starting point to gain concessions—”

		“Never!” Shorrenon moved as if he would strike the old man.

		“Enough!” Maharrad rose to his feet and the entire room fell silent. “The Gelon are our enemy, not one another! I did not summon you here to see who can argue the loudest but to reason together, to find a way to save our city.”

		After a long moment, Shorrenon lowered himself back into his chair.

		“In times past,” Maharrad went on, “we have retreated behind our walls and let the invaders pass.” He took the scroll from Shorrenon’s clenched fist. “This Ar-King does not want merely more favorable terms, better stables for his caravan animals, or preferred access to the trade routes to the spice lands of Denariya. He means to rule here, to claim the Var Pass for Gelon. We must not permit that to happen. If we cannot defeat them or outlast a siege, then we must send for help. Shorrenon, for this we depend upon you.”

		“Father, do not send me away! My place is by your side, at the gates of our city. Let me stay and fight!”

		Tsorreh glanced from father to son. Clearly, Maharrad and Shorrenon had discussed a plan earlier. Yet Shorrenon had not the temperament to let others battle in his stead. No wonder he argued for a strenuous defense of the walls.

		“Your place is wherever you are most needed,” Maharrad corrected him. “There is no one else I can send. No one else who can enlist the aid of the Sand Lands tribes or bring reinforcements from the Isarran outposts. This then is my command: You are to leave the city in secret, take the Shadow Road through the mountains, and gather as many fighting men as possible. We will hold the Gelon off as long as we must. Then you will attack them from the flank, and we from the front. Together we will drive the Ar-King’s jackals from this land.”

		“Te-ravot, this is madness!” The city mason trembled with agitation. “Prince Shorrenon is our greatest warrior! Sending him away will cripple our defenses! It will destroy the people’s hope. They will think he has abandoned us.”

		“Father,” Zevaron said, his voice breaking, “can you not send me instead?”

		Blood suffused Shorrenon’s features. There was no better choice, and he knew it. Only once had Zevaron traveled the narrow road that led from the lower city, along treacherous mountain passages, and through the desert wastes. Shorrenon knew the trails and had dealt with many of the Sand Lands chiefs. He was known in Isarre, the country that was Gelon’s bitter enemy. No man could do better in finding help for Meklavar.

		Tsorreh realized why Maharrad had requested her presence. He might have chosen her as his second wife because she was of Khored’s lineage through her Meklavaran father, but he also recognized the political value of her mother’s royal Isarran connections.

		“Isarre will not provoke retaliation from Gelon,” the elder of a wealthy trading house grumbled. “Gelon threatens the port city of Gatacinne and pirates harry their seacoast. With few allies and with their resources stretched thin, Isarre will not divert its army. They will tend to their own and let Meklavar fall.”

		Tsorreh had never liked the man, and the courtesies between them had been of the chilliest and most punctilious politeness. In fact, she suspected him of opposing her marriage on the grounds that, unlike Maharrad’s first wife, she was not of pure Meklavaran descent. Tsorreh herself might be only half-Meklavaran, but she had been born and educated in the city, and it was her only home. Her parents had died here, leaving no other issue. Whatever influence she might have with Isarre, she would freely give.

		She drew herself up. “Isarre will answer the obligations of blood and honor.”

		“Enough!” Shorrenon said. “You are right, Father. Gelon is our enemy, not one another. I will depart this very night.”

		“Spoken like a true prince,” Maharrad said.

		Shorrenon went to his father and knelt. Maharrad placed his hands upon his son’s head and blessed him. He used the old phrases, beseeching the Holy One to keep his son in safety, to bring him success in his mission. To Tsorreh’s surprise, her stepson then approached her.

		She unwound one of the ornaments from her braids, a coin bearing the image of a little silver horse. It had been her mother’s, one of her few keepsakes from the land of her birth. The Isarran royal crest was stamped on the reverse. She pressed it into his hand.

		“May this serve you well,” she said, “and may you bring it back to me on the day Meklavar triumphs over its enemies.”

		Shorrenon then took his leave and the meeting dispersed. Tsorreh watched as Zevaron filed from the room in his proper place at Shorrenon’s side. He would remain behind, here in the city, and if the walls fell before help arrived, he would fight and die with the rest.

		*   *   *

		A short time later, Tsorreh hurried to the royal stables in the lower city. Shorrenon would not linger, not while darkness was his ally, and she wanted to speak with him before he left. The stables were small, now crowded with animals; in normal times, horses were not kept within the city, except for a few reserved for use of the royal family. Meklavar had never had much cavalry, and most of their horses were crossbred from the hardy beasts of the Azkhantian steppe and the fiery steeds of the Sand Lands. Maharrad’s white stallion had been an exceptionally fine gift from a Sand Lands chieftain. Shorrenon’s rangy gray was big enough to support a grown man in battle, but such mounts were rare.

		A single lantern hung outside of the main building, casting a soft yellow light. Just inside the opened doors, Tsorreh glimpsed saddle racks and ricks for hay. Three people and a horse stood in the saddling area. It was not Shorrenon’s gray but a smaller horse such as Zevaron would ride, a brown mare with no white markings. Desert breeding showed in the fine bone of her head and legs, the wide-set eyes, and the strong, short-coupled back. She was already saddled, with breastplate and crupper-strap for mountain riding.

		Shorrenon, wearing a dark leather jacket and leggings, rested one hand upon the pommel, ready to mount. His young wife, Ediva, clutched his other hand. Tsorreh could not make out her words, only the harmonics of sorrow in her voice. Zevaron held the reins of the horse, his face a glimmer in the shadows.

		“There is no time,” Shorrenon said in a tight voice. “I have already told you this. It is not my choice.”

		“The Gelon…” The rest of Ediva’s sentence was muffled by a sob. Tsorreh felt a rush of sympathy for the young woman, newly a mother for the second time.

		Shorrenon grasped Ediva’s shoulders, holding her at arm’s length as he gazed into her face.

		“There is no other way,” he said. “We cannot hold the outer walls if the Gelon are determined to bring them down. Should I risk your falling into their hands—our children taken as slaves—if I can prevent it?”

		Tsorreh stepped into the lantern light. Noticing her, Shorrenon pulled away from his wife. The mare turned her head, ears pricked, nostrils flaring. Ediva gulped, her mouth working, and bowed deeply. Her eyes were red and swollen.

		“Te-ravah.” Shorrenon inclined his head. “Stepmother.”

		“I have given you a token of influence with Isarre,” Tsorreh said, “but I would not have you depart without my own blessing. The fate of our city rides with you.” The words flowed through her from a hidden wellspring. “Meklavar is honored by her eldest son.”

		Tsorreh lifted her hands and the sky itself, the firmament of stars, bent closer. A hush fell on the yard. She spoke not from the statecraft she had learned as Maharrad’s second wife, daughter of an Isarran princess, but from her own Meklavaran heritage. She felt herself part of a lineage running unbroken through centuries past, to a time of miracles, of inexpressible evil, of enduring hope.

		
			“May the light of Khored shine upon you;

			May his wisdom guide you;

			May his Shield protect you.”

		

		She had never heard those words spoken aloud, could not remember ever having read them, and yet their power rang through her like silvered steel.

		The moment passed. Shorrenon kissed his wife and swung up on the dark mare. The horse pranced, pulling at the bit in eagerness.

		Shorrenon paused, looking back at the two women. “Take care of them,” he said to Zevaron. “And if–if you ride to battle while I’m gone, take the gray. He knows how to handle himself.”

		Tsorreh saw the leap of tension in Zevaron’s muscles, the almost painful earnestness as he vowed to do so. Ediva shivered as Shorrenon clattered away into the night. Tsorreh folded the sobbing girl in her arms.

		“Come now, sweetheart, you must not let your children see you like this. You must teach them hope.”

		“How can I do that, when there is none?” Ediva moaned. “He is gone, te-ravah! Oh, he is gone!”

	
		Chapter Two

		WITH a mixture of weariness and relief, Tsorreh returned to her bedchamber. Never before had she so desperately needed the solace of her own place. Unlike the suite belonging to her predecessor—a warren of interior rooms filled with ornate furnishings, age-darkened draperies, and the thick odors of incense and cosmetics—Tsorreh’s chamber was a single spacious room with a balcony overlooking one of the terraced mountainside gardens. From her first days in the palace, she had loved its light, airy feeling, its walls unadorned except for a small tapestry that her own mother had woven as a bride. The finely-spun wool was patterned in shades of cream, brown, and black. Her cat, a spotted desert-breed, lay curled on the bed.

		Otenneh was waiting. In the light cast by the bank of candles, wrinkles pleated the old servant’s cheeks and redness rimmed her eyes. Wordlessly, Tsorreh held out her arms. The top of Otenneh’s head barely reached her shoulders. Against the old woman’s trembling body, the bones frail as eggshells, Tsorreh felt the straightness of her own spine and the strength of her own arms.

		She held me in just this way on the night my mother died, Tsorreh thought. Now it is I who must hold her.

		Otenneh had accompanied Tsorreh’s mother, a princess of the Isarran royal line, when she came to Meklavar to wed a noble descendent of Khored. Khored’s heirs no longer ruled Meklavar, the throne having since passed to Maharrad’s family, but it had been a politically advantageous match, carrying with it the possibility of an alliance with Isarre. Tsorreh’s parents had been happy at first, but then her mother died in childbirth and her father had fallen fatally ill not long after. Now only Otenneh remained of Tsorreh’s childhood household.

		Tsorreh dozed off to Otenneh singing her favorite Isarran lullaby. She woke the next morning after only a few hours of broken sleep. Abruptly, with blood pounding in her ears, she jerked upright. The cat jumped off the bed with an aggrieved meow and stalked off in search of a mouse.

		She was alone and it was almost dawn. A milky light swept the eastern sky.

		Otenneh brought heated water, soap, and rose-scented oils, but Tsorreh took none of her usual pleasure in bathing. She allowed Otenneh to rebraid her hair in seven plaits tied together in back. From the carved chest, she took out clothing more befitting a te-ravah than the worn, blood-streaked tunic and pants of yesterday. She chose soft, warm colors like a harvest sunset; embroidery decorated the center panel of the tunic, worn over trousers of a darker shade.

		Tsorreh ate a quick breakfast and, taking two of her maid-attendants, went downstairs. A crowd had gathered in the street outside the palace, nobles and merchants, even craftspeople from the lower city. A deputation of traders from Denariya was already meeting with Maharrad. A pointless exercise, Tsorreh thought, for no one had the power to grant safe passage through the Gelonian lines.

		Below, in the lower market city, she found a whirlwind of activity. The area just inside the outer gates had been cleared of the dead and wounded. People rushed up and down the walls, archers and servants with baskets of stones and quivers of arrows. Drovers sorted and secured animals, and the most vulnerable shops and dwellings were already in the process of evacuation. In the marketplaces, women in cloaks of sand-pale cotton bargained with vendors for lentils and salt. The scene, Tsorreh reflected, resembled a festival in the fervor and pervasiveness of the preparations. Not an aspect of the city’s life was undisturbed.

		A man in the striped head garb of a Sand Lands caravaneer was pleading with a guard. He slipped one hand into the folds of his belt and brought out something Tsorreh could not see. “A family treasure,” he said. “I would not part with it to any lesser man. It is one of the fabled alvara—the enchanted gems from Khored’s own Shield. Yes, yes, hidden away all these centuries. It holds the key to undreamed power. But what are riches compared to the love of one’s children? Seventeen little ones and their mothers! How will they survive without me? I must get to Gatacinne on the Isarran coast, and quickly!”

		One of Tsorreh’s maids exclaimed in dismay, quickly hushed by the other, “Is the situation so desperate? Must we all flee for our lives?”

		Tsorreh had not the heart to scold her. Perhaps she ought to release the girl from service, to find whatever fragile comfort might lie with her own family.

		As Tsorreh expected, the guard shook his head and gestured the trader back with the others. Every few years, some merchant claimed to have discovered one of the alvara, the magical petal-shaped gemstones of the Shield. Tsorreh was of the line of the great king himself, but had never heard of such an heirloom. The centuries had obscured the lineage of Khored’s brothers. The descendants of the original Benerod were long gone, and those of Eriseth had disappeared a generation ago. The fate of the Shield was so shrouded in mystery, some now claimed the alvara had never existed except as mystical symbols. If they were real, Tsorreh thought, they would certainly not be bargained away so casually at the hands of a Sand Lands trader. Those offered for sale were usually ordinary gems, topaz or quartz or poor-quality emerald.

		Tsorreh found Zevaron in the practice field outside the armory, surrounded by a group of children. Part of the area had been tented over for an infirmary. The soldiers there looked to be not so badly injured; a few of them were exercising.

		She paused a short distance away and noticed that Zevaron’s group included several girls. One was about her son’s age, silent and lanky, with tiny bones tied to her single thick braid. Some of the boys were as young as seven or eight, for the teenagers had already been conscripted for heavier tasks. Most wore the clothing and rough sandals of goat herders, but a few were clearly city children, although barefoot. She supposed that even a beggar child could kill a rat with a sling.

		Zevaron had not yet seen her. His expression was intent and animated as he spoke. Instead of armor, he wore a long fitted vest, belted at the waist over loose trousers and suede ankle boots. He raised his arms to gesture, his skin smooth and taut over muscles she had not noticed before. For a terrifying instant, Tsorreh saw that same golden skin slashed by Gelonian swords and washed in blood.

		Her heart ached. She pressed one hand over her breast, willing herself to silence. No hint of her own fear must show.

		Zevaron’s gaze met hers. An expression she could not read flickered over his features, solemn and distant. As she approached, he bowed formally to her, as an officer to his te-ravah. The herder children watched with open mouths.

		“You’ve done a fine job with them,” she said.

		“They need something they can do, not just wait helplessly while their fathers fight.”

		And die, he meant.

		“They will become a generation of heroes,” she said. “We must all turn ballad makers to sing their praises.”

		He smiled outright now, like sun breaking through clouds. In that moment, she realized why she had sought him out, how much she needed to imprint the sound of his voice and the light in his eyes upon her heart. Zevaron the babe and later the boy were already engraved there, as indelible as her own name. It was Zevaron the young man she needed to remember. In the hours and days to come, they might not meet. She might never see him again.

		The moment stretched on, overlong. Zevaron looked away. He was still at an age to shrink from emotional scenes. Tsorreh held out her hands and, with a little movement of resignation, he reached out his own. Instead of taking him into her arms, she clasped his forearms, holding him at a distance.

		Something in the physical contact shredded her detachment. Her eyes stung. There was so much she wanted to say: prayers, blessings, expressions of love and grief and a mother’s worry. With an effort, she held them all back.

		Zevaron nodded, looking even more a grown man than ever. To Tsorreh’s relief, he offered no empty assurances. In this, they understood one another.

		She drew herself up, releasing him. He bowed again to her, and at that moment, shouting came from the direction of the walls. The moment shattered. They were no longer mother and son, but a te-ravah with responsibilities of her own, and a ravot on the brink of battle.

		*   *   *

		That night and the next, after the Gelon had withdrawn to their earthworks, Maharrad, his general, and his senior captains walked the walls. Ignoring the scandalized whispers of the court ladies, Tsorreh went with them and without her whimpering, fearful attendants. Otenneh was the only one of her retinue with any fortitude, and she was too old to go climbing about the ramparts.

		The Gelonian earthworks crept closer every time Tsorreh looked out at them. It seemed impossible the city could hold out five days, or even three, but she kept her fears to herself. Each morning and evening, she visited the wounded and stood at her husband’s side as he addressed his fighting forces. Yet, as the hours stretched on, Meklavar held fast.

		Another day.

		Nightfall like the tolling of a knell.

		Two.

		Again, the slow creep of dusk.

		Three.

		A week.

		Each day became a dance of advance and retreat. Shortly after dawn, the Gelonian infantry advanced upon the walls, only to be thrown back under the hail of arrows and stones. The Meklavaran cavalry rode out to attack the mining pits. On the second week, they set fire to the supply of timber the Gelon had gathered to brace their underground shafts. There was celebration in the city that night, but the next day, the Gelon brought up more supplies and began again. With each foray, fewer Meklavaran defenders returned.

		Early in the third week, Tsorreh found Zevaron among the wounded. He lay on a pallet in the tented area of the lower city, among those not yet moved up to the meklat. In the uncertain torchlight, his face was dusky, streaked with something dark. Blood or smoke or mud, she could not tell. She threw herself to her knees and reached out to take him in her arms. Then she saw the rise of his chest. Her breath caught in her throat.

		“Water!” she called to the nearest aide. “Bring me water!”

		The boy brought a bucket with a little scummy water at the bottom. Tsorreh dipped the hem of her tunic into it and wiped her son’s face. He murmured as she ran the cloth over his lips. The dark smears were not blood, at least not his own. He groaned. His eyelids fluttered open.

		Tsorreh sat back, trailing the wet, filthy edge of her tunic between her hands. Breath swept through her; she had not realized that she was holding it.

		“Of all the stupid—” His eyes widened when he saw her. He sat up.

		“Are you hurt?”

		“No, just stunned.” Wincing, he got to his feet. “They singled me out because I was riding Shorrenon’s horse.”

		“You must rest,” she said, reaching out to restrain him.

		He placed his hands on hers, gently drawing them away. She sensed his resolve, his certainty that if he did not fight to his utmost now, there might never be another time for any of them. She had the same feeling herself. She could not spare herself merely because she was weary. She let him go.

		By the end of the third week, the Gelonian earthworks were even closer to the walls.

		Tsorreh went to confer with Councillor Anthelon, to finish assigning temporary quarters for the families from the lower city. Maharrad had given her the task of housing refugees as well as residents. She and Anthelon sat together at a little table in the corner of the council chamber. One of the maid-attendants sat nearby, sewing. Tsorreh frowned as she compared her map with a list of the possible buildings, including the houses of the noble families, marking how many people she’d already assigned to each one.

		“Twenty more can go here and here,” she said, pointing to the map.

		“Cassarod will object,” Anthelon said. “They’ve already sheltered more than we originally asked. There aren’t enough beds, or even blankets, to go around. These people will be sleeping on the floor in the sculleries, hallways—”

		“Or the mountain tunnels, if need be!” Tsorreh snapped. Fatigue and anxiety had eroded her patience. “What else can we do? Leave them below?” That very morning, she’d overheard the officers talking about the treatment they might receive when the defenses failed. Even a disciplined army might go on a rampage once they’d overcome heated resistance.

		Tsorreh sighed. “Somehow we will find room for them.”

		Anthelon gathered up his papers and record books and departed. A few minutes later, the clamor of running footsteps and shouting brought Tsorreh up sharply. She went to the door and flung it open. The household guard jumped to attention. The noise grew louder, a roar like a storm ravening from the peaks, but it came from the direction of the lower city.

		Benerod, her husband’s young aide, came running from the direction of the front doors.

		“What is it?” she called to him. “What’s going on?”

		He slowed his steps, stammering in terror. “They’ve b-broken through! They’re c-coming!”

		The maid-attendant reeled in her chair. “Don’t you dare faint!” Tsorreh snapped.

		Tsorreh rushed to the balcony, where she could see a little of the lower city. Through the partly opened gates and spreading into the nearby streets, a mass of men churned up billows of dust. The bright midmorning sun shone on Gelonian spear points.

		Enemy soldiers poured into the lower city. Tsorreh spotted Maharrad on his white horse and Zevaron on Shorrenon’s gray, struggling to rally soldiers and townspeople.

		“Te-ravah?”

		Tsorreh turned around at the sound of the boy’s voice. He stood on the threshold of the open door, chest heaving, eyes wide. He looked very young.

		“Benerod, what happened? How did this come about?”

		“They—they—” He straightened his small slender shoulders. “Our men rode out as they have before, to attack the place where the Gelon were digging. Suddenly their spearmen jumped out from the ditches. They were waiting for us! They charged us! We rushed to meet them. Then their chariots came! The onagers breathed out fire like dragons, and a demon strode in the fore, scourging them with whips of lightning!”

		Fire-breathing onagers? Demonic chariot-drivers? The lad clearly had the makings of a storyteller, to have added such embellishments. Tsorreh had read of similar terrors in the holy texts. Had such creatures ever existed, beyond the imaginations of children and poets? Dragons and demons did not make war in the current age, certainly not in the service of the Gelon.

		Seeing her look of disbelief, the boy paused. “Their archers fired but fell short. Before our men could turn their horses around, they shot another volley. We tried to stop them, but they drove on, to the city gates…” His young voice broke.

		The maid-attendant had not fainted but was pale and visibly trembling. She gripped the sides of her chair, her needlework in a tumble at her feet. Tsorreh told Benerod to see the girl back to her chamber. She must remember to speak to Maharrad about the boy. If there was ever again a time to discuss the future of bright young aides. If there was time to talk at all.

		Tsorreh hurried through the palace to the front doors. One of the household guards, seeing her without attendants, followed her. Outside, a stream of refugees from the lower city milled about the courtyard with officials and meklat residents, palace servants and soldiers. It was so crowded, she could hardly move. The guard caught up with her and shouldered them aside, clearing a path. Tsorreh decided he was much more useful than a fainting, whimpering maid.

		Aided by the guard, Tsorreh climbed to the wall beside the arched gates. Zevaron’s sling-throwing youngsters had taken up their positions. White-faced, they readied their stones.

		Fires had broken out in the wooden structures below. People rushed up the stairs to the upper city. Tsorreh shouted for them to hurry, to keep moving. A young woman struggled on, supporting a white-bearded elder with one arm and holding a baby in the other. Two old women in widow’s robes clutched each other, weeping, as they climbed with painful slowness. A fat man with a crutch remained at the bottom of the stairs, urging the others on.

		Tsorreh searched through the confusion for Maharrad’s white horse. She spotted him at the center of a force opposing a mass of Gelonian spearmen. The closeness of the streets forced the Gelon to come at them a few at a time, but the Meklavaran horses had little room to maneuver.

		He cannot hold them, she thought.

		Moment by moment, the city’s defenders fell back. The Gelon spread out, taking the smaller streets and alleys. The morning sun glinted on the points of their spears and the rims of their shields. They kept close ranks, each man protecting the weaker side of his fellow. When they encountered a cluster of Meklavaran defenders, they tightened their ranks like a wall. They moved forward, sometimes halting behind raised shields but never drawing back.

		Ignorant as she was in the ways of battle, Tsorreh realized that Maharrad’s own success worked against him. While he held back the main body of the enemy, they were encircling him. Any moment now, they would cut off his line of retreat.

		There was nothing she could do to warn him, no way she could save those brave, desperate men: Meklavaran soldiers, few of them professional, and city folk—merchants, carpenters, smiths, herders. They had no hope against that shining wall of Gelonian shields.

		And Zevaron. She could not see the gray horse anywhere in the smoke and dust.

		A horn sounded. A Meklavaran horn? Yes. The pattern, the very timbre of the notes were etched into her memory. Retreat.

		Street by street, Maharrad and his company fought to give the people of the lower city precious extra moments to reach the stairs. With a roar, the Gelonian soldiers rushed forward.

		Through a rent in the smoke, Tsorreh glimpsed the gray horse, rearing, caught in perfect balance. She thought she saw a flash of brilliance reflected off a sword, but that might only have been the sudden blurring of her eyes.

		The horns sounded again. The riders wheeled and raced for the stairs. The horses surged upward, slipping and clattering over the stone steps. A moment later, they rushed through the gates. Maharrad raised his sword in salute as his horse galloped past.

		The last of the fighting men reached the meklat even as the Gelon set foot on the first stairs. The gates slammed shut.

		Tsorreh closed her eyes, momentarily overcome by the thought of the people trapped below.

		O Most Holy, be with them now!

		The Gelon kept on, rushing up the stairs. They no longer moved in formation, but individually. A few outstripped their comrades.

		Thwack! Thwack!

		Stones hurtled from the slings of Zevaron’s youngsters. The nearest Gelonian soldier fell backward, hands raised to his face. His body crashed into two soldiers on the step below him and all three went down, sliding and flailing. Before the Gelon could regroup, a volley of arrows and stones struck the foremost. They fell back in disarray.

		Horses, wounded men, and families from the lower city jammed the outer courtyard. The palace steward came forward and began directing the refugees to shelter. Residents of the meklat emerged from their homes, enfolding the people from the lower city. Tsorreh recognized some of them. The woman in the brocade head scarf, bending to pick up a howling toddler and speak encouragingly to the mother, was the wife of the treasury warden. Many who had reached the meklat earlier in the siege came forward to help.

		“Come this way.”

		“Quickly now! Make room for the others!”

		“Are you hurt? Who among you needs help?”

		Benerod darted up to Maharrad just as the King swayed in the saddle. For a heart-stopping moment, Tsorreh feared her husband would fall. Was he hurt, unconscious? She turned to climb down from the wall, and when she glanced his way again, he was sitting upright, drinking from a silver cup.

		Tsorreh darted through an opening in the crowd and rushed to her husband’s side. Around her, people murmured, “It’s the te-ravah!” and let her pass. Maharrad saw her and smiled, but his face was drawn, his expression tightly set.

		“Are you wounded, my husband?” she began, and then saw the trickle of blood from beneath the leather armor covering his thigh.

		“Benerod!” she cried. “Get a physician, quickly!”

		“No!” Maharrad said. “There are many in greater need. The wound is not deep. Ten years ago, I would have gone running after the Gelon, sword in hand, after such a trifling cut.” He sighed, an old man’s sigh.

		Maharrad tilted in his saddle and this time, Tsorreh reached up to him. Too late, she realized that if he fell, she could not support his weight. The next instant, Zevaron was at her side, gently easing his father out of the saddle.

		“That’s a good lad,” Maharrad murmured. “Now, if you’ll just…” He slumped. Zevaron slipped his shoulder under Maharrad’s arm, and Tsorreh took his other elbow.

		“We must get him inside,” Tsorreh said in a low voice. “I will care for him myself.”

	
		Chapter Three

		TSORREH bathed and dressed Maharrad’s wound herself. She rinsed it with boiled tincture of feverbane, wrapped it in clean, finely woven cotton, and prayed it would not go bad. He had been right, it was neither deep nor dangerous in itself, but at his age, a festering infection would finish him quickly. Benerod watched her every move, chewing on his lower lip, until Maharrad sent the boy down to the walls with a message for the officers that he would join them shortly.

		As Maharrad struggled to his feet, Tsorreh confronted her husband. “Will you accomplish your own death, when the Gelon could not? Are you determined to finish what they began?”

		“My place is below, with my soldiers. The people, they must see me—see me lead.”

		Nothing Tsorreh said could dissuade him. Short of carrying him to his bed and chaining him there, she could think of no way to restrain him. In the end, she accompanied him. If his aim was to give the people encouragement, then two could do it better than one.

		Zevaron left his cadre of sling-throwers and joined his father on the parapet. General Isarod approached them, saying that he’d received reports of sporadic fighting in the streets, but Tsorreh could see none at this time. Most of the remaining city folk seemed to be hiding. The Gelon held the major marketplaces, open plazas where their disciplined tactics gave them an advantage.

		“They have made no further effort to storm the stairs?” Maharrad asked the general.

		“None, te-ravot. They cannot easily employ a battering ram from that angle, and we can keep them away from the gates. A shortage of stones is not yet upon us,” Isarod added wryly.

		“They seek to consolidate their hold on the lower city,” Maharrad commented.

		“Let them think so, and may it give them joy!” Zevaron said.

		Tsorreh’s belly clenched, thinking of the people left behind. Would the Gelon use them as hostages and threaten to kill a certain number every day if Maharrad did not surrender?

		“Our granaries and cisterns are full,” Zevaron continued. “Shorrenon will have returned long before we want for food or drink!”

		“But—” Tsorreh burst out. The others turned to stare at her. “Shorrenon, if he does not realize the lower city has fallen—” Shorrenon would attack the Gelonian encampment, expecting a foray from the city to reinforce his thrust. Between them, the Gelon in the city and those outside would crush him.

		“We must find a way to warn him,” Zevaron said.

		“We have time to plan,” Maharrad said. “My elder son may not arrive for some days or more.”

		If he does at all. Tsorreh did not know whether to pray for her stepson’s return or his failure to do so. As long as Shorrenon remained free, Meklavar might fall and yet be victorious in the end, rallying around its new te-ravot.

		Maharrad swayed on his feet. He caught himself on the ledge, knuckles white with strain.

		“Come, my husband,” Tsorreh said, her voice low and urgent. “Nothing further requires your presence here. Come away and rest, that you may regain your strength.”

		Zevaron lifted his head. “The Gelon are at an impasse. Please, Father. When they move again, we will need you to lead us.”

		Maharrad drew himself up. He put one hand on Tsorreh’s shoulder. She felt the weight bearing her down, but yielded nothing. Moving slowly, with heartrending dignity, he proceeded toward the palace. Tsorreh matched his pace so closely that his sleeves brushed the fine hairs on her arm. The people in the courtyard bowed. Hope shone in their eyes, hope and grief.

		Only when they were within the walls of his own chambers did Maharrad give way, staggering to the chair just inside the door. His personal servant rushed forward, but Maharrad waved the man away. “I need nothing but my teshurah,” he said, turning “Tsorreh” into the archaic word for gift or treasure.

		Tsorreh gestured for the servant to remain. Gently but firmly, she guided her husband through the formal outer chamber to the more intimate bedroom.

		The air smelled of beeswax scented with tiny grains of sandalwood, Maharrad’s favorite. A tray bore pitchers of boiled water and wine, and a plate of honey-glazed almonds and dates. Tsorreh’s eyes stung. He had offered her such a meal on their wedding night, and such she had also served him when she told him she was carrying their child. They would share a little comfort, then, in a moment of remembered joy.

		Tsorreh and the servant laid Maharrad on the raised bed. His cat, a brown tabby, darted under the bed at their approach. Perhaps it scented the blood. Maharrad went limp, his body sinking into the soft surface. Tsorreh loosened the neck clasps of his robe and arranged the pillows beneath his head and knees. The servant removed his boots and brought water to bathe his hands and feet.

		For a short time, Maharrad lay still, eyes closed, features frozen in an expression of gaunt endurance. Then he opened his eyes and bade the servant depart. Tsorreh mixed water and wine in a goblet and offered it to him. He raised his head, sipped a little, and lay back. Color seeped back into his flesh.

		“You are as beautiful now as the moment I first saw you.” Reaching up, he brushed her cheek with his free hand. “So young, like an unawakened flower, your petals still folded up.”

		Tsorreh lowered her eyes. At any other time, she would have accepted his words as a gesture of affection. She had not loved him at first, for she had been little more than a child herself, with no idea of what marriage meant, yet kindness had grown between them over the years. No matter how brusque and formal he might be in his role as te-ravot, he had always treated her tenderly in private. Now his words seemed as much farewell as remembrance.

		Maharrad lifted one of her hands to his lips. For a moment, she thought he might heap additional praises upon her.

		“I would speak to you of the fall of Meklavar.” His eyes were dark and steady.

		“What are you saying? Is there some new and dreadful turn of events that not even your council knows?”

		He shook his head. “We are as determined as ever to defend ourselves. But we cannot deny the possibility that we may fail.”

		And it is the duty of a te-ravot to plan for such a fate.

		“You will need all your courage in the days to come,” he went on. “Our people will look to you. You must keep their hope alive, and protect and preserve them until the day they regain their freedom.”

		“I will serve as best I can,” she answered, a little uncertainly. “Surely, there is still hope. Shorrenon will bring help and we will find a way to warn him. We can hold the meklat until he comes. We must not give in to fear. Even if—if we cannot keep them out, our plight may not be so dire. I have studied Gelonian histories and poetry. Anthelon is right. They are not barbarians.”

		“My dear, you are learned in many things, but military strategy is not one of them,” he said, a smile hovering at the corners of his mouth. “I would not have you unprepared, should the worst come. Ar-Cinath-Gelon must have his victory and it will be brutal, a message to the world.”

		“If his purpose is to seize control of the southern passes, then he will need the city and its people,” she said. “They will not destroy Meklavar—or its royal family.”

		“If Cinath had dispatched an emissary to negotiate a treaty with us, it would be no defeat if he came back empty-handed. In sending his own son at the head of an invading army, however, he has cast a wager he cannot afford to lose. The Gelon would have every other small kingdom know our fate, should they in turn resist.”

		Icy feathers brushed Tsorreh’s spine. “Are we to expect no mercy from them?”

		“You may, if you bend to their will.” He paused, leaving unspoken the words, But I will not.

		The people love him well, she thought in a burst of understanding, and now he has become a beacon, a rallying point for every fighting man within the larger Meklavaran territory. Gelon cannot afford to let him live.

		“You must take sanctuary in the temple,” Tsorreh said, the words tumbling from her mouth. “As chief priest, my grandfather will shelter you. Surely, not even the Gelon would dare to search among the venerable elders.”

		“No, no, my dear, the Gelon will not stop until they find me. Can you not see?” They must have my body as a trophy.

		Tsorreh hardly dared to breathe. Somewhere in the far reaches of her heart, a voice began keening. There was nothing she could say to silence it. If their positions were reversed, she would not want empty reassurances.

		Even as she trembled with foreboding, another part of her mind stirred. Meklavar was far older than Gelon; the temple had stood while the Gelon were half-naked hunters daubed with mud, stabbing one another with stone-tipped spears. Modern Gelon were not savages, true, but they were scavengers. Their cities, she had read, were museums of the cultures they had conquered and then looted.

		Cities could be rebuilt, farms replanted, and another generation born. But without knowledge of who they were and the heritage they safeguarded, they would no longer be Meklavaran, but just another nameless race fallen to a stronger empire.

		Maharrad’s hand had gone limp in hers. His breathing deepened, softer now. A hush suffused the chamber.

		Tsorreh eased herself on to the bed, still holding his hand, and stretched out beside him. She lay with open eyes for a long time, thinking of Zevaron, the child they had created together. Perhaps she slept, for when she roused, no light came from the windows, and her body felt stiff, almost brittle. Maharrad slept on, his face peaceful. His cat had emerged from under the bed and sat at the foot, tail curled around its feet, tufted ears pricked.

		Tsorreh slipped out of Maharrad’s bed to her own chamber. The room was empty, for Otenneh was asleep in her own room and no attendants stirred at this hour
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