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Three weeks before the spring equinox, one week after the door to Kalches had first appeared in this whimsical, unpredictable, willful house where he had lived for the past month and more, Taudde stood before that door, his hand on the knob, recruiting his nerve to open it.

The door to Kalches, land of music and sorcery and the high winds that both cut like knives and sang like harps, stood in the long hallway of the house, between two high, narrow windows. Brilliant sunlight blazed through the nearer of the two; silver moonlight glimmered through the other. Between day and dark stood this door: solid, weathered, and ordinary, exactly as though it was a normal door and had always waited there for a hand to fling it wide. Though it did not match any other door in the house, somehow it did not look out of place. Its frame had been hewn roughly out of granite. The door itself was of common pine, the wood neither stained nor painted nor carved with any decorative figures nor even planed entirely smooth. When Taudde opened that door ... when he opened it, he knew exactly the wind, fragrant with pine forests and the cold, clean scent of lingering winter, that would skirl out of the distant mountains and into this house.

He did not mean to step through the door, not yet. But this afternoon, weather permitting, he would finally step from this house into Kalches, crossing all the intervening miles in an instant.

He was not looking forward to that at all. Or he was, of course, in a way. He had been so long away; no matter how bitterly he would miss Lonne and the sea, he couldn’t help but anticipate his return to the stark, cold country that was his home. But his homecoming would certainly be ... fraught. Taudde did not at all relish the thought of facing his grandfather and explaining everything that had happened. Or, really, anything that had happened.

Still, he dared not leave his return too late. Three weeks was little enough time.

He had asked leave from the prince of Lirionne to step through that door and into Kalches. Tepres had granted it, of course, exactly as he had promised. At noon today, Taudde would formally ask leave from the king of Lirionne himself, Geriodde Nerenne ken Seriantes. The king would also grant it. Taudde had very little doubt of that. Then he would open this door for the third time, and step through, from the spring of Lonne, the Pearl of the West, into the high, stark winter of Kalches.

With Leilis, so that was something, at least; no matter how little Taudde expected to enjoy his own interview with his grandfather, he did expect to enjoy witnessing the meeting between that stiff old man and Seathrift of Cloisonné House, which was the name Leilis went by when she put on the robes and manners of a keiso. He wanted to watch the old man try the edge of his tongue against her wit and unshakable composure. She would render his grandfather absolutely speechless, which was not something many people could do, but Taudde had no doubt she would do it. He looked forward to that very much.

But though he was resolved to go through, he thought he had better see how the weather lay on the other side of this door. This door opened into the mountains above the town of Kedres, not into the town itself, and storms were common in those mountains as winter turned to early spring. If the weather looked too difficult, well, that would be reason enough to put off his homecoming at least another day.

“Well? Will you open it, or do you merely mean to admire it as it stands?” inquired a light, quick voice at his shoulder. It was a voice that, to Taudde, was unmistakably underlain with an echo of the dragon’s voice. When ordinary men called Prince Tepres the Dragon’s heir, they were generally thinking merely of the king, the infamous Dragon of Lirionne. But ordinary men did not know of the true dragon beneath the mountain, and ordinary men did not possess Taudde’s trained ear.

Karah, Moonflower of Cloisonné House, the newest and youngest keiso in all of Lonne, stood beside the prince, her fingers twined with his. Though she had come to this house this morning ostensibly to visit her younger sister, Taudde’s student Nemienne, the romance between Prince Tepres and the beautiful young keiso was a very, very open secret throughout Lonne. Karah was far too honest to hide her feelings for the prince, and as his father did not disapprove, Prince Tepres also openly acknowledged his infatuation with her. Everyone looked forward to an eventual flower wedding. This gave the city a charming, pretty subject for speculation and gossip and helped take everyone’s mind off the coming equinox. Taudde was perfectly certain the king had thought of that, and would not have been surprised to discover that Prince Tepres was deliberately making certain public gestures of favor for the same reason.

Jeres Geliadde, the prince’s companion and bodyguard, stood behind them both. Nemienne hovered to one side, most of her attention on the door. She had long since accepted her sister’s romance with the prince and wasn’t much concerned with that; she was much more interested in doors and windows and the whims of the house. And in Kalches. Taudde had not yet decided whether he would permit her to accompany him to his home. He was almost certain it would be safe enough for her to come, but ... he wasn’t entirely certain. None of them could be entirely certain about anything of the kind until the equinox came and went and did not give way to a summer of iron and blood and fire.

Prince Tepres said drily, “If you are not inclined to open it, Taudde, I might lay my hand to it.”

Jeres Geliadde cleared his throat.

“Or, then, perhaps not,” the prince conceded, tilting a straw-pale eyebrow at Jeres. He did not touch the door, but half turned to give his bodyguard an ironic look. The prince’s thin, arrogant mouth seemed made for irony. He bent that look on Taudde. “Someone needs to, however.”

Taudde eyed Prince Tepres with resignation.

“Of course my father will give you leave to go, Taudde. Surely you don’t doubt it.”

Taudde steadied himself with an effort of will. “No. I don’t doubt your father’s ... generosity.”

“Your own grandfather’s, then?” the prince asked, more gently than was his habit.

A sudden hammering on the door interrupted Taudde’s attempt to frame an acceptable answer.

It wasn’t the door to Kalches; that would have been far beyond merely startling. This was merely the ordinary door that simply opened out onto the Lane of Shadows. Men did come to that door from time to time: mages who came to study bardic sorcery or the occasional tradesman daring enough to seek custom among the mages who lived along this lane. Prince Tepres, of course, or one or another of the young men who were his companions. Now and again, on a few memorable occasions, the king himself.

None of them had a knock quite of this sort. There was a disconcerting urgency to it.

Prince Tepres, quirking a pale eyebrow at the intrusion, stepped forward to answer that hammering. It was not his place to do so, but he might have meant to reprimand whomever was there for so rude a summons. Certainly whoever pounded roughly on the door would be embarrassed to find he had disturbed not a mere foreigner but the Dragon’s own heir.

Taudde, moved by an alarm he did not entirely understand, said sharply, “Wait!” just as the prince reached the door.

The prince, startled, turned his head, to look back at Taudde.

Jeres Geliadde, responding perhaps to the alarm in Taudde’s voice, thrust himself past Karah and Nemienne and strode suddenly forward, his hand dropping to the hilt of his sword.

The prince’s hand fell on the latch. The latch dropped and turned under the pressure of that touch.

The door slammed open.

For a heartbeat, that was all. There were men there, poised on the weathered gray stone of the porch, a crowd of men: a few in the black of the King’s Own and a handful in the flat red and gray of the army; two men in the black and white robes of mages, and, most fraught of all, three men wearing robes embroidered at cuffs and collar with the saffron-gold that no one in Lonne but those of royal blood had any right to wear. The one in the forefront was a man nearing middle years, heavyset and hard-featured, powerful and angry. The man a step behind was younger and more elegant, with a narrow mouth and small chin; his angular eyes cold with bitter triumph. The third was a younger man, well back, surrounded by soliders.

Taudde had never met the left-hand princes of Lirionne, but he knew at once who they must be: the youngest must be Prince Geradde, of whom he knew nothing but the name. The cold, elegant man must be Prince Telis, whom the folk of Lonne called Sa-Telis, the serpent, even to his face. He had a serpent’s look to him: a cold look. He was said to be mage-gifted and clever and dangerous to cross.

And the one in front had to be Prince Sehonnes, eldest of the king’s sons, but keiso-born and thus not his father’s heir.

Not the king’s heir so long as Prince Tepres lived.

Taudde’s flute, recently carved of driftwood he had gathered himself from the broken shore below the Laodd, was in his hand. It had come there as automatically as Jeres Geliadde had drawn his own sword. But it was not the same as his old flute, which Taudde missed suddenly and acutely.

But for a long, reverberating moment, no one moved or spoke. Jeres would have leaped forward, he had his hand on his prince’s arm, ready to snatch him back from danger. But Prince Tepres had flung up a hand to check him and by that seemed to check them all, so the moment drew out, tension singing in the air until it became all but audible.

Prince Sehonnes, too, held up his hand. He, as Tepres, might have meant to restrain his men. But there was something else in the gesture. Something ostentatious, something that was meant for display: Look at me, like a vain boy showing off a new and expensive bauble to his friends.

Prince Tepres was staring at Sehonnes, at his hand ... at the ring he wore: a heavy iron ring in the shape of a dragon, with twin rubies for eyes. Their father’s ring. The ring of the Dragon of Lirionne. Tepres had paled. His thin mouth set hard and stern, and he put his shoulders back and stood very straight. He looked, in that moment, very like his father.

“Brother,” said Prince Sehonnes, grimly, and Sa-Telis added, sharp and urgent, “I want the sorcerer alive!”

Tepres tried to swing the door closed. The heavy gauntleted hand of one of the soldiers caught it, a booted foot came down to brace it open, a sword went up ... Jeres jerked his prince back and caught that descending blade with his own shorter sword, closing with the other man to counteract the soldier’s advantage of reach, shoving the man back out onto the porch with his weight and the sheer force of his will. But Jeres was only one man, and the door was still open.

Tepres, unarmed, reached after a sword he did not have.

Taudde lifted his flute, meaning to get those men off his porch and sweep the left-hand princes after them—perhaps he would fling them all into the dark under the mountain; he thought he could and was frightened and angry enough to try. But the mages blocked him, Sa-Telis stepping to the side to get a clear view of Taudde. Of course the mage-prince and his allies had known Taudde would be here. Both those mages had actually studied with him—he recognized them now—they knew very little sorcery and pretended to scorn what little they knew, but they knew him a little, and they had plainly come prepared to counter his sorcery.

And Taudde, who had devoted considerable thought during the past winter to ways in which a bardic sorcerer might avoid being caught in a magecrafted net of silence, found himself, in the moment in which it mattered, unprepared to meet them. He had more or less trusted the Dragon of Lirionne; he had not expected the door of this house to open onto enemies and sudden battle.

So he was not quick enough to answer the attack when the mageworking set itself against him, binding him into silence so that his flute uttered no sound, so that his shout of frustration fell into silence and was utterly lost. Taudde found himself unable to unravel that mageworking as fast and as powerfully as the two mages set it.

Out on the porch men struggled, but Taudde, caught by a web of magecrafted silence, could not hear them. Jeres had killed one man. Another of his attackers, slashed across the belly, folded slowly down over his terrible wound. The man’s mouth was open, but if he was screaming, Taudde could not hear him, either. Prince Sehonnes’ mouth was open as well, but he seemed to be shouting rather than screaming. He was pressing straight forward through the melee, toward Prince Tepres. One soldier had gotten around Jeres—there were too many men, far too many, they were getting in each other’s way, but that wouldn’t last and anyone could see how this particular battle must end.

Tepres, unarmed save for a short belt knife, gestured urgently for Karah and Nemienne to get back and himself stepped forward to face his attackers. Nemienne was trying to pull her sister away, but Karah was clearly refusing to go without Tepres—the girl wasn’t actually wrong, the prince absolutely could not be allowed to sacrifice himself—Taudde started forward, meaning to grab the prince’s arm and haul him bodily back farther into the house, which after all was not an ordinary house—there was no need, even now, for heroic last stands, but with the silence on him he could not even say so.

Jeres Geliadde faced two more armed men, but another man, behind him, kicked him behind the knee, and Jeres collapsed to one knee. The man drew back his sword for a killing thrust ... and Jeres, his face blank, lunged upward and sideways and whirled his sword around in a short, vicious arc. Prince Sehonnes’ hand leaped away from his arm, seemingly of its own accord, blood spraying across the gray stone. The left-hand prince staggered, his expression one of disbelief and anger rather than pain. At the same time, the man behind Jeres completed his thrust, and Jeres, his body fully extended in his own smooth attack, could not even attempt to counter that blow. He did not counter it, and the sword slid into him, stabbing from back to front so that several inches of the blade emerged from his chest.

Despite that terrible blow, Jeres, in a smooth continuation of his own movements, as though stepping through the choreographed movements of a dance, caught Sehonnes’ amputated hand as it descended and flung it with deadly accuracy past half a dozen startled soldiers and through the door of the house. Where Prince Tepres, as though the move had been practiced in advance, put up his own hand and caught it.

For a moment that seemed frozen in time, everyone stopped.  Prince Sehonnes, face twisted, clutched at his maimed arm. Even the serpent-prince hesitated, his dark eyes narrowed, to all appearances unmoved, but his attention momentarily fixed on his stricken brother.

Taudde, feeling as though he had been somehow caught in a play, was seized now by a wild desire to laugh. He seized Tepres’ arm in a hard grip and pulled him, resist though he would, back down the hall, sweeping the girls with them, and the pause shattered. In perfect silence their enemies came after them, rushing forward—too many and too well armed and nothing to laugh at, so that Prince Tepres yielded at last and backed up willingly, shoving Karah behind him, but it was impossible, anyone could see they would not be able to get clear. The soldiers rushed forward, and in that instant, without thought, Taudde seized the knob he found ready under his hand, flung open the door, and snatched Prince Tepres and Karah sideways out of the house and out of Lonne entirely, into sudden dazzling cold. The mage-prince strode forward, his mouth open in an inaudible shout, but Taudde slammed the door shut between them, staggering with the force of that motion and with footing gone suddenly uncertain.

Prince Tepres, staggering also, jerked himself free of Taudde’s grip, shoved Karah away toward safety, and whirled back toward the door to face his brothers, lifting Sehonnes’ amputated hand as though he might fling it at their faces in a macabre gesture of defiance.

Only the door was not there. Where it should have stood was only brilliant light pouring down a steep knife-edged ridge and into the empty gulf beyond, light glittering off an equally steep cliff rising on the other side: light and naked stone, empty air and blowing snow, here in the heights where snow would linger all through the short northern summer.

Tepres straightened, slowly. In one hand he still held the grotesque trophy his bodyguard had thrown to him, but not, now, as though he was aware of it. Tipping his head back, he stared up at the sharp peaks above them. Karah, who had stumbled into the snow beside the path, scrambled urgently to her feet, forgetful of keiso dignity, and then stopped as well, struck by the shock of cold and the stunning view. She turned slowly in a circle, peering in astonishment down from the heights. Far below, a road curved around a shoulder of the mountain where they stood. Taudde, too, glanced down, though he already knew where they were. The jagged pattern of these mountains were familiar, though less so from this angle. He knew exactly where they were: high on the side of Kerre Irelle, greatest of the mountains that loomed above the town of Kedres. He could follow in his mind’s eye the curve of this road down and down and farther down, toward the green valley and distant town still invisible below.

“Of course you would seize upon this door, of all doors in that house,” Prince Tepres said at last. “Of course you would. And ... where is the door now?” His tone was commendably neutral.

Taudde cleared his throat, glancing up the bare slant of gray stone. The wind drove tiny particles of snow into their faces, stinging. In Lonne, the warmth of summer had already come. Below, in the valley, he knew spring flowers would be blooming. But nothing at all occupied these heights but stone and snow, singing winds and glittering light.

“Of course,” Tepres said once more, following his glance. Straightening, he faced Taudde straight on, as though they were adversaries. His voice was still neutral, but undertones of wariness and grim suspicion lay beneath the neutrality.

Taudde could not even blame him. “If I hadn’t closed it, they could have come through after us,” he pointed out, a shade too quickly. He heard the defensiveness in his own voice. He felt defensive, embarrassed, as though he was at fault. He said sharply, “We had to get out of their reach—beyond the reach of their mageworking as well as their blades—that, first of all.”

“Yes, of course,” Tepres said politely. The prince didn’t say, There were other doors in that hall, though that was true. He didn’t say, Any of them would have been better than this, for me, though that was without question true.

He didn’t have to say anything of the sort. Taudde knew it perfectly well. He started to say something else, justification or excuse; it was perfectly true that he had not had time to choose which door to open, though he could not blame Prince Tepres for his mistrust.

Karah broke the moment. “Where’s Nemienne?” she asked, sharp and desperate, and both Taudde and Prince Tepres broke off to stare at her and then, in growing horror, at the ice-glazed stone around them.

Nemienne was not there. Only the three of them, in all these empty heights.

“My half-brothers—” Prince Tepres began, and then halted.

He had started to say My brothers have no reason to harm her, Taudde guessed. But they all knew that was not true. Because the girl was Taudde’s own student, and had been for months, and if Prince Sehonnes forgot that or forgave it, Sa-Telis surely would not. “The left-hand princes were focused on Prince Tepres,” he said quickly. “And on me. Not on Nemienne. She will have gained the safety of another door, I’m certain. She could see and open any door in that hallway—they were only steps away.”

This was plausible. It might even be true. They could not know, and had no way to find out, but it could be true. Karah drew a breath and pressed a hand over her mouth, and Tepres went to her. She blinked hard and her gaze fell to the grisly hand he still held. “Your father ...”

Tepres looked down, too, and his mouth tightened against, Taudde suspected, an exclamation of disgust. Moving with quick, decisive precision, the young prince stripped his father’s iron ring from his brother’s bloody hand and then, in uncontrollable revulsion, hurled the hand away into as hard as he could, so hard that he staggered and might have fallen save that Karah took his arm and steadied him.

The prince’s breath came hard. He stared after the vanished hand as though he might actually be able to see it—no. As though that horrid token of battle was not after all what he saw. He held his father’s dragon ring clenched in his left hand, but he took Karah’s hand with his right and she did not pull away.

“We cannot know what has happened,” Tepres said. “Not to my father nor your sister. Nemienne was not in their grasp when we fled, and they will not take time to pursue her now. Above all, it is a disaster for my half-brothers to lose me to Kalches.” Then he faced Taudde and added, with an edge to his voice, “To be sure, it is a disaster for me as well.”

Taudde didn’t move. “Prince Tepres, we are here through no intent of mine. But other chances might have been worse. If we had fled under the mountain, they might have followed, and then what? Would you have led Sa-Telis and his mages beneath the mountain? Risked your own death there in the dark of the dragon’s cavern? Your brothers—”

“Half-brothers,” the prince said sharply. “Half-brothers. Sehonnes—Telis, one is hardly surprised by his treachery, but even Geradde—even Geradde was with them—” he broke off, pressing a hand against his mouth. Karah laid a tentative hand on his arm, and he did not jerk away, but straightened his shoulders, lowered his hand, and said in a hard tone, “Jeres knew exactly what he was doing when he struck Sehonnes. Did you see him? Did you see what he did?”

“He knew he couldn’t evade the blow. He chose deliberately to do as he did. I am sorry for his death, and your loss.”

Tepres laughed, a sharp, bitter sound, reminding Taudde that this young prince was not unacquainted with death and loss. The prince began to speak, but stopped. Then he said at last, “I will hope for the opportunity to tell the tale of his courage and loyalty. We can only wonder which other men will show such quality in the coming days.” He glanced again to the empty air where the door should have stood. “You cannot bring back the door?”

Taudde, too, glanced up the mountain. But then he shook his head. “I think it was, in a very real sense, never here. Not from this side.”

Tepres nodded, unsurprised. But he said, “If not a door, then perhaps—”

“I’m sorry, Prince Tepres. I’m not a legendary mage, to set a thousand invisible doors into a house when I build it. Or even one, into the stone of this mountain.”

“Will you tell me your bardic sorcery cannot fling a road through the air itself between my mountains and yours? Or that you do not have the skill or the strength to do it?”

Taudde paused. Prince Tepres, after all, had seen Taudde wield sorcery as a tool and a weapon. With both skill and strength, and under the most dire circumstances. He said at last, “There was a great deal of power loose that night, you will recall. You will recall ... afterward, it was not the same.”

Tepres seemed only half convinced, but he said only, “If your bardic sorcery cannot open a proper door, then I must trust you to protect and guard Karah while I take the long road home.” He looked, in that moment, sufficiently determined to try.

Taudde waited a moment, out of respect for that brave declaration. Karah glanced from one of them to the other, but said nothing; he was certain she already understood that what the prince proposed was impossible. Finally he nodded toward the road that curved across the face of the mountain. “That road leads to Kedres. You’re in the heart of Kalches, and it’s a hard road through these mountains even in fair summer weather—harder still in this season, when sudden killing storms can come out of any clear sky. But suppose you lived to reach Teleddes, and then Pinenne, and took a riverboat down the Kemsennes and so came back at last to Lonne: what do you suppose you would find waiting for you there?”

The prince met Taudde’s eyes steadily, but said nothing.

Taudde said softly, “Even if I could make a sorcerous door, set it into the air, open it across hundreds of miles ... should I send you back to Lonne? Would you even be wise to go back, if a door opened for you? That is your father’s ring in your hand, is it not? Who rules in Lonne, now? Who now is the Dragon of Lirionne?”

Tepres glanced down at his clenched fist. After a moment, slowly, as though it took physical effort, he opened his hand. The iron ring lay there, his father’s dragon ring, the twin rubies of its eyes like sparks of fire in the brilliant sunlight of the high mountains.

Closing his hand again without answering, Tepres thrust the ring into his belt pouch. His hands were shaking, but that might have been the cold.

“And in less than a month, the equinox will break the Treaty,” Taudde went on, remorseless because he had no choice. “I swore an oath to you and to your father. But the equinox will free me from that, too. And here we are, the two of us, your father’s son and my grandfather’s grandson.” Taudde paused once more. Then he said, “Prince Tepres, I must ask that you release me from my oath.”

Karah flinched, but Tepres did not. He had clearly known already that this request must come. He said, an edge of bitterness underlying the steady calm of his voice, “Of course I free you of it, Prince Chontas Taudde ser Omientes ken Lariodde. After all, I would not wish you to be forced to break your oath.”

Taudde bowed his head in acknowledgment and sincere gratitude. “We will go down to my grandfather’s house. No one will offer Karah insult or offense; I promise you that.” He hesitated, looking at the pale, set face of the Dragon’s heir, because he could not promise as much for Tepres. Who, from his air of hard-edged arrogance, knew that perfectly well. Taudde said instead, layering his voice with undertones of sincerity and determination, “However events play out, Prince Tepres, I will ask you to believe that I am still your friend.”

Tepres did not answer. But he did not, at least, throw that carefully proffered gesture back in Taudde’s face. That was a greater generosity than Taudde had really expected.

He said, “It is a day and a night from this place to—”

“Taudde,” said Karah. “Are the storms in this season truly so dangerous?” She was not looking at him, but past him, out and up at the stark stone and the sky. Her voice came out small and clear, but the undertones were all of growing fear.

Taudde stopped, and turned, following her gaze, up and up, to the storm that was rolling down from the heights.

Even as he watched, the storm cloaked the farthest mountains, Kerre Ires and Kerre Gaur, in a pewter-hard dusk struck through with lances of lightning. It was still distant, the thunder had not yet reached them, but Taudde thought he felt it in his bones. Streamers of cloud were already shredding around the high peaks, and below the clouds, not the whirling white blizzards of winter but, far worse, the freezing rains of spring, glazing all that they touched in deadly ice.

Tepres raised an expressive eyebrow.
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Taudde played them through the storm.

He played warmth and quiet air out of his flute ... a simple little melody, at first, a melody almost any bard in Kalches could have woven, not even real sorcery, not as Kalchesene bardic sorcerers used the term. But he layered a harmony beneath the melodic line as the storm came down on them, bending the cutting winds and icy rain aside so that they walked in a space of quiet air. Even a simple harmony took sorcery, with his simple flute. He wished he had twin-pipes. Or an ekonne horn. Or, most of all, another sorcerer to help him.

Ice glazed the road, so that they could not go quickly. He might have pulled warmth out of the stone to melt the ice, if he had had the attention and strength to spare. Nemienne could have done it, if he had not lost her; her skill was unpredictable and fit peculiarly into the world, but she could have called the warmth of remembered summer into the stone of the roadway.

Taudde had been afraid for her because he had left her behind; but now he feared his carelessness might have doomed them all. But he could not even take time to curse himself for losing Nemienne. Listening to the heartbeat of the storm, he scattered a handful of notes around and through his main harmony, sending lightning to strike behind and beside them, closer than he liked, barely far enough away. Karah, directly in front of him, flinched and gasped. Taudde might have, too, if he had been able to spare the breath to gasp.

So far as Taudde could tell, Tepres did not even twitch. His concentration was that entire. He was in front, finding their way along the icy road, seeking always the step where one might set a hand against the cliff to their left, where if one’s foot slipped, there was enough space to catch one’s balance. The drop to their right was sheer, the freezing rain slashing down into emptiness; if they had come near to the gentler slopes, they could not see well enough to know it.

Karah came behind Tepres, so he might catch her if she slipped. Sometimes she did slip; sometimes they all did, but Karah’s delicate slippers had never been meant for anything but the polished floors of civilized life and were already tattered. Tepres had wanted to give her his boots, but her feet were too small and the road was too steep and icy for the girl to wear boots that did not fit. She insisted her slippers would do. They would have to, for the storm, strong as it was, would get worse. Taudde dared not let them stop on this most exposed and steepest part of the road; he knew he would not have the strength to protect them until the storm was past and the skies cleared. If his attention failed even for a moment ... if he did not hear the lightning in the storm before it struck, or if he lost the strength to turn aside the icy rain ... he flinched from such thoughts, but doubt crept back in as the storm strengthened.

A day and a night to Kedres, if there had been no storm. But not so far to descend from the heights to the roots of the mountains. There, where the stone folded and turned and made little sheltered places, they might find a safe place to wait. But Taudde, disoriented by the violence of the storm, pouring his attention into the sending the cutting winds and icy rain whirling around rather than across the tiny bubble of quiet air he had made, could not guess now how much farther they must go or how he would find the strength to get them there.

He could hardly imagine what his grandfather would say if, after everything that had happened, he let himself and his companions die in a spring storm hardly an hour’s walk from the valley’s shelter.

There would be farms below, nestled down in protected places at the foot of Kerre Irelle. It could not be so very far now to the nearest of those. An hour’s walk. Less. He could play the three of them through the storm that far. If they could only get down to an easier part of the road, Tepres would be able to carry Karah, if her slippers were worn through.

Ice and stone, the cutting wind and freezing rain ... Taudde played warmth and quiet air. Lightning leaped through the storm, brilliant and deadly, and he sent it aside. And again. Thunder rumbled slowly and then crashed, and Karah slipped. In the still air that surrounded them, Prince Tepres heard her gasp, and turned, and caught her. And slipped himself, twisting to cushion her fall, taking the impact on his hip, both of them skidding in exactly the worst direction. Karah caught at the rocks at the edge of the road, but her fingers could not close on the icy stone and the precipice lay only an arm’s length farther –

Taudde played a heavy series of notes, setting them in empty air like stones across a dashing stream. On these notes, Tepres caught himself, his boot hard against solidity where there should have been nothing but the precipice. He didn’t make a sound, but twisted around and half threw Karah back toward the safe—safer—part of the road and then began, very carefully, to try to crawl after her.

Then lightning struck, and struck again, far too close, and Taudde found himself on his hands and knees, dazed, his flute nowhere he could find it, icy rain coming down across him with a cold so brutal that in that first moment he couldn’t even whistle through chilled lips. Taudde almost wanted to laugh it was so ridiculous, but it was infuriating and terrifying, too. At last, at last he had returned to Kalches, he’d brought Prince Tepres and Karah here to save them, and now, if he couldn’t recover fast enough, the mountain and the storm could kill them all and no one of his family would even know he had come home.
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CHAPTER 2
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Nemienne was lost.

When Karah and Taudde and Prince Tepres had hurled themselves through the door into Kalches, Nemienne had tried to follow them. But it had been impossible. All those other man had been in her way, and then Taudde had slammed the door shut anyway and even if she might have opened it—she thought she might—she knew she daren’t let the prince’s enemies through that door.

So she had gone the other way, three more steps down the hall and hurled herself against the plain door, the black one, the one that led into the dark caverns beneath the mountains. Beneath Kerre Maraddras, maybe Kerre Taum as well. And it had opened for her, as it had before.

She had stepped from this darkness into Cloisonné House before. Once, she had stepped out of this darkness straight into the house where all her other sisters lived. That was what she had had in mind when she fled through that door. But some of them had come through the black door after her. She knew they had. She hadn’t gotten the door closed again fast enough, or else one of the mages among those men had known how to find and open it. She had seen the light behind her, when the door had opened; and then the mage-lights glowing coldly.

So she had just run, without thinking about where she was going. She had been terrified that those mages might come after her, and so she had just run as fast as she could, with no thought but away.

Now she still hurried through the dark beneath Kerre Maraddras, along a narrow passage within the vastness of the mountain, where rippling curtains of stone closed in from both sides and the slightest sound echoed. She was nearly certain she was nowhere near the dragon’s chamber, and nearly certain that was a good thing. She did not want to lead mages to the dragon, but almost as important, she didn’t dare rouse the dragon herself, either. Because who could guess what it might do, this time? This time, it might decide to bring the mountains after all and destroy Lonne and all the ephemeral works of men.

That was what it had said last time. The ephemeral works of men. Only last time, the king had persuaded it not to. And Nemienne herself might have helped a little bit. Now the king might be dead and Prince Tepres was probably in Kalches, and so was Taudde, and Nemienne definitely did not want to find herself facing the dragon alone.

Someone was behind her. She thought she could hear him, more often now than earlier: the cautious sound of someone wearing boots trying to walk quietly, an occasional scrape of metal against stone when her pursuer stumbled. Sometimes she thought he was far behind her and sometimes she thought he was quite near, but no matter how she hurried, she didn’t seem able to get away from him.

At first she had hoped she might simply be peopling the dark with imaginary terrors. But she was almost sure now that her pursuer was real. She thought it was only one man, but the sounds behind her echoed strangely so that she could not be sure. She never glimpsed magelight when she looked over her shoulder, so she hoped at least her pursuer was not a mage. But she wouldn’t be able to get away from a solider, either, if he caught her. She thought probably he was a soldier. If she opened a door out of the dark, maybe she could get away from him. Except that she was afraid if she did, he might come through it after her.

And she was afraid that any door she opened here in the dark would lead her straight home. She was afraid and cold and alone; she wanted warmth and her sisters, so how could she open any other door? She was afraid that no matter what door she might try to open out of the dark, she would only be able to open that one. And then what if the man behind her rushed through after her, bringing danger to all her sisters?

So she didn’t dare try to step out of the dark into light. And she didn’t know what else to do.

Nemienne lifted her hands and sent pale light—it was not quite light, in fact, but one could more or less see by it—spreading out ahead of her, looking for a way to get out of the narrow passage in which she had found herself trapped. Any path she could take that might confuse her pursuer. Leave him baffled in the dark, make him give up and go away, leave her alone, so that she escape the dark and go home.

And then what? She had no idea. No idea at all. If those had been the left-hand princes—she was sure they had—and if they had killed their father, and if Tepres was trapped in Kalches with Taudde, who was Kalchesene himself ... how was she supposed to know what to do?

She thought the sounds behind her were getting closer. Maybe. It was hard to tell, but she thought so. The cavern floor here was nearly level, and the way was narrow, so anyone behind her could almost run. So could she—she was—but if it came to that, any man would be able to run faster than she could.

It was horrible. Like the kind of dream where no matter how you tried you couldn’t go fast enough, and when you looked over your shoulder, there was nothing there, only there was. Exactly like that.

She wondered if other men had made it through the other door, the one that led to Kalches. She wondered if Prince Tepres and Karah were also being pursued by mages or soldiers.

At least they would have each other. And Taudde, who was a very powerful sorcerer. But his first loyalty was to his grandfather in Kalches. She didn’t know what he would do, now, even if none of the prince’s enemies had come through that door after them.

Except Taudde would surely protect Karah. Surely no one would hurt Karah.

She wished she could be sure no one would hurt her. She had been so certain she could get away. She wasn’t so certain of that now. Whoever that was behind her, he was determined. There should be something she could do, only she simply didn’t know how to do very much magic. She could call light into the dark. Not ordinary light, no, but this pale radiance that was like light. But that only meant her pursuers would be able to see where she went. So she looked and looked for a different way to go, a way that would let her duck away and let the dark crash down and hide her.

Only this part of the caverns didn’t seem to have any tangled paths. It was all a straight tunnel through the dark, here in this part of the caverns. And she was more and more sure that the steps behind her were getting closer.

She should be able to do something. Especially if it was just a soldier behind her. Mage Ankennes could have done all kinds of things, horrible things maybe, but things that would have worked. He could have shattered stone, brought half this narrow passageway crashing down on anyone behind him. Or he could have laid a barrier between himself and any pursuer, a barrier that no one could cross without his bones turning to fire. But he hadn’t taught her any of those things before he died.

Taudde could have done things, too, with his little flute or just with his voice. He could probably have walked right through the stone, or stepped one, two, three and on the third step come out of the caverns to stand on the shore, with the waves sending a lacework of froth against his boots. Or he could have played three notes sharp as knives and left his pursuer bleeding on the stone. Bardic sorcery was good for things like that.

But Nemienne had learned hardly any bardic sorcery, yet. She didn’t know how to do anything at all that would help.

She hid, in the end, when she was sure her pursuer was going to catch up to her. She tucked herself down against the cold curtains of stone and sent a darting pale luminance on ahead, to lead the man on and away. Once he was past, she could creep back the way she had come, very quietly, feeling her way through the heavy darkness. Then when it was safe, she could think of other kinds of light. She could remember the homey warmth of a fire in the hearth and the welcoming glow of lantern light, and then she could follow those memories home and leave her pursuer blundering in the dark until one of his friends came after him.

That was what she meant to happen. But it didn’t work that way. Because the man following her did not blunder on past. Nemienne thought he would, at first. Certainly he should have. He came into sight only a moment after she had hidden. It was just one man after all, one man by himself, so that was better than it might have been. He didn’t see her—he wasn’t a mage, to create his own light, and he didn’t have a torch or lantern; not even a candle. So that was good, too. Nemienne knelt very still against the wall, and the man didn’t see her. He was striding along fast, peering urgently ahead, chasing the light she had sent away. She could hear him breathing: short, sharp breaths, like a man who has been hurrying for a long time and does not dare stop. She held her own breath.

That was her mistake. She realized that later. She had been breathing a lot like that herself, almost panting, and then she held her breath, and even in his urgent hurry, somehow the man heard or felt the difference. He checked and swung around, and even in the dark that was barely illuminated at all by the glimmer of her retreating not-quite-light, Nemienne could see how his hand went to the long knife sheathed at his belt.

She darted away, back the way they’d both come. That was her second mistake. That one, she recognized almost at once, because of course there was nowhere to go in this narrow passageway, and she had no hope of outrunning him. She didn’t outrun him. He caught her before she’d gone twenty steps, grabbing her arm and dragging her around. She hit his wrist hard, twisting to get away, to make him let go, and he did let go, but he also grabbed her other arm, so she shoved at him and bit his hand, and he hissed under his breath, a sharp, pained sound. She almost did get away then, but he hung on after all, grabbing a fistful of her hair to keep her from biting him again and using his weight to pin her against the damp stone.

Nemienne struggled, but it was hopeless. He had both her wrists trapped in one large hand, now, and he still had a firm grip on her hair—she tried to jerk free, tears springing to her eyes because of the pain, but that was hopeless, too. She tried to kick him, but he was too close, and he had his hip turned so she couldn’t use her knee, either. But even though she fought him and fought to get away, he didn’t hit her or shout at her—she noticed that even at the time—or threaten her with the knife. He must not even have drawn his knife; it certainly wasn’t in either of his hands.

She said, a quick, gasping plea, “Let me go!”

That was stupid, because of course he wasn’t going to, but actually he did let go of her hair, though not her wrists. He said, “Hush, hush, easy,” firmly and soothingly, the way one might speak to a frightened horse or dog.

Nemienne stared at him, in the almost-light she had called up again almost without realizing it. She didn’t mind him saying ‘Hush’ to her like that; it was a lot better than him hitting her. He didn’t look, now that she came to see him properly, like he wanted to hit her. She thought perhaps if she pretended to give up, maybe she would be able to get away from him even now.

Now that she looked at him, she could see that he was a young man. Younger than she had expected, not so very much older than she was. She thought he must have been with all those other men who had attacked Tepres; she was almost sure she had seen him with them, but he didn’t look ... angry, or scary. He wasn’t wearing the flat red of a soldier, but the black of the King’s Own Guard, except that the collar and cuffs of his overrobe were stiff with pale green embroidery. From that, she guessed he must be someone important, or at least the son of someone important. A lot of the King’s Own guardsmen were the left-hand sons of important men.

The young man didn’t have a sword, only the long dagger sheathed at his belt—indeed, he hadn’t drawn it. She still didn’t think he looked angry, even though he had been chasing her for so long and even though she had bitten his hand. He looked intense and relieved, as though catching her was the most important thing he had ever done. That made her heart sink; she could see that it would be very difficult to get away from him.

His eyes were set wide and rather slanted in his sharp-boned face, his mouth was small, his chin narrow. His breath was coming as hard and fast as Nemienne’s, and an unexpected tremor had become perceptible in the hand that gripped her wrists. He was exhausted, Nemienne realized. He looked just as exhausted as she felt. She wondered how long she had been hurrying through the caverns, how long he had been chasing her through the dark. It seemed like a long time. She felt somehow that it might be very late at night, much later than she had guessed until this moment, as though she had been running through the caverns for hours and hours. Perhaps for days. Her captor certainly looked exhausted enough to have been chasing her for hours and hours, or for days.

The young man’s hair, long and straight, had been braided back but was coming loose; it was some pale shade, greenish in the not-quite-light Nemienne had made. He brushed it back abruptly and sank down to sit on his heels. He pulled her down with him, but not roughly. More as though he suddenly lacked the strength to keep his feet, but was determined not to risk her making a sudden break for freedom. Nemienne tried, gently, to pull free of his grip—gently enough that she hoped he would believe she did not mean to leap up and away if he let her go. He gave her a look and let go of one of her wrists, but kept the other one in a firm grip.

“You are Nemienne, daughter of the stone merchant Geranes Lihadde,” he told her. His voice was a bit ragged at the moment. But it was a nice voice. It was the kind of voice, Nemienne thought, that a dog or a horse would like. He was looking at her carefully, as though she might turn abruptly into someone else. He went on, “You were apprentice to Mage Ankennes; then you were a student of the Kalchesene prince. The Kalchesene got away, did you see? Through a different door. Did you know he took Tepres away with him? Do you know where he took him?” He paused, and then asked, his tone gaining intensity, “Did he take him to Kalches?”

Nemienne stared at him, surprised he would say so much—surprised, too, that he would say Tepres like that, with such easy familiarity. Maybe that was the way men in the King’s Own spoke of the princes. Maybe this man had been one of Prince Tepres’ own personal guards, a friend as well as a guard. That would make sense. But if so, he had betrayed him. Maybe he had looked at Prince Tepres with just this kind of earnest expression and then betrayed him. That would be horrible.

“It was Kalches, then,” the young man said, apparently taking her silence for assent. A different note had come into his voice—a kind of frustration that was almost despair. His hair had fallen into his face again. He swept it back impatiently and demanded, “Did you mean to go with them? Could you follow them now? Could you do such a thing—open that door?  Even Telis could not, but if you were the Kalchesene’s student, perhaps you could open it and step through to follow in my brother’s footsteps.”

“Your brother?” Nemienne repeated blankly. His brother? She knew now who he looked like, and why he had looked to her, in the first instant she saw him, like the son of someone important. She said, “You’re Prince Geradde. You don’t—you don’t look like Prince Tepres, much.” But he did, she thought now, look a little like his father. She could see the king in him, now that she knew to look for the resemblance.

Prince Geradde’s mouth crooked at this: not quite a smile, not quite amused. “You didn’t know me.”

Nemienne shook her head, still staring at him. She didn’t know why she should be surprised. Of course all the left-hand princes had moved together to bring down their father and their right-hand brother. Well, probably not Meiredde, but the rest of them, why not?

“Well,” said the prince. “I knew you. But perhaps that was the simpler task. There can surely be few girls who would have been in Ankennes’ house, and fewer still who would run through that black door when frightened. I trust you will be able to find a way to return to Lonne from this place?” His swift glance and minimal gesture took in not only the narrow passageway where they both sat, but by implication all the caverns below Kerre Maraddras, perhaps below all these mountains. Nemienne thought for the first time that she could see a resemblance between this young man and Prince Tepres—a resemblance in that minimal gesture, and in the ironic edge to his tone.

Nemienne did not know whether she should say Yes, of course or No, I’m lost. She was perfectly certain she should not admit that the only place she was certain she could find from this place was her own home—her sisters’ home. That she could probably summon light, or the memory of light, and step directly from this dark into the long gallery where her sisters slept. She said instead, cautiously, “I don’t think I would be able to open the door into Kalches. I’m not Kalchesene, and I hardly know any sorcery.” She tried to stop there, but couldn’t help but ask, “Will you try to make me open it? Are you going to take me to Prince Sehonnes? What will he do if I can’t—if I can’t open it?”

“Sehonnes?” said Prince Geradde. He leaned his head back against the folds of stone behind him and laughed, his voice cracking with exhaustion. “Take you to Sehonnes,” he said again at last. “Hardly.”
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CHAPTER 3
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Taudde did not find his flute. But Karah put it into his hand, and closed his numb fingers around it.

At first, Taudde was shaking too hard to play it. But he would be ashamed to die with his flute in his hand and not at his lips. He dashed freezing rain out of his eyes and looked for Tepres—couldn’t see him, and then did, flat at the edge of the cliff, unable to retreat across the icy stone from the edge of the sheer drop.

For a terrible moment, Taudde did not know what to do. He could help Tepres—or turn the rain and wind—or listen for lightning—or play warmth into the air and stone, but he could not do all of those things at once, and so much of his strength had already poured itself out into the cold and he could not seem catch his breath.

But he lifted his flute and began, with painful effort, to set notes like the rungs of a ladder, one after another, for Tepres to haul himself along, out of immediate peril. Although the cold alone would kill them all if Taudde could not get them off this mountain, and never mind the lightning –

Then the rain began to turn aside. It wasn’t Taudde’s doing. It was someone else. The strong, warm voice of a reed-throated wooden flute, its tones almost familiar, turned the rain and gentled and softened the air, and a sharp darting of silver-edged notes, precisely timed and harmonious, sent lightning striking above and below but never close to the road.

Another bardic sorcerer had come. Two others at least, wooden flute and silver, Taudde knew them before he saw them, dimly, through the rain that dashed down between. Whoever they were, they clearly had the strength and experience to rescue careless travelers from a spring storm, and in that confidence he let his grim effort go at last.
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Taudde did not quite lose consciousness. But nor, for a little while, was he clearly aware of where they went, nor in whose company. It seemed to him he blinked once or twice and then opened his eyes to a gravel path running beside a brook, flowing full now with the rain. Then he blinked again and found himself staring at a wooden gate, with beyond that a sprawling house, all gray stone below and silvery pine shingle above, so that it might have been carved out of the mountain by the rain. There was a familiar harp-and-star carved in relief above the door of the house. Only when he saw that did Taudde realize where they had come. He said to the woman walking next to him, astounded yet in another way not surprised at all, “Aunt Ines!”

“Taudde, my dear,” answered his aunt, lowering her wooden flute. “I would say you are well come, save that one hardly sees how you are come at all, out in the weather and so ill-prepared for it!” Sweeping off her cloak of oiled wool, his aunt shook off the wet and turned to open the gate, while her companion with the silver flute kept off the rain with a quick and lively melody.

“Bring that girl into the warmth!” said Aunt Ines, not to Taudde but to Prince Tepres, who was now indeed carrying Karah. Aunt Ines went swiftly ahead of them, around the corner of the house to throw open the kitchen door, then stood back to allow Tepres to go in ahead of her. The prince slanted one unreadable glance at Taudde, obeying the woman’s gesture without a word.

In Lonne, the kitchen entrance was for servants, but in Kalches no one ever came into through the parlor door, certainly not in bad weather. No one cared if water or mud dripped on the slate floor of the kitchen. They were certainly bringing a sufficiency of water and mud with them now, despite all that sorcery could do.

“Ah!” said another woman, stout and matronly, coming forward to help Karah to a bench and chafe her hands. “Poor child! She’s half frozen. What strange clothing—pretty, I’m sure, but not what I’d choose for a stroll in the freezing rain high on the mountain’s shoulder.” She added to Aunt Ines, “You were right about seeing sorcery at work on the road above, then.”

“Irelle saw it,” said Aunt Ines, and turned to smile at the girl with the silver flute who came last into the house.

“I saw the rain falling sideways, and lightning striking everywhere but where it wished to strike,” Irelle said coolly. She tossed her wool cloak onto a peg by the door and thrust her flute through her belt, accepting a warm towel from the other woman.

“A silver flute?” Taudde said to her. “You must have a strong and beautiful gift, cousin.”

Irelle was the oldest child of Aunt Ines and Uncle Heronn and thus Heronn’s heir. Taudde remembered her as sharp of wits and tongue even as a girl, with something of her father’s serious air and even more of her mother’s aptitude for sorcery. That had obviously blossomed in the past years, which was just as well as she was second in line for the throne of Kalches. He wondered if he should warn Tepres that Irelle was, in Kalchesene terms, a princess of very nearly his own rank. Though of course, Tepres should guess as much, from the sorcery if not from Taudde’s saying aunt and cousin.

Irelle had been a child when Taudde had left Kalches, but her hair was up now, not loose over her shoulders as he remembered it, and he could see that she had passed on her wooden beads to some younger girl, replacing them with the delicate jewelry of copper and silver wire that was proper for a woman grown. With her hair up, he could see how much she resembled Aunt Ines, with wide-set eyes and a high forehead and strong bones. She was not particularly pretty, but if she took after Ines, then in twenty more years, or forty, she would still look strong-willed and striking.

Her mouth had crooked at his compliment. She said, still coolly, “Not yet so strong as yours, cousin. At least, I could not step in a heartbeat from the heart of Lirionne into the heart of Kalches, as from your clothing I gather you did, nor bring friends along with me for the journey. I will say, you might have put more thought into the moment and manner of your arrival.”

“I would have greatly preferred a chance to put any thought at all into the moment and manner of my arrival,” Taudde said fervently.

“Like that, was it?” said Aunt Ines. “Sit down, Taudde, and let Merissa see to the girl’s feet. There’s soup, I’m sure. Will you make your friends known to me and tell me your tale?”

Taudde hesitated. “Better not, just yet, perhaps. Grandfather had better hear it first. I meant to go straight there,” he added ruefully, sinking down on a bench by the fire. “I admit, I didn’t anticipate a spring storm. An hour to recover ourselves in the warmth would be welcome.”

“And it’s like that,” said his aunt, unsurprised. Her shrewd gaze took in first Karah, pale and bedraggled, smiling with all her natural charm at Merissa as the woman set down a bowl of soup; and then Prince Tepres, standing stiff and young and arrogant beside Karah’s bench, foreign from the jet-and-ruby clip that held back his dripping pale hair to his boots, which despite their hard use still glittered with gold and purple embroidery. He was as out of place in this hall as though a hawk had come into a dovecote.

“Well, an hour should be neither here nor there, I am sure,” said Aunt Ines in a decidedly bland tone. “Irelle and I will go up to the house with you, of course.”

“Aunt, I would be most grateful,” Taudde assured her.

Aunt Ines nodded graciously. “Heronn is up at the house tonight in any case, so that’s simpler than tracking everyone down separately, I suppose.”

As her daughter drew a breath to comment or object or agree, she added smoothly, “Irelle, my dear, perhaps you might make yourself useful and play us all a bit less damp. Such a nuisance to steam wet things by the fire, and then likely you still find yourself damp around the edges hours later.”

Irelle paused, raised her eyebrows at her mother, then shrugged and pulled her flute out of her belt. It was not a girl’s simple cord belt, Taudde saw, but a belt of dyed leather, indigo and gold, with a loop on one side for the flute and a twisted cord on the other that was probably meant to hold a set of pipes or a finger harp in its case. So she must be a serious instrumentalist, for her age. He wondered if his cousin had made her flute herself, as was the custom for students of sorcery. It was a complicated instrument, with all the fittings to multiply its notes and extend its range. He already knew from its tone that it was well made.

Few enough women worked with metal. Girls who wished to become instrumentalists or bardic sorcerers generally worked with wood and bone and horn. Metalwork was usually something left to the men. He suspected that if Irelle had wished to learn metalwork, she would simply have gone straight to ... who was the best metalworking instrumentalist in Kedres? Uncle Tames? Taudde didn’t doubt she had made him teach her.

If Irelle could play them less damp, as Aunt Ines had asked, then her sorcery possessed subtlety as well as strength. And Aunt Ines wished him to know that. That was something to remember, as well.
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Soup and dry clothing and an hour to rest made an enormous difference, not only for Taudde but clearly for Prince Tepres and Karah as well. Even their boots were dry. Karah had brushed out her hair, braided it and tucked the ends out of sight somehow; not ordinarily a keiso style, but not Kalchesene either; and somehow she had made friends with Merissa, who brought her a pair of new slippers that might not be as delicate and beautiful as they made such things in Lonne, but nevertheless did not look too out of place with her overrobe and jeweled pins. Prince Tepres had not spoken a word to anyone, save for a murmur of thanks here and there as appropriate, but even his manner had become a trifle less stiff.

The storm still blew; the rain still came down, but here in the valley the winds came with less force and the rain was not as cold. Even the thunder was muted, lightning now stalking the farther mountains beyond Kedres; and the sun slid free beyond the low clouds in the west, layering all the world in a dusky lavender twilight. The very air seemed softer, and smelled of wet earth and growing things.

In Lonne, even in the heart of the city, wealthy men owned fancy equipages, often stabling their horses some distance from their townhouses. Taudde had done that himself; his man Benne had chosen carriage and horses and stable, and driven the equipage when Taudde had called for it. Taudde had not had a moment to think of his servants; of Nala, the woman who kept his house for him, and most of all of Benne, whom he had promised to bring to Kalches when he returned. A promise broken; that was ill-luck for a sorcerer. Nala had been out of the house, but Benne had been somewhere about. Taudde did not even know if the man still lived.

One more thing he did not know, one more hostage held by fate. He could do nothing about any of that now. Nor had he leisure to fret as he might; he had plenty to concern himself with here.

In Kedres, very few men owned fancy carriages, for Kedres was a good deal smaller than Lonne, and grain for horses more costly. But those who traveled frequently between the outlying homes and the heart of Kedres often owned a pony cart, as well as a sledge for winter. The ponies were small, shaggy beasts, mostly sorrel or gray, hardly more than hip high, but strong and easy to keep. And, more to the point at the moment, sure footed as cats on icy roads. Aunt Ines’ pony cart had a canopy that could be put up against wind and rain, and though it was not meant to carry more than one or two people, the ponies made nothing of the weight of three women. Taudde put the hood of his new oiled cloak up over his head, glad of the softening of the storm, and Prince Tepres did the same, and they walked beside the pony cart.

They came to the first outlying houses of Kedres just as full dark fell across the town. Lanterns shone everywhere now. At the edge of town were the homes of merchants and tradesmen and minor gentry, the former distinguishable because merchant families nearly always lived above their shops, so that merchants’ homes usually displayed carved wooden signs declaring
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