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I

Harvest

Fire leaped from the taper in Fans’ hand to a twig, exploded in the tinder and flared through the kindling with a soft roar. Startled, Faris snatched away the flowing wings of her orange robe, but the fire’s beauty fascinated her, its sunset colors veined by dark branches like the wings of the monarch butterfly she had found that morning, killed by the cold.

I could draw those flames into a cloak to warm me, she thought. Her hands throbbed with the memory of power. She took a quick breath and stood up, careful because of her pregnancy, and turned to the others who were seated in a semicircle before Misthall’s great hearth.

“On this day the powers of light and darkness are balanced and we celebrate the feast of hearth and harvest. We honor not only the hearthfire but the earth from which both reaper and harvest come. Therefore let us reaffirm the Covenant that binds us and Earth’s other children, our kin …”

The words flowed freely, as if some other part of Faris’ consciousness were conducting the ceremony. With doubled vision she saw the firelit faces of the household she and Jehan had gathered around them, and her own prismed reflection.

To Jehan’s steward Patrick and his wife Carlota she was the stately priestess of the hearth. Her friend Rosemary was seeing herself, tall and fair, at the hearth of Eric of Seagate whom she loved. To her brother Farm, Faris blazed with more than mortal beauty, but the trained awareness of the Master of the Junipers perceived her as the Queen of the Harvest with her hair earth-dark and her body ripening with child.

Curiously her awareness moved onward to Caolin the Seneschal and halted, finding no reflection in his cold eyes. But Jehan loves him, she thought, and therefore I must love him too—she sought to draw him into their unity and glimpsed a confusion of the glory she had worn when she and Jehan mastered the forest fire and a coarse and animal opulence that was its opposite.

Frightened, she sought Jehan’s familiar strength and stilled in his contemplation of a flame-robed Goddess, the Lady of Fire. Dazzled, her awareness expanded to encompass the fire on the hearth and the earth below, the golden hills of Westria and the life they bore. She was a redwood tree breathing in the sun, a salmon thrashing up the stream, a boar that coughed challenge as it scented a sow. She was the Lady of Westria …

Then the King’s presence balanced her and she realized that the ceremony was almost done. The others were setting before the hearth the offerings of salt and water, milk and honey, bread and wine, and squash and corn.

“We have laid these gifts before our hearth,” her words came clearly, “yet we cannot hallow that which is already more holy than we. Let us therefore take these separate elements into our own bodies, and as they become one in us, let us join with each other and with the earth from which we come …” She raised her arms in invocation, feeling the air throb around her. She knew herself at once servant and sovereign, and glimpsed a way of transcending the fear of self-surrender that had kept her from matching Jehan’s desire.

“Let it be completed in the names of earth and water, air and fire, and in the Name of the Maker of All Things!” With a gasp she brought down her hands and bent to touch the floor, grounding the energy she had raised.

“Now is my Lady Mistress of her own hearth!” cried Jehan. Faris sighed and went gratefully into his arms, ignoring the others’ indulgent smiles, while Carlota dashed for the kitchen and Caolin rose stiffly and turned away.

“Make way for the garden! Make way for the feast!”

Caolin stepped backward abruptly as Jehan’s squire Philip strode past, hands to his lips as if he were blowing a trumpet, while Rosemary and Branwen staggered behind him with an enormous wooden bowl of salad to match the tureen of shellfish stew.

“Poor Caolin!” Jehan laughed, drawing the Seneschal toward the table. “We will have to put off our discussion of Lord Brian’s mission to Santibar.” It did not matter, Caolin told himself as he sat down. As long as the lord of Las Costas was in the south there was little he could do against him. He smoothed back his fair hair and sighed.

“You really do have a garden here.” The Master of the Junipers hitched up his grey robe and took his place next to Faris at the foot of the table.

“Well, most of it—” she smiled, serving him a generous portion. The wreath of gold chrysanthemums was already askew on her dark hair. She was like a Goddess when she wore the Jewel of Fire, thought Caolin. What is she now?

He picked at a slice of duck that had been baked in clay and stuffed with wild rice and herbs and waved onward the dish of zucchini sauced with cheese and dill. He had already eaten at this meal as much as he usually did in a day. Jehan was at the sideboard, slicing the haunch of venison.

“This is my contribution to the feast.”

“It was a wonderful shot!” exclaimed Philip. “We tracked the buck for five miles, and my Lord was just drawing when the wind changed, and—”

“Peace, Philip!” said the King, “It was the deer’s fate, not my skill.”

The boy’s mouth closed abruptly, and Farin looked at him in sympathy. “There will be more hunting—it has been a fat year and we help maintain the balance like any other predator. I hear that sometimes wild pigs from the coast come into these hills.”

“Wild boar!” Philip’s eyes began to sparkle again. Caolin toyed with his meat and took another swallow of Wilhamsted wine as fruit and cheese were passed.

Jehan loosened his belt with a sigh. “Surely there has never been such a feast in all this land!” He smiled the length of the table at Faris.

“That’s because it’s your own, my Lord,” said Carlota, setting before him a bowl of raspberry cream.

He clasped her hand. “Thank you, Carlota, for waiting all those years when it seemed I would never bring a Lady to this Hall.” He looked around him. “I know when I am a happy man!”

There were food stains on the King’s tunic. Caolin saw in Jehan’s full stomach the beginning of a paunch, saw a softening of the clear lines of cheek and jaw, and something within him contracted in pain. He remembered too clearly the clean beauty that had been Jehan’s long ago. But the memory of the young King’s clear skin and slim grace were replaced by a vision of thickening body and greying hair, a face reddened by good living, and eyes that sought nothing beyond a plump wife and children around the hearth. Alarmed, Caolin looked down at his own belt, tighter now than it had been this morning, but still buckled firmly in the same notch that had held it for ten years.

“For me, happiness is being safe among the ones I love,” said Faris tremulously. “I haven’t felt this way since my mother died.”

Farin pushed aside his pumpkin pie and reached across the table to clasp her hand. “I’m happy as long as I have my harp and my sword!”

Caolin listened with increasing irritation. Did they all believe that the purpose of existence was a full belly and a place by the fire?

“Happiness comes to me when I am part of the harmony of all things,” said the Master of the Junipers in his voice that was at once both rough and sweet. “But my life has been laid in pleasant places—contentment is no virtue in me.”

“Then you must seek a challenge that will make you earn your happiness!” the words burst from Caolin’s lips. “It is the struggle to achieve more than one has that proves to us we are alive! Don’t you understand that—” he stopped abruptly, seeing the surprise on the faces of those who were still listening, and tried to laugh. For a moment he met the grave gaze of the Master of the Junipers, then looked away, realizing uncomfortably that of them all, the man he disliked most was probably the only one who had understood.

Presently people began to leave the table. Philip and the Master started a game of chess. Farin brought out his harp. Caolin stood apart, watching the colors change while the room darkened around him. After some time, he turned back to the fire, meaning to ask Jehan when they could discuss the report from Santibar.

He found the King sleeping with his head on Faris’ lap, her hands upon his dark hair. Jehan lay utterly still, vanquished by the feast and the softness of the woman’s arms. Caolin fought an impulse to haul him to his feet and out the door, away from the murmur of women’s voices and the warmth of the fire.

But it would do no good. As long as Jehan could seek oblivion in Faris’ dark eyes he was lost to him as surely as if the traitor’s arrow had found his heart last spring. Faris was as earthbound as the pumpkins that flanked the hearth, her arms like clinging vines that in time could crack stone.

With a stifled groan Caolin strode from the room. His brown mare tossed her head skittishly as he led her from the stall, but he cuffed her and cinched the saddle tight before she had time to swell her sides. The road was dim, but the mare knew the way. Caolin pressed her over the pass and spurred her into a canter as they reached the level ground beneath the walnut groves. They were galloping as they passed Wilhamsted, nearly knocking over a small boy herding sheep along the road.

Caolin’s body jarred as the mare leaped forward, and the regular motion imposed at last a kind of order on his memories. Jehan’s slack body … Faris’ complacent gaze … the silver in Jehan’s hair … As the road curved over the lower slopes of the Red Mountain he let the mare slow to a walk. The peak bulked dark against the early stars. He controlled an impulse to turn the mare toward the temple he had built there at Midsummer, where he had touched the Mountain’s power, the one place where he need not pretend.

Pretend what? The horse paused as Caolin’s fingers tightened on the reins. “Since Jehan married Faris I have been pretending that all is well, when every day he loses more of his youth, his beauty, his spirit. When they fought the forest fire they were like a god and goddess, but Faris has bound him to the earth again now.” He urged the mare forward again. “Will Jehan be so happy ten years from now when Faris has become a fat sow like her sister, and he realizes that he has thrown his manhood away?”

And yet what could he do? Caolin let the mare amble, staring into the night until his thoughts acquired substance again. The King was required to have a Queen and an heir. It was Jehan’s obsession with Faris that must be cured. His passion must be killed or turned to something that would kill Faris’ smothering need for him. Yes, that would be better, since it would free Jehan from guilt.

But Jehan will suffer … Something twisted in Caolin’s belly as he remembered Jehan’s grief when love disappointed him before. Did he want more days like that, searching frantically for something to bring back Jehan’s smile and fearing to leave him alone?

But Faris might betray Jehan in any case. Last spring her heartlessness had been the talk of the Corona. Considering it that way, Caolin realized that he must make Jehan invulnerable to such a loss and let his own love compensate as he had before.

In the library at Laurelynn there were books unknown even to the Masters at the College of the Wise. Surely Caolin would find a way there to turn Jehan’s love to hate and save him from his folly.

He dug his heels into the mare’s sides and whipped her neck with the reins until they were stumbling down the river road. Then Caolin let the reins slacken at last and eased back in the saddle, feeling the wind chill his damp brow and seeing in the distance the lights of Laurelynn.

“You should take care, my lord. I think that Brian is as much your enemy as you are his.” Ordrey eased further down in the soft chair, brushing dust from the muted plaid of the Elayan kilt he still wore. He was a little, gingery man and Caolin’s most trusted servant.

Caolin tapped the papers Ordrey had just brought him against his palm, wishing it had not taken the man until mid-October to get them here. Brian’s writing sprawled across the page—ill-spelt, but legible enough to one who had an interest in deciphering it. It had been addressed to Brian’s lady, Alessia of Moonbay, but its tone would have suited any comrade-in-arms.


We have done what we can here, and you may expect me back before November ends. I think now that my quarrel is not with the King but with his Seneschal. Caolin is no warrior. When Elaya attacks us, what if I tell Jehan that I will not ride to war—not I nor any man who swears to me—while Caolin bears the Kingdom’s keys? Will Jehan choose his Seneschal above his throne?



Caolin stared through the window, his thoughts as fragmented as the courtyard seen through the leaded glass. If it came to a choice, what would Jehan do?

“Brian means to make my head the price of his sword …” he said softly.

Ordrey nodded. “It’s true Elaya is arming. They are beating crude iron from the desert mines into blanks for swords and the Impis are practicing maneuvers below Palomon’s citadel. We will need Brian’s sword, come spring.”

“We will need my head as well!” snapped the Seneschal. “If only to make sure they don’t lose at the peace table what they win in war!”

Ordrey shrugged. “I will not argue with you, but why not pretend to let Brian have his way? Agree with the King to ‘resign’ until this war is done. After bearing the load alone for a time he should be only too eager to reinstate you.”

Caolin moved closer to the window. Clerks scurried across the courtyard and carts bore the produce of Westria into the Royal City and the products of Laurelynn out again. He touched the glass as if he could feel the pulse of the Kingdom through his fingertips and knew it was more than a metaphor.

The heart of Westria beat here in his building through which records of all the comings and goings in the Kingdom passed; in this mind that compared, evaluated and understood them all. But would Jehan see it that way?

And what would happen if he followed Ordrey’s advice? Would Brian be content with that victory or would the taste of power only whet his thirst for more? King and Seneschal might share the responsibility for a Kingdom, but in an army there could be no divided command.

Caolin shook his head. “I do not think that Brian will let go once he has Westria in his grasp.” He looked back at the letter.


Therefore, my lady, be vigilant, and set our friends to examine Caolin’s doings as formerly they watched the King. I do not think he will be cast off easily …



Caolin suppressed the desire to crumple the thin sheets and laid them carefully on the desk once more. You are right in one thing, Brian, he thought, I will never willingly give up Westria!

He turned to Ordrey. “Brian and I have only been playing until now! But Jehan will never be able to rule him without me, and I do not want him free to breed trouble here while Jehan is at war! Brian’s own weight will drag him down, but I cannot wait that long—” he went on more slowly, “if Brian will not incriminate himself then we must help him!”

Ordrey grinned. “Oh, indeed! And what happens when Jehan finds out?”

Caolin did not answer. He moved back to the window, staring unseeing at the glass as the day faded to dusk. He remembered Jehan as he had last seen him, supine in the arms of his Queen.

Jehan must never know …


In times past, each god made sacred certain birds and beasts to signify his powers … In the north, the god who ruled men’s generative powers had as symbol the boar, by reason of his fierceness and fecundity.



Caolin replaced the marker and carefully closed the book, brushing age-powdered leather from his fingertips. Each book on his table had passages similarly tagged, the result of a month’s work in the library at Laurelynn. He rubbed at eyes reddened by lack of sleep—he could only do this research after the day’s work was done, in the moments when he was not searching for a way to trap Brian.

In his mind the two problems had become the same—to destroy Jehan’s trust in Brian, that threatened Caolin’s position; to destroy Jehan’s obsession with Faris that had diverted his love. The tools for his second purpose lay here.

Beside the books lay the notes on rite and symbol upon which he would base his ritual. He would have liked more time, but Samain was only a week away, and Jehan would be returning to Laurelynn. He must act soon.

It was long since he had applied the principles of ceremonial magic he had learned at the College of the Wise. Still it was simply a matter of patterning the symbols to focus the power of the mind until the alternate reality envisioned achieved an existence of its own. The most effective rituals used many minds bent toward the same end, but a single sorcerer could achieve as much with sufficient strength of will.

Caolin rested his head in his hands, remembering the warnings against solitary sorcery. A man working alone was apt to forget that he was only human and that the power he exercised was a gift to be used for the good of all.

“And so it shall be!” he exclaimed, “though I doubt those fools at the College would say so! Are a flock of sheep wiser than the shepherd just because there are more of them?”

He pushed back his chair and began to pace about the room. He must wait until sundown to begin his work, and though anxiety was foolish, he could not sit still. He opened another box and leaned the stuffed boar’s head he had found in the palace at Laurelynn against the wall.

“You shall help me, old tusker!” he turned the head so that its glass eyes glowed red in the sunset light. “This is not so different from the skills I use to rule Ordrey and others …” He stopped, remembering that he had not used his ability to control men’s minds since he questioned Ronald Sandreson and the man died.

“I misjudged Ronald’s weakness—” he addressed the boar’s head as if it could absolve him. “That does not mean my technique is wrong! I cannot touch another’s mind, but there are things I can do. Why should I stop my studies—it is all for the good of Westria!”

The door creaked and he whirled. Then he realized it was only the deaf and dumb woman, Margit, with his dinner. She turned the ruined side of her face away and smiled shyly.

“Well, Margit,” he said genially. “You must feed me well tonight, for I’ve a great work to do—transforming a King’s passion for his Queen from love to lust!” He gestured toward the boxes, laughed as she peered at him uncertainly and showed her a tunic of Jehan’s, a gown of the Queen’s. And seeing Margit next to the gown, he realized how much she looked like Faris, despite her handicaps.

“Oh no—don’t go yet, my pretty one …” he pulled her toward him, ignoring her trembling. “You live to serve me, don’t you—well you shall serve me well! My plan was sound enough, but I think I see a better way!”

“Would you like to be beautiful, Margit?” he went on. “You shall be—as beautiful as a Queen. Put on this gown!” Holding her eyes, he projected commands until she obeyed, modestly pulling the gown over her head as she dropped the last of her garments, as if her body had been as maimed as her face. Then she stood before him, nervously smoothing the green silk that clung to her breasts and sides.

He twitched the kerchief from her head, loosened her coiled hair. “Dark hair, like hers …” he murmured. “Now you shall be Faris.”

He closed his eyes, summoning from all his memories the image of the Queen. She was small, her head just reaching his chin … her neck was long and her shoulders slim, the bones fragile as a bird’s. Dispassionately he reviewed Faris’ body, shaped her face with its smooth curves of cheek and brow, and the fold of her eye-lid that gave the almond shape to her brown eyes. She had a little mole just where one straight eyebrow ended, he remembered, and paused, a little surprised he could visualize her so well.

So—that was Faris—an ordinary woman in whom Jehan for some reason saw the Goddess revealed. That was what he wished to change.

Deliberately, Caolin lifted his ring to catch the last sunset light, and held Margit until her eyes focused on the spot of light. Then he began to project into her mind an image of Faris, subtly distorted from that of the woman he knew to the one he wished Jehan to see. And finally he pictured this green gowned Faris looking in the mirror, and drawing Margit to the small glass that hung beside his door, he took away his hand and let her see her own reflection there.

For a moment he wondered if it would work, then schooled his thoughts, knowing that his own disbelief could make it fail. His breath stilled for the long moment that Margit stared into the mirror, until, very slowly, she smiled.

Caolin’s breath eased out in a long sigh. The woman’s stance was altering now, her spine straightening with shoulders drawn back to display her breasts. The Queen’s birdlike turn of the head became a provocative tilt, her smile more shallow and sensuous. Both more and less than Faris, Margit stretched luxuriously and began to preen before the mirror. Caolin found himself smiling as well, and thought that the role he had set himself might not be so distasteful after all.

But the light was fading. Quickly Caolin pulled on Jehan’s tunic, picked up the boar’s head and pulled Margit after him into the inner room. Soon candles were flickering on the Altar of Fire, lending a malevolent life to the boar’s mask which he had set there.

“Lady of Fire—” his voice echoed dully in the little room. “Light in us a self-consuming flame! Lady of Fire—help me take this woman in violence, in pain, until she hates and fears the thing that she has loved.”

His voice rolled on as he fired coals and laid upon them an incense that eddied chokingly around the room, rehearsing all the evils men could commit in the name of passion, evoking every image of lust he knew.

He lit candles until the room was blazing and he was sweating. Margit was perspiring too. Did he dare hope that another kind of fire was kindling now? The reek of the incense dizzied him. Margit’s eyes were half-closed and a pulse beat heavily at the base of her throat. He had made her believe herself Faris. Now he must make her believe that he was Jehan.

The image of the King’s face came to him immediately, every feature memorized. For a moment the memory of Jehan’s beauty stilled his spirit, then Margit sighed, and Caolin remembered what he had to do.

Swiftly he searched his memory for every expression he had ever seen Jehan wear, from laughter to the sick anger that shook the King when he encountered treachery. He passed quickly over the memory of the tender amusement that focused the King’s face when he was making love—that look would never be for Caolin again, but it did not matter, not if he could separate him from Faris.

In frustration he realized that it was Jehan’s inability to look at a woman with greed that made this work necessary now. Margit must simply see the King’s face then—its expression would be Caolin’s. He sent the image of Jehan to Margit’s mind.

I am Jehan … he shivered as he dared imagine what it would be like to inhabit that beautiful body, to lead men who loved him, to rule Westria and bear the Jewels.

He ripped Margit’s gown sharply from shoulder to knee. Laughing at her attempts to cover herself, he passed his hands over her body, his fingers closing brutally on her shrinking flesh. Then he thrust her to her knees, and hitching up his tunic, pictured to her what he wanted her to do.

He had thought to prolong her humiliation, to enjoy the sight of that dark head pressed against his loins, but the passion he was evoking grew too quickly. With a gasp he threw himself upon her, battering her with his body until the spearhead of his attack found her vulnerable core. Her lips writhed in a soundless scream, but her struggles served only to impale her more securely now.

Caolin felt power build within him, possessing him as he possessed the body beneath him. Lights danced crazily and the boar’s head leered with its red eyes. Then the woman’s arms tightened, and he saw not Margit but Faris—no, not Faris, but the completion of her transformation.

He had sought to evoke Love’s darker shadow, and its Goddess was here—Her eyes were black fire; Her red lips fastened hungrily on his and Her legs vised around him. Something in the depths of his soul that had only been touched by Jehan screamed, but his flesh belonged to the Dark Lady now. A brazen clangor clamored in his ears, and he was sucked into the heart of a volcano. His body exploded in a convulsion that engulfed his world.

There was a sharp “pop” as the walnut shell cracked. Faris picked out the nutmeats and dropped them into the bowl, and the broken shell into the fire. Carlota was making walnut pastry for the Samaine feast, and they needed a week to prepare. Rosemary missed the fireplace and bent, her golden braid swinging, to cast the shells again. When she straightened her face was flushed.

“Faris …” she swallowed, “now that you are so well settled it is time for me to go home.” The nutshells crackled, then the fire returned to its steady purring again.

Faris stared at her. “But Rosemary, I need you here!”

“You have Branwen and Carlota to help you and Jehan to love you, and soon there will be the child.”

“If Jehan had to be my constant companion even his love might fray! Besides, he spends so much time on business of the Kingdom which I cannot share.”

“Cannot, or will not, Faris? Have you tried?” asked Rosemary.

Faris sighed and clasped her hands over her belly. “No, not yet. I suppose you find that hard to understand—you have been managing a great house since you took your name. But I panic at the thought of even ruling the palace at Laurelynn.”

Rosemary touched her hand. “Poor Faris—I did not mean to be unkind. Perhaps I too am afraid.”

“Afraid of meeting Eric?” Faris saw Rosemary’s stricken look replaced by laughter.

“Haven’t we had this conversation before?” Suddenly they both were laughing.

“Well?” said Faris at last, “If my dream came true, why can’t yours?”

“Oh very well, I promise to stay with you until the baby has its milkname!”

Faris smiled and picked up another walnut, her eyes returning to the glowing tapestry of the fire. Here with Rosemary it was warm, and tonight she and Jehan would kindle another kind of fire. But as she watched she seemed to see painted in lines of flame a boar’s wicked muzzle and glowing eyes. The shadows swept around her like dark wings, and she knew a moment’s desire to sink into them.

Jehan, her heart cried, come soon—I am afraid of the fire …


II

The Samaine Boar

Gouts of fire danced across the darkness. Images flickered in and out of focus—the weathered wood of a wagon … Jehan’s face white above bloodied bandages … blood everywhere …

Faris shrieked denial, fought the restraints that would not let her go to him.

“Faris! Wake up—it’s all right now …”

Faris saw shadow and firelight. She relaxed as she realized that Jehan was holding her and turned to him with a shuddering sigh.

“Faris, my darling, don’t cry—it was only a dream.”

“A dream!” For the past week she had slept badly, haunted by images for which she had no words. “You were hurt and there was so much blood,” she said. “Must you hunt the boar on Samaine eve?”

He laughed softly and pulled her against him so that her head nestled in the hollow where his neck and shoulder joined.

“Is that what troubles your sleep? We will be a dozen men against one poor animal, however fierce he may be. You should pity the boar!”

“But he killed a little boy—” she began.

“Yes, the child of one of my people. That is why I must go,” he replied as she whimpered and clung to him. “Darling, I am solid—touch me all you will.”

She took his head between her hands, feeling the hard bones beneath his skin and the strong neck where the long tendons merged with the heavy muscling of chest and shoulder. Jehan’s skin was fine-textured, satiny to her touch, with the faint taste of salt that had become so familiar to her.

She moved down his body, her hands confirming the contours that covert glances had taught her to reverence. She wondered anew at the corded strength of his forearms, and the roughened texture of those long fingers that could control a plunging stallion or stray like a butterfly’s wing across her cheek.

Her hands tried to compass his waist, slipped along his thighs. He held himself still, only his breathing growing a little ragged as her hand closed on the velvet skin of his phallus. She felt it swell beneath her fingers and her terror for him turned to tenderness. She bent to kiss him and recognized in her own body the beginnings of a desire that reflected his.

Farin was sharpening the two-foot blade of the boar spear. His hand stopped as he heard a cry from the room shared by Faris and Jehan, and he tensed with the backlash of his sister’s fear. Then the murmur of voices blended with the normal night noises of Misthall.

Farin returned to his task, punctuating the other sounds with the steady rasp of stone on steel. A breath of air touched his cheek. He looked up and saw Faris’ maid, Branwen, at the door, clutching her robe around her against the chill.

“I heard something—I thought the Queen called …” Hesitantly she came into the room.

“Faris must have had a nightmare. It is too bad she woke the King.”

“You are awake.” Branwen knelt, holding out her hands to the fire.

Farin lifted the spear so that ruddy light ran along the polished surface of the blade, forged from a piece of steel that had been dug from beneath the ruins near the shore. “I’m too excited to sleep,” he admitted. “I’ve never hunted boar.” Firelight gleamed on the use-smoothed eight-foot oak shaft as he lifted it and tested the blade.

“Be careful!” Branwen twisted her long braid of brown hair. She looked curiously vulnerable, with the firelight lending her its own soft beauty.

“The boar has a thick hide …” Farin tentatively touched the tip of the spear.

Branwen shivered and glanced at the window as if she expected the beast to come ravening through. “I wish you did not have to go.”

“The boar has broken his own Covenant, killing a man. The King must destroy him. Well, we will have roast pork for our Samaine Feast!” He blew dust from the surface of the blade.

Low laughter drifted from the King’s room and he heard the creaking of the bed. Branwen took wood from the basket and as she leaned forward to place it on the fire her robe fell open and Farin saw the curve of her breast.

Farin felt his face flaming, not wholly because of the refuelling of the fire. He bent again to his work, but he could not keep from hearing the rhythmical creaking of the King’s bed, and looking at Branwen’s breast beneath her gown.

Jehan’s hand slipped across Faris’ breasts and over the curve of her belly, leaving a record of its passing in the tingling of her flesh.

“You still want me, even though my waistline has almost disappeared?”

“Is a ripe pear beautiful?”

“But I am becoming too round for us to be comfortable,” she protested.

Jehan turned his head and his breath tickled her ear. “There is a way …”

Faris raised herself and moved above him, gasping as her flesh encompassed his. For several moments she held her breath, gazing down at the mystery of his face.

“It is all right for you to move now …” Jehan breathed at last.

Faris felt him trembling with something more than laughter. She could see him more clearly now, as if his body were becoming luminous. Her flesh radiated heat and she stilled, remembering other times she had felt such a glow—when she danced at Beltane, and when she put on the Jewels of Power. But this time she could choose whether to feed or to snuff the flame, and surrender herself completely at last.

Deliberately Faris set her hands upon Jehan’s shoulders and began to move her body against his, riding waves of sweet fire that swept her toward some unimaginable shore until she no longer knew whether it was she who moved or he. She bent over him, seeking his spirit as her awareness of his separate body disappeared. Glimpses of her own face refracted from his consciousness to hers, blazing with a splendor in which her beauty was not so much transformed as revealed.

A cry swelled in her throat and she felt, rather than heard, Jehan call out her name. Then she was falling, and her shout of triumph vibrated through every level of her being like the reverberations of a great golden bell.

Hearing that cry, Farin dropped the weapon he held. Branwen clutched at his arm, he turned and found himself kissing her. She gave a little sigh and her arms crept around his neck, and Farin, panting from a heat grown suddenly unendurable, tore at his clothing and sank down upon her before the fire.

The Master of the Junipers, meditating in his room on the floor below them, found his thoughts turning to festivals at the College of the Wise and smiled.

Rosemary stirred restlessly in her sleep, and turning her head into her pillow, murmured Eric’s name.

Caolin moaned and ground his body against his crumpled blanket. The sound of ripping fabric woke him and he lay still, waiting for his pounding heart to slow and wondering angrily to whom he had been making love in his dream.

After a few moments he stumbled to the window, shrugging into his robe. There was a fresh, dawn smell to the air. He shivered, for the October air was chill, and rested his head in his hands. His body was still bruised from the ritual he had performed the week before, and since then he had known no peaceful sleep. Strangely Margit had been affected less than he … what had happened to Faris and Jehan?

When he opened his door, he saw a square of white upon the floor. The graceful writing was Jehan’s—someone must have brought it during the night and feared to wake him. But the King was supposed to return to Laurelynn today—could he have learned somehow of the trap the Seneschal was forging for Brian? Caolin tore off the wrapper, cursed as the lines of writing dimmed and swam in the half-light, and fumbled with flint and steel.

“My dear friend … a rogue boar at Wilhamsted … enough men gathered to hunt the beast on Samaine eve.” Caolin’s eyes moved quickly over the candlelit paper. “Please make my apologies to the Lord Mayor and the others.”

Samaine eve … thought Caolin. That was today. Jehan’s delay would give him more time to seal Brian’s fate. And yet … He stopped, wondering why his heart was pounding so heavily, and looked at the letter again.

“I will be going after a rogue boar …” An image of the boar’s mask that Caolin had used in his ritual swam before Jehan’s words. And Wilhamsted lay at the foot of the Red Mountain …

“No!” Caolin swung his head back and forth in denial. “It is only a natural beast, and Jehan is a skilled hunter!” But he whimpered at the vision of the boar’s head he had left on the Altar of Fire charging down the mountain to rend and slay.

“It is not my fault!” he cried again. “There is nothing I can do!” But already he was searching his wardrobe for a hunting tunic and hauling out his riding boots. Outside, the mists of morning dispersed before the growing light of day.

Jehan took another bite of bread and cheese, marvelling at the quantities of food with which the folk of Wilhamsted had weighted the table. This time, there was a grimmer meaning to the festival of the dead which they celebrated every year. Two of the men who had promised to help them avenge their son had yet to arrive, and Jehan knew they would need time to get organized. He forced himself to eat, stifling his impatience to get back to Faris. The memory of their lovemaking still shimmered through every nerve—what need had he of food?

“If this were war I would be going into battle with the King.”

Jehan glanced across the room and saw his squire Philip standing with a girl of sixteen whose fingers played ceaselessly with the dagger at her belt.

“This is a war,” she said grimly. “Neither of us has the weight to face the boar, but my father has assigned me to lead the beaters who will drive him into the trap. We will have plenty to do.” Sir Walter of Wilhamsted’s daughter spoke with a gloomy pride, fully aware of her status as sister of the boy who had been slain.

“My father says I make enough noise to wake the dead—I guess I can scare the boar … I hope we can see the men finish him.” Philip said eagerly.

Jehan suppressed a smile, remembering how excited he had been to serve as a beater when his father hunted peccary in the south.

“Would you like some ale, my Lord?” A woman with thick iron-grey braids bound about her head stood holding out a tankard and smiling like an old friend. Jehan thanked her, frowning as he tried to remember her name.

“Oh, it was a long time ago, in the old King’s time. Your horse went lame near my holding and you stayed the night.” She laughed.

“Mistress Martina!” He took her hand, grinning as he remembered that he had slept that night with her. “Forgive me—you have changed less than I.”

“Well, you’re a married man now, and with a child coming, I hear.”

Jehan smiled. “But for that, I would have brought my Lady with me today.” He was aware once more of muffled weeping from the other room. “I wish Faris were here—when I spoke to the boy’s mother I did not know what to say.”

“You are our own lord here, not only the King. It is enough that you came.”

There was a clatter of hooves and sounds of greeting from outside. Jehan turned as the door opened and was surprised to see his Seneschal there.

“Caolin!” The King’s steps slowed and he frowned as Caolin put back his hood. “Is something wrong?” The Seneschal’s pale hair bristled about his ears and his tunic was half unlaced. But it was his face that stirred the quick throb of alarm.

Faris! he thought, then realized that Caolin had come not from Misthall but from Laurelynn. “Are we invaded?” he laughed with relief. He held out his hand and Caolin pressed his fingers as if to reassure himself of the King’s solidity.

“No—why should anything be wrong? You wrote you would have some sport today and I thought I might join you. I know the countryside hereabouts fairly well.” The Seneschal straightened and passed a restraining hand over the disorder of his hair. The King peered at him, wondering at the marks like old bruises beneath Caolin’s eyes. Even the flesh of his face was subtly altered, as if it were losing its hold on his bones.

“Have you been ill?” Jehan handed him a tankard.

The Seneschal shook his head quickly. “I’ve been having trouble sleeping. Perhaps I need exercise.”

“Are you sure that is all? You must have some other reason for coming here.” Jehan looked at his friend narrowly but could not interpret the color that came and went in Caolin’s face. “I can’t believe you don’t intend to seize this opportunity to talk politics!”

Caolin took a long drink and shrugged. “I have no papers with me, but there is always news.” Jehan raised an inquiring eyebrow. “The Lord Commander of Seagate is ill again, and this time he is not expected to live.”

The King sighed. “I shall be sorry to lose Hakon, and the lordship will be a heavy burden to come to Eric so young—I should know.”

“And the Commissioners from Santibar will be returning soon,” Caolin went on.

“Yes, I expected that,” said Jehan absently, his thoughts still on Eric. Perhaps he could send the Master of the Junipers to him for a while.

“I thank you all for coming to me in my need—” Sir Walter’s voice boomed around the room and Jehan and Caolin turned. “The afternoon is passing, and I have sworn not to lay my boy in the earth until I can bury the boar’s head at his feet!”

Jehan stared, somewhat appalled at this passion for vengeance. But what if one of mine were killed? he wondered. How would I feel?

“You have marked the boar’s run?” he asked quickly.

Sir Walter nodded. “He lairs on the slopes of the Red Mountain, but there is a gully through which he comes to wallow in the stream. We have the nets to span it and entangle him—”

“And we have the spears to pin him once he is caught!” said Farin.

“And the hounds?” said the King.

“Fifteen of them—the pack that I keep for the valley,” said Jaime of Palodoro, a neighbor. “They will track anything on legs.”

“And we have something to give them the scent,” said Sir Walter with grim pride. He was holding out a boy’s knife to which a few reddish bristles clung. “My boy marked him, and I swear that I will kill his slayer without delay, without pity—”

“Without breaking the Covenant.” Jehan’s quiet voice stilled the others as they remembered who and what he was.

“Then make the petition, and let us go!” whispered Sir Walter hoarsely.

Jehan lifted his weapon from the rack of spears, clasping his hands around its shaft, and the others followed his example with their own. The King took a deep breath and closed his eyes, reaching out to the men who stood with him.

“In the name of the four relements whose balance signifies the proper balance of all things; in the name of the Lord of All; may that Being who rules the Pig-tribe hear us now,” cried the King.

“Hear us now!” the others echoed him.

“Upon these blades we swear that we begin this hunting not in malice nor for idle sport, but to enforce the Covenant that sets for each creature his own bounds. With our weapons we will come to grips with this boar, body to body, tusk to steel. And if he should prevail, we forgive him our deaths, as we ask thy forgiveness for his.” In the silence that followed, the speartips touched with a succession of metallic clicks. Outside the dogs yapped eagerly, but the Red Mountain waited, unmoved.

“How long must we sit here?” Caolin peered through the screen of laurel branches at the slope of the Red Mountain above them.

“Have patience, old friend—” said the King in a low voice. “This hunting is not unlike war—a great deal of marching and waiting and a few flurries of action that finish before you quite know they’ve begun.” He had not moved.

“Sir Walter says that every evening for the past week the boar has come this way to feed.” Farin was sitting on a pitted curve of concrete that had been part of some ancient wall. “They are holding the dogs upwind until he enters the gully.”

Caolin looked at Jehan’s bright eyes and calm face and wondered if this was how he appeared to the men he led to battle. Both duty and inclination had always assigned the Seneschal what he considered the thornier problems of supplying the King’s forces or negotiating a conclusion to his wars. Here was an aspect of Jehan’s nature he had never had a chance to know.

Jehan smiled. “The waiting galls me too. My Lady and I have achieved our full joy at last, and I would be home again.”

Caolin winced at the triumphant wonder in Jehan’s eyes.

“Why not come home with me, Caolin?” the King went on. “We can give you a good meal and a soft bed.”

The scraps from your table and a pallet by your door … how long can I live on the leftovers of your happiness, my Lord? The words trembled against the barrier of Caolin’s lips.

Before he could voice a reply, the stillness was broken by the hysterical yammering of the hounds.

The three men sprang to their feet, reaching for their spears, all senses subordinated to hearing as they tried to interpret the confusion of barking and shouting and the boar’s occasional deep grunt of rage.

“What’s happening? We’ve got to see!” cried Farin. He swung himself into the bay tree and Jehan’s protest was lost in the thrashing of branches. “Lord of Battles! He’s a monster! They’re all around him now, trying to drive him this way—” They heard a yelp of agony. “He’s got one of the dogs … another … oh! Philip barely got out of the way!”

“Farin, get down! We must be ready—”

Jehan’s order was interrupted by Farin’s moan, “He’s broken away!”

“What?”

“The boar—he charged straight up the bank!” The tree shuddered as Farin danced on his branch.

“Which side?” snapped the King.

“Ours!” Farin’s voice squeaked unexpectedly.

“Down!” cried Jehan, “He must not catch us here!”

Caolin followed the King to the comparatively open ground of the canyon floor while Farin flung himself from his tree and crashed after them. They listened again, tracing the boar’s progress by the yapping of the hounds.

“Sir Walter—” cried the King, “the boar is past the net! We must cut him off further down the canyon!” He drew his short hunting sword and began to hack at the ropes that held the net. In moments Sir Walter and his three men had joined them. When it was free they dragged it after them, hoping they could still use it to entangle their foe.

There was a patter of footfalls and Jaime of Palodoro stumbled around the bend behind them with Philip and the other beaters.

“Walter, I’m sorry—he’s too crafty—” Jaime broke off as a dog burst from the bank beyond them, bleeding from a gash along his side.

“My Lord, we’ll run down the canyon. You follow if the dogs flush the beast and we’ll surround him—” Sir Walter led his men at a trot around the bend.

Caolin leaned on his spear, glancing nervously at the tumbled rocks of the gully’s sloping sides: They were glowing now with the fiery light of the dying day.

“Jaime says that sometimes a boar will turn and hunt his hunters. They can move silently, he says, and—”

“Farin, be still.” Jehan’s quiet voice cut off the harper’s babbling and steadied Caolin so suddenly that he wondered if the King could control the boar too. Then he jumped at a sound
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