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Chapter One




Riders at the Gate




The sky shone brilliant blue, the breezes whispered soft and mild for so early in spring, and the air was warm enough for Roya to leave her coat on its peg. Liam had declared a holiday. There would be no work, shops were closed, and the garrison troops were off duty except for essential infirmary personnel and those on watch details.

I am an adult today, officially, truly.

With Roya's sixteenth birthday, the world overflowed with possibilities. Now she could enter into legal contracts and binding oaths. She could buy property, captain a ship, take her royal titles officially, if she wished. She had a vote now in court sessions, could petition to be heard, and could add her voice to any debate in the grand audience hall.

I could even marry now, if I want.

That thought brought her up short. Now that she was of age, she would become a prime candidate for every ambitious noble and ducal son. She was the Ktar's only sister. What more prestigious match could anyone hope for? She groaned, thinking of how she would be pestered and plagued with suitors she didn't want—hordes of boring, useless, pampered brats.

If I ever marry, it will be for love, regardless of the man's rank or station in life.

Titles didn't make a man courageous, talented, or honorable. In most cases, they just gave him a high opinion of himself. There were exceptions, of course. Both Pelinas and Tevril could, by right of birth, be addressed as 'My Lord'. Pelinas was a duke's son, and Tevril had become the rightful lord of the tiny Armadian hill region of Onsic after his father's murder. Neither young man had ever insisted on the use of their titles, and neither one was arrogant or high-handed about his noble blood. Now, Devrin was a commoner, a fisherman's son, and he could be arrogant and haughty at times, but it was more to keep people at a distance than out of snobbery.

There I am again, always back at those three.

Tevril, Pelinas, and Devrin. They were all so different, so wonderful. She leaned her head against the window and blew out a long breath. Was she doing the wrong thing, seeing them all at once? She had been honest about not having an exclusive relationship with any of them, but were they truly as tolerant of her spending time with others as they said? If someone had told her that she had to make a choice, she wouldn't have been able to. She couldn't bear the thought of giving up any of them.

"Your Grace?" Captain Brevin knocked on her open door. He seemed amused about something. "You have visitors, suitors awaiting your pleasure."

Roya cursed softly. It was starting already. "I don't want to see them, Brev. Stupid, snot-nosed, rich brats," she told him petulantly. "Can't you tell them to go away?"

"Now, Your Grace…" he said sternly, but she could feel him laughing inside.

"And don't call me that!" she wailed, suddenly upset about being a grownup.

He joined her at the window and settled an arm across her shoulders. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't tease you today. It's going to be confusing enough for you now. But listen, my young friend, you've reached your majority today, and more will be expected of you. Yes, you're going to have suitors you don't like, but most of them will be the sons of rich and powerful men. You need to treat them with tact and diplomacy when they ask to see you. Be polite, be charming and engaging; it's all part of your obligations. However, there are subtle ways to let them know you're not overly pleased with their attentions. Don't pay them any direct compliments, don't accept their gifts with your own hands, and keep the visit short. You're a very busy young woman, after all, with your career and your family and certain guard captains who might need to consult with you on security matters at any given moment."

"Oh, Brev!" She laughed. "You'd come and interrupt for me! All right, I'll go see them. Where are the noble brats cooling their heels?"

He smiled, his eyes dancing with laughter. "They're down in the shrubbery alcove in the fountain garden."

Roya braided her hair, threw a long, open-fronted outer robe of dark-brown silk with gold embroidery over her white shirt and brown leather breeches, and decided to leave the swords behind.

Too intimidating.

She had plenty of knives hidden about her, anyway. Finally, she exchanged her cavalry boots for soft suede ones and hurried down the hall. Might as well get it over with.

When she reached the gallery atop the staircase that led out to the garden, she stopped to peek out of one of the high, arched windows, just to see how many young men there were and whether she recognized any of them. There were three, and, oh yes, she knew them. Brevin was going to hear from her about this later. No wonder the man had been so amused.

Arranged on one of the long benches in the shrubbery alcove were three familiar figures—one tall, lean, and black-haired; one broad chested and auburn; and one slender figure with hair the color of sand at the tide line. They sat peacefully together and she felt a certain amount of amusement from them as well.

Oh, this just can't be good.

Pelinas played his harp, his head bent, his entire body concentrating on the music. He was the only one in uniform because he had no other clothes. Even though black wasn't the best color for him, he looked good, all pressed and polished. Devrin, dressed in an open-collared shirt of a gloriously deep red, sat straight on Pelinas's left, his eyes closed and one finger keeping time. Tevril slumped next to him, his head resting on the back of the bench, appearing to doze. She doubted he was asleep, and he looked handsome in dark green. The high-collared shirt was a bit tight across his chest, but Roya didn't think that was a bad thing. What a gorgeous sight they were. Roya stood and watched for a few moments, and sighed softly.

Devrin's eyes snapped open. He looked up, saw her, and said something to his bench companions as he rose and bowed politely. Tevril grinned and waved to her, then reached over to tap Pelinas on the knee and point. Pelinas looked up in confusion, and then he scrambled up as well, clutching his harp to his chest, gazing up at her with his sad, deep eyes.

Roya swallowed hard and began her descent. What could it mean that they were all here at once?

"Hello, boys," she said casually, hoping her smile didn't look nervous. "What brings you all up the hill this morning?"

Devrin grinned wickedly. "We each came with greetings for our favorite cadet's birthday," he said, with an air of innocence. "Imagine our surprise when each of us found the other two here as well."

"Yeah, just imagine," Tevril echoed, enjoying her discomfort. "We've had time to compare notes."

"And we were able to come to an understanding of sorts," Pelinas added.

Devrin nodded his agreement. "You see, Roya, we all knew there were others, but we didn't know who they were. Now, Pelinas and Tevril seem to have known about each other but not"—he spread one hand over his chest—"about me, and I wasn't aware either of them were involved. At least we're all on friendly terms, and I can't say any of us are displeased with your other choices—"

"But we need some things answered, Roya," Tevril broke in. "We each get a birthday request from you, and we've all decided on the same thing—"

"If you'll agree to it." Pelinas stared at his boots. "We'd each like the favor of asking one question—"

"And we expect honest, forthright answers," Devrin concluded sternly.

"Oh," Roya murmured. "Maybe I should sit down for this." She settled on the bench and looked up at them. "All right, it's a reasonable request… I think. Who wants to start?"

Devrin stepped back and bowed courteously to Tevril, who straightened his shoulders and asked, not quite belligerently, "Are there others, Roya, or just us three?"

"Just the three of you, Tev, darling," she answered calmly, hoping they would all be so easy. "I can't promise that'll always be, but it is for now. Do you want me to tell you if I start seeing someone else?"

"Yes," Devrin answered slowly. "Yes, I believe we do. We'll need to welcome them into the brotherhood."

"The what?" Roya asked in confusion.

He dropped to his knees at her feet, hands raised in a gesture of supplication. "The brotherhood of lost souls who worship at the altar of Roya Intalva."

"Oh, very funny." She snorted. "Stop enjoying yourself so much."

"As the goddess commands," he murmured, bowing his head in a dejected way.

"Sarcasm isn't going to help today, Dev." She took his chin in her hand and lifted his head up. "I've answered the first question. What's yours, my handsome lieutenant?"

He became serious and rose to take the place beside her on the bench. "I know you're not ready yet, and I know you may not be for a long time to come, but, Roya, do you ever intend to marry?"

She nearly gave him a glib, off-hand answer, but his eyes held such a forlorn need, she answered as honestly as she could, "I would like to someday, yes. I don't know if it'll ever happen, and I don't have a definite time in mind. I'd like to be well on in my career, though; maybe after I make captain, I'll start thinking about it."

He seemed satisfied, and stood to make room, waving Pelinas to the vacated place on the stone bench. Roya took his harp from his trembling fingers and placed it on the bench beside him so she could hold his hands. "Peli, dear," she said softly. "What can I answer for you?"

Pelinas chewed his bottom lip for a moment and then blurted out, "If two of us were to die, would you marry the survivor?"

She stared at him aghast and exclaimed, "What a horrible question! I don't think I want to answer that one!"

Pelinas reddened and shifted. "I'm sorry, Roya, I withdraw the question."

"I still owe you a question, though," she prompted more gently. "Do you have another one?"

At first, he shook his head and tried to pull his hands away. Then suddenly, he sat still and looked directly at her. "Roya?" he whispered. "Do you truly love us? All three of us? Even me?"

The way he asked nearly broke her heart, as if he believed she couldn't possibly love him. She gripped his hands and answered, "Yes, Peli, I do love you, truly." She leaned forward to kiss his forehead and then rose to take Tevril's hands to say, "And I love you." She kissed his cheek and went on to Devrin, taking the dry, cool hand he offered. "And I love you, too, Dev," she concluded.

He closed his eyes and sighed softly as she kissed his fingers, and she backed him up and shoved him down on the bench next to Pelinas. He suddenly looked wobbly. It was the first time she'd said it to him. To Tevril, she had whispered it in the dark more than once; to Pelinas, she had said it in a desperate moment and, maybe he hadn't believed her, but to Devrin, she had never said it. He seemed overwhelmed.

"So what now?" She looked at each one in turn. "We're clear on everything, and you know about each other. Where does that leave us?"

Tevril shrugged. "We stay out of each other's space and time with you; we try not to get territorial and snarly with each other."

"We let Roya choose who she wants to be with and when," Pelinas insisted.

"And treat each other as we always have," Devrin nodded seriously. "Except that now we can commiserate with each other when Roya treats us badly."

Roya gaped at him. "When have I ever treated you badly?"

He sniffed in an offended way. "This from the cadet who had me ambushed, pummeled senseless, tied hand-and-foot and gagged, and if Pelinas hadn't come to my rescue, I have no doubt would have left me to die somewhere in the snow."

"You enjoyed it," Tevril growled. "Don't pretend you didn't."

"Oh, everyone is just so funny today," Roya muttered. This was supposed to be a relaxing, enjoyable day. So far, it had been a little traumatic.

Devrin seemed to realize he had taken things too far, attempts at humor being somewhat new to him. He reached under the bench and drew out a long, flat, silver case. "For you," he declared, holding it out to her in both hands. "On your day of majority. May they help keep you safe."

Roya grinned when she opened the lid. Nestled in the red velvet lining lay four flawless throwing knives, polished steel, unornamented except for her initials etched in flowing script along each blade. She lifted one from its place and hurled it at the staircase door, where it hit dead center with a satisfying thunk and stuck there quivering.

"Dev, they're perfect!" she exclaimed and gave him a quick kiss. "How did you know I needed new ones?"

"Just a guess," he said in a detached way, though her hand on his chest felt his heart beating wildly. "You did leave three knives behind in Korvalish guards fairly recently."

"My turn," Tevril insisted, and pulled a small black-lacquer box out of his pocket. "For you, my heart, 'cause sometimes everyone needs a little help being heard on the battlefield."

The box contained a silver whistle on a chain, and Roya was touched by such a thoughtful present. The whistle emitted a high, piercing note that could have been heard above cannon fire, and Devrin, standing right beside Roya as she tested it, cried out and clutched at his ears.

"Oh, I'm so sorry!" She slipped the whistle's chain over her head and steadied her tall lieutenant until the dazed look faded from his eyes. Then she flung her arms around Tevril's neck. "Thank you, it's wonderful! My troops will always be able to find me."

"You're very welcome," he murmured into her hair. "Peli has something for you, too."

Pelinas fussed with the pegs on his harp so he wouldn't have to meet her eyes and said, "I wrote you a song."

"For me?" She smiled and perched on the edge of the bench. "Does it have a name?"

His answer made her face grow hot and her insides turn to grain mush. He plucked a few preliminary chords. "It's called 'Golden Fire.' That's you, Roya."

His hands wove an astonishing melody that leaped and danced and seemed almost to spark from the strings, his fingers moved so swiftly. It had a melancholy edge to it—a bittersweet underscoring that tugged at the heart—and Roya found herself brushing tears from her eyes before it was finished.

When Pelinas flattened his hands against the strings to still them, she took his face between her hands to kiss him tenderly. "That was breathtaking, Peli," she whispered. "You have an incredible gift; one the world would be colder and darker without."

She had meant to give him a compliment, but it upset him. He fought tears as he placed the harp back in its case and rose to go.

"Peli, please stay." She grabbed his arm, but he removed her hand gently and walked away, unable to keep the floodgates of his sorrow and his anger closed any longer. She wanted to go after him, but Tevril's hand on her shoulder stopped her.

"He needs to be alone with it sometimes," he told her. "He won't come to any harm."

Devrin's voice was hard and cold as he snarled, "But if I ever see that father of his on the field, that man definitely will come to harm. I will rip him to shreds."

"Not if Peli gets there first," Roya whispered. She slipped an arm around each of them to draw them close and borrow their warmth and strength. "How's he doing these days?"

"He eats like a harduk stallion." Tevril offered. "Works very hard at his physical training. Lieutenant Tren says he's sleeping better—"

"But it's all for one purpose," Devrin continued softly. "One last thing to do before he leaves us."

"And neither of you wants him to leave us," Roya concluded, astounded at the intensity of their feelings.

"He's our friend, sweetheart," Tevril explained. "We love him, too."




* * * *




The new uniforms were a vast improvement. Corporal Arbus had come for the requisition list the previous week and had been alarmed at how poorly Pelinas's old uniform fit. He was nearly popping seams in the arms, shoulders, and thighs where muscles slowly but surely gathered mass. The Corporal had brought him five new sets more suitable to his expanding frame and told him a new dress uniform was on order, as well.

"But you need to stop growing now, Peli," Arbus said. "I can't have you getting as big as the general. We have to have his uniforms specially tailored."

"I don't think I'm getting any taller," Pelinas replied in confusion.

The Corporal clicked his tongue in exasperation, drumming his ceaselessly moving fingers on the desk. "Joke, Peli, joke. I hope you know I can't fill a requisition for a new sense of humor. We don't keep those in stock. Maybe if you look around hard enough, you might find the one you lost."

The door to the office slammed open, and Pelinas leaped to his feet and reached for his sword. Bedaren stood in the doorway, his chest heaving, his eyes wild.

"Where's the general?" he demanded, gasping.

"He's meeting with General Roke," Pelinas answered, every nerve singing with alarm. He strode to the door and took Bedaren by the arm, as much to support him as to propel him forward. "Come on, we'll go to him. What is it? What's happened?"

"Korvalish troops in the woods to the north, maybe two hundred," Bedaren panted out.

"Crests? Insignia? Anything I might be able to identify?" Pelinas asked in a strained voice.

"I didn't see them, Peli." The little scout stumbled and clutched at Pelinas's arm for support with his three-fingered hand.

Pelinas stopped short, took him by the shoulders, and demanded, "Then how do you know who they are?"

"The hoof prints," Bedaren said, as if that explained everything. He shook his head impatiently when Pelinas stared at him. "The outer hoof toes are larger, rounder than Eristan or Bremisian or clan harduks. These are Tereminian chargers, Peli. If they're not Korvalish, they're at least Korvalish allies."

Swearing softly, Pelinas let go of Bedaren and took off at a dead run toward General Roke's office. He arrived slightly out of breath and slammed through the door without bothering to knock. He realized quickly he should have been more polite as he was brought up short by a long, elegant blade held at his throat.

"Peli!" the compact little general exclaimed as he let the sword drop. "Terribly sorry. I felt a storm coming to my door."

Pelinas took a deep breath to fight down the moment of panic. "Sirs," he addressed them together since General Devar stood right there, easing his own sword back in its sheath. "There are Korvalish soldiers in the northern woods. Bedaren just reported a force of at least two hundred."

"Interesting." General Roke drew on his gloves and turned to his younger colleague. "Shall we gather up some sharp-eyed troops, my boy, and see if anything can be discerned from the walls?"

"Certainly, sir, an excellent thought," General Devar replied cheerfully. Pelinas was dumbfounded. The enemy was at the gates and they acted as if it were an afternoon of bird watching.

A heavily muscled arm settled over his shoulders. "Peli, here's what I need. Send runners around to the gates. I want them closed, just in case. Have quarters sounded; the troops need to be armed and ready to move out at a moment's notice. Grab Bedaren up if he's in any kind of shape to walk, fetch Lieutenant Tren—I need his eyes—and send for the captains. I want them all to meet us on the northern wall. You, too, Peli. Clear with all of that?"

"Yes, sir." Pelinas saluted and dashed off, having enough sense to carry out the commands in the order they had been given. The gates had to be closed first, the city protected, and then the troops called to muster. It was a good thing that he had been training so hard the last few months. He used every runner in sight and then had to deliver many of the messages himself. In his previous condition, he would have been too slow and too easily exhausted to accomplish everything.

By the time he reached the general's side on the wall, the captains were already gathering. Captain Harrel stood searching the woods with a telescope, Captain Feren beside him. Captain Kyli spoke in low, urgent tones to General Roke, Captain Temmis adding his vehement, whispered agreement. The general's long black-and-silver braid swung heavily as he shook his head, apparently advising against some course of action. General Devar had just begun briefing Captain Debranis and Captain Barda when Captain Kell pounded up the stairs. Lieutenant Tren stood on the wall, atop the parapet, his hand shading his eyes as he searched the trees while Sergeant Joris stood on the walk, his face pinched with anxiety, and kept a firm hold on one of the lieutenant's ankles.

General Roke approached. "Well, Romenel, your beloved and our Temmis urge for a scouring of the woods to flush our friends out. Any opinion?"

"All respect to our cavalry Captains." General Devar smiled as his wife came to stand beside him. "But we don't know what we're dealing with here."

"But we do, my darling." Captain Kyli stood with a hand on her sword hilt. "Bedaren brought in the report. When has he ever been wrong?"

"True enough." The general placed his hands on her shoulders and peered into her bright blue eyes, apparently expecting an argument. "But there may be reinforcements out there, tracks he hadn't come across yet when he was forced to abandon the trail and dash home."

"If we could wait a bit, please," General Roke advised. "A force that small is not here to lay siege to the city or to try to take the harbor. They've come in this close so they must know we would see signs of them. They want something."

"Sir!" Lieutenant Tren called from his lookout. "Over there in the trees!"

General Devar squinted, trying to see what his young officer was pointing out. "Blast!" he grumbled. "I think my eyes get worse every year. What do you see, Lieutenant?"

The clansman leaped down from the wall to hand his commanding officer a telescope and pointed him in the right direction. "Right there, sir. Do you see them?"

"By gods, yes." The general swore softly. "Heavy cavalry, massing just inside the tree line. They seem to be waiting for someone… oh, that must be the commander." He handed the telescope to General Roke. "There, sir, to the right of that hillock."

"What a beautiful white stallion," General Roke breathed.

"Ah, sir, that's why we love you." Captain Kyli smiled and shook her head. "Is there someone riding the beautiful harduk?"

"Oh, yes, my apologies," the general murmured. "He's obviously the commander. Good-sized man, black-armored, no helm…"

"A man in black armor on a white stallion?" Pelinas's heart lurched against his ribs. "Oh, no…"

"Peli?" Lieutenant Tren peered at him. "What is it? You've gone white as frost."

At that moment, the Korvalish troops broke from cover and rode out to array themselves within sight of the gate, ten ranks deep. Their commander paced his white charger in front of his troops, back and forth, staring intently toward the city.

"Do you know him, Peli?" General Devar asked.

"I was hoping it would never come to this," Pelinas moaned. "I never wanted to face him across a battlefield…"

"Who is he, my boy?" The general's massive hand gripped his shoulder to steady him.

"The only person who would ever think to ride out against his enemies with only two hundred troops," Pelinas replied in a choked whisper. "That's my brother. These troops are commanded by Telluris."


Chapter Two


Patterns of the Dance


"He's made no advance, sent no messages?" Ktar Liam asked.

"Not yet, my liege." General Devar shook his head, shoving impatiently at the stray golden wisps that kept falling into his eyes. "We thought perhaps this force might be a ruse, a distraction for a larger army, but our scouts have found no sign of any other enemy troops in the area."

His eminence sighed irritably. "I suppose we'll have to send someone out to them eventually."

The ktar looked terrible, his eyes darkly shadowed and red-rimmed, his personal appearance badly neglected, with dirty, broken nails and clothes that looked as if he'd slept in them for several days. There were rumors his health was failing and speculation it was because Lady Tamissa refused to return to him. Pelinas knew the young ruler had tried to win her back, traveling to the Temple every day to speak with her. She rebuffed his requests, though, and even the ktar couldn't violate the laws of Temple sanctuary to force her to see him.

"Eminence!" Lieutenant Tren called from where he stood watch. "Someone's coming forward in the ranks. Looks like something might finally be happening."

There was movement in the Korvalish lines and a second black-armored figure rode forward on a deep-chested charger of pale gray with black horns and stockings. Pelinas would have recognized the harduk, but the man's helm, black with a crest of gold cleverly shaped to look like the crest of a harduk's mane, confirmed who he was. His heart sank to his feet.

"Pelinas," General Roke spoke softly from his right. "By your face, I would say this officer is familiar to you as well."

"Sir, it's Beren," Pelinas choked out. "This has to be some horrible message to me, for my father to send my two favorite brothers."

Beren stopped next to Telluris. No words were exchanged. Telluris reached behind his saddle and handed a long bundle over to his younger brother. Beren shook it out—Telluris's personal banner, a rearing black harduk on a blue field.

"Oh, gods," Pelinas whispered hoarsely. "I think he's going to issue a challenge."

The ktar took a firm grip on his arm, his voice much harder than normal. "Don't faint, cousin. I may need you today."

Beren rode forward, letting his mount have her head at a dignified canter as the banner fluttered and snapped behind him. He came within a hundred yards of the gate, surely aware of the dozens of bows trained on him, and calmly dismounted. His harduk, Thea, tossed her head and danced sideways nervously. Pelinas held his breath as Beren raised his eyes to the figures crowded on the battlements and saluted. Then he planted the banner in the ground, vaulted into his saddle, and rode back the way he had come.

No challenge had been issued. Pelinas felt his knees give way in relief and strong hands caught him under the arms.

"Steady, my boy, steady," General Devar murmured. "It's going to be all right; you'll see."

"Interesting. A request for a conference." Ktar Liam sighed and ran his hands back though his unkempt, greasy hair. "I suppose I should get cleaned up a bit… Captain!" he called out in a firmer, more confident voice to Captain Brevin.

"Eminence?"

"Brev, I want a large awning and camp chairs set up next to that banner, carpets, side tables, and proper refreshments. Let's be hospitable. These are guests of royal blood, after all; they will be greeted as such."

"My liege," Captain Brevin said in a low, anxious voice. "I can't say I'm confident about your safety if Your Eminence meets with them in person."

"Did I ask for an opinion, Captain?" the ktar snapped. "I believe I was giving orders."

"Yes, Your Eminence, my apologies," his guard captain murmured, and bowed stiffly before he turned away to carry out instructions.

General Roke leaned over to speak to his son. "That was harsh and unnecessary. Brevin serves you well and faithfully, and his advice is invaluable. If you are unable to control yourself today, I would strongly suggest you send someone as your proxy to conduct this meeting."

Ktar Liam pinched the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger. "I'm sorry, Father," he allowed finally. "I'll apologize to Brevin. It's not his fault I feel so stretched and edgy. But I need to do this myself. It's important I see firsthand what this is all about, to see people's reactions and hear how things are said. I will, however, take suggestions on who should accompany me."

"You will have Brevin at your back," General Roke insisted. "Don't compound the hurt you've caused him."

"I wouldn't dream of being without him." The ktar gave his father a startled look. "Or you, either, Father, if you wouldn't mind."

"Peli should be there," General Devar observed. "And I'd feel better at your side as well."

"Good, fine." The ruler waved a weary hand. "I want all my siblings with me, and have Harrel and Brevin pick out a proper honor guard between them. No more than fifty men. This isn't a war party." He stalked off, muttering to himself.

"You might want to go after him, sir," Captain Kyli suggested to General Roke. "Sometimes a young man needs his father, and I'm not sure he's going to bother getting himself very presentable." She sighed. "Such a shame, too, a beautiful young man like that letting himself go all to wrack and ruin."

"And just who said you could start looking at other men?" General Devar asked in an offended tone.

"There's no harm in appreciating a pretty face." The redheaded captain patted her husband's chest. "Besides, there's never been any man more beautiful than you, my gorgeous Romenel."

The general smiled, practically preening, until she added, "Except maybe Captain Harrel over there. I do like long-legged men."

"You had better be joking, my braveheart," the general growled.

"Of course." She chuckled and wrapped her arms around him to whisper, "I'll prove it to you later."

It could still shock Pelinas how some of these women soldiers behaved, often treating men as if they were fragile, easily bruised creatures, swearing and cursing like sailors and otherwise acting in unladylike ways. He knew Captain Kyli and most of the other women in the regiments had come from a place where women were the protectors and providers, but it still caught him off guard sometimes.

A much cleaner and more properly attired Ktar Liam presented himself at the northern gate an hour later. His hair had been washed and re-braided, his nails trimmed, he certainly smelled much better, and he looked impressive in his own regimental uniform of black and silver. It was, Pelinas realized, the first time he had seen his liege lord with a sword strapped to his side. The ktar and his immediate companions and councilors arranged themselves under the awning, leaving the honor guard of fifty men outside. A second set of camp chairs faced them, allowing the Korvalish party the same number of seats as the ktar's contingent.

The generals took the chairs on his eminence's immediate left, his siblings arrayed to the right, forming a solid front of black and silver, with Captain Brevin, in the blue and green of the ktar's personal service, behind the ktar's chair as a not-so-subtle reminder of who was in attendance. Two of the three dukes currently staying at the residence were there as well. Duke Alkannen of Bremis was a lean, elegant, middle-aged man, and Duke Ranil of Werinda was a younger noble closer to the ktar's age. Semis, though, was not having one of his better days, and it had been deemed wiser and kinder not to include him.

"Peli, come sit on my right." The ktar waved a hand toward the empty seat next to him. "You are best qualified to judge the statements and actions of your brothers. I want you near enough to advise me."

"But, Eminence," Pelinas protested. "I have no rank, no family status any longer. Surely it would be more appropriate if I stood with Captain Brevin."

Ktar Liam gave him an odd, long look and then leaned forward with his hands clasped between his knees. "Cousin, your grandmother was my mother's aunt. Your family may have forgotten that. I have not. That makes you closer blood kin to me than anyone currently present. You are my family. I never disowned you. Sit, as my cousin should."

Pelinas swallowed hard and lowered himself into the offered chair.

"You know I named Semis as my heir years ago," the young ruler went on bitterly. "He is my closest kin, and, I felt, the most appropriate choice. He was, at the time. I have no children and am not likely to have any. Of my blood kin who have sworn to me, you are the next closest."

"My liege, no…" Pelinas stared at him in horror, unable to believe what the ktar suggested. "I cannot be relied on. Please, Eminence, there must be someone more… suitable."

"Think on it for me, cousin." Ktar Liam patted his shoulder. "I have few other options."

The whole thing would be a moot point after the summer campaigns, but Pelinas felt guilty that he couldn't assist his royal cousin. Surely, his eminence would marry soon. If not Lady Tamissa, he could choose any of a hundred other candidates. Or he could name Roya as his heir. Not as traditional, perhaps, but certainly preferable to a disowned, unstable cast-off with a death wish. Roya would be a fair ruler, compassionate and kind. She was so full of life, so beautiful…

Oh, this wouldn't do at all. This was not a good time to drift off into melancholy daydreams about Roya. He had apologized to her for running off on her birthday, but she always looked so sad now when she looked at him. If only he could erase the sorrow from her eyes… but he wasn't the one who would make her happy.

The Korvalish party approached, the large mass of troops halting a respectful distance from the awning. Telluris and Beren, with their guard captains and an escort of twelve men, continued toward the awning. They dismounted as one, and with a brief gesture from Telluris, all sixteen harduks knelt to wait in the grass. He kissed the nose of his frost-white charger, named Iron for reasons known only to Telluris, and the harduk nuzzled his cheek, blowing softly in his ear.

"Very impressive," General Roke murmured. "I might need a few words with that young man."

Preliminaries were stiff and formal. It took some time to get through all the declarations of titles, positions, and ranks. Beren spoke for Telluris, who seemed to be having one of his silent days, and Pelinas watched them carefully. Beren would defer to Telluris in all things, but they had not necessarily both come with the same purpose. Beren was wide-eyed, apprehension, uncertainty, and suspicion all too evident in his face. His inexperience as a negotiator was apparent even to Pelinas. The ktar, on the other hand, seemed ready to engage in endless minor pleasantries, calmly discussing the weather and last year's crops and harduks, while wine and cakes were served to his guests.

Beren shifted restlessly throughout all of this, while Telluris merely stared intently at Pelinas, offering no direction or assistance. Impatiently pulling a hand through his long, chestnut hair, the only feature he shared with his father, Beren was out of his depths, unused to the games of diplomacy, unaware that at this stage he should have been sizing up his adversaries, showing as cool and detached a face as possible.

He reached the end of his patience quickly and blurted out, "That's all very interesting, Your Lordship, but we came here to—"

He was interrupted as Telluris rose abruptly from his chair to cross the short distance between the two parties. The sudden movement caused a flurry of agitated activity—steel drawn on both sides, chairs overturned, Captain Brevin leaping in front of the ktar's chair to place himself between his liege and this advancing enemy commander.

"As you were!" General Roke barked out. "Calm, everyone, please. Put up your weapons, take your seats."

Telluris's goal was not the ktar. It was Pelinas. He stopped in front of his youngest brother and fished something out of a pouch at his belt, then knelt and took Pelinas's right hand. He turned it palm-up to drop the object into it, a piece of gilded wood. After a moment's thought, Pelinas realized what it was.

"It's a piece of my harp," Pelinas declared softly. Tears glistened in Telluris eyes. "Telluris, I'm so sorry, I couldn't stop him. I know you said it was the most important thing you could ever give me. I tried to take it with me but… Telluris, he smashed it. There wasn't anything I could do… please," Pelinas begged as Telluris wrapped his arms around his little brother's knees and lay his head in Pelinas's lap, "please don't be upset…"

"He's… not upset exactly, Peli," Roya whispered. "He's… overcome. A terrible sorrow replaced by a fierce joy, it's almost too much for him." Her voice shook as she added, "It's almost too much for me."

Pelinas stroked Telluris's black hair. "What's this all about, Beren? Where did he get this? Why have you come?"

So much for subtleties. Beren rubbed his hands over his face, the picture of weary frustration, and began, "I had to tell him, Pel, I'm sorry. He was so certain you were dead. I was on my way back from a ride one afternoon and found him digging through the refuse heap outside the walls. He said he'd been called there and he found pieces of your harp. He was digging frantically, covered in filth, absolutely convinced that he'd find pieces of you in there, as well."

"Broken, shattered, scattered to the winds," Telluris murmured from Pelinas's lap.

"Yes, that's what you told me then, Tel." Beren shuddered. "I had to tell him I'd seen you, Pel, that you were still alive. I know I promised, but…" He waved a hand at Telluris.

"It's all right, Beren," Pelinas told him. "He had to know. Did you do as I asked?"

Beren nodded grimly. "I did. I found them on the lowest level. He keeps the dead down there, chained in the dark. It was awful, Pel. I recognized two of my own soldiers, one of them drowned last autumn. They were a horrible, sickly grayish green. They moved, they breathed, but their faces were dead."

He buried his face in his hands for a moment. One of the guard captains reached over to grip his shoulder.

"It stank; the room reeked like an open grave. It was unearthly quiet," Beren went on in a whisper. "They made no sound, no moans of pain or despair, no outcry against such horrible desecration, just sat there and stared with those awful, empty eyes." He gulped a deep breath and sat straight again, adding, "I'm not ashamed to say I was very ill after I left there."

Uncomfortable shifting and murmurs of sympathy were the only noises that accompanied this announcement. Pelinas looked around at his companions and was gratified there was only shared horror. No suspicion or anger seemed to be directed at this young commander who had often faced them in battle.

"I don't think there was anything I could have done for the poor wretches." Beren continued, "They were already dead, but my little brother was still alive and had said come to Arhanna, and Telluris agreed with me." He addressed the ktar directly now. "Your Lordship, we've come for our youngest brother. I have no choice but to ask for his return outright and hope the things my father says about you aren't true."

"Does your father know of this little expedition?" Ktar Liam asked.

"No. Telluris… hasn't been well. Couldn't eat or sleep. Father was concerned for his own reasons. He's always seen Telluris as his own personal oracle. I offered to take him on patrol with me, get him out into the sunshine, told Father it might help him. So with men sworn to Telluris and myself, we abandoned our patrol route and came here." He looked defiantly at the man who had been his family's enemy for so long. "I only want my brother, sir. Give him to us, and we ride away peacefully. My word on that."

"He is still your brother, then?" The ktar twirled his wine glass. "Was he not disowned in front of all of you?"

Beren's fists clenched. "They locked Telluris in his room. Father said it would upset him too much. Me, I was there. The twins held my arms behind my back so I wouldn't interfere, and someone finally whacked me over the head when I wouldn't stop struggling. They made me watch, but I do not acknowledge it. Pelinas is my brother. My one, true, full-blood brother."

"And where would you go, Lord Beren?" General Devar asked. "You can't take him back home."

"I'm… we're… not certain." Beren sighed. "Maybe we'll go north to the steppes. Telluris thinks the clans might accept us." He looked to General Roke for confirmation.

"There might be a chance if it were just the three of you, Lord Beren," the general informed him. "But with two hundred men? I'm sorry, but you would be seen as an invading army and you would be slaughtered."

Captain Harrel cleared his throat and asked, "I haven't heard anyone ask Pelinas yet. It really should be his decision, after all. Peli, do you want to leave us?"

Pelinas had been bent over Telluris, trying to coax him up off his knees but now he straightened so he could look Beren in the eyes. "Ber, I'm sworn to his eminence. I have a place here, an obligation to stay."

Beren looked stricken. "But… this must have been an oath given under duress? You felt threatened or that you had no choice. You can't be bound by such an oath, Pel. I can't leave you here alone!"

"I took it of my own free will," Pelinas informed him quietly. "I stand by it. And I am not alone."

Telluris took his little brother's hands, his oddly distant voice calm and achingly familiar. "Our beacon," he said to Pelinas. "Our single lamp against the gathering gloom." Then he shifted over, still on his knees, to take Ktar Liam's hands. "There are patterns to the dance, My Lord. There are no endings, only beginnings. Rejoice in the beauty of the dance, and it will be enough." He gave the ktar an odd smile and pressed the ruler's hands to his forehead. "Blood, breath, and bone, My Lord, all that I am is yours."

"Great Liut's hands…" Beren moaned. "Tel, what have you done?"

"Pelinas, is this what I think it is?" Ktar Liam asked in a hushed voice.

"Yes, Eminence, he's just sworn to you," Pelinas confirmed. "In his own way. Accept him, and he is yours, probably more so than anyone else in your service."

The ktar took Telluris's face gently between his hands, leaned forward, and kissed his forehead. "I accept your oath of service, Lord Telluris Marat ke Per na Irrada, and welcome another cousin into my house."

Beren looked ill, lost, and bereft. Of all the outcomes he might have expected, this was obviously not one of them. Pelinas went to him and wrapped his arms around him, since Beren wasn't able to seek any kind of comfort from him in front of strangers. "Ber, no one here would ever force an oath from you. I know you've no real reason to trust these people yet, but I think you'll change your mind if you give them a chance—"

"Lord Beren," the ktar interrupted. "You are welcome to stay with us as long as you wish, as my honored guest. You will be free to ride out at any time but, for Pelinas's sake, I hope you will consider accepting my hospitality. He speaks of you fondly and has missed you terribly."

"I missed you, too, Pel," Beren whispered into his shoulder. Then he set his little brother back, keeping a firm grip on his arms. "You look lots better than when I saw you outside the kitchen that night, all scrawny and pale. Have they hurt you, Pel?" he whispered fiercely. "You just looked so awful, what did they do to you?"

"They've been taking care of me," Pelinas retorted. "No one here hurt me. They took me in when I was sick, injured, and half-crazed. They've been very kind, Ber. I have a position of trust, solid work to do, friends."

Beren swallowed hard. "I'm glad you're all right." He still didn't sound convinced of it. "I… should have gone with you that night, Pel. Seeing you all of a sudden like that… confused me. I'm sorry."

"It's all been very confusing," Pelinas agreed. "It's all right. You and Telluris have left him, and that's the important thing. No matter what you do next, you won't be part of his horrid schemes anymore."


* * * *


The Korvalish troops were brought inside the gate and housed in the old cavalry barracks at the residence, mostly empty now since the ktar no longer kept a personal cavalry unit. Beren, Telluris, and their officers were given rooms on the second floor in accordance with their ranks. Telluris was accommodated in the large suite of rooms across the hall from Roya's, and Beren was installed in the smaller, but truly lovely, corner suite overlooking the flower gardens in the east wing.

There was a minor issue when Telluris realized how far his rooms were from the harduks, but the ktar resolved this quickly. He ordered the grounds under Telluris's bedroom window modified to accommodate a shed and corral for Iron and Thea and six other harduks Telluris chose. He seemed pleased with the arrangement.

Pelinas was permitted to have dinner with his brothers in Telluris's rooms with General Devar acting as chaperone, since the big man still had lingering doubts about his safety.

"Just in case something odd's going on, Peli," the general told him. "Your brothers seem honorable men, but we've seen your father twist honorable men's minds before."

It was an awkward meal, with everyone unsure of how much they could ask and how much they should give away. Pelinas was reluctant to answer Beren's questions about what had happened to him, and Beren seemed hesitant to answer questions about home in front of the general. Telluris ate sparingly and then sat staring into the fire, not helping the odd atmosphere one bit with his brooding.

General Devar was not one to dance around any subject, though, and finally became impatient with all the evasions and things half-said. "Hang it all, boys, you'd think you were estranged lovers instead of long-lost brothers, the way you're picking at things! Peli, you don't have to go into all the details, but for gods' sakes, tell him what happened or I will. Beren's risked his neck to come find you. He deserves to know. And Beren, just tell him the state of matters at home. He's asking after the health of his family, not campaign plans and troop counts."

Beren was too stunned to speak, horrified at Pelinas's abbreviated account of his captivity and 'training'.

When he'd finished, Telluris left his own thoughts to rise from his chair and pull Pelinas to his feet. "You cried out to me, and I couldn't save you." His breathy, distant voice trembled as he pulled his brother close.

Pelinas couldn't remember being hugged so much at home in seventeen years. Telluris was tall enough that Pelinas's head could rest comfortably against his shoulder. "I should have found a way, my little one. You are dark, angry embers now where a sun-warmed, welcoming house once stood."

"Telluris, no," Pelinas objected. "This was not your fault. You tried, I heard you. They made you sick, didn't they?"

"Hell's gates," Beren whispered, apparently piecing something together. "Father did that to you?"

Telluris nodded, his arms tightening around his youngest brother.

"He was raving with fever, off and on for nearly two weeks," Beren explained through clenched teeth. "He kept leaving his room, trying to go downstairs, but he'd always collapse a few feet down the hall. They finally tied him to his bed. For his own protection, Father said. Gods, he was trying to tell me, I thought it was the fever, and I wouldn't listen." Beren hurled his heavy glass at the fireplace where it shattered with a distressing crash.

General Devar let out an explosive breath. "I know none of this is easy, but it's better if you boys don't have any secrets from each other from now on. It's the only way to fight against what your father's done, to bring everything out into the light. And please spare the rest of the glasses, Beren, it's one of Lady Roya's favorite sets."

He waited while Beren stammered through a mortified apology. "Perfectly understandable," the general reassured him. "I've broken a good portion of the contents of my office over some of your father's actions. Now, gentlemen, here's the meat of the matter. I'm not prying for information you feel I shouldn't have, but I want you three to think about this: There are twelve of you. Are there any others you think we should contact? Obviously, I have an interest in weakening your father's power base, but more importantly, are there any other brothers that you want to rescue from his influence?"

The question caused a thoughtful silence. Telluris returned to his seat by the fire, and Pelinas sat down on the hearthrug between his brothers' chairs.

"Well, Peredin can rot for all I care," Beren growled.

"And the twins are a lost cause," Pelinas sighed.

"The joke, sir," Beren addressed the general, "is that the twins, Lernis and Cyon, are so cruel they purposefully killed their own mother in childbirth."

"Those two I know by reputation." The general shuddered. "And I've seen them murder their own wounded rather than bothering to carry them off the field."

"The men are terrified of them," Pelinas admitted. "Fellagon?" he suggested.

"Acting as Peredin's lieutenant now, completely under his thumb." Beren shook his head. "It's a shame, but our mother's eldest would probably run straight to that… that swamp demon if we approached him."

Telluris had lapsed back into silence, but he held up one hand with two fingers raised.

Two? Pelinas thought, two what? Then he had it, not two of something but the second born. "Hirotal," Pelinas ventured. "Telluris says we should try for Hirotal."

"You know him best, Tel." Beren shrugged. "But if we can convince him to leave, we've got a good chance that Miriamis and Nessel will come with him."

"And Alamis and Illuven?" Pelinas asked hopefully. They had never been his favorite brothers, but at nineteen and twenty, they were the closest to his age, the brothers born between him and Beren.

Telluris shook his head vigorously.

"Tel's right," Beren admitted reluctantly. "They've spent too much time with the twins. Can't be trusted." He shifted in his chair. "Well, that would be half of us, anyway." Then he broke into an embarrassed grin. "Listen to me, already talking like I'm staying. General, you're a devious man."

"Me?" General Devar was shocked by such a suggestion.

"Yes, sir, you." Beren chuckled. "You're so damned nice and so obviously honest, you've had to say very little to suck me in. No offense, sir, but I'd always been told you were a rough, uncouth mercenary. I'm just about knocked flat to find an academy schooled, court-mannered gentleman instead."

General Devar sighed in a martyred way and looked at Pelinas. "Am I going to have to go through this every time I meet one of your family members?"

"Probably, sir, I'm sorry." Pelinas felt his face grow hot. "Father just paints such a horrible picture of you…" Looking up at the general, he caught sight of the shadows lengthening as the sun began to sink. He sprang to his feet in dismay. "Sir, might I be dismissed for the evening?"

The general looked startled and then realization crept over his features. "Oh, you had an appointment with Tevril, didn't you? Go on, my boy, I'll see you in the morning."

"Pel?" Beren rose in alarm. "Everything all right? You need help?"

"I'm fine, I'm just late." Pelinas patted the air with his palms, indicating that Beren should sit back down. "I have to go, but listen, anyone in the residence knows where to find me if you need me. I'll… I can show you where I'm quartered tomorrow if you want…"

"You don't have rooms here?" Beren's face clouded with anger. "Where've they put you? Shoved you into a corner somewhere?"

"I'm housed at the barracks," Pelinas answered in a small voice. "Please don't be mad, Ber, I wanted to be just another soldier when I came here. I didn't want the whole world to know who I am. I'm more comfortable there than I would be here…"

"Your choice?" Beren tossed his hair back and crossed his arms over his chest, the belligerent stance he took when he was about to lose a point.

"My choice," Pelinas told him firmly. "I'm sorry, Ber, I'm really late." Pelinas realized just how great an influence General Devar had been, since he hugged both of his brothers before he left. Beren looked a bit perplexed by the sudden display of affection; Telluris merely leaned his head on his little brother's shoulder and sighed.

Pelinas sprinted the short distance out the residence's gates, down the street to the barracks, arriving only slightly out of breath. Tevril sat on the edge of the officer's platform in the yard in his shirtsleeves, staring at his booted feet swinging slowly back and forth, his shoulders slumped.

"Tev, I'm so sorry." Pelinas skidded to a halt in front of him. "I lost track of time."

"That's all right." Tevril's voice was low and thick, and he refused to look up. "I heard what happened today. You don't have to do this anymore, I understand. Your brothers are here, you don't need me now."

Pelinas tried to protest. "Tev, that's not—"

"I said it's all right," the big cadet snarled. "You don't need to humor me. Just leave me alone."

Pelinas stood stunned for a moment under that angry glare and then he thought he understood. He vaulted up onto the platform to sit next to his dejected friend.

"No."

"What do you mean, 'no'?" Tevril's voice had a threatening edge.

"I won't leave you alone," Pelinas explained. "You made me a promise, Tev. We have a pact. One of us sees this through if the other can't, and we stand by each other until we see it done." He took Tevril's arm and shook it gently. "You're as much my brother as any of my blood, much more so than most of them. It's good to see my brothers, but it's hard, too. They don't understand; they haven't been here, and I don't know if I can bear to tell them everything. But you know; you've been right here beside me."

"You truly mean it, Peli?" Tevril's eyes were uncertain, full of pain.

"I mean it."

Tevril threw his heavily muscled arms around him. "Then don't leave me when it's over," he cried out in anguish. "Don't go through all this just to end it."

"I can't promise that, Tev," Pelinas murmured, a lump in his throat as he patted his friend's back. "I just can't."


* * * *


Roya stared out of her bedroom window moodily. She was supposed to be reading Irodalin's Treatise on Rough Terrain Troop Placements. Captain Kell had assigned it as this week's reading. Normally, she would have been fascinated, and she couldn't help being annoyed when Devrin had informed her rather smugly that he was already finished, but she was distracted and worried and couldn't sit still. Liam was sick, his body finally telling him he had mistreated it too long. Mama said it wasn't anything serious, he would get better if he rested, and he had received precious little sympathy from her as his fever spiked and his joints ached and he coughed pitifully.

"You did this to yourself, my darling," Mama had told him briskly. "So stay in bed, take your medicine, drink your juice, and you'll be well soon."

Still, Roya worried. Her youngest brother was so listless and miserable. Then there was Semis. She'd had dinner with Semis, Sointu, Feren, and Jers that evening, and everything had begun so well. Semis was up now, needing a cane to walk, but getting around. His left hand would never be quite the same—the last three fingers were a little crooked and difficult to bend—but his right hand had healed completely. For a while, they had him back that evening, his gestures and his animated voice the old Semis as he traded outrageous stories with Jers and conversed easily in his sharp-witted, gently ironic way. When the change had come, it had been so sudden it took his dinner companions a few moments to notice.

He lapsed into silence, staring at his plate, and Roya assumed he was deep in thought until he started to shiver.

"Caught a chill, your loveliness?" Sointu asked in concern. "Can I fetch you a blanket?"

Semis's only response had been a soft whimper. His left hand curled in on itself, and his right began to flex and twitch.

"Darlin'?" Sointu took his right hand gently, her voice shaking. "Don't leave us, you were doin' so good tonight."

He whispered to himself, unaware of anything around him, "It's so dark, I'm so cold, oh gods, I'm so cold… why doesn't anyone come?" He pulled his feet up onto his chair to wrap his arms around his knees. "It hurts, it hurts, why won't it stop?"

Sointu took his face between her large hands and turned his head to look in his eyes. "You're here with me, my pretty, long-legged man, not with that monster. Here in your own room, with your friends." Her voice gathered a frantic edge. "Semis, look at me!"

He blinked and groped for her hands, seeing her now but in an anxious, unfocused way. "This isn't my room… 'Tu, why are there soldiers here? Do we have to go somewhere?"

Sointu pulled him into her lap and he nestled as close to her as he could, sighed, and closed his eyes, but the old Semis didn't return.

"Time for us to go, folks," Jers announced sadly. She gripped her large friend's shoulder. "You need anything, 'Tu?"

"We'll be fine, me an' his loveliness," Sointu replied, her voice gruff and thick with emotion. "I'll just put him t'bed. It was nice t'have him back for a little, anyway."

"You thought about our offer?" Jers prompted.

Sointu shrugged. "Don't know how much good it'd do, but I guess it can't do any harm. Not today, though. Mornings're usually better for him."

"In the morning, then." Feren nodded. "We'll just bring the whole basket."

Roya stopped Jers and Feren out in the hall. "What was that all about?"

"Tips and Night just had cubs," Feren said. "We're hoping one might attach to Semis. Even if having a leemacat doesn't actually help his condition, Mama agrees one would be a comfort to him during these sudden episodes of his, at least to ease some of his pain and relieve Sointu's anxiety."

"They're a really cute batch of troublemakers." Jers nudged Roya. "You want to see if one of them comes to you?"

"Maybe someday." Roya sighed. "I'm so busy these days. I don't want to have a furred child feeling neglected and lonely."


* * * *


So, Roya had returned to her rooms to read… she really had. She just couldn't concentrate. It didn't help that the ovola music creeping in under her door made her skin itch and the back of her neck prickle. Telluris played some odd piece, almost discordant but not quite, the sweet, melancholy voice of his blackwood ovola tugging at the edges of her mind so she couldn't think. Gods, but the man was truly strange. He never spoke to her, although he stared at her with those dark, deep-set eyes. Roya couldn't sense his emotions properly most of the time either, they were so… murky. And then there had been the puzzle over the fruit.

Every morning, the staff brought him breakfast, including, at his request, a platter of fruit, a large platter with all manner of berries and melon slices and marsh apples and tea nuts. Each day, when the chambermaid came to clear away the remains, all of the fruit would be gone, and the tablecloth would be stained and mud-spattered. One man couldn't possibly be consuming all that fruit without causing himself considerable distress.

Feren finally solved the puzzle by watching one morning from a window across the courtyard. Telluris opened the window, lowered a rope, and then climbed down with a sack strapped to his back. He vaulted into the temporary harduk corral under his window and opened the sack, which was, of course, the tablecloth. This, he spread out on the ground with the entire contents of the fruit platter arranged on top. He called his harduk friends to him and they knelt in a circle around him as he portioned out the fruit as evenly as possible between them. He even took out a knife and meticulously sliced up the melon so each harduk received the same number of pieces.

Roya appreciated that he wanted to look after his friends, but it was a particularly odd way to go about it.

She scrubbed her hands irritably over her face. That music would have to stop, now. With a long-suffering sigh, she marched across the hall and knocked politely on Telluris's door. When there was no answer, she pounded on it and called to him, but the music continued. Exasperated, she tried the door, and finding it open, she stormed inside.

Telluris perched on the edge of the sofa in his sitting room, blowing steadily into the reed of the long, curved woodwind, his fingers flowing over the note holes to create his strangely grating melody.

"Lord Telluris, I'm sorry to interrupt—" Roya broke off when he stopped playing abruptly and turned to regard her with his strange, dark eyes.

"So you have finally come, my Lady Flame," Telluris said.

"Yes, I have," she began and then realized what he meant. "You were playing that way just to get a rise out of me! Just to annoy me!" He seemed amused when she finally made the right connection. "No, you were calling me…"

He pointed to the chair on his right with one long-fingered hand. Roya sat down as directed and waited.

After staring into the fire for a few minutes, Telluris began to speak and she found herself drawn in by his hypnotic, breathy voice. "It is a dance, my Lady Flame, and all of our steps create eddies and whorls in the patterns. To feel your own true pattern, to hear the music, is glorious indeed, to struggle against it is pain and strife. You are the brightest dancer I have yet seen, your steps a clear, shining path. This is why souls are drawn to you, the lost and the wounded, why men see themselves reflected in your eyes and wish to be something better than they are."

She stared at him, not quite certain she understood. "Lord Telluris, is there something I can help you with?"

He smiled at her then, an odd, disconcerting smile and extended a hand toward her as he rose. "Come dance with me, my Lady Flame, only that. My Lord Liam has faltered in his steps, and we will help him catch his rhythm up again."

She took his hand and stood uncertainly. "What are you going to do?"

Telluris reached for his lap harp and slung the case over one shoulder without releasing her fingers. "There is a heart buried under stone. We must coax it out."

Naturally, instead of leaving through the door like a normal person, Telluris fixed his rope to one post of the heavy bed and lowered himself through the window, motioning for her to follow. She was too curious not to, and though he confused her, she didn't find him frightening. She was introduced to Iron, the gorgeous white stallion, and the battle harduk nudged her politely in greeting and knelt for her to mount behind Telluris. Apparently, saddle and bridle were not to be used if one wasn't in armor.

Roya wasn't particularly shocked that their destination was the Essensate Temple, nor did it startle her that Iron was left at the bottom of the Temple steps with only a whispered request to wait for them, but Telluris's next actions surprised her. He made his way unerringly to the White Chapel, the sanctuary reserved for the honoring of Alia, and here he sat cross-legged before the altar, unpacked his harp, and began to play.

She sat beside him, not knowing what else to do, and soon worshippers and temple folk crowded around them to listen with rapt attention to his hauntingly beautiful music. It wasn't the dramatic, heart-tugging music Pelinas wrote. It was more subtle, more complex, more difficult to hold onto, like water one tried to hold in one's hand, but it was breathtaking all the same.

There was a startled murmur as he stopped and rose suddenly, his dark eyes searching the room. He pointed to a figure in novice gray and motioned her forward. Even in the shadows shrouding the back of the sanctuary, Roya could see that it was Lady Tamissa. How he had sensed she was there, Roya would never know. He had never even seen her before. Two of the priestesses shoved her forward, and Roya heard whispered comments about needing to acknowledge the summons of a "wild oracle."

Tamissa was wide-eyed and embarrassed by the attention, but she bowed to Telluris. "Oracle, what do you wish from me?"

Telluris took her hand and kissed her fingers. "To ask why you hide your heart, my lady." He made a dry sound that could have been a chuckle. "Do you have the courage to dance with me?"

Tamissa looked baffled. She turned to Roya to ask, "What does he mean? Roya, who is this man and what does he want?"

"Lady Tamissa, this is Lord Telluris Marat, Pelinas's older brother," Roya offered as an introduction. "Please don't be angry with me, I had no idea what he intended when I came with him, but I think he wants you to come back with us to the residence."

Tamissa's eyes narrowed and she said coldly, "This is some complicated ruse of your brother's, isn't it, Roya? I've been very clear about this; I will not see him, not if he crawled here on his hands and knees."

"He's very sick, Tamissa." Roya sighed. "I don't think he could plan how to roll out of bed right now
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