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Mansuus, Mansuur

Heavy wet flakes drift past the windows of the Lied fuhr’s study, each window hung with maroon velvet
drawn back to reveal an early-spring snow that has already dropped more than half a yard of whiteness
on the city, and on the ice that still covers the River Toksul.

The man who stands before the windows, looking out, wears a sky-blue tunic with a silver chain bearing
the amulet-seal of the Liedfuhr of Mansuur around his neck and a mourning band of black and maroon
upon his left arm. For a moment, his hard green eyes flick to the ice-and-snow covered river that cuts
through the city, if well below and beyond the hill on which the palace rests. Then, he turns, standing
beside the polished wooden desk that has graced the study for three generations, and asks, “You think
Nes erea will fall before harvest?’

“As matters now proceed, it is most likely,” replies the trim overcaptain in the maroon uniform of the
Mansuuran Lancers. There are but a few streaks of raven black amid the silver-gray of the lancer’s short
hair. His thin eyebrows are silvered as well, but the dark eyes are deep and intent. “Despite the efforts of
the Sorceress of Defalk, Aerlya and Annayal hold but an area little more than a hundred deks around
Esaria."

“If we dispatch the fifty companies of lancers from Un duval? Then what, Bassil?” Kestrin runs his right
hand through short-cropped brown hair that is already half-gray, although he will not reach his full second
score of years until the turn of the following spring.

“Are you willing to risk all fifty companies? And to slaughter all those who do not support your sister and
her daughter?"
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Kestrin tilts his head slightly as he studies Bassil. “If I must.”

“You must. You must also avoid facing the sorcerer Lord Belmar. He is strong enough to dispatch all
your lancers with his spells.”

“Unless we can catch him in a snowstorm or the rain.” Kestrin laughs.

“You risk much if you send your lancers into Neserea,” cautions the older man.

“I risk more if I do not.”

“Your seers report that the Sea-Priests are readying a fleet to sail from the Ostisles,” reports Bassil.

“They are doubtless sailing eastward, but not to Man suur.”

Bassil raises his eyebrows, but does not speak.

Outside the private study of the Liedfuhr, the wind moans. The snowflakes are smaller, and falling faster,
and the light dims as the clouds overhead darken, as if winter is returning to Mansuus.

“This Secca--- Lord Robero’s new Sorceress Protector of the East--- she has destroyed all the
Sturinnese vessels that had threatened Liedwahr. Do you think that the Maitre of Sturinn will decide to
invade us while he has forces in Du mar that are threatened by the sorceress?”

“She remains in Encora for the moment.” Bassil pauses. “Yet it is most likely that she will travel to
Dumar and use her sorcery against the Sea-Priests there before the Maitre can re inforce them. That will
not be easy for her. The Maitre can use the sea to land more sorcerers and lancers, but it will be weeks,
if not longer, before the snows melt enough for Lord Robero to send reinforcements to Lady Secca”
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“He will not send them even then,” predicts Kestrin. “He fears Belmar as much as the Sturinnese. Lady
Secca has been successful without further aid. Lady Clayre is slowly losing in Neserea, as you have
pointed out, and Aerlya and Annayal may have to flee before long.”

“Where?"

Kestrin sighs. “Perhaps to Nordwei.”

“It is yet winter there.”

“And you question that I should send lancers into Nes erea?”’

“I cannot see how you could do otherwise--- when you can. They cannot cross the snows of the
Mittpass yet.” Bas sil shakes his head. “If you do not dispatch them, once the snows melt, Belmar will
take all of Neserea by midsummer. But . . . if he is as bright as he seems, he will turn to face your lancers,
in order to destroy them.”

“They must not face him. Their task is to destroy those who rebelled against Aerlya.” Kestrin’s voice is
hard. “If he turns, then the Sorceress of Defalk may be able to strengthen Aerlya’s hold on the north and
east”

“That is possible,” Bassil concedes, his voice, neutral.

“Not likely, but possible,” Kestrin replies with a grim laugh. “Better that than we do nothing. The lady
Secca may yet retake Dumar from the Sturinnese, but this Belmar is their tool, and even she will be
hard-pressed if Neserea falls and the Sturinnese reinforcements land in Narial.”

“Because she will be caught between him and the Sturin nese?"

The Liedfubr nods slowly. “Because we will then face the Sea-Priests alone.”
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Outside the study, in the growing darkness, the moaning of the returning winter wind rises with the night.

The late-morning sunlight poured over the two-story structure that held the Matriarch’s guest quarters,
but the wide second-story windows that faced west were still in shadow. The air in the main chamber
was hot and still, fore shadowing summer in Encora, although by the turn of the seasons, spring had even
yet to arrive.

Rather than using the small working desk that faced away from the leftmost of the three windows, Secca
had seated herself at the circular golden oak conference table, her back to the windows. Alcaren sat on
the opposite side of the table, leaving four chairs vacant. The tiled hearth on the south wall held several
logs set on a pair of heavy iron andirons, but it had been weeks since Secca had needed a fire.

The petite and redheaded sorceress looked at the rose that lay on top of the papers before her on the
conference table-- a perfect white rose, appearing so delicate that the slightest breeze would rip off the
petals. But like so much in Lied wabhr, the rose was not what it seemed, for the petals were of white
bronze and the stem of a greenish iron--- and it had been Alcaren’s love gift to her, one she had never
expected.

Her amber eyes went from the rose to Alcaren--- narrow waisted and broad-shouldered, almost too
short for his breadth to be handsome, yet not stocky, with short-cut brown hair and gray-blue eyes. He
wore the pale blue Ran uan uniform and the collar insignia of an overcaptain. As he felt Secca’s eyes
upon him, he looked up from the map he had been studying and smiled warmly.

In spite of herself, Secca flushed.

“I do the same thing,” he said with a slight laugh, adding, “when you look at me.”

She shook her head. “It is hard to get used to.”
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“I know. No one ever looked at me that way?"

Secca wondered about that, and yet, she didn’t. Alcaren was barely a head taller than she was, and he
was striking, but not necessarily handsome. He was a largely untrained sorcerer in a land that feared
sorcery, and a strong man in a land ruled by women. “We still need a consorting cere mony,” she said

slowly.

“You sound dubious, my lady. Am I that much of a bur den to bear?"

At the mock-woeful tone of his voice and the twinkle in his eyes, Secca laughed. “You are no burden.
Far from that! Still, it is strange.”

Alcaren waited, his smile encouraging her to speak.

“It is strange, and it is not. After these years, I had not thought to find love.”

“Though I have not traveled as you have, my lady,” he replied gently, “neither had 1.”

“I had thought, were I ever to be consorted, it would be in Falcor, or Flossbend, or even Loiseau . . .
not in a strange land.”

“We could wait,” he suggested. “I would not wish to rush you into such."

Secca shook her head. “Lady Anna waited even to ac knowledge her love for Lord Jecks, and I fear
she lost years of happiness because she delayed.” A sad smile crossed Secca’s lips as she thought of the
woman who had been more than a mentor, more than a teacher a mother as well, in fact, if not in name.
Secca doubted that she would ever recall Anna without love, emptiness, and a sense of regret that she
had not told Anna how much the older woman had meant to her.
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After a silence, Secca added, “I need you, both for myself and for what we do. I would not have it said
that our alliance was disharmonious or merely of bodily needs.”

Alcaren raised his eyebrows.

Secca found herself flushing again, wondering how she had been able to ignore the sheer magnetism of
her consort-to-be for as long as she had. “I did not say. . .“ She laughed once more, shaking her head as
she did.

Alcaren laughed as well.

As the moment of shared joy passed, Secca cleared her throat gently, repeating, "We must have a
consorting cere mony before we leave Encora.”

“Because you’re a Lady of Defalk.”

“And so that the Ladies of the Shadows know that I’m going to carry you off away from Ranuak.”
Secca smiled mischievously for a moment ‘Does the Matriarch perform such ceremonies?”

“Seldom. . . but she can.”

“Surely, she would do that for a beloved cousin.”

“She would more likely do so to make sure her beloved cousin was leaving Encora forever,” replied
Alcaren dryly as he rose from the chair and stepped back, stretching, be fore looking past Secca toward
the windows and the harbor beyond.

“I think she would like to see you happy,” Secca said.
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“Oh. . . that she would. Happy with a lovely woman and a beautiful sorceress. . . and happily gone from
Encora and on our way to save Liedwahr from the scourge of the Sea-Priests. With song-sorceries used
to great effect elsewhere.”

Secca nodded agreement, even as she sensed the under-lying bitterness. “But she would perform the
consorting cer emony.”

“I am most certain she would.”

“I'will send her a request by messenger,” replied the petite redhead, “after we meet with the others.”

“Will you also send a message to Lord Robero?”

“Yes, but not by sorcery, and not soon. Perhaps I will wait to tell him personally.” Secca grinned. “He
did say that I needed to consider the matter of heirs.”

Alcaren’s mouth opened.

Secca laughed once more. “Not now, but with you able to do sorcery, I could have children without
fearing all would be after me while I was weakened.”

“I am not...” he replied slowly.

“You can certainly sing a scrying spell already,” Secca pointed out “That is not forbidden, even by the
Ladies of the Shadows.”

“The idea of greater sorcery, it feels strange,” Alcaren replied.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

“Best you get used to it if we are to contend with the Sea-Priests.” Secca eased to the working desk,
bent over, and lifted the lutar from the case beside the left end of the desk. She began to check the

tuning.

“You want me to try a scrying spell now?”” he asked.

“Why not? We need to check on the Sturinnese ships before we meet with the others. I’ll do the first
one, and then I'll write the words for the second.”

“You have high visions of my ability.”

Secca shook her head. “I know what you can do.” She pulled on the copper-tipped leather gloves, then
stepped to the conference table and looked down at the scrying glass in the middle before clearing her
throat She’d already run through a series of vocalises before Alcaren had arrived, and they should have

been enough for scrying spells.

Chording the lutar, she sang.

“Mirror, mirror, show me clear and as before,

any ships of Sturinn near Liedwahr’s shore...”

Even after Secca had finished the spell and lowered the lutar, the mirror remained blank silver, showing
only the white plaster of the ceiling.

Secca frowned, then handed the lutar to Alcaren. As he strummed it and hummed the spell-melody,
Secca dipped the quill in the inkwell and then jotted down the words she held in her mind. Careful not to
tilt the paper or brush the wet ink, she set the sheet on the table between Alcaren and the scrying glass.

He studied the words and ran own chords, not quite like hers, mouthing the words silently. Finally, he
sang the spell in his true and. light baritone voice.
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“Show me now, most clear and as must be,

ships of Sturinn near our southern sea. . .”

The glass remained blank.

Secca jotted a third spell—one asking to see Sturinnese ships in the Western Sea near Mansuur. Even
after Alcaren sang it in his true baritone, the glass came up equally blank. "My singing?”” he asked.

“I think not. Try this one.” She slipped a fourth spell before him.

“If this doesn’t work, you get to tryit again,” he said.

“It will work.”

He raised his eyebrows for a moment, then concentrated on the spell.

“Show us clear and show us bright

ships of Sturinn that share Ostisles’ light...”

The glass displayed a bird’s eye view of a wide harbor filled with vessels.

Secca swallowed. Never had she seen so many ships in one place—even through a scrying glass. “You
see. You can do it as well as 1."

“I can do it, but not so well,” he countered."
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After trying to count the vessels in the glass, she lifted her eyes. “Can you do a release spell?”

“It will fade without it,” he pointed out.

“But it takes energy from you. The release spell ends the drain immediately.”

He frowned, then sang, chording the lutar.

“Release this vision of what we see,

and let the glass a plain mirror be.”

Secca laughed. “I haven’t heard that one.”

“I couldn’t remember yours,” Alcaren confessed. ““So I made that one up.”

“That just shows you are a sorcerer, no matter what you say.”

“Don’t tell the Ladies of the Shadows, thank you.”

“I won’t.” Secca frowned. “I lost count at threescore ships.”

“The spells showed that all those ships are still being readied in the Ostisles,” Alcaren pointed out.

“Right now.”
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A solidthrap on the door interrupted their, conversation. “The lady Richina is here, Lady Secca,” called
Easlon, the lancer stationed outside her door.

“Have her enter.”

The tall blonde sorceress--- the youngest of all of the full sorceresses of Defalk and not even a year
beyond being more than an apprentice--- stepped into the main room of the guest chamber, inclining her
head to Secca, and then to Al caren. Her green eyes smiled with her mouth. “Wilten and the chief
players will be here shortly.”

“Has your glass . . .7* Secca shook her head. “You can tell us all at once when they arrive.”

Richina, more than fifteen years younger than Secca and nearly a head taller, moved toward the
conference table with the kind of tall grace that the all-too-petite Secca had often envied in others. “It’s
most pleasant outside, if with a chill breeze.”

“It looks to be,” Secca admitted.

“You should get out more often, lady,” suggested the younger sorceress.

“The chief players,” announced Easlon.

Spared the need for a response, Secca replied, “Have them enter.”

The gray-haired Palian stepped through the door, her light gray eyes offering a smile as they passed over
Secca and Alcaren. Delvor followed, his lank brown hair flopping over his forehead. Both inclined their
heads to Secca, and to Al caren and Richina, if slightly less deferentially. Two steps behind came Wilten,
the overcaptain of Secca’s underman ned four companies of lancers. The overcaptain nodded
rev erently, if stiffly, to Secca.
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Secca waited for Richina and the other three to seat them selves before she began, slowly. “The
Matriarch has gath ered crews for some of the Sturinnese ships.” As she spoke, she found herself
thinking again how dearly the spell that had destroyed the Sturinnese sailors and armsmen had cost her.
Yet, had Alcaren not offered his own life with Darksong to save hers, she never would have known the
depth of his love. Still . . . remembering how she had felt sprawled on the ship’s deck dying, she almost
shivered, and she had to swallow before continuing. “And there are also another half-score of Ranuan
ships that will accompany us when we leave for Dumar.”

“Are there other Sturinnese warships near?" asked Wilten.

Secca nodded to Alcaren.

“There are none near Liedwahr,” explained the Ranuan overcaptain. “The glass shows that the Maitre
gathers ships in the main harbor of the Ostisles. That is a voyage of two weeks with the most favorable of
winds.”

“The seas are clear,” pointed out Wilten, “but the Sea-Priests hold Narial and the coast all the way east
to the Ancient Cliffs, do they not?’

Secca nodded. “We will have to use the glass to find a landing where we will not have to fight our way
ashore. There are few Sturinnese lancers on the lowland coasts west of Narial. It’s a longer voyage, but
there are roads north to Envaryl.”

“They could take Envaryl any day, could they not?" pressed the overcaptain.

“Not with the lancers they have within fifty deks of that. city,” replied Alcaren. “They have sent
companies of lancers throughout Dumar to root out those who oppose them. Even if they tried to regroup
the very day we set sail for Dumar, they could not gather more than twenty companies and send them to
the coast by the time we land.”

“This you are sure of?”

“It might be fifteen; it might be twenty-five,” Alcaren cnceded.
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“That is why we need to sail as soon as we can,” Secca said. “We cannot count on the Sturinnese to
keep their forces spread, and we do not wish to wait until another fleet is gathered and filled with
armsmen and lancers."And drum mers and sorcerers, she added to herself.

“How long will that be?” asked Palian.

“I hope not long,” Secca replied. “I meet with the Matri arch tomorrow, and we will see.” She turned
her eyes back to Wilten. “Can all be ready within the week?"

‘We can be ready,” the Defalkan overcaptain responded.

Secca looked to Alcaren. “And the SouthWomen?”’

“They have been ready for several days. A few more days will help in training the new recruits.”

“Recruits?” asked Wilten.

“Among the younger South Women there has been no dearth of volunteers to go fight the Sturinnese.
Captain Del cetta and Captain Peraghn have been able to be most selec tive in those they accepted.”

Wilten nodded slowly, almost stolidly. To his left, Palian offered a knowing smile, while Delvor bobbed
his head, and then pushed back the lock of brown hair that always fell across his forehead, and always
had in the score of years Secca had known him.

Secca stood. “We’ll meet after I’ve talked to the Matri arch. Then we should be able to finish planning
how we can retake Dumar.”

As the chief players, Wilten, and Richina stood, and then slipped out, Secca kept a smile on her face,
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despite the near absurdity of what she had so blithely, proposed. With per haps a half-score of ships, six
companies of lancers, two groups of players, and three sorcerers, she was talking about re-conquering a
land held by more than a hundred companies of Sturinnese lancers, supported by dozens of Darksong
drum sorcerers. While she might expect two companies of South Women, her own four companies of
lancers were already well under-strength, and she could expect few if any reinforcements, while her
enemy gathered a fleet of between two- and fourscore warships and transports and scores more
companies of armsmen and lancers. To the north of Dumar, in Neserea, a rebellion raged, and if that
turned out badly, she might find another sorcerer arrayed against her—one who had powers similar to
her own, and interests far closer to those of the Maitre of Sturinn.

The smile remained, and she said nothing until the door closed. Then she sighed as she turned to the
window and looked toward the harbor, although she could see only the masts of the ships tied at the
piers.

“Everyone thinks we can do this,” she said slowly.

“If we cannot, the Liedwahr we know is doomed,” Al caren said, stepping up behind her and slipping
his arms around her waist, if loosely.

“If we can, it is also doomed,” she replied softly.

“I know.”

For a long moment, they stood together, enjoying the mo ment, before Secca turned in Alcaren’s arms,
hugged him, and kissed his cheek. Then she slipped from his loose grasp and stepped back toward the
conference table, looking down at the papers and scrolls. “With the new recruits, the SouthWomen will
be nearly as strong as my lancers.”

Alcaren shook his head. “You still have nearly three com panies worth.”

“And a very cautious overcaptain.”

“Wilten does not care that much for me,” Alcaren ob served.
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“We have talked aboutthat before. He does not dislike you. He dislikes anything that is unknown or
offers a risk. You are both.” Secca tilted her head, thinking, realizing that, even af ter all the years of
seeing Wilten, she would be hard-pressed to describe the overcaptain, except in a general way. He
af fected neither beard nor mustache, and he was neither tall nor short, neither ample nor excessively
slender. His eyes seemed to take on whatever color surrounded him, and his face was not oval or square
or round or thin.

“He is like too many in Encora these days, then.”” Alcaren snorted. “They would have someone else bear
the risk, essay the song-sorcery, and then complain that the way in which their liberty was preserved was
not to their liking.”

“That is true in all lands, perhaps in all worlds.” Secca pulled out a sheet of parchment, then shook her
head and took one of the crude sheets of brown paper. “We still need to send a request to the
Matriarch.”

C‘We?79

“It takes a man and a woman to be consorted. We both should sign the, request.”

Alcaren laughed. “That way, neither those in Defalk nor those in Ranuak will be pleased.”

“Are they ever?’ Secca raised her eyebrows.

They both laughed.

Wei, Nordwei

Outside the window of the study, the light from the late-winter sun reflects in all directions from the glaze
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ice coating the two-yard-deep snow that covers the city and the ice on both the River Nord and
Vereisen Bay. Because of the glare, the dark window shutters are almost entirely closed, except for a slit

where they meet.

The woman who sits at the desk of polished ebon wood, her back to the window and the thin line of
bright light, has fine silver hair and dark black eyes. Once her hair was as dark as her eyes, but those
eyes, set as they are in a finely wrinkled skin, still are clear and miss little.

“Leader Ashtaar, the Lady of the Shadows.” The voice comes from outside the closed study door.

Before answering the announcement, Ashtaar covers her mouth with a dark green cloth, and
coughs—once, twice-- -then sets the cloth aside.

“Enter.” Her voice is firm and clear.

The woman who enters is cloaked in black, with a black hood and a gauzelike black veil.

The Council Leader of Wei nods to the polished wooden armchairs across the ebony desk from her and
waits for the woman in the dark hood to seat herself. The Lady of the Shadows takes the seat farthest to
Ashtaar’s left, well away from the thin line of glaring light

“You wished to see me?”

“Leader Ashtaar, you know well our concerns about sorcery

As Ashtaar nods, her fingers find the polished black agate oval on the desk.

“Defalk’s Sorceress Protector of the East has stretched the harmonies until all Erde vibrated, and then
the illegitimate sorcerer of Ranuak used Darksong to save her from her folly.”
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"That is what the seers reported,” Ashtaar replies mildly.

“Is that all you have to say?"

“She destroyed all the Sturinnese warships in the ocean along the south coast of Lie dwahr. That was in
our interest. Do you wish me to condemn that?”” asks the Council Leader.

“This time . . .this time it benefited us. Do you not think that the Mynyan lords thought the same when
they first un leashed song-sorcery?

“That may be, but there is little I can do about this. What do you wish of me?”’

“At the very least, you could send a messenger to Lord Robero.”

A crooked smile crosses Ashtaar’s lips. “What will I tell him? Thathe must forbid his sorceresses from
the sorcery that is all that keeps his realm from falling to the Sea-Priests? Or that we will send the lancers
we do not have to attack him?”

“You made sure we had few lancers. That was your do ing,” points out the hooded woman.

“Indeed itwas, and I would do the same again. With the sorcery of Defalk, and the strength of our fleet,
we may yet survive and prosper. You would strip Liedwahr of all that would keep it from the chains of

the Sturinnese for fear that sorcery you cannot describe might prostrate us in a fashion you cannot
define.”

"Words, honored Ashtaar. Elegant and well-spoken, but only words. Thefacts are thus. We do not
have enough lancers to stop Defalk from using sorcery. We do not have enough ships to stop the
Sea-Priests from bringing their sor cery to Liedwahr.”

“You sit on the Council, lady. You know as well as do I that we have spent all the coins we could on
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our fleet, and that fleet has protected our traders well enough that we yet prosper. Would we have
prospered had we spent the golds on lancers? Had we any more golds to spend on ships?"

“Yet you risk two of our fleets by sending them west ward?"

“As you know,” replied Ashtaar, letting a trace of tired ness and exasperation show in her voice, “the
Council agreed that it was far better to do that than to leave the fleets either caught in the ice or laid up at
their piers and moorings. The presence of our vessels in the Western Sea will at least make the
Sea-Priests more cautious.” She pauses for the briefest of moments before continuing. "Besides
complaining about matters neither of us can change, what do you wish?"

“What we always wish. Your word that you will not sup port the sorcery of Defalk in the war between
the Defalkans and the Sturinnese, and your word that you will not allow your seers to turn to sorcery.”

Ashtaar’s eyes seemed to darken further. “That I cannot do. It would be most unwise."

“You will regret not renouncing the sorcery of Defalk.”

“I am most certain that I will,” replied the Council Leader. “I am also certain that I would regret acting
as you wish far more. Neither of us would wish to survive under the rule of Sturinn, and if we did, even
you would regret most bitterly condemning song-sorcery.”

“You presume too much, Ashtaar.”

“No. I do not presume at all. Sturinn has been planning to take Liedwahr for years. The Maitres built
their fleets and trained their sorcerers and lancers and waited until the Great Sorceress and the old
Liedfuhr died. In this time of change, they have acted. We are at a time when the whole future of all Erde
will be fixed for generations, if not forever. I will not place Nordwei in the van of opposition to the
Sea-Priests. That would be foolish for many reasons. But I will not do anything to harm the efforts of
those who oppose them, and where we can help, we shall.”

“You are old and mad. You will have sorcery destroy us all, worse than in the Spell-Fire Wars.”
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“I think not. The harmonies will prevent that,” Ashtaar asserted quietly.

“Words. Vain words, especially from one who does not believe in the harmonies.”

“I admit that I do not believe in your harmonies. Harmony is a force. So is dissonance. They will
balance. We may not like the resulting balance, but it is better to strive for the harmony we wish, than to
abdicate to those who would use dissonance because we fear the changes that struggle may bring.”
Ashtaar’s fingers rest on the polished agate oval, unmoving.

“We will see.” The Lady of the Shadows rises.

‘Wewill see, and I will also regret having to use a seer to ensure that your assassins are less than
successful.”

‘We will see about that as well.”

Ashtaar nods. “You may go.”

After taking a step toward the door, the hooded woman turns back toward Ashtaar. “If I might ask,
why did you not attempt to use your fine words to persuade me? Why did you oppose me so strongly?”

“Would fine words have changed what you believe?” asks the older woman. “Would you have believed
me if I had promised to look into the matter most carefully?”

The hooded lady laughs, harshly. “We will see.”

Ashtaar’s eyes follow the dark figure until the door closes.
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From her seat at the conference table, Secca glanced to ward the harbor and the masts she could see
from the second-story windows of the guest quarters. The faint smell of spring-damp earth eased through
the windows on the light breeze that still held a hint of chill.

Secca’s amber eyes dropped to the papers and scrolls be fore her, the topmost one a rough map of
Dumar she had sketched out in her efforts to plan where she and her forces might best land. Envaryl still
held out, although Secca had the disturbing feeling that it should have fallen weeks be fore. The Ranuans
were hurrying, according to Alcaren and the Matriarch, but it had been almost a week from the day she
had asked the Matriarch to consort her to Alcaren and to hasten there departure for Dumar.

On one day she had set a consorting and an invasion-- although few would have considered her meager
forces as adequate for such, even with two sorceresses and an untried sorcerer. Then, Alcaren was not
untried in battle, just in battle sorcery.

"Chief Player Palian, lady,” announced Gorkon.

‘Please come in,” Secca called as she looked toward the door.

“You asked for me, Lady Secca?’ The gray haired chief player inclined her head to Secca as she
stepped into the guest chamber.

“I did.” Secca gestured toward the chair beside hers at the conference table and waited for Palian to
seat herself.

“You were the one who taught me my instruments all those years ago. You knew me when I was a little
girl.” Palian nodded.

“You were younger than I am now, closer to Richina’s age.”
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Palian smiled faintly.

“If  might ask . . . if you would not mind,” Secca ven tured. “Why did you never choose a consort?’

Palian chuckled, ruefully. “I was never asked. . . and never did I see someone I wished to ask. Before I
knew it, well, there was little point in doing so.” She paused. “After playing for Lady Anna, and under
Liende . ..?"

"You did not wish to consort for the sake of consorting?"

“Did you, lady?" asked Palian softly.

Secca shook her head. “But now . . . I have decided to consort.” Secca looked at the older woman. I
never thought it would be like this.”

“You knew that Lord Jecks threw himself before an en chanted javelin to save Lady Anna, did you not?
That was when she took Dumar. A Sea-Priest was hidden and cast two at her.”

Secca smiled, almost wistfully. “No. She never told me, but I was barely eight when Lord Ehara sent
lancers into Defalk. It does not surprise me. It would have taken an effort such as that.. .“ Abruptly,
Secca laughed. "I'm more like her than I’d known--- is that what you’re suggesting?"

Palian smiled. “Alcaren could not have shown he loved you any more than he already has. Or than Lord
Jecks did for Lady Anna.”

“That is true . . . but . . . being consorted by the Matriarch of Ranuak. . . in Encora?" Secca raised her
hands. “In less than two days . . .
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“You do not have to. Not even Lord Robero could force you to consort,” Palian pointed out.

“I had always thought Flossbend, or Loiseau. Even Fal cor. Never had I thought I would be consorted
in Encora.”

“Were it not Encora,” asked Palian quietly, “would you be consorted at all?”

Secca didn’t even have to think about that. She’d already met most of the men anywhere near her own
age and po sition in Defalk. A rueful smile crossed her face, but before she could speak, there was a
knock on the chamber door.

“Lady Secca, there is a messenger here,” Gorkon an nounced.

Secca frowned. “A messenger?”’

“There are two, with a guard. They’re from the Matri arch.” There was a hint of laughter in Gorkon’s
voice. “They very much need to see you, and I would say you should see them.”

Neither Gorkon nor any of her lancers acting as guards---had ever presumed to suggest whom she
should see. Secca glanced at Palian. The chief player shrugged, her lace also expressing puzzlement.

“They . . . can enter without the guard.” The “messengers” were two girls, and they carried something
thin and almost as long as the older girl was tall---something obviously very light and wrapped loosely in
dun cotton.

“I’m Ulya, Lady Secca,” offered the dark-haired girl, bowing. She was not quite as tall as Secca.

"I'm Verlya.” The younger and smaller blonde also bowed.
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“Mother said that we could bring these. They’re consort ing gifts from Mother, Father, and us,”
explained Ulya.

“Mother?” Secca asked, although she suspected who the two must be.

“She’s the Matriarch, but we call her Mother still,” said the younger blonde--- Verlya. She added
quickly, “You have to open these now.”

“Thank you.”Secca smiled as she glanced at Palian. You re all very kind."

The girls had mentioned gifts, but she saw only the one, carried by both. Ulya lifted it toward the
sorceress.

Secca took the light bundle and laid it across the conference table, then slowly peeled back the dun
cotton until she had revealed a gown shimmering blue fabric, but the blue of Loiseau, not the pale blue of
Ranuak---with three-quarter-length sleeves and a high-collared neck. Lookingat it, as she lifted the
garment and held the shimmer-silk before her, she realized it had been somehow tailored for her. She
stud ied the gown closely then smiled. It was a gown in ap pearance only, with a full skirt over
three-quarter-length trousers, clearly designed to let her ride.

She glanced atPalian, inquiringly. Palian shook her head.

“Lady Richina let us borrow one of your gowns while you were riding one day,” explained Ulya.

“And some trousers. Mother said you would need to ride to the ceremony. Lady Richina promised she
wouldn’t tell,” Verlya said, asking quickly, “Can we come to your con sorting? Mother said we had to

ask you.”

Secca smiled softly. “If your mother agrees, you may come.”

“Good!” exclaimed the small blonde. “She said we could come if you said we could.” She paused. “Oh .
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.. I forgot the second gift.” She fumbled in her leather jacket and brought out a rectangular box of
polished white oak and extended it. ““The real gift is inside, but the box is for you, too

Secca slipped the bronze catch and opened the box gin gerly. Her mouth opened. Inside was a
necklace a choker—of white gold. She studied the design of interlocking sections, noting almost
belatedly that on one side---set inside a framed gold diamond shape were a min iature sabre crossed
with the symbol for a half note. Where the two crossed was inset with a small diamond. On the other side
was a thunderbolt crossed with a note, and the jewel was a small emerald.

“This is gorgeous,” Secca said slowly. “I do not think---"

“You have to,” insisted Verlya. “It was made for you and Alcaren. He was the best of Mother’s
guards.”

“I gather I have no choice.” Secca smiled at the two sis ters. “I thank you both . . . and your mother and
father for being so thoughtful and generous.”

“Mother says a consorting like yours happens but once in the life of a land,” offered the older and
dark-haired girl.

While she could have disagreed had Palian or Richina or even Alcaren---said those words, somehow
she could not contradict Ulya. “I do not know about that. I do know that you have made it more special,
and I cannot thank you enough.”

Ulya bowed. After a moment, so did Verlya.

“We must go,” the older girl said as she straightened. “Mother said we were not to tarry.”

“Or dally,” added the blonde.

“By your leave, Lady Secca?" The two bowed again.
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“By my leave, and do convey my deepest thanks to your mother.”

“Yes, lady.”

The two turned and walked solemnly to the door--- except Secca caught the glimmer of a smile from the
younger sister. After the door closed behind the departing girls, Palian looked to Secca. “They were
most polite and restrained for the heirs of a land.”

“They’re not automatically the heirs,” Secca said ab sently, her eyes still on the white-gold choker she
almost wished she had not been given. “This Matriarch is the younger daughter. Alcaren said that her
mother was actually a cousin of an earlier Matriarch.”

“That might be better for other lands, as well.” Palian’s voice was dry. She stepped forward and stood
beside Secca, looking down at the open box beside the gown and studying the white-gold choker. After
a moment, the chief player turned to Secca. “It carries a message, lady, though none is written thereon.”

“I know.” Secca nodded slowly. “I know.” “The lady Richina,” announced Gorkon.

‘Do have her come in,” Secca said coldly, winking at Palian.

Richina inclined her head almost before she was inside the chamber. “Lady Secca.”

“I understand that you have been lending out my gowns,” Secca said sternly. “My only gown.”

Richina bowed her head.

Secca laughed. “Best you see the fruits of your devious ness.” She held up the gown.
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“It is beautiful, lady.” After a moment, Richina added, "It is my fault.I wanted you to have a consorting
gown, but I cannot sew well enough for such. So I asked the Matriarch for her assistance. You do not
mind, do you?”

“You have more boldness than I do in such,” Secca con fessed.

“In that, you also resemble the lady Anna,” Palian said. “Never would she ask anything for herself if ever
she could avoid it.”

Secca flushed then looked down at the polished wooden floor before raising her eyes again.

“If you can,” blurted Richina, “you might keep the gown a surprise from Alcaren.”

“I will say nothing,” Secca promised. “That does not mean he will not know. This is his land.”

“I do not think any will tell him,” observed Palian dryly. “Not about a consorting gift from the
Matriarch.”

All three women smiled.

Secca held up the gown again, stepping toward the mirror on the inside wall. “Itis beautiful.”

East of Itzel, Neserea
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The two men sit across an inlaid wooden table in a study paneled in time-aged golden oak. Because the
day is gray, and near sunset, only the dimmest of light seeps through the ancient mullioned windows, and
most of that is blocked by the heavy gold velvet hangings drawn across each casement to block the late
winter cold. Even so, the chamber s filled with the golden light that radiates from the almost half a score
of six-branched candelabra that surround the table where the two eat.

“This table is almost as exquisite as the one in Jysmar’s hold,” remarks the younger man, after taking a
sip of golden amber wine from a crystal goblet. The darkness of his blue tunic, trimmed in gold,
accentuates his piercing blue eyes, fair skin, and jet-black hair.

“Much was lost when you brought his hold down around him, Lord Belmar,” replies the man in gray,
who at times appears barely older than Belmar, and at other times more than a score of years older than
the young Lord of Worlan.

“That was his loss, not mine.” Belmar smiles before tak ing another sip of wine. “Besides, the show of
force was necessary. The older lords were beginning to doubt my power.” He gestures around the
chamber, his hand sweeping past the polished dark oak shelves that hold the scores of leather-bound
books, past the Pelaran tapestries hung on the walls between the shelves. “Would we have had such easy
entry here otherwise?” He chuckles. “And Lord Girsnah is more than happy to have us served his very
best. I could even request his daughter, master jerGlien, and he would offer her willingly.” Belmar glances
toward jerGlien, as if seeking a reaction. “She is young, tender, and rather attrac five.”

The man in gray offers a faint smile of amusement. “I imagine he would, under the circumstances.”

“I won’t go that far. That sort of foolishness was what undid Rabyn."

“Along with his otherfailings.”

Belmar ignores jerGlien’s sardonic tone. “The entire south of Neserea acknowledges me. So does the
northeast and the far northwest. Only the river valleys of the Saris and Esaria itself stand opposed.”

“That is true."
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“Nowis the time to strike.” The black-haired and blue-eyed lord glances at the older man in nondescript
gray. “Do you not think so, master jerGlien?”

“Always . . .somewhere . . . it is time to strike, Lord Bel mar. The skill is knowing where and how
hard.”

“Meaning that you think I am too impatient?” asks Bel mar.

“If you can stop the Sorceress of Defalk, then you should do what you feel necessary.”

“I defer to your experience, master jerGlien, yet I might ask why you think I am too hasty. For your
words suggest other than what they say.”

A shrug comes from the man in gray. “We have made certain entreaties to Lord Robero, very quietly.
He is not totally unreceptive, but he is far from convinced, it would seem to me. We must convince him...
appropriately.”

“And how would that be, and why would I care?” “I do not pretend to know Neserea, and Defalk even
less, but . . .” JerGlien pauses dramatically. . . .were I about to rule a land, I would prefer not to have an
unnecessary enemy on my borders. Lord Robero is constrained by the presence of the very sorceresses
who support him.” The Sturinnese smiles. "What man enjoys being constrained by women?"

“You think...?"

“One must strike before, it is expected . . . or where such an attack is not expected, and it cannot hurt if
one strikes where a loss may not be regretted totally by the ruler of a neighboring land.”

“Striking at the sorceresses of Defalk?”
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“You face the least dangerous, for all her experience,” offers jerGlien. “The younger one is more
dangerous.”

“She destroyed an entire fleet, did she not? The younger one? That could not have pleased your
Maitre,” replies Bel mar.

The man in gray laughs. "What she has done has gained her little. She remains in Ranuak, and the snows
on the Mittfels and Sudbergs still deepen. She has no allies to speak of and will have to face far more
sorcerers than she knows if she would wrest Dumar from us.”

“She may have gained little,” points out Belmar, “but it has cost your Maitre dearly.”

“Not so dearly as one might think, and ifi# positions her to fail . . . why then, it is well worth the cost”

“You presume to judge such for your Maitre, my friend.”

“Were the Maitre here, I daresay he would find little to object to in my words.”

“He is more trusting than I would be.”

The Sturinnese smiles. “He is far less trusting. He cannot afford trust. He ensures obedience. That is
safer and wiser. Far wiser."

Belmar pauses, not quite imperceptibly, before lifting the goblet “I will study the glass and the maps
tomorrow. Then, we will see. Perhaps we can persuade the lady Aerlya that her daughter--- young
Annayal should, indeed consider a consort most quickly in these troubled times.”

“If she remains in Neserea.”
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“In a winter like this, with the snow waist deep except on the roads we have cleared with sorcery . . .
where could she go?" Belmar smiles once more.

“Where indeed?” replies the Sturinnese, lifting his own goblet. Although the rim touches his lips, he does
not ac tually drink the wine, excellent as it may be.

Outside the guest quarters, a cold misting rain drifted from the low gray clouds, collecting on the
window panes and running down the glass in irregular rivulets. In side, before the low fire in the hearth,
two figures embraced as though they had not seen each other for seasons, rather than just since the
evening before.

After a long time, Secca gently disengaged herself from Alcaren’s hug, good as it felt, and stepped back.

“Is something the matter?”” asked her consort-to-be.

“You have to tell me more about your parents,” Secca said. “We’re going to meet them in less than a
glass, and I know almost nothing.”

“You know about my mother—or have you forgotten?”” Alcaren offered a mischievous grin, his broad
hand reaching out, his fingers caressing her cheek momentarily.

“I remember everything you told me, but it was all about you and your mother, and how you’d never
make a trader like she is—or like your sister. You didn’t tell me anything really about her. I don’t know
what she looks like or what . . ." She shook her head. “Please . . . just tell me.”

“Well . . .” Alcaren drew out the word. “She’s tall, taller than I am, and her hair was sandy blonde, but
it’s mostly gray these days. She laughs a great deal, sometimes when she doesn’t mean it. I suppose that
comes from being a trader. She’s never liked matters that deal with household ing, and we always had a
cook, because she doesn’t care what she eats, and the rest of us would have starved.”
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“Your sister--- I'm sorry I’m interrupting, but this is all so unexpected—will she be there?”” Secca
paused, then added, “I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have to be sorry. Nedya will like you.”

“She’s your sister? You’ve never mentioned her name.”

“I haven’t?”

“Not once.” Then, in all fairness, Secca had to remind herself, she hadn’t known Alcaren that long---
less than two seasons.

Alcaren shook his head. “She’s small and dark, wiry, like Father, but she’s strong. She can hoist cargo
with the strong est of the crews. Her voice is like Mother’s, though. Even when we were small, everyone
in the neighborhood could hear her.”

"Does anyone else have a talent with the mandolin or with voice?"

“Father has a pleasant voice. He was the one who first taught me to play, but he dislikes sorcery,
perhaps even more so than Mother, and I’ve never heard him sing.”

Secca winced. “What do they think about your consorting to a sorceress?”

“Nedya thinks that it’s for the best . . .”” Alcaren grinned. “‘She said that it would be good for me to have
someone who can understand me and keep me riding in the right direction.”

“How about your father?” Secca wasn’t sure she wanted to ask about what Alcaren’s mother thought.
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“He hasn’t said much. He never does. He didn’t even shake his head or curse when I broke chisels and
ruined stone blocks and broke clay molds. He knew I was trying, and that I just didn’t have the talent.”
Alcaren’s lips curled ruefully.

“What did he say when you told him about us?”

“He just smiled, and said it was about time I found some one who could take care of me.”

“Take care of you?” blurted Secca.

“Remember? I’ve never proved particularly adept at what they think is important. My hands can finger a
lumand or a mandolin, but not work clay or stone. I get sick on ships in rough water, and I never enjoyed
counting up golds.”

The sorceress almost shook her head, thinking about how well Alcaren rode, how accomplished he was
with a blade, how effectively he seemed to organize and lead people, and how much he knew. “And your
mother?”

“She said that I was consorting well above my station, and that it was for the best, but that I should
thank the harmonies and not get airs about it.” He was the one to shake his head. “She said that being
your consort would be the most difficult task I’d ever tried.” The warm smile fol lowed. “She might be
right in that”

“Now I’'m difficult?” Secca raised her eyebrows.

“What you will attempt in attacking the Sturinnese has never been successful,” he pointed out “Then,
what you’ve already done has never been done, either.”

Secca frowned. Anna had done far greater sorceries and become the first woman regent truly to rule a
northern land in Defalk.
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“No one else has ever destroyed a Sea-Priest fleet at sea. Even your lady Anna only destroyed them at
anchor in the harbor."

“No one else was ever foolish enough to try.” Secca glanced toward the windows. “I suppose we
should go. You said we would be there by midmorning?"

“Before midday.”

Secca turned toward her bedchamber to gather her riding jacket and her sabre, but Alcaren intercepted
her and drew her into his arms.

“We do have to go,” she whispered.

“In a moment.”

It was a very long moment before he released her—or she released him.

By the time they had gotten their mounts from the stables, which were a good hundred yards behind the
guest quarters and past the barracks that housed her lancers and the two companies of South Women
commanded by Alcaren, the cold rain had turned into an even finer mist. The formless gray clouds had
lightened, and a cooler breeze swirled through the long, stone-paved courtyard. Infrequent light gusts of
cool air alternated with warmer damper air.

“It will be colder tonight,” Alcaren said, as Secca mounted her gray.

“I like that better than rain,” she replied.

A discreet cough interrupted their conversation. “Lady, Overcaptain.. .
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Secca turned in the saddle.

Wilten stood by the stable door. Beside him was the SouthWoman captain Delcetta. The strawberry
blonde woman had an apologetic smile on her face. “We have taken the liberty of having a squad of
lancers from Loiseau and one from the SouthWomen to escort you. They are drawn up and awaiting
you. Also, your chief archer Elfens has requested to accompany you with several of his best archers.”

“The Ladies of the Shadows have not been released from the White Tower, have they?”” asked Alcaren.

“No, ser. But we do not know all who may follow them,” replied Delcetta.

Wilten nodded, and added, It is best that none think you unguarded.”

Would she seem more formidable guarded or unguarded? Secca wondered.

As she and Alcaren rode out of the courtyard, the lancers eased their mounts into position, leaving the
two of them between the crimson-trimmed, dark blue riding jackets of the SouthWomen and the green of
Loiseau. The measured clopping of hoofs echoed through the damp morning as the column headed
between the neatly trimmed boxwood hedges that flanked the lane leading to the main avenue.

Secca glanced forward at the SouthWomen lancers lead ing the way, then at Elfens, riding behind the
vanguard.

The tall archer seemed to feel Secca’s glance and twisted in the saddle, grinning as he offered an angled
half bow.

Secca grinned and shook her head. After a moment, she turned in the saddle to take in the column
behind them. “I feel almost like a prisoner.”

“You are,” Alcaren said with a laugh. “You’re a prisoner of your own power. None of us can afford to
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lose you.”

“Even you?"

“Me ... mostof all.”

Once out of the lane, they turned their mounts northward, in the direction of the Matriarch’s small
palace. The misting rain stopped completely, but wisps of fog rose from the gray stones of the avenue,

twisting into vague shapes in the seem ingly more frequent bursts of cold air that had begun to chill the
warmer damp air.

“What is your . . . your parents’ dwelling like?”” Secca asked after a silence.

Astride the brown gelding that was almost the size of a raider beast, and far larger than Secca’s gray
mare, Alcaren shrugged. “It is a dwelling with two small wings and a stable that will hold four mounts,
perhaps five if we double stall in the front corner. We have no carriage. There is a small formal flower

garden off the portico and a much larger veg etable garden. Father has his studio in a small outbuilding. It
is all very modest.”

“Do you still have a chamber there?”

“I suppose so. I have left nothing there, but Father calls it my room.”

They continued riding past the Matriarch’s palace and then turned onto another avenue that led uphill
and to the northeast. Secca noted that some of the dwellings flanking the avenue were nearly as large as
the Matriarch’s. None was small. “Is their dwelling on this side of the hill?”

Alcaren laughed. “I fear not. It is smaller and more to the south on the lesser hill.”

Secca nodded, but as they rode to the top of the hill and then followed a narrower way to the right and
down onto a lower hill, the houses and grounds did not get much smaller. When they rode up into a
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stone-paved circular drive, Secca was scarcely surprised that the dwelling was more than the simple
house Alcaren had suggested.

“Here we are,” announced her consort-to-be, gesturing toward the small villa with two wings branching
from the circular and columned rotunda that dominated the stone-paved lane leading to the covered entry
and the mounting blocks.

Alcaren reined up in front of the mounting blocks, leaving them to Secca. While she appreciated his
courtesy as she dismounted, once more she felt almost patronized because of her small stature.

“Alcaren!” The young woman who hurried out through the columned archway was indeed small and
wiry, perhaps even shorter than Secca herself, and more boyish in ap pearance. She glanced up at Secca
and flashed the same warm smile that Secca had seen from Alcaren. “Lady Secca . . . Then she
laughed, warmly and openly. "Wel come . . . welcome.”

Secca tried to halt the inadvertently quizzical look that she could feel appearing on her face.

“Alcaren never said how beautiful you are,” Nedya rushed on. “Or that you were a redhead.”

Secca wondered what Alcarenkad said, since, from what she’d seen and overheard from the younger
women in her hold of Flossbend or at Loiseau, they seldom mentioned the physical beauty of women
who might be rivals—or consorts to their brothers. Secca didn’t have an easy response, but managed to
reply, “He’s probably had other things on his mind. He’s been helping me plan what we have to do next’
Realizing belatedly the ambiguity of her words, she added quickly, “Against the Sturinnese.”

b

“He talked about that,” Nedya admitted. After a moment, she said, “I’d keep you both out here in the
cold chattering, but Mother and Father are waiting inside.”

“As patiently as ever, | am most sure,” Alcaren said dryly as he stepped up beside Secca. He glanced
sideways at the sorceress. “Mother has never been known for her patience. She has other virtues, but
not that.”

“And my older brother can be painfully honest,” replied Nedya. “His grace is that he is as unsparing of
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himself as of anyone else.”

“I’ve always found him the soul of care and tact,” Secca admitted.

Nedya raised her eyebrows. “For that alone, we should be thankful.” She spoiled the arch effect by
smiling.

Secca handed the gray’s reins to Gorkon, who had ridden up behind them, but not dismounted. Then
she walked side by side with Alcaren up the steps and through the door that Nedya had left open. The
entry foyer was not large, a cir cular space four yards across with white-plastered walls and a floor tiled
in a pattern of repeating hexagons of alternating white and dark blue. A single tapestry filled the blank
wall directly opposite the doors, and the scene upon it was that of a full-masted ship under sail, rendered
entirely in shades of blue, save for the golden-braided border.

The broad-shouldered older woman who stood just before the tapestry in the small foyer was a good
head and a half taller than Alcaren. She had a weathered face somehow both squarish and angular. Her
eyes were grayish blue like her son’s—except even more piercing. Beside her stood a smaller, slighter
man with dark brown hair streaked with silver.

The woman spoke first. “I am Carenya, Lady Sorceress, and I welcome you to our dwelling.”

Secca inclined her head. “I am happy to meet you. Al caren has spoken much of you and of your
success as a trader.”

"Were it not for your efforts, I fear, none of us would be traders for much longer.” A wry smile, but one
with warmth beneath, appeared with Carenya’s words.

“I am Todyl.” The man who stood in the archway to the left offered a broad smile. “Alcaren has said
how talented you are, but he had not told us that you are also beautiful.”

Secca found herself blushing, as if she were fifteen years old, instead of more than twice that ““You are
most kind, and so is Alcaren.”
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“Do come in,” Carenya offered, turning and gesturing in the direction of the archway in which her
consort stood. “We should not be standing in the foyer.” She paused. “It is damp outside. Would you
like some warm cider? Or a hot brandy?”

“Cider, if it would not be too much trouble.”

"For me, also,” Alcaren added, almost apologetically.

The trader glanced at Nedya. “If you would...”

“I’ll be quick,” promised the young woman.

The sitting room beyond the archway was both as Secca had imagined it, and not at all the same. Given
Alcaren’s description of his mother, she found the spareness unsur prising, but not the vivid reds and
yellows infusing the few hangings on the plaster walls and the three brilliant green cushions on the
all-wooden settee where she seated herself.

Alcaren sat down beside her, protectively, as Todyl and Carenya settled into unupholstered wooden
armchairs across a bare low table from the settee.

“Alcaren has said that you are one of the Thirty-three of Defalk, both by ability and by birth?”” Carenya
offered the words as an opening, but without a tone of questioning.

“I am Lady of Flossbend. My father held the domain, but he died when I was a child. And both my
mother and my brothers were poisoned by my uncle. The lady Anna de feated my uncle and restored the
lands to me. I became a sorceress, and when Lady Anna died last fall, Loiseau came to me as her
sorceress-heir."

“If I might ask,” ventured Todyl, “what is your hold like?”
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Secca smiled. “Neither Flossbend nor Loiseau is terribly large, just enough to support a small household
and the lanc ers.”

“Lancers?” asked Carenya.

“The four companies of lancers in green are hers, not Lord Robero’s. She supports them and pays
them,” Alcaren said quickly. “My lady is sometimes too modest.”

“Your lands cannot be that small, then,” suggested the trader.

“We do as we must in these troubled times,” Secca re plied, not really knowing how she could answer
the implied questions without being deceptive in some way or another, or revealing more than she had
any desire to divulge.

Nedya hurried into the sitting room, bearing a tray on which were five mugs. Steam drifted from all five.
She deftly set a mug before Secca, then before Alcaren. “Only because this is special,” she told her
brother with the hint of a smile.

“I’ll do the same for you,” he whispered back.

“You’ll wait a long time, but I’ll hold you to it.”” Nedya handed mugs to her parents, then sat on the stool
at the end of the low table, cradling the mug between both hands.

There was a long silence.

“Besides fight battles,” asked Nedya abruptly, “what does a sorceress of Defalk do?”

Secca smiled. “Until the last two seasons, I had never fought a battle. In Defalk, sorcery is used to make
life better for people. We build roads and bridges, sometimes build ings. Last fall I repaired an old dam
and part of the aqueduct that provided water to the people of Issl. I have used sorcery to discover where
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a well might be dug.”

“That does not sound too taxing,” observed Carenya.

Secca tilted her head, wondering how she could explain. Finally, she began. “In one day, a sorceress
and her players may be able to use sorcery to build one dek, perhaps two deks, of stone-paved road.
That much sorcery will exhaust them. Defalk had no paved roads outside of Falcor when the lady Anna
became regent. Today, there are more than a thousand deks of roads in Defalk. There is even one that
travels most of the west of Defalk, from Nordfels to Den guic.” She paused. “It would take scores of
men to build and pave a dek of road in a day. While sorcery can do such faster, it takes much effort and
skill.”

2

“The roads improve travel and trade,” mused the trader. "We also have had to build bridges and fords,
Secca added.

“Defalk had been the poorest of lands since the Spell-Fire Wars,” reflected Carenya, “but now . . .”

“Matters are better now,” Secca pointed out, “but Defalk is still far from wealthy. It has been more than
a score of years since the terrible drought, and the land has still not fully recovered. Even my orchards do
not produce what they did in the first years of Lord Brill.”

“You could have been a trader, lady,” replied Carenya with a slight laugh. “Nothing is as good as it
could or should be”

“How will you get to the ceremony?” asked Nedya quickly, as if to preempt another question by her
parents. “It’s a long walk from the guest quarters to the Matriarch’s.”

Secca glanced at Alcaren, who met her inquiry with raised eyebrows. Then, he finally shrugged.

“I would guess that we’ll ride,” Secca replied. “I haven’t seen any carriages or coaches in Encora.”
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“There aren’t any,” Nedya said. “Unless you count the wagons with benches.”

“It’s an old custom,” explained Todyl. “The Mynyan lords used carriages shielded with sorcery. No one

has ever used a coach since.”

Secca nodded slowly. Just as she thought she understood Ranuak better, something like the matter of
carriages popped up. Then, she should have guessed from the tailoring of the gown sent by the

Matriarch.

Wondering how many other surprises she would discover in the course of the afternoon, Secca smiled

and asked Car enya, “How did you become a trader?”

“That was easy enough. Once I could stand, my mother put me on the deck beside her . . ."

Secca nodded and continued to listen.

While the sun shone through a high and thin haze, the chill breeze out of the northeast reminded Secca
that,even in Encora, the season was not yet spring. She and Al caren rode at the head of the column,
preceded only by four of the Matriarch’s guards, and followed immediately by Wilten and Richina, with a

company of lancers in the green of Loiseau bringing up the rear.

Wearing her green leather riding jacket over the blue gown was practical, if not terribly elegant, but
Secca had no alternatives, besides freezing. She shifted her weight in the saddle of the gray mare, then
glanced sideways at Al caren, riding beside her in the darker blue dress uniform of an overcaptain of

Ranuak--- a much warmer outfit than the blue consorting gown Secca wore under the riding jacket.

“I’ve never seen that uniform,” she said.

“Neither had I, until yesterday. It was a gift from the Matriarch. She said she owed more than a uniform
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to me, but that the uniform would have to do for now.”

“She wants you consorted and out of Ranuak,” Secca sug gested, “and she might gift her favorite cousin
more—once you're safely away.”

“Her problem cousin is more accurate,” Alcaren replied. “But I’ m about to become more your problem
than hers. Are you ready for that?”

“More than ready. You’ve already been the problem. We’re past that” Secca smiled, broadly, trying to
conceal some of the nervousness she felt.

“You’re worried still.” His voice carried the understated concern that it had taken her, seasons to
recognize.

“A little. In a way, I’d given up hope of finding a consort I could love. Getting that feeling back . . ."

“I know.” Alcaren laughed gently, warmly. “I do know. I didn’t expect to find myself drawn to you.
Then . . . I couldn’t lose you, and I didn’t realize it until I had to act.”

[ know. I' m glad." Secca appreciated both his words and the warmth behind them.

The last half-dek of the avenue leading to the Matriarch’s palace was lined with lancers--- women
lancers in the red and blue of the SouthWomen. As Secca and Alcaren rode past, each SouthWoman
lifted her sabre in salute, holding it unwaveringly long after the couple had passed.

“They don’t have to . . ." Secca murmured. “They do,” replied Alcaren in a low voice, leaning toward
her. “The Council of SouthWomen will ask the Matriarch to allow all five companies of the SouthWomen
to accom pany you to Dumar.”

“They told you this?"
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Alcaren shook his head. “They were talking about it from the day after the battle with the Sea-Priests.
All of the South Women lancers are packing, and all have made ar rangements for others to handle their
crafts or work.”

Secca swallowed.

“You have become their champion, and they will follow you where they would follow no other.”

“Me? I’'m not even from Ranuak.”

“All have seen your work with a blade, and all know that you have slain Sea-Priests with both sorcery
and blade.”

Secca smiled, ruefully. “You told them?”

Alcaren shook his head. “Delcetta did. Since the time of the Great Sorceress, they have felt they failed,
and they would follow you to redeem themselves.”

Secca still felt strange hearing Anna referred to as the Great Sorceress. “Redeem themselves for what?
What they did created the Free City, and that began to change every thing in Ebra.”

“Only because Anna defeated Bertmynn and forced the Ebrans to recognize the city as a place of
refuge. They feel they owe both of you.”

Even after Alcaren’s brief explanation, Secca couldn’t say she understood, but she wasn’t going to
pursue it on her consorting day.

Following the Matriarch’s guards, they turned their mounts toward the gateless opening in the bluish
white gran ite walls that encircled the Matriarch’s palace and grounds. Over the ungated entry rose a
high stone arch. Above the keystone of the arch was set a single white-bronze fire lily. Inside the walls,
the stone drive curved toward the three-story dwelling set in the middle of a park with wide ex panses of
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grass and irregularly spaced low trees. Under the portico waited another set of four guards in the pale
blue uniforms of the Matriarch, standing on the steps above the long carriage-mounting block

“You will let me assist you in dismounting, my lady, will you not?”” asked Alcaren. There was a smile in
his tone of voice, as well as upon his lips.

“This time.” Secca was smiling as well.

After dismounting, Secca took Alcaren’s arm, and they walked past the small honor guard and up the
three wide stone steps to the archway into the small palace. Richina followed silently.

Once in the square foyer inside, Secca removed her riding jacket and handed it to Richina. The younger
sorceress took off her own jacket, revealing her simple traveling gown of rich green, then passed both
jackets to Gorkon, who had followed them inside, with Wilten. Richina led the way up the single
staircase, not overly wide, perhaps three yards, but broad enough for Secca and Alcaren side by side,
even with Secca’s blue overskirt.

“I hope your family is here,” murmured Secca.

“Father wouldn’t miss it, and neither would Mother and Nedya. They’ve probably been here for a good
glass.”

When Richina reached the landing at the top of the steps, the younger sorceress stepped forward
toward the open doorway into the Matriarch’s formal receiving hall, where the consorting would take
place. The Matriarch’s two daughters, both in white trousers and tunics, flanked the doorway, each
carrying a sprig of fir about two spans long, each sprig wrapped in white ribbon. The two girls bowed
gravely to Richina and then more deeply to Secca and Al caren.

“Have them enter,” called the Matriarch.

As Secca stepped into the formal receiving hall, past the two girls, walking slowly beside Alcaren, her
eyes went first to Alya, standing on the dais before the blue. crystalline chair-throne, a throne sparkling
with an inner light that cre ated an aura around the Matriarch. The diffuse light from the floor-to-ceiling
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windows on each side of the chamber somehow emphasized the warm bluish aura.

Alcaren’s parents stood on the left side of the receiving room, their backs to the long windows, while a
slender man with blond-and-silver hair, presumably the Matriarch’s con sort, stood by himself on the
right. He was attired entirely in white, except for a dark blue belt and matching dark blue boots.

Both Carenya and Nedya wore white tunics with lace col lars over dark blue trousers, while Todyl wore
a blue tunic over white trousers. All three wore crimson leather belts.

Richina stepped forward, and then moved to the right, beside the Matriarch’s consort, before turning to
face Car enya.

Secca and Alcaren stopped two paces short of the dais and the Matriarch.

Alya smiled warmly. “T would like to say that I never would have guessed that this consorting would
come to be. I cannot tell you, and all those here, how happy I am that you two have found each other,
and happiness in each other.” She paused. “The ceremony is simple.”

There was a moment of silence. Then, the Matriarch glanced out across the modest formal hall. “Do any
here have any objection to this consorting?”’

After a pause, she looked at Secca. “Do you, Secca, Lady of Loiseau and Flossbend, enter this
consorting of your own free will, without coercing another, and without coercion by any other being, and
in joy, hope, and honesty?’

“I do.” Secca felt a lump in her throat, and, somehow, she wished Anna could have been them to see the
ceremony, and . . . somehow. . . she felt sad that her mentor had never felt able to consort to Lord
Jecks.

“Do you, Alcaren of Encora, enter this consorting of your own free will, without coercing another, and
without coer cion by any other being, and in joy, hope, and honesty?”
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‘GI dO”

Alya looked to Secca once more. “If you would repeat after me . . .

Secca nodded.

“I, Secca, in the sight and song of the harmonies, offer myself as your consort, forsaking all others. I
accept you and no other as my consort for so long as shall the har monies declare, through all times of
trouble, all times of joy, and the times that are neither.”

“Alcaren, if you would repeat after me . . .”

Alcaren smiled and squared his shoulders ever so slightly before repeating the words. “I, Alcaren, in the
sight and song of the hannonies, offer myself as your consort, forsak ing all others. I accept you and no
other as my consort for so long as shall the harmonies declare, through all times of trouble, all times of
joy, and the times that are neither.”

After just a moment of silence, Alya raised her left hand, drawing a circle in the air.

Secca could see the faintest shimmer of a blue orb hang ing before the Matriarch for a long instant
before Alya again spoke.

“As Matriarch of Ranuak, I declare you are consorts in body, in spirit, and in harmony.”

Secca turned toward Alcaren, lifting her head slightly, as his arms went around her ever so gently. Their
lips met.

Someone sighed.
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As she and Alcaren embraced and kissed before the Ma triarch, Secca could feel a sense of warmth
and peace— flow over them, and she didn’t want the moment to end.

Envaryl, Dumar

The sharp-faced man in the crimson tunic of the Lord High Counselor of Dumar stands with his back to
the low coals in the hearth of the villa’s study. “A cold winter this has been. Few have seen one this chill.”

The man in gray nods. The two other men, one wearing the uniform of an overcaptain, the other the gold
collar in signia that proclaim him an arms commander, do not.

“We watch, and yet your glass, Elyzar, it shows nothing,” continues the Lord High Counselor.

“The glass shows what is, Lord Fehern. It does not show what we wish,” replies the sorcerer.

“I do not see why the Sturinnese do not move against us,” offers the arms commander. “The roads are
firm. The mud is gone, and yet they advance not. Or so slowly that they might be a giant tortoise.”

“That may be, Halyt,” says Fehern. “That indeed may be, but they hold all of our lands save this
miserable western province. They rode quickly enough in the fall. Now, they do not. Can your glass tell
us why, Elyzar?"

“It can show what happens. It does not show what is in men’ s hearts.” The broad-shouldered sorcerer
fingers his neatly trimmed and square-cut black beard.

“It is clear that they wait for something,” states Arms Commander Halyt. “Could it be that they fear the
Liedfuhr will strike them from the north?”’
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“Kestrin won’t do that." Fehern snorts. “He worries far more about his sisterand her daughter. My dear
younger brother Eryhal should have consorted with the elder. Then, there would be less support for this

Belmar.”

“One cannot undo what is done, lord,” oftfers Elyzar unc tuously. “One can but take the opportunities

offered to change the future.”

“We can’t do anything about Neserea,” points out Halyt. “We needs must prepare for the onslaught

here.”

“How . . . with more quick skinnishes that kill Sturinnese, but scarcely stop them? Or do you have a
score of sorcerers or thirtyscore companies of lancers coming to our aid from somewhere?" Fehern
laughs hollowly. “Not a word, and not a single lancer from that old woman of Defalk. All these years we

have sent tribute and fealty, and what do we re ceive in our time of trouble? Not a thing. A sad thing it is
when the best ruler of Defalk was a woman and but a regent. She was more a man than the men of

Defalk.”

“All the mountains are too deep with snow . . .” murmurs the overcaptain.

“Now . . .but were they that deep when the Sturinnese landed in Narial? When aid would have truly
helped?”

Neither officer speaks for a time.

Fehern looks hard at the sorcerer. “Your glass has no answers as to why the Sturinnese tarry. Do you,

Elyzar?”

"They wait for something, lord. It could be that they think that waiting will gain them more than

attacking.”

“We have supplies, more than enough. What we do not have is sorcerers who can do battle work and
lancers ade quate to stop the white tide. You know that.” Fehem glares at Elyzar. “So must they.”
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“They must know something.” Halyt laughs heartily. “Otherwise, we would see them on the river road.”

“They must. But what?”” Fehern turns from the sorcerer, cocking his head slightly. “What could it
possibly be?”

Elyzar offers an emgmatic smile, but does not reply.

The cold and clear skies that had graced Secca’s con sorting had departed, and for the two days
afterward gray clouds and misty rain had blanketed Encora, not that Seeca or Alcaren had paid much
attention to the weather for the first day or so.

A stolen pair of days of bliss were all Secca dared take, and Alcaren had but nodded knowingly that
morning as she made ready to visit the Matriarch once more. Now, she rode through the light and cold
rain, with Alcaren beside her, back northward along the avenue to the Matriarch’s compact palace.
Behind them rode a company of Defalkan lancers, and before them a squad of SouthWomen in their
crimson-trimmed blue jackets.

“I will not accompany you inside her receiving room,” Alcaren said. “Neither your people, nor Lord
Robero, nor the Ladies of the Shadows would wish to see me as exerting greater influence.”

“That would be best,” Secca admitted, relieved that she had not been the one to have to make that
statement, and pleased that Alcaren had both seen the problem and made the offer not to accompany
her. “The Matriarch will still know I listen to you.”

“She listens to her consort, and all know that. In Ranuak, consorts are meant to be heard, in private.”

“That is also true in Defalk, save that the consorts heard in private, until the Lady Anna changed matters,
were all women.”
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“Some lords, would not be loath to see that custom re turn?”’

“There are doubtless some, but more in Neserea than in Defalk, and that is why so many rally behind
Belmar.”

“You worry about what will happen there, almost more than what awaits us in Dumar.”

“I do.” Secca couldn’t have explained the dread she felt when considering Neserea, almost as if that
land posed a greater danger than Dumar, yet nothing she knew would support that. “I cannot say why,
but [ do.”

“I cannot see that, my lady, but I would not go against your senses for that” Alcaren paused. “I would
ask that you consider why you may feel that way. In that fashion, we will not be so surprised as might
otherwise be the case.”

“I don’t think its Belmar . . .”” Secca shook her head. “T’ll have to think.” She could still recall Anna’s
words about trusting her feelings, If only she could put words and ideas tow#y she felt as she did.

Alcaren did not press her, and shortly they rode under the archway into the Matriarch’s grounds and
reined up under the covered portico, where a pair of guards in pale blue stood by the archway.

“You are expected, Lady Secca,” offered the taller, even before Secca had finished reining up beside
the mounting block.

“Thank you,” she replied, dismounting easily, then hand ing the gray’s reins to Gorkon, who also took
the reins to Alcaren’s gelding.

Secca and her consort entered the foyer, then climbed the stairs to the upper level, where Alcaren
stopped at the upper landing, well short of the Matriarch’s guard.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Secca stepped forward, and the guard turned to the door, opening it just a trace.

“The lady Secca to see you, Matriarch.” Almost before completing the announcement, and before the
Matriarch’s words to admit Secca were completed; the guard opened the door.

Secca walked toward the dais, stopped, and bowed before Alya, who was again seated on the blue
crystalline throne- chair.

“You had asked to see me, Lady Secca?” asked the Ma triarch.

Secca bowed. “I would like to inquire as to how might our transportation to Dumar be coming?’

“As quickly as we can finish fitting out the vessels. Alter all, after freeing our ports and providing us with
six more vessels,” replied the Matriarch with a smile, “how could I refuse?”

“Especially since it would remove two sorceresses and a sorcerer, from Encora,” countered Secca.

“But I would be losing my favorite cousin.”” Alya laughed warmly, before a more serious expression
reappeared. “I cannot tell you how happy I am for both of you. I have not seen Alcaren so joyous in all
his life. He does not tell others, but I can sense and see that”

“[ fear I am carrying him into great danger,” Secca said. “That may be, but it is a danger that you may be
able to overcome together. The dangers he faced here could never have been conquered.”

Secca nodded. From what she had seen of the Ladies of the Shadows, she understood.

‘Do you know where our ships would carry you? When we spoke before, you had not decided, and
Narial remains in Sturinnese hands. . . ventured the Matriarch.
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“I had thought the small port of Stygia, south of Envaryl. We are still using the glasses to study Dumar,
but, before we went farther, I wished to ask if that destination would be one where you could assist us.”

Alya laughed gently. I think everyone in Ranuak would like to help you on your way, wherever it be in
Dumar, if not for the same reasons. The SouthWomen want to follow you into battle. The Exchange
wants you to defeat the Stu rinnese as soon as possible. The Ladies of the Shadows would like you and
Alcaren out of Encora before you cor rupt the land to a greater extent, and I will feel great relief, if

sadness, once you are safely departed?" Alya’s expression returned to a somber cast. ““You know the
SouthWomen have requested to accompany you? All five companies?’

“I had heard rumors of such.”

‘Would you have them?”

“Gladly,” Secca replied. “Five companies would help greatly.”

“I had thought as much. They have asked if you would accept Delcetta as their overcaptain. She would
take orders still from Alcaren, or from you, as you see fit.”

“I have no problem with her being an overcaptain. With the demands of sorcery, I would leave direct
command to Alcaren.”

The Matriarch nodded. “I will convey both my approval and yours to the Council of SouthWomen . .
.ot that they need mine, nor have they always heeded the Matriarch, butif is better when we do agree.”
Alya’s last words were de livered with a dryly sardonic tone.

“How soon can we leave?" pressed Secca.

“Before your consorting I had asked the Exchange to make ready the ships. Three days from now, [ am
told, if there are no storms, and if you are ready.”
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“We will be ready.”

“I'will send word.” Alya stood. “I wish that times were otherwise."

“So do we all.” Secca bowed. “Thank you.”

“We owe you the far greater thanks, Lady Secca. Perhaps in time, all in Ranuak will understand that”

“You are kind.” Secca doubted that the Ladies of the Shadows would ever be thankful, and with what
she might have to do in the weeks and seasons ahead, they would be even less pleased. “We will do our
best” With a faint smile, she bowed again and turned.

Outside, Alcaren was still standing by the top of the stairs. He glanced at her.

Secca nodded slightly, and they started down the steps.

“Three days,” she murmured, as she and Alcaren crossed the foyer toward the archway leading out to
the portico.

“Wilten will not be pleased.”

They both laughed softly as they stepped out of the build ing and under the portico.

Gorkon led their mounts to them, and Secca mounted quickly, and as gracefully as possible, she thought,
for a woman as small as she was.

She said nothing as they rode out from under the portico and into the rain that had let up and become
more like an icy mist.
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“That is not all, is it?”” Alcaren finally said as Secca and he followed the squad of SouthWomen back
southward to ward the guest quarters and barracks.

Secca eased her mount closer to Alcaren’s, so close that their legs almost brushed, and she replied in a
low voice, “They’ve asked me to accept five companies of South-Women, with Delcetta as overcaptain
reporting to you. I accepted. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Reporting to me?”

“In a battle, I can’t worry about lancers. You think I should have them report to Wilten?" Secca lifted
her eye brows as she continued to look at Alcaren.

He shook his head. “Best you let Wilten know that it was the Matriarch’s request.”

“I will, once we have gathered everyone.” Secca used the back of her glove to blot away the melted
water oozing down her forehead toward her eyes. Her thoughts went from the sea voyage ahead and the
Sturinnese forces in Dumar to Clayre and the difficulties the older sorceress faced in Nes erea...and back
to her speculations about what might await her forces in Dumar.

Alcaren respected her pensiveness, and the ride back to the guest quarters was without more
conversation. As they made their way back up the stairs to the second floor of the structure, Secca
blotted away more of the water that had seemed to seep into her hair, despite the green felt hat.

Achar and Easlon were the guards at the double doors to her chambers. Secca glanced to the older
guard. “Easlon . . .if you would find Lady Richina, the chief players, Over-captain Wilten, and Captain
Delcetta.”

“Yes, lady.”

“Oh .. .. and would you see if you can find another chair somewhere?”’
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Easlon nodded before turning away.

Alcaren opened the door for Secca, then followed her inside and closed it. He crossed the room to the
hearth and lifted another log from the wood box onto the gracefully curved bronze andirons---above the
coals that were all that remained of the morning’s fire.

“Thank you,” Secca said. “That icy rain is almost as bad as the snow.”

“I’m not sure it’s not worse,” replied her consort, taking Secca’s jacket and hanging both his and hers
on the wall pegs.

Secca glanced toward the bedchamber. “Is your lumand here?”’

“It’s behind the door,” replied Alcaren. "Why?”

“You’ll need it.” Secca smiled.

“My lady...”

“You’re going to do some of the scrying spells.” “I can see you are determined.” Alcaren laughed,
almost ruefully.

“You knew that before we consorted,” she painted out. He shook his head as he crossed the room.

"Lady Richina,” announced Achar.
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"Have her come in."

Richina entered, carrying her cased lutar, and offered a slight bow to Secca. “Lady.”

“How are you feeling?" asked Secca.

“I am fine.” Richina tilted her head quizzically. “Good. If you would sit at the table while the others are
arriving and prepare a scrying spell to call up Lord Fehern of Dumar?” Secca asked.

The younger blonde looked at Secca. “Are you feeling well, lady?"

Secoa laughed . . . “I’'m fine. We’re going to face the Sea-Priests. Both you and Alcaren are going to
get a great deal of practice in sorcery before we land in Dumar.”

“She is very determined on this,” Alcaren said, stepping back into the main chamber and running his
fingers over the strings of his lumand--- a unique instrument somewhere be tween a mandolin and lutar.

Richina offered a smile, and set her lutar against the wall, well away from the heat of the hearth.

“Lady?”

At Easlon’s voice, all three turned.

“Here is a chair. The chief players will be here shortly. So will Overcaptain Wilten and Captain
Delcetta.”

“Thank you.” Secca walked toward the door, picked up the chair, and carried it back to the table. She
had barely set it beside the table when Easlon announced the chief play ers. “Come in.”
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Palian and Delvor stepped inside the quarters. Both bowed, although Delvor slipped from his bow into
quick sliding steps to a position in front of the hearth.

“The fire feels good, lady,” he explained.

“You can enjoy it until Wilten and Delcetta get here,” Secca said.

“That won’t be long,” commented Palian. “They were but a few moments behind us.”

As if to confirm her words, Easlon announced, “Overcap tain Wilten and Captain Delcetta.”

Secca took a seat and waited until the others were seated around the conference table, before she
began. “I met with the Matriarch earlier this morning. She has agreed to provide us with vessels to take
us to Dumar. They will be ready in three days, if there are no storms.”

“Three days?” asked Wilten deliberately.

“The Sea-Priests are readying a fleet in the Ostisles. I would prefer that we have some time in Dumar
before we face even greater numbers of Sturinnese and their thunder drummers.”

“Lady . . . we have four companies that number closer to three. Even with two companies of
SouthWomen . . . Wil ten shook his head.

Secca glanced toward the red-haired Delcetta. “Has the Matriarch talked to you?”’

The SouthWoman officer nodded. “Would you like me to explain...?"
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“Please,” Secca said.

Worry and puzzlement warred briefly on Wilten’s face as he turned to look at the blonde SouthWoman.

“Both the Matriarch and the Council have agreed,” began Delcetta. "We will send all five companies of
SouthWomen lancers with your forces. We are prepared to leave imme diately.”

Palian nodded, the hint of a smile crossing her face.

“Delcetta has also been advanced to overcaptain, but the Matriarch has requested that she still report to
Overcaptain Alcaren,” Secca added.

“The SouthWomen have agreed to continuing that line of command,” Delcetta replied. “It has worked
well.”

Secca looked to Wilten. "We will have a few more com panies, and also another sorcerer in Alcaren.”

Wilten nodded slowly. “Still. . . it is a perilous undertak ing.

“Very perilous,” Secca agreed. “But delaying will only make it more so.”

“Where might we land?” asked Delvor. “Will not Narial be defended by the Sturinnese?”

“I had thought we would avoid Narial.” Secca stood and gestured to the maps laid across the table.
“We don’t have the forces to attack Narial, except with sorcery, and I don’t see any point in destroying
what’s left of the port city. Most of the Sturinnese forces are gathering in Dumaria, probably for a march
upon those Dumaran forces remaining in Envaryl. That is where Lord Fehern appears to be gathering his
forces. If we land at the harbor of Stygia---it’s a small fishing port to the south of Envaryl---we can
follow the trading road across the low hills east of the southern West fels and reach Envaryl that way.
Also, there is a narrow trading pass northeast of Envaryl that, when the snows melt, could gain us
entrance to Neserea to help Lady Clayre.”
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"What about the Sturinnese, Lady Secca?” asked Wilten. “Could they not follow us from Narial?”

Secca nodded to Alcaren.

“That would be most difficult for them,” Alcaren said smoothly. “Much of the coast is rugged and rocky,
and they have no vessels to carry them to Stygia. The only other route is by the midland farm roads, and
that would take them far, far longer. We would be well in position on the highland bluffs before they
could reach us.”

‘What do we know about Lord High Counselor Fehern? Will he hold until we reach Envaryl?"

Rather than answer the question directly, Secca turned to Richina. “If you would call up Lord Fehern in
the glass?”

“Yes, lady.” Richina stood and reclaimed her lutar, taking it from the case and checking the tuning.
Shortly, she began the chords for the saying spell, and then the spell itself.

“Bring us clearly and as you will

Fehern‘s image to this glass fill...”

The glass displayed a man standing by a window, a figure seemingly tall, with graying black hair,
deep-set eyes, and an angular face.

Both Wilten and Delcetta frowned.

Secca was more interested in the broad-shouldered figure in traveler’s gray who stood back from
Fehern’s shoulder. She studied the man. “He looks like a Sea-Priest, even if he’s in gray and not white.”
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No one else around the table spoke.

Secca smiled atAlcaren. “Can you come up with a spell to see if he is?"

Richina’s eyes went from Secca to the glass, then back to the Ranuan. Then the younger sorceress sang
the release couplet for her own spell.

“Let this image leave in flight

and clear the glass for another sight..."

After frowning and mouthing some words, Alcaren eased from his chair. He picked up his lumand, an
instrument smaller than Secca’s lutar and, facing the glass, began to sing.

“Show me now and as you can,

Any Sea-Priest close to Fehern the man...”

The glass showed almost the same scene, except that it focused on the dark-haired man with the
trimmed and square black beard.

“You can release it,” Secca said to Alcaren. “If you and Richina would sit down...” She waited until all
were seated around the conference table.

"Did you know this before?" asked Palian.

“Not for certain. Jolyn had sent a scroll some weeks ago that suggested Fehem’s rise to Lord High
Counselor had been sudden and unexpected.” Secca laughed once, harshly. "We had Sea-Priests in
Ebra. Why not in Dumar?”
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“How could he place himself in the hands of the Sea Pnests?”” asked Delcetta. “Does he not understand
that he will be their slave?”

“Perhaps Fehern doesn’t know the man is a Sea-Priest,” suggested Richina.

“He may not wish to know,” said Alcaren dryly.

“With this . . . can we afford to enter Dumar?” asked Wil ten.

“Can we afford not to?”” countered Palian. “Fehern cannot know or allow himself to believe that the man
is Sturinnese. Otherwise, he would not have fought the Sea-Priests. He would have sought terms or some
advantage. Better we act before the Sturinnese learn we know such.”

“So long as we never rely on Lord High Counselor Feh ern,” added Alcaren.

Secca stood.“We still embark in three days. While we make ready, I would like you to think upon this,
and how we might turn it to our advantage.”

Wilten looked at Delcetta, then at Delvor, and finally at Alcaren. Each met his gaze without blinking. A
long mo ment passed before he murmured, “As you will, Lady Secca.”

Those around the table rose and bowed to Secca, except for Alcaren, who merely stepped back
toward the windows while the others filed out of the chamber.

After the door closed behind Richina, Secca and Alcaren exchanged glances.

“It’s a trap, you know,” Alcaren said.

“A snare within a trap, I think.”” Secca looked at Alcaren. “Yet waiting will tighten the noose more.”
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“The Maitre has been planning this for years.”

“He has been planning longer. We’ll have to plan better,” she replied. After a moment, she added,
“Once preparations are complete, and just before we embark, we should send a message by sorcery to
Lord Robero telling him that we are beginning the effort to reclaim Dumar.”

“Do you have some thoughts as to how we are to accom plish that, my lady?"

“Not yet” She smiled, half-sadly, not quite truthfully, as she recalled the notes hidden away in her pack,
the ones taken from Anna’s notebooks with the spells she had shuddered to read, and shuddered more
in reading Anna’s ex planations. “Do you?"

“Not yet, but I have great confidence in you.”

Secca shock her head.

“I'do...Itis just that you fear doing what you must do.” Alcaren grinned. “Remember, you don’t have
to do anything this moment.” He glanced toward the bedchamber, with a half-leering smile, “‘except enjoy
your consort.”

"I never thought . . .” Secca began.

"Neither did I," he replied.

They both laughed, and the sound was a mixture of rue and joy.

10
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Encora, Ranuak

The Matriarch walks slowly toward the throne-chair of blue crystal that waits upon the low dais at the
end of the formal receiving room. Her eyes barely take in the fa miliar room, or her distorted reflection in
the shadowed long windows on the west side of the room, a reflection that does not show clearly the
blonde hair that is silvering all too rapidly, nor the drawn face that has become more and more angular
with each season.

Silently, she steps up onto the dais, turning and seating herself on the blue cushion that is the sole
softness within the chamber. She straightens herself upon the throne-chair of blue crystal, then clears her
throat, before declaring firmly, “You may show her in.”

“Yes, Matriarch.” The voice of the guard is firm and clear, although he stands in the corridor outside the
receiving room.

The door opens. A gray-haired woman steps slowly into the formal receiving room, and beams of
golden morning light slanting through the long windows bathe her boots. The short cut of her hair
accentuates the roundness of her face, but the deep-set eyes are hard and cold. She offers a. bow that is
less than perfunctory. “Matriarch.”

“You expressed a desire to see me. What do you wish?”” asks Alya.

“I would like to know how long you intend to keep us prisoned in the White Tower. Or our daughters in
the Blue.”

“Not much longer, Santhya. It would not have been nec essary had you not been so foolish as to try to
kill the Sor ceress Protector.”

“I did nothing of the sort, Matriarch.” After a pause, she adds, “As you well know.” After a second
pause, she con tinues, “Nor did I consort a sorcerer and a sorceress under the aegis of the Matriarchy.”

“You would rather I deny them that small happiness?” Alya snorts. “As for attempting murder, as one of
your council, you approved that attempt, even if you did not per sonally lift the blade.” Alya offers a wry
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smile. “Even so, I keep my word. It may be a week or two, but then you can return to your home.”

“But not to the Exchange, | wager."

“No.” Alya shakes her head. “You have proven that you place the Ladies of the Shadows above your
duty to Ranuak. That is not acceptable for the Assistant Exchange Mistress.”

“Dyleroy accepts this?”’

“It was her decision, not mine. She is Exchange Mis tress.”

“For mere golds you will destroy all we hold dear.”

Alya’s eyes glitter, and a palpable chill issues from the dais.

Santhya shivers, but says nothing, and her own deep-set eyes continue to view the Matriarch.

Finally, Alya speaks, slowly, deliberately. “What we hold dear is the right to determine how we live.
What we hold dear is for each woman to be mistress of her own body. Golds are one tool, but no
Matriarch and no Exchange Mis tress has ever subverted those principles to golds. You, and all the
Ladies of the Shadows, fear the use of sorcery so greatly that you would return us to being slaves rather
than see sorcery employed to keep us free. Through fear, you would enslave us.”

“Through sorcery,” counters Santhya. “‘you will destroy us."

“I doubt that.”

“Matriarch . . . small as she is, well-mannered as she is, that sorceress will destroy all that is Liedwahr
before the year is out. The Spell-Fire Wars will seem like nothing com pared to what she will unleash in


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

the name of protecting Defalk---and us—from the Sea-Priests. The oceans will turn to steam; the land
will flow like water, and the handful of folk who survive will die barren.”

Alya laughs. “In the time of the Mynyans, during the Spell-Fire Wars you mention so often and so well,
there were scores of sorcerers and sorceresses. Today, Defalk has four, perhaps five. The Sea-Priests
may have a score, pos sibly twoscore, after the score or so that the Sorceress-Protector Secca
destroyed.”

“The Sorceress-Protector has the knowledge from the Mist Worlds, and none had that in the time of the
Spell-Fire Wars.”

“Enough.” Alya does not raise her voice, but the receiving room chills yet more, despite the morning
sunlight angling through the eastern windows. "We do not agree. We will likely never agree. I have
answered your inquiry, and you may go.”

Santhya offers the slightest of bows, then turns without speaking and walks toward the door that opens
as she nears it and closes after she passes through it.

Alone in the receiving room, Alya does not rise from the crystal chair. Her eyes are dark, and her face
remains drawn.

11

With the sun barely rising over the port quarter of En cora, Secca and Alcaren dismounted on the pier
where the ocean trader was tied. Secca still felt tired from having to do sorcery early in the morning to
send the mes sage tube to Lord Robero, but she hadn’t wanted to send it much before they left, and did
not wish to send it later, when she might need all her strength to deal with the Sturinnese. As she turned,
Secca glanced again at the wooden plaque below and aft of the bowsprit, where the spare script letters
proclaimedSilberwelle.

“You don’t mind that it’s theSi/berwelle, do you?”” asked Alcaren.

“Not so long as you don’t have any Darksong in mind,” Secca replied. Still, it had been disconcerting to
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find that the “flagship” of her small expedition was the same vessel from whose deck she had destroyed
the Sturinnese fleet blockading Encora and where she had nearly died.

After unstrapping her saddlebags and lutar, Secca turned and looked once more at theSilberwelle. 1
hadn’t thought . . ."

“You hadn’t thought what, Lady Sorceress?”” came the question from the ship’s railing beside the upper
end of the gangway.

Secca glanced up and smiled at the woman who addressed her. Captain Denyst was less than a span
taller than Secca and little broader. The captain’s broad and welcoming smile, set in a face tanned and
weathered, showed even white teeth.

“You’d not be depriving me of the chance to help you strike at the Sea-Pigs now, would you?” asked
the Silber welle’s captain in her unique voice, a voice that carried the slightest of rasping edges and
seemed to cut through every thing around.

Secca shook her head. “I’m afraid I didn’t end the last battle particularly well.”

“Any battle you win and survive is a good one.” Denyst gestured abruptly. “Don’t stand there. Come on
board. Need to load all those players and mounts coming down the pier, and need to cast off no later
than midmorning.”

Secca walked up the gangway, trying to reconcile the feelings she harbored with the knowledge that the
Silber welle and her captain were the best suited for the voyage ahead, yet also recalling the chill feeling
of those moments but a few weeks before when she had gone to the edge of death---and perhaps
farther. As her boots touched the wood, and she moved away from the pier, two crew members waited
to descend to begin loading Secca’s and Alcaren’s mounts.

“It’s good to see you looking so well,” offered Denyst, once Seeca and Alcaren stood on the main
deck. “Consort ing looks to agree with you two.” The wiry captain grinned directly at Secca. “Take
someone like you to set this rascal’s heart afire.” Denyst then glanced toward Alcaren. “Good thing,
t0o.”
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“You’d have me ablaze all the time?” joked Alcaren.

“Better that than an unhappy trader or a guard to the Ma triarch, don’t you think? Love’d be the only
ruler you’d abide.” Denyst turned slightly and called to the crewmen leading the gray up the gangway.
“Those two in the forward stalls!”

“Aye, Captain.”

Denyst turned to the two. “The first, and I’ll be sharing her cabin. You can have mine.”

“You don’t have to . . .” Secca began to protest.

“Aye, and I don’t, but consorting happens but once, and there’s little enough time before you face the
Sea-Pigs.” Denyst’s eyes twinkled. “Next voyage you take with me, you two can have a smaller space.”

“Thank you.” Secca hoped there would be the opportunity for another voyage.

‘Thank you,” echoed Alcaren.

“No thanks till we port at Stygia.” Denyst frowned. “There are no Sturinnese vessels in Narial? That is
what you said?”

“Thatis what the glass shows,” Secca admitted.

“They don’t have anything here to challenge us,” Alcaren replied. “But there is a fleet gathering in the
Ostisles.”

“We best hasten home,” Denyst said. “Leastwise, quick enough to discourage them from coming after
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us. Best you get yourself settled while I tend to the load-on. Figuring the balance with all those mounts
will take some doing.” With a quick smile, Denyst stepped past them toward the gang way.

Alcaren gestured toward the hatch leading aft.

Secca glanced back up at the poop deck railing, where she had fallen at the end of the battle; and where
Alcaren, had used Darksong to save her. Then she swallowed and followed Alcaren through the hatch
toward the captain’s cabin.

12

East of Eseria, Neserea

A fire burns in the narrow hearth of the small sitting room. Despite the heat thrown out by the dark iron
reflector plates set against the bricks at the back of the hearth, white rime covers the panes of the
windows, largely masked by heavy and worn hangings, once crimson, but now closer to maroon. The
sorceress pulls back the left hanging and scrapes one of the paired windows clear of theice for a
moment. Through the waning and weak late-afternoon sun, she looks down at the gate of the small keep.
Then, at the knock on the door, she pulls the hangings

back over the windows and walks to the door, opening it and looking past the single guard, who has
barely begun to speak.

“Lady Clayre. . ... your chief player.”

“Please come in, Diltyr,” Clayre says to the brown-haired chief player, who stands in the chill,
stone-walled corridor.

As Diltyr enters and closes the door, he smiles. “You are looking well in such cold weather, my lady.”

“If I must choose, I will take the cold over the heat of summer.” She laughs gently. “Especially when one
must wear what ladies must” Her smile fades.“I how the cold is hard on the armsmen and players. I
would not subject them to it, were it not necessary.”
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“They understand, lady.”

Clayre steps toward the table, picking up the lutar she had tuned before looking out the window to study
the gate to the small hold. "We must see where Belmar is at the mo ment, and if we can determine what
he essays.”

The two figures stand before the glass laid upon the ancient hexagonal table. Clayre’s fingers touch the
lutar’s strings, and she begins a vocalise to warm up her voice.

When the sorceress finishes the vocalise, the chief player clears his throat, then offers, “Lord Nysl frets
that we remain here, Lady Clayre.”

“I worry that we remain here. Yet we must see what small opening Belmar may offer us. With but two
companies of lancers and a quarter-score of players remaining with us, we must take any advantage we
can. That is why we will study the glass.” Clayre picks up the lutar and clears her throat, before offering
the spell.

“Show us Belmar and those who play his spells,

bring in view all that spellsong tells...”

The glass obediently displays the dark-haired Belmar standing before a group of more than a half-score
of players, afternoon sun, she looks down at the gate of the small keep. Then, at the knock on the door,
she pulls the hangings

back over the windows and walks to the door, opening it and looking past the single guard, who has
barely begun to

speak.

“Lady Clayre. . ... your chief player.”

“Please come in, Diltyr,” Clayre says to the brown-haired chief player, who stands in the chill,
stone-walled corridor.
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As Diltyr enters and closes the door, he smiles. “You are looking well in such cold weather, my lady.”

“If I must choose, I will take the cold over the heat of summer.” She laughs gently. “Especially when one
must wear what ladies must” Her smile fades.“I how the cold is hard on the armsmen and players. |
would not subject them to it, were it not necessary.”

“They understand, lady.”

Clayre steps toward the table, picking up the lutar she had tuned before looking out the window to study
the gate to the small hold. "We must see where Belmar is at the mo ment, and if we can determine what
he essays.”

The two figures stand before the glass laid upon the ancient hexagonal table. Clayre’s fingers touch the
lutar’s strings, and she begins a vocalise to warm up her voice.

When the sorceress finishes the vocalise, the chief player clears his throat, then offers, “Lord Nysl frets
that we remain here, Lady Clayre.”

“I worry that we remain here. Yet we must see what small opening Belmar may offer us. With but two
companies of lancers and a quarter-score of players remaining with us, we must take any advantage we

can. That is why we will study the glass.” Clayre picks up the lutar and clears her throat, before offering
the spell.

“Show us Belmar and those who play his spells,

bring in view all that spellsong tells...”

The glass obediently displays the dark-haired Belmar standing before a group of more than a half-score
of players, with three drummers, each before a set of three drums.
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“Drums . . . always where there is trouble are there drums,” murmurs the sorceress as she surveys the
image in the glass.

After a time, the dark-haired sorceress sings the release spell and steps back from the glass upon the
table. She low ers the lutar slowly, then looks at the chief player. “What do you think, Diltyr?”

“Belmar has more players than do we,” answers the man with the short-and-square-cut brown hair.
“Scarce a half-score of years ago, no one could find enough players any where in Liedwahr, and there
were neither drums nor drummers. From where do they come?"

“From Sturinn, I would wager, although I doubt Belmar has looked closely into, the mouth of that gift
horse.” Clayre frowns, pursing her lips. “We must strike in some fashion he will not see, and quickly.”

“In the snows of winter, Lady Clayre?”

“Better now than in the mud of spring, or the heat of summer, when he can bring all the lancers he has
bought and borrowed against us with even greater numbers of play ers.” Clayre lifts the lutar. “We need
to find what else we can.” She lifts the lutar once more.

13

Secca slipped along the railing,up toward the bow of the Silberwelle,where Alcaren stood just aft of the
bow sprit, taking in the cool morning wind and the winter sun that offered but slight warmth. To Secca’s
right was a long low line of darkness on the horizon---the south coast of Dumar.

“Are you feeling better?”” she asked.

He turned, showing a countenance merely ashen, as op posed to the greenish cast his face had held
earlier in the voyage. “It’s always better up here.”

She shook her head sympathetically. “You didn’t want to be a trader, and here I am, dragging you back
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onto ships.”

“But not all the time.” A ragged grin appeared on his face. “I hope.” After a moment, he added, “The
harmonies must have a sense of humor. There’s definitely an irony here.”

“What?’ asked Secca. “That, try as you may, you can’t escape ending up aboard ships?”

"I'm consorted to a sorceress who can' t swim and whose lands are hundreds of deks from any water
except small lakes and rivers . . . and I’ve taken more sea voyages in the past season than in the past
half-score of years.”

“It won’t be long,” Secca said. “Denyst says that we’ll be turning northward and heading into Stygia
shorfly.”

“I know.” Alcaren smiled. “IT asked her just a while ago.” His smile faded. “I worry about her return
voyage.”

“you think the Sturinnese fleet—or some of it—can get there that quickly? The glass doesn’t show---"

Alcaren glanced back at the sails of the vessels following them. “I would say not, but with the
Sea-Priests, one never knows.” He offered a laugh, only slightly forced. “But that is even more true with

2

you.

“Me?" Secca protested. “I fear not. All know I must at tack.”

“But not where.”

Secca doubted that. The Maitre or his sorcerers certainly had already marked her progress and would
be ready for her comparatively small force long before she reached Envaryl.
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The two stood, side by side, for a time, until several crew members began to scurry aloft, and the
Silberwelle began to swing more directly northward, settling onto a new heading, her stem pointed
toward a slightly higher headland.

“Stygia must be near those bluffs,” Secca suggested.

“Directly under them, as I recall.” Alcaren stretched. “It will be good to stand on ground that doesn’t
move.”

“I"d better get my lutar and glass ready,” Secca said.

Alcaren nodded, taking a last look at the headland before following Secca aft across the gently pitching
deck and through the hatch into the captain’s cabin.

There, Secca laid the glass upon the table and took out the lutar, tuningit carefully. Then, clearing her
throat, she sang.

“Show us now and in the light of day
Any who would bar our landing on Stygia ‘s quay

or ships that lie in wait to fight . . .”

The glass remained blank, showing only the reflection of the overhead.

Secca nodded, then gathered both the grand lutar and the leather-wrapped traveling glass. Alcaren
picked up his cased lumand and took the glass from Secca. Both had already repacked their saddlebags
in anticipation of porting in Sty gia, but left them on the doublewide bunk when they left the cabin.

The two climbed the ladder to the poop deck, where Den yst stood forward of the woman at the helm.
The captain’s eyes studied the lighter blue waters inshore of theSilber welle.
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“Shallower Than I’d like, but there’s a channel. Narrow, but not so narrow as the East Bay in Encora.”
Denyst laughed, once, her laughter cutting through the morning.

“The glass shows no one is there to stop us,” Secca ob served.

“Wouldn’t think so. Not so as this is a place where most would land lancers or the like.”

“Except us,” Secca said.

The three watched as theSilberwelle led the way toward the sthall harbor that was supposed to lie
below and betweon the gaps in bluffs to the west of the headland.

Secca could just make out the outlines of dwellings on the grassy bluffs above the harbor when Palian,
Delvor, Wil ten, Delcetta, and Richina joined them.

Then, from nowhere seemingly, appeared the long-faced chief archer, who bowed. “Should you need
us, we stand ready, Lady Secca.”

“Thank you, Elfens. The glass shows no enemies, but we will let you know.”

After a sweeping bow, Elfens descended to the main deck.

“The players stand ready on the main deck, should you need them, Lady Secca,” Palian said.

“Thank you. I don’t think we will, but ifwe do, we’ll have little notice.”

“Indeed,” murmured Wilten.
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Stygia was indeed a small harbor, if it could even be called that. Less than a score of dwellings rested on
low bluffs overlooking the ocean. Between the two bluffs was a rocky depression or narrow valley where
a small stream en tered a semicircular bay, barely big enough for two ocean going traders. From the
rocky base of the western bluff a semicircular breakwater extended. The top of the breakwater was
paved in cobblestones, and a narrow stone way led from the foot of the dark stones along the base of the
bluff toward a narrow flat stretch of land on the west side of the valley where the stream entered the bay.
What looked to be a single warehouse was the only structure below the bluffs.

A trail-like road wound up the west hillside through several switchbacks.

“It’s even smaller than it looked in the glass.” Secca glanced at Denyst.

“Only a bit of chop. We can unload there. Be a while. We can bring but one vessel in at a time.”

Secca looked to Alcaren. “Would you use the glass to see if there are any lancers or armsmen around?"

Without a word, the broad-shouldered Ranuan unwrapped the traveling glass and set it on the deck.
Then he took out the lumand. Alter tuning the instrument, he sang.

“Show us now and in clear light

any of Sturinn close enough to fight. . .”

The glass remained silvered, displaying only sky and sails.

Wilten nodded, then glanced toward the small harbor, as did the others.

“Thank you,” mouthed Secca to Alcaren. She should have realized earlier that the overcaptains needed
to see that there were no Sturinnese nearby, even if she and Alcaren had already seen that there were

none.
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Alcaren nodded.

Behind them, Denyst began issuing commands that sounded absolutely meaningless to Secca, but with
each command, another set of sails was furled, and the Silber welle slowed, almost crawling inshore.

"Look!” called Richina. “Someone’s leaving.”

As Secca and the others watched, two figures tumbled from the warehouse, opened a sliding side door,
and led out two mounts. Without closing the stable doors, they rode quickly up the narrow road, leaving
dust hanging in the air.

"Didn’t like our look, did they?" Denyst laughed.

Secca and Alcaren continued to watch, but could see no other signs of people, even when Denyst
brought the Sil berwelle in under short sail, the ship barely creeping up to the two closely spaced bollards
near the end of the quay.

“First squad!” ordered Delcetta. “Stand by to disembark!”

“Green company! Second squad! Stand ready!” ordered Wilten.

Secca studied the harbor and the single warehouselike structure again, but it appeared empty, as if the
two riders who had fled had left it deserted.

From the higher poop deck, Secca and Alcaren watched, with Delvor and Palian—and the players to
the seaward side of the ship—all ready for any spellsong that might be nec essary. Not only was the long
quay empty, but so was the entire area below the bluffs---that Secca could see even be-fore the first
squads of lancers from Loiseau and the SouthWomen hurried toward the single warehouse.

In less than half a glass, after the crew and lancers had begun to walk mounts down the gangway and
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onto the nar row cobbled surface of the quay, Delcetta and Wilten re turned.

“No one’s here, lady,” reported Delcetta.

Behind her, Wilten nodded. “They may be reforming at the end of the road, at the top of the hill.”

“It looks like the houses have been abandoned,” sug gested Delcetta. “They wouldn’t want to face the
armsmen carried on eight vessels.”

"With the Sea-Priests,” Wilten replied, “it is better to be certain.”

"We’ll check the glass to see if there’s anyone there,” Secca said.

"Would you like me to do that?" murmured Alcaren.

“If you would,” Secca replied.

Alcaren again took up the lumand.

“Show close and clear the houses on the hill,

and armsmen or lancers near them still...”

All the glass showed was vacant-looking dwellings, not a single lancer or armsman, and not even a single
person of any sort.

Secca looked to Wilten, then Delcetta. “Let us be thankful that there are no armsmen here. There will be
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enough battles to come.”

14

The late-afternoon wind moaned out of the north, and the sun hung just above the lower Westfels.
Trying not to shiver in a green lcather riding jacket that felt all too thin against the wind, Secca looked to
the west, beyond the hills with bare-limbed trees to the Westfels behind them, still covered with snow,
except where patches of trees rose above the snow or where the rock was too steep to hold snow or
trees.

Then she turned her eyes back to the frozen dirt road her forces traveled. The high plains stretched for
deks before them, filled with winter-browned grass that had faded into a pale tan and had yet to be
supplanted by the green shoots of spring.

“It should not be this cold,” said Alcaren, riding beside her.

“You think the Sturinnese have used sorcery on the weather?”” asked Richina from where she rode
directly be hind them, beside Wilten.

“This ground has not seen snow,” replied Alcaren. “Oth erwise, the grass would be more matted and
flattened. Yet the wind blows chill enough to have frozen the road.” He looked sideways at Secca.
“Could you do such sorcery?”

“Not without much effort and study, and perhaps not then, but the Evult did, with the massed voices of
his Dark Monks. That was how he created the years of drought that almost conquered Defalk. It could
be that the Sturinnese could do such with voice and drums.” She paused before continuing. “I would
think they would have to be much closer to the Westfels to create that kind of sorcery. It may be that we
face merely unseasonable cold.”

“Most unseasonable,” confirmed Alcaren, his eyes going to the road ahead.

A pair of riders—one a SouthWoman in crimson and blue and one a lancer of Loiseau in green--- rode
back toward the vanguard of the column. Wilten eased his mount onto the shoulder of the road, and after
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inclining his head to Secca, rode ahead to join Delcetta in meeting the scouts.

‘What do you think?”” asked Alcaren.

“The scouts have seen little, else they would be hurrying,” replied Secca.

“According to the glass, the Sturinnese have just left Du maria on the river road to Envaryl. They may
not even reach Fehern’ s forces, such as they are, before we do.” Alcaren frowned. “I like that not.”

“Nor I.” Secca shook her head. “Yet the glass shows noth ing untoward in Envaryl, save that the
disguised Sea-Priest still advises Fehern.”

“Would that we knew exactly how he advises Fehern.” Alcaren snorted.

“He will offer what appears in Fehern’s advantage, but is not. We just do not know how he couches
such advice.” Secca broke off as Delcetta and Wilten rode back and swung their mounts onto the
shoulder of the road to ride alongside Secca and Alcaren.

“The scouts report that there is a hamlet less than five deks ahead,” Wilten reminded Secca. “It is
empty.”

That didn’t surprise Secca. Every town or hamlet they had entered in the, three days since they had left
Stygia had been hastily abandoned. “Will it provide enough shelter against the cold and wind?”’

“There are several large barns and a half-score of dwell ings,” Delcetta added. “It will be cramped, but
all will be out of the weather. The scouts say there are some animals that are stragglers from those the
peasants drove away with them.”

“If you can round them up, go ahead,” Secca said.
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As Delcetta and Wilten nodded and rode back to the vanguard, Secca shook her head. While she
disliked foraging off those who had little, circumstances were leaving her lit tle choice. But then, it
seemed that very little in dealing with the Sturinnese left her much choice.

“Lady?” asked Richina, easing her mount forward. ‘Why do the Dumarans flee us? We have done them
noill.”

“Not in more than a score of years,” Secca replied. “But Lady Anna did invade Dumar, if not this part of
the land.”

“Peasants fear any lancers. Almost always, they will lose stock and provisions. They might well flee
before Fehern’s forces as well,” Alcaren added.

“Even in Ranuak?" asked Secca with a laugh.

"We have far fewer lancers,” he countered. “And . . .there is so little fertile land that the Matriarch
cannot coun tenance such. We must trade or fish for our sustenance, and that is why all appreciatewhat
you did to break the block ade.”

“Even the Ladies of the Shadows?" pressed Secca.

“They are governed by fear, and little more.”

“Fear is a dangerous mistress,” mused Secca, wondering, as she often had since the attempt of the
Ladies to assassi nate her, how the fruits of sorcery could possibly be as bad as the enslavement of every
woman in Liedwahr in chains that a Sturinnese victory would bring. How could any sor cery she might
use create something that bad?

15
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The dwelling was that of a more prosperous peasant farmer, constructed mostly of fired mud bricks,
with a large common room that formed an “L” with the kitchen, and a separate bedroom that held two
beds, a large one, and a small cot-like one set against the wall. Despite the chilly air, the cottage held the
odor of dirt, rancid grease, and mold.

In the common room, seven figures gathered around the long and battered wooden table, with its two
wooden benches. On one side were Secca, Alcaren, and Richina. Holding her lutar, Secca stood
between and behind Alcaren and Richina, who sat on one bench. On the other bench sat the two chief
players and the two remaining overcaptains.

The fire in the wall hearth took the chill off the room, but little more, as the wind howled around the
cottage. A single candle sat in a battered holder in the middle of the table, beside the traveling scrying
glass set there. The room was dim in the late afternoon, where, outside the cottage, high gray clouds
brought twilight even before the sun had set behind the Westfels. Inside, the puddles of light cast by the
fire and the sole flickering candle barely lifted the gloom.

All seven studied the image in the glass, which showed a force of perhaps two companies of Sturinnese.
The riders wore heavy white leather jackets with fur-lined caps. De spite the cold, and with no visible
orders, they rode in for mation, exactly two by two. Another group of riders followed the main body,
with packhorses behind them.

In the dimness Secca squinted at the glass. The objects carried by the packhorses appeared to be
cylindrical. She moistened her lips.

“Those are quivers lashed behind their saddles,” Alcaren said, gesturing toward one of the riders, “and
those are bows covered in oilskins.”

“The riders are archers, and they’re followed by a small group of drummers and players.” After a
moment, Secca added, “They’re headed toward us, but they came out of Narial, it seems.”

When the others had studied the image for what seemed long enough, Secca sang the release couplet,
then turned from the glass on the rough wooden table and walked to ward the window, halting as she
realized that the inner shut ters were solid wood, and closed. Even with both mner and outer shutters
closed, cold air seeped into the small cottage. She turned, still holding the lutar in her left hand, and
nod ded slowly. “We’ll need spells, new ones.”
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“Even with your current spells, lady, they cannot stand against you and nine companies of lancers,”
Richina replied.

“That is not their intent,” Alcaren said. “They do not in tend to get closer than a dek, if that.”

Richina glanced from Alcaren to Secca, then back to the broad-shouldered. overcaptain and sorcerer.
“But how can they . . ."

“The arrows,” Secca said. “They will use drums and Darksong to guide the arrows against us.”

“They must know you can stop that,” protested the younger sorceress.

“Do they?" asked Alcaren. “Lady Secca has not shown any sorcery that carries that far, not on land,
and not against an enemy she has not seen on a battlefield. Besides, it will cost them little to try, and
could cost us dearly.”

“It will also reveal what we can do and cannot do,” Secca said slowly, “before they must face us in a full
battle.”

“Not if none of them escapes,” said Palian, her voice flat.

The sorceresses and Alcaren looked to the chief player. Palian remained silent, her eyes meeting
Secca’s.

“It is hard to project the firesong that far away,” Richina said.

“There must be other spells,” Palian said, her eyes re maining on Secca.
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Secca said nothing, but Palian continued to hold her eyes.

Richina glanced from Secca to Palian and back again. Delvor looked down at the table. Wilten
appeared to be looking at no one and nothing, while a faint smile played across Delcetta’s face. The
faintest furrow appeared on Al caren’s brow.

“There may be,” Secca finally temporized, thinking of the notes she had taken from the sealed
strong-room two seasons before, notes she had not wished to study again. “There may be”

Palian nodded. “One seldom regrets trying; one always regrets not having tried.”

“Unless one dies because of either trying or not trying,” Alcaren said, his tone conveying an archness that
Secca could tell was meant to provoke a bit of levity. “The prob lem is that you often don’t know which
is better?”

Secca laughed, softly, but without humor. “I know which is better, but it’s not much better.”

“Anything is better than allowing the Sea-Priests to take Liedwahr,” Palian said mildly.

Wilten cleared his throat.

Everyone looked at the Defalkan overcaptain. “Ah . . . you talk of spells. I have simpler questions. How
far away are these archers, and do you plan that we should ride to meet them or wait here where we
have shelter?”

Alcaren laughed, a sound open and without bitterness. “You’re right, Wilten.” He looked to Secca. “A
day and a half, I would say. What do you think?”

“About the same.” Secca looked to Delcetta and Wilten. “You suggest we let them come to us, and let
our lancers and mounts rest?”
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“If you can perform sorcery near here,” replied Delcetta. “The hills to the east . . . would they suffice?”

At her words, Wilten nodded in affirmation.

“They would.” Secca glanced to the shuttered windows. "It would be better to have both players and
lancers rested.” And, perhaps . . . perhaps she could find a spell that would stop the archers without
dipping too deeply into the spell-songs Anna had prepared.

16

Mansuus, Mansuur

Kestrin stands on the balcony outside the private study of the Liedfuhr. He does not wear a cloak,
despite the fat flakes of late winter or early spring snow that drift past him. His eyes follow, the river, still
ice-covered, that flows westward to the port of Wharsus, and there, into Defuhr Bay.

To his left, also wearing neither jacket nor cloak, stands Bassil, in the maroon of a lancer officer. For a
moment, as each flake strikes his tunic, it stands out before melting and leaving a small spot of darkness
on the fabric.

“What now?” asks Kestrin.

“Your seers report that the Sturinnese fleet has sailed from the Ostisles.”

“It will not arrive in time to stop the shadowsinger from destroying the Sturinnese forces in Dumar.”

“If she can indeed do that,” replies Bassil. “There are more than a half-score of Sea-Priest sorcerers
with the Stu rinnese forces, and all have players and drummers.”
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“She has already destroyed more than that, has she not?”” Kestrin’s eyebrows lift. “Or have I been
misled in the re ports that have come to me?”’

“She has, but it may take her much time to retake Dumar. She landed at a small fishing harbor to the
southwest, and now rides across the high plains to aid Fehern. It will be at least a week before she can
reach Envaryl. That is if she does not have to fight any skirmishes along the way, and if the weather
holds.”

“How does that change anything? Once the snows melt, hopefully in the next three weeks, we can still
send our lancers into Neserea to support Aerlya and Annayal. The Sturinnese will be in the south,
contesting with the sha dowsinger.”

“You may not wish to send them through the Mittpass, sire.” Bassil’s tone is apologetic. “Even when the
snows melt.”

Kestrin turns and faces the lancer overcaptain. “And why might that be?"

“Your seers fear that the Sturinnese have set their course for Mansuur, not Nordwel, or Neserea, and
certainly not for Dumar.”

“They fear? Do they not know?" snaps the Liedfuhr. “The course is northerly, and that would be the
same at the beginning for a destination of Mansuur or Neserea . . . or Nordwei. But the seers have
glimpsed maps of Defuhr Bay.”

“Do you believe them?”

“I was doubtful, sire. I asked them to scry for me, and I also saw such maps on the chart tables.”

“That can only be a bluff,” Kestrin says. “Why would they leave such out, except for us to see? It must
be a bluft.”
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“Bluff or not, can you afford to leave Wharsus unde fended—or lightly defended?" Bassil uses the back
of his hand to blot away the water that has come from the snow melting in his short hair and that has
begun to ooze down his face toward his eyes.

"What other companies can we summon to Wharsus?”” Kestrin’s voice bears both an edge and a hint of
resignation.

“You can bring those from Hafen and Cealur, and detail most of those here in Mansuus to Wharsus.”

“That won’t be enough,” Kestrin says.

“If we took two thousand from the five thousand you have garrisoned in Unduval, we could still leave
seventy-five companies there to enter Neserea---when the snows melt. That would be enough to keep
Belmar from taking Esaria if they are careful to strike only those forces that are not supported by sorcery
and take care to avoid the sorcerer,” suggests Bassil.

“That will not be so easy as it sounds.” Kestrin gives a dramatic shrug. “Yet what else can I do?"

“Hope that the shadowsinging Sorceress Protector of the East and the Sorceress of Defalk will be more
effective than they have been . . . and trust in the harmonies.”

“Send a message to the Council of Wei,” Kestrin sug gests, “telling them what you have
discovered—except that you might tell them that the Sturinnese fleet could easily be headed to their
shores.”

“It will be difficult to get a messenger there, sire. The Bitter Sea remains frozen, and no passes are open
in the Westfels. We can send a ship to Elahwa and hope that the Sand Pass will be open--- but that will
take weeks, and will not arrive un til long after the Sea-Priest fleet does.”

“Forget the messenger. We must trust that their seers will see what ours have seen.” The Liedfuhr
shakes his head. “Everywhere, I must trust others. Is there nothing else I can do?”


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Bassil remains silent, even as he blots more water from his forehead.

“Is there nothing?”

“I would not suggest anything, sire, merely to provide an appearance. You can but protect your land,
and aid your sister as you can. The snows in the Mittpass melt earlier than all others, and far earlier than
the sea ice breaks in the Bitter Sea. You might consider having provisions to send to the Sorceress
Protector of the East, should she defeat the Sturinnese in Dumar and start to ride northward into

Nes erea.”

“I should support her, riding into. . .“ Kestrin laughs. “What you are telling me is that she is my sole hope
of preserving Annayal’s succession.”

“Yes, sire. Only she has the knowledge of the Great Sor ceress. Whether she has the strength and the
will to use such . . . that we can but see.”

“We will see.” Kestrin looks to the river for a long mo ment before turning back. “We have more than a
few orders to draft to re-deploy forces, do we not?”

“Yes, sire.”

“Best we get on with it.”” Kestrin motions for the over-captain to reenter the study, then follows him,
closing the door firmly behind himself and stamping his boots on the maroon mat inside the door.

17

In the midmorning, Secca sat in the middle of the battered wooden bench, with scraps of rough brown
paper stacked around her on the table. She massaged her forehead with her left hand, blinking eyes that
were reddened with the effort on concentrating in the dim light, then tried to hold a sneeze. “Kkkk . . .

'79

chew
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She rubbed her nose.

“You’re not getting a chill, are you?” Alcaren sat at the corner of the table farthest from Secca, facing
away from her, lumand in hand. On his corner of the table were two sheets of the brown paper with
notes, and a grease marker beside them.

“No. It’s something in here. When I go outside, I’'m fine.” Secca looked at the notes she had made, then
the sheets of paper she had taken from the large envelope Anna had la beled “Armageddon.”

“You can’t exactly read through those outside.”

“No.” What troubled Secca, more than when Anna had explained the file, was the understanding that
she might have to use the spells---and that the alternative of not using them would mean her defeat and
the fall of Liedwahr.

“You may never need these spells, Secca,” Anna had said. “I hope you never do. Butifyoudo. .. and
if you use them, Erde will never be the same because everyone will see what sorcery can truly do.”

Secca picked up the sheet before her, and slowly read through the spell, as well as the musical notation,
which indicated that the spell melody was based on one of the simpler fabrication spells that most players
knew.

Remove the air and in emptiness hold fast

till—and all within breathe their last...

Anna’s gracefully angular writing noted, “This is for Use against sorcerers. I doubt any sorcerer can sing
without air to breathe, and without air there isn’t a spell that can carry."

Secca winced and leafed to the next spell, a long one she didn’t remember seeing.
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Hydrogen to hydrogen, fuse in pressured desire,

oxygen free to sear just like the sun’s fire

The note below was long and cryptic, with words and phrases that Secca didn’t understand at all,
except for the last words. “If you don’t understand this one completely, don’t use it. Either it won’t work,
or it will turn whatever you direct it against into a blast of fire hotter than the center of the sun. Don’t sing
it unless you’re behind three feet of stone and more than three deks away. Even so, it could kill you and
everyone around you. This is only to destroy an enemy when you can’t possibly escape.”

Secca shuddered. Why hadn’t she noticed that spell? She turned to the next.

Magma, magma, rise in tubes from the mantle deep

below...

The explanation of that was worse than the one before, perhaps because this explanation Secca
understood. She’d talked about the creation of the Zauberinfeuer with Anna, and about the Circle of Fire
in Mansuur, and even the glow ing mountains of Sturinn.

“With each spell you become more ashen,” Alcaren ob served. “And with each you sigh more loudly.
Surely, those spells cannot be so tiresome.”

“Not tiresome. Terrible. You should read them,” Secca suggested. “Read this one, and Anna’s notes.”
She thrust the two sheets at her consort.

Alcaren read the age-yellowed sheet, a parchment prob ably dating from Anna’s early years as regent.
Finally, he looked up. He swallowed. “I read the words, but they mean nothing. That is, except for the
last part, and that is indeed terrible.”

Secca nodded.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

“None of this she ever used?"

“Nothing as fearsome as that one. Some of the others, I do not know. I don’t know of a time when she
did, but she didn’t tell me everything, especially when I was young and learning sorcery. After her first
years as regent, as | told you, she engaged in more shadow sorcery. Because it was in the shadows, few
would even know that such sorcery had been practiced.”

“The Ladies of the Shadows have more to fear than I would have thought,” Alcaren said slowly.

“If you’d read all of these, you’d understand more.”

“Did you not know---about these?”

Secca laughed, ruefully. “Of course I did. I used one of them to kill the sailors and lancers on the
Sturinnese ships we captured for the Matriarch. That was bad enough, as you know. I’d hoped not to
use more. It’s one thing when you read something, no matter how terrible itmight be, and an other when
you look at it and think that you may have to sing it to save yourself or your forces or your land."

She extended her hand and took back the two sheets from Alcaren, easing them all into the folder and
closing it. “For a time, I will try my own efforts."

Alcaren looked down at the paper before him. “Mine are child' s rhymes against yours.”

“You’ll do better with practice.”

“Perchance.”

Secca looked at the blank sheet before her.
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Archer. . . archers? What other spell did Secca have that could strike at a distance, that would not be so
terrible as those Anna had developed? Secca had done it with the Stu rinnese fleet. Could she adapt that
spell? Use the wind from a distance before the archers got, too close?

She began, to write, slowly at first.

Clouds to form and winds to rise
like a caldron in our skies.

Build a storm with winds swirling through...

She crossed out the words in the third line then tried another set. They didn’t fit the note values, either.

She paused. This time...this time... she might avoid the spells Anna had created. But, even if she could
develop this spell--- and use it against the Sturinnese, could she again before they had a defense? Or
would she have to cre ate ever greater, ever more devastating sorceries? Or use those Anna had already
developed?

Even as she tried not to sigh, she found herself moistening her lips.

18

The wind had died away earlier, and the peasant’s cot tage was warmer than on the previous days, with
theafternoon sun falling on the south wall of the dwelling di rectly enough that the fired mud bricks carried
gentle heat into the large room. As the seventh glass of the day passed, in the period between
mid-afternoon and late afternoon, Secca and the others of her informal council watched as Richina sang
the scrying spell.

“Show us now and in this day’s light

the closest Sturinnese that we might fight...”
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The image in the glass showed the Sturinnese in a small hamlet, with horses being led into corrals, or
tethered on tie- lines, and a set of two four-man patrols, apparently being briefed by an officer. Several
drummers were unloading drums wrapped in oiled leather from packhorses and care fully carrying them
into one of the small hovel-like cots. Puffs of smoke came from a cooking fire beside one of the larger
dwellings.

After everyone had studied the image, Secca nodded to Richina. The younger blonde sorceress sang the
release cou plét and lowered her lutar.

“If you would show us where they are, Wilten?” Secca gestured to the maps laid out on the table beside
the scrying mirror--- maps hand-drawn from the views Alcaren, Richina, and she had called up in the
scrying glass over the two previous days.

“They have sent out scouts, and they have begun to set up an encampment in this smaller hamlet,” Wilten
said, touching the map with a stick that had been whittled into a pointer. “It is about ten deks from here.”

“How far from the hillside to the south?”

“A fraction over seven deks, I would judge.” Secca glanced to Alcaren, then Richina, and finally, Palian.
“Can you have your players ready to ride in less than half a glass? Leaving all but their instruments
behind?”

“That we can do.”

“And your lancers?” Secca asked the two overcaptains.

“Easily,” offered Delcetta.

“That we can do,” Wilten said after the briefest of pauses.

“Then, let us make ready.” Secca glanced to Palian.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

“Have them prepare the third building song, with the flame song in reserve for Richina.”

“The third building song, and then the flame song.”

“I hope we will not need the second,” Secca said, "but with the Sturinnese, it is best to be prepared.”

“You do not expect them to give battle, lady?”” asked Wilten.

“They may see us drawing up on a hilltop some three or four deks away, but that is a ride of close to a
glass. We will either have succeeded or failed long before they can reach us.” She smiled. “If we saw the
Sturinnese beginning to ride out after we had finished a day’s ride, would we wish to ride hard to battle?”

“No, lady,” said Delcetta. “But we would be watchful.”

“Most watchful,” added Wilten.

“I hope they are no different,” Secca replied. “Watchful ness will not harm us.” She turned to Alcaren.
“Would you use the glass to scry what they do as we make ready, and after we reach our position?”

“I would be happy to, my lady.” Alcaren inclined his head in acceptance.

“You, Richina,” Secca continued, “must stand ready with the flame spell in case we are beset
unexpectedly. You may be able to use the players, but you may only have your own voice and lutar.”

“Yes, lady.” Richina nodded, still holding her lutar, but her eyes going to the corner where the opened
lutar case lay.
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“Get the lancers and players ready,” Secca said.

“Yes, lady.”

Palian and Delvor hurried out of the cottage, followed by Delcetta and Wilten, leaving Secca, Alcaren,
and Richina standing around the long and battered wooden table.

“You are not pleased with what you must do,” Alcaren observed.

“That seems to be my duty in life,” Secca replied dryly. “If I do not strike first, then they will. If I do not
strike hard enough to destroy them utterly, then we will pay in greater losses later. In turn, in later times,
they will try to strike first and with more deadly force.”

“Is that not all war, all battle?”” asked Alcaren.

“Always it has been, but a sword, an arrow, even a cross bow . . . they can but strike from a limited
distance.” She shook her head. “To survive, we will change warfare.”

“You fear it will change Liedwahr and us?"

“I know it will change all Erde--- and us.” Secca forced a smile. “Talking will do us little good now. In a
few moments, will you again study the Sturinnese in the glass?”’

Alcaren nodded.

Secca walked toward the small bedroom, aware as she stepped through the narrow door that, short as
she was, the lintel was less than a span above her head. She donned the green leather riding jacket, and
the green felt hat, before stepping back into the main room, where she recased her own lutar.
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Richina had already left, and Alcaren had put on his jacket, but not fastened it, as he tuned his lumand.
“How long do you want me to wait?"

“Until we’re almost all ready to ride,” she said. “I’ll make sure your mount is waiting.”

“I hope they don’t intend to ride out against us. I didn’t like seeing those patrols.”

“Neither do 1.” Yet, as she left the cottage, Secca won dered. Would she feel better if the Sturinnese
mounted an attack? Even if it meant that SouthWomen and Defalkan lancers would die? She frowned as

she stepped into the chilly afternoon.

Outside in the cold late afternoon, players were already saddling mounts and strapping their instruments
in place. Gorkon rode up, leading Secca’s gray and Alcaren’s brown gelding. Richina joined Secca as

the older sorceress was swinging up into the mare’s saddle.

“You do not look pleased, Lady Secca,” observed Richina quietly.

“I cannot say that I am, Richina.” A tight smile played around Secca’s face as she settled herself into the
saddle. “If we are successful, there will be few deaths among our forces, but it will encourage. the
Sea-Priests to try greater sorcery against us from farther away. And then . . .we will have to attempt such
before they do . . .“ Secca sighed. “And yet, there is no help for it, if we wish to remain free, you and I,

especially.”

“And a few thousandscore other women,” added Palian as she reined up beside Secca. “The players are
ready, Lady Secca.”

“So are the lancers,” added Wilten from behind Palian.

“The SouthWomen,” came Delcetta’ s clear voice.
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“Alcaren!” Secca called.

“Not usually late . . . the overcaptain . . .” murmured a voice.

“I asked him to check in the glass once we were mounted, Secca said. ‘To make sure that the
Stunnnese will not surprise us.”

It seemed scarcely a few moments before Alcaren hurried out of the cottage, carrying both his lumand
and the leather-wrapped scrying glass. As he strapped his lumand and the glass behind his saddle, he told
Secca, “There’s no sign of their assembling large numbers of archers, but it looks as if they may be
sending out another patrol—one almost of a full squad of archers.”

“If that patrol sees us, they may well assemble all they have,” suggested Richina.

“Not in time," replied Secca. Seeing Alcaren mounted, she called to Wilten and Delcetta,
“Overcaptains!”

“Vanguard forward!” Wilten ordered.

The column started forward along the road out of the hamlet, a road that was barely more than a trail,
but with clay frozen almost as hard as the stone roads of Defalk or Ranuak. The mounts’ breath steamed
in the cold clear air that foreshadowed twilight and a colder evening. One handedly, Secca fastened her
jacket around her more tightly.

“Are you cold?" asked Alcaren, leaning toward her.

“I’'m fine.”

With the slightest of nods, he straightened in the saddle and offered not another word, a silence and an
understand ing of which Secca was most glad.
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They had ridden less than half a glass when the road ahead turned due north along the side of a narrow
creek that was a sliver of ice against the low bushes and grass. Wilten and Delcetta had halted the
vanguard.

Wilten rode back along the shoulder of the road and reined up before Secca. “Lady Secca, it is best to
turn east and follow the long slope of the hill here.”

“Is the footing firm in that meadow?”” asked Secca.

“The scouts say it is. They also see no sign of any riders.”

“Good. Then we will proceed.”

Wilten signaled, and Delcetta relayed the order. The van guard turned off the road and began riding
across the mea dowlike field, through the browned grass that once might have been hock high on the
mounts, but which now was half that, bent over as it was from the wind and winter.

Secca began a series of vocalises, trying to warm up her voice slowly. Shortly, Richina followed her
example. Even Alcaren hummed softly. Secca decided she needed to work on some proper vocalises for
her consort--- she might well need his voice ready in the weeks ahead.

Although the climb up the hill was gentle, it was slower than the road, and the sun hung barely above the
Westfels when Secca reined up at the ridge crest that overlooked a series of lower rolling hills to the
south and east.

“Chief players,” Secca called, “we’ll assemble on the flat there.”” She pointed to an area of grass that
was relatively level and sloped but slightly to the southeast. “Quickly, please.” She couldn’t say why she
felt haste was necessary, but trusted the feeling.

After a moment, she turned in the saddle. “Alcaren . . . if you would use the glass once more---"
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“Yes, my lady.”

“Richina, stand by with your lutar and the flame spell.”

“Yes, Lady Secca,” replied the taller blonde sorceress.

After Secca had dismounted, along with Alcaren and Ri china, Achar took her mount, as well as those
of Alcaren and Richina.

Secca walked slowly downhill to the flat where the players were setting up. She glanced to the
southeast. That was the direction in which the glass and the maps indicated the hamlet where the
Sturinnese had settled in was, roughly three deks away. Was there a faint line of smoke rising above the
horizon, above the brown-grassed hills? Secca wasn’t sure.

Circled in an arc behind the players were the lancers, the SouthWomen to the north and Secca’s own
lancers of Lo iseau to the south. Immediately to her right, in front of the lancers in green, both first and
second players were begin ning to tune. Right behind her, she could hear Alcaren sing ing a scrying
spellsong, seeking the Sturinnese yet again, and she waited for his song to die away, and for him to report

“There is a squad of archers, and they’re riding toward us,” her consort announced. “You’d best hasten.
I’d guess they’re but beyond those nearer hills.”

“They’ll have to dismount, but that won’t take long.”

“I’ll tell Elfens to have his archers ready as well,” Alcaren added.

“Good.” Secca nodded and turned toward both Palian and Delvor. “Stand ready.”

“We stand ready.”
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Then Secca turned to the two overcaptains, who had re mained mounted behind the three who would
do sorcery. “Have your lancers ride back north a dek, into the swale there. You can reach us if need be,
but this sorcery is un tested, and I would not subject the lancers and their mounts to the wild winds that
may come.”

“Areyou certain, Lady Secca?”” asked Wilten.

“I’m most certain.”

“I would feel better ifl left a squad . . .”

“One squad only, then,” Secca conceded.

“First squad, green company,” called out Wilten. “All others, fall back.”

“Fall back to the swale below,” echoed Delcetta.

As the lancers repositioned themselves, Secca walked through the cold and dry grass, the thin stalks
whispering and breaking against her riding boots and lower trousers, toward Palian and Delvor, and their
players.

"We are almost ready, Lady Secca.”

“Riders! To the east!” One of the voices was Alcaren’s, but a similar call came from a SouthWoman,
and another from Achar.

Secca turned more eastward. The white-coated figures were hard to make out in the dimming light,
especially against the tan of the grass, but there looked to be only one squad of archers and a handful of
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players. All had scrambled from their mounts, and some were stringing bows.

“Richina! Use the lutar and flame spell against the archers down there!” Secca turned back to Palian.
“Have the players ready to play the moment she finishes. The third building spell.”

“Stand ready for the third building spell.” Palian’s words to the first players were echoed by Delvor to
the second players.

Then, in the sudden stillness, Richina’s voice rang out strong, if not as open a sound as Secca would
have liked, and certainly not as open as Anna would have required.

“Turn to fire, turn to flame

all those below of Sturinn‘s name...”

Before the last lines of the spellsong, thin lines of orange fire erupted from the skies, arrowing out of the
heavens toward the Sturinnese.

Less than half of those reached the archers and players before a shimmering pale white and gauzy dome
appeared in the air above the Sturinnese---a clearly sorcerous creation through which Secca could make
out the figures of archers.

Secca glanced toward Palian.

“We stand ready, Lady Secca.”

“At your mark.” Secca forced herself to relax, to loosen muscles that were tighter than they should have
been, and to concentrate on the spellsong ahead--- just the spellsong.

“The third building song, at my mark . . . Mark!” Both the first and second players began the building
song, with the usual two bars of melody before Secca joined them. She ignored whatever was occurring
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below, where the hazy white shield had been raised by a Sea-Priest, and concen trated on meshing her
words and the players’ accompani ment with the visualization of what she intended.

“Clouds to form and winds torise
like a caldron in darkening skies.
Build a storm with winds of ice and heat

that scythes all Sturinn‘s men like ripened wheat...”

Secca slipped a quick breath between the stanzas, still visualizing the storm of all storms, one that would
sweep everything before it, ripping and rending all the Sturinnese forces, both those in the lowlands
before her, and those deks away in the Dumaran hamlet.

“Clouds to boil and storms to bubble
crush to broken sticks of wind-strewn rubble
all in Sturinn ‘s service or in Sea-Priest white

and let none escape the whirlwind’s might...”

After Secca finished the last words of the spell, she glanced downhill toward the archers. As she
watched, the pale white shield vanished, and a dark cloud of arrows arched uphill. Yet, as they did, the
skies darkened, and a rushing, wind swept from behind Secca, out of the north, with such force that she
went to her knees in the winter-tan grass, as did most of the players.

Someone had stood against the wind, for Secca could hear Alcaren and his lumand, singing a spell, one
to the tune of the flame song, but with slightly different words.

“Turn to fire, turn to flame,

in ashes rend all sent ‘gainst our name...

“Oh!” The single scream penetrated above the sound of spells, and wind, and a dull heavy roaring, so
intense that the very volume of the roar seemed to press Secca farther into the grass. Secca forced her
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eyes up, just in time to see a lancer transfixed by three yard-long arrows--- and to see intermittent blazes
of fire--- spellfires that turned the incom ing arrows to flame and dust, spellfires that blazed as points of
light against the almost jet-black clouds that swirled over head, clouds so dark that they bore a greenish
hue.

The roaring of the wind rose so much that Secca could hear nothing else, and the light of dusk darkened
so quickly that it appeared as if night had fallen. Gusts of warm, almost summerlike air mixed with air that
felt as cold as midwinter ice, flaying Secca with their extremes.

Amid the crashes of thunder, and the howling roar of the wind, Secca felt herself being pummeled, as if
she were being poked with a wooden spear. She blinked through eyes that burned enough to blur her
vision, to see a rain of hail so thick that she could barely make out the figures of the lancers in the single
guard squad that had remained---use lessly---to guard her and the others doing sorcery.

Everywhere, the white globules bounced off everything-- her own jacket and head, players and their
instruments. In moments, there was a white carpet covering the ground, bending the grass flat. Then, a
few more moments later, the hail had passed.

Secca started to climb to her feet,only to find Alcaren’s arm lifting her.

“I’m fine, thank you.” She softened her words with a quick smile, before her mouth opened involuntarily.

To the southeast, two enormous black funnel-like clouds swirled, visible despite the curtain of hail that
trailed them. She watched as the clouds darkened yet more, then seemed to fade behind the curtain of
hail. Then, the hail stopped falling, leaving a swath of white, almost like a massive car pet runner over the
hills in the direction of the Sturinnese forces.

“Mighty sorcery,” Alcaren murmured.

“Your last spell saved many of our lancers and players and probably both me, and Richina,” Secca said,
turning to ward him.

Beyond Alcaren, for the first time, Secca saw the odd coloration on the white hail carpet on the lower


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

hillside, and her eyes darted toward the lower ground from where the Sturinnese players and archers had
launched their attack.

“Don’t. . .“ warned Alcaren.

Secca had to swallow hard as her eyes took in the small swath of devastation. Less than a dek away,
where the squad attacking her forces had been, the hailstones were stained various shades of pink, from
almost red to a pinkish froth. The sorceress forced herself. to keep looking, even as she swallowed to

keep her stomach from turning itself inside out. It had been her sorcery . . . her words, her song, that had
literally shredded archers and players.

She swallowed again.

Behind her, Secca could hear Richina retching.

“I didn’t mean . . . not to be that cruel . . .”” Secca said slowly.

“It looks . . . worse,” Alcaren said. “It was faster than a blade or an arrow.”

That might have, been, but Secca couldn’t help but shud der.

19

Itzel, Neserea

Two men sit alone at the end of the long table nearest the hearth. A single candelabra bearing five

candles illuminates their end of the table. The only other light in the dining area comes from the glowing
bank of red coals in the hearth.

Belmar finishes a bite of mutton and follows it with a swallow of a dark red wine, he glances at the
empty crystal pitcher on the table and lifts the small bell, ringing it twice, before speaking. “The Shadow
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Sorceress raised the winds to scatter two companies of your best archers, and yet more of your players.”

“You could do the same, were you so minded,” points out the man who goes by the name of jerGlien.
“It is merely a matter of the right melodies supporting the proper words. It is most tiring, and if it fails to
destroy the enemy, then the sorcerer is left defenseless.”

“She can afford to be defenseless for a short time. She has a sorceress with her. I do not have others.”

“Do you wish others to share your powers?” asks jer Glien, looking up as the door to the private dining
chamber opens and a slender brunette serving-woman steps inside and bows . . . deeply and silently.

“Another pitcher of the wine, the good red.” Belmar turns to jerGlien as the woman bows again and
departs.

After a moment, jerGlien continues, “In any case, the sor ceress with the shadowsinger is not nearly so
strong as she is. Also, she is not your problem. Not now. The Sorceress of Defalk is. You should not be
scrying what is happening in Dumar, but what the lady Clayre may be doing in Neserea.”

"I have indeed been following the lady Clayre. She bides in that pile of ancient rock on the outskirts of
Esaria, as ifl could not see where she is. All the time Lord Nysl bows and scrapes, fearing her, yet
fearing me more.”

“He does her bidding,” says jerGlien, his voice mild.

“Because she is a sorceress, and within his hold. Only forthose reasons. Once we hold Neserea, he will
fall on his knees and grovel. We will let him.” Belmar laughs. “If he grovels especially well, we might let
him keep his pile of stone.”

“Lord Nysl is nothing. You must watch the sorceress.”

“That I am. She can do nothing without my knowledge.” The Neserean sorcerer takes the smallest of
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sips of the wine. “‘You had mentioned her lord, sometime back.”

“Ah, yes. I believe I did. The esteemed Lord Robero. He has little love of being indebted to women,
and especially women who are sorceresses. He is coming to realize that perhaps he might not be as
constrained under other circum stances, and that would be good for both of you.”

“Does the shadowsinger know this? If she does, she may well hasten to enter Neserea,” Belmar points
out. “That be ing a possibility, I would rather not be surprised ifshe does.”

The door opens, and the slender serving-woman reenters, bowing, and carrying a second crystal pitcher.
“Lord.”

Belmar watches as the young woman crosses the polished wooden floor. A few droplets of wine spill
from the pitcher onto the wood, either from the movements of the server or from the hand, which shakes
as she sets the pitcher on the table.

“You should not spill good wine.” His voice is cold.

“I am sorry, ser. Most sorry, Lord Belmar.” The woman’s bow is almost a grovel.

“Let it not happen again.”

“No, ser. No lord. I will be most careful.”

Belmar does not see the flash in jerGlien’s eyes. Nor does the server.

Neither speaks until the door closes once more.

“Even you accept too much sloppiness in women, Lord Belmar,” jerGlien observes.
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“She is notmy serving-woman,” Belmar points out. “I would not wish to tell those who support me how
to disci pline their servants. Not yet. He smiles. "You were say ing?"

“The shadowsinger cannot cross the Mittfels until the snows melt. That will be weeks from now, at the
earliest. By then, you should have disposed of the lady Clayre and the ragtag remnants of the pretender’s
armsmen and lanc ers.”

“There are still some who refer to her as the Lady High Counselor.” A sardonic smile crosses Belmar’s
face. “You do not care for women in high places.”

“No. I do not. No man of Sturinn does. Nor would you, if you but knew the damages wrought by the
sorceresses of old. What happened in your petty Spell-Fire Wars is as noth ing compared to the Pelaran
Devastation.”

“I cannot say I have heard of such,” replies the younger man.

“Why should you have? Does not the world begin and end in Liedwahr?” The Sturinnese laughs, lightly,
before lifting his own goblet. “You can worry about the lessons of days past once you have made your
own future certain. What will you do to keep the Lady Clayre from striking at you?"

“Strike first, of course, and in a fashion she will not ex pect. How could I do otherwise?”’

“She will attempt the same, I am certain,” points out jerGlien.

“Many attempt; few succeed.” Belmar smiles.

So does jerGlien.
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The gray light that seeped through the warped shutters meant it was sometime around dawn . . . . . or
that the day happened to be cloudy again. Secca doubted it was near dawn as she struggled from under
her blanket. She found herself so weak that even the effort to sit up and swing her legs over the side of
the narrow double-width bed in the peasant’s cottage left every limb trembling. Her eyes burned, and her
head throbbed--- worse, it seemed, than when she had collapsed into a troubled sleep the night be fore,
and, as she glanced around, daystars flashed intermit tently across everything she saw.

Neither Richina nor Alcaren was in the small bedroom, although Secca could hear low voices in the
larger common room.

As if he had been listening, Alcaren appeared with a cup of a steaming liquid. “I thought you might need
this.”

“More of the Matriarch’s brew?”” Each word felt as though it rasped from her throat and mouth.

Alcaren extended the chipped crockery mug. “I prevailed upon some that [ know to provide us with a
score of the brew packets. I could not have done so if the Matriarch did not approve, but I thought itbest
that I not approach her directly.”

Secca did not reply, instead taking the mug and sipping slowly.

“Richina and I have checked the glass, but we can find no Sturinnese force headed toward us. None
from Dumar, either,” Alcaren admitted.

“The weather?" Secca took another small sip of the brew.

“It’s chill and windy. There’s been some sleet at times this morning, but the clouds are thinning.”

Secca nodded.
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“Some of the players are as exhausted as you are,” Al-eaten continued. “I took the liberty of saying that
it would be unlikely that we would resume our journey to Envaryl until tomorrow.”

“Unlikely?” The way Secca felt, it was most unlikely, and if many of the players were in similar condition,
there would be little point in traveling.

“That way . . .” Alcaren looked embarrassed. ‘Well... you could still tell people we were traveling . . .
and that I had been mistaken . . .

Secca laughed--- and wished she hadn’t as she began to cough.

“Are you all right?” Alcaren stepped up beside her and put an arm around her shoulders to steady her,
taking the chipped mug and setting it on the bowed wooden floor.

“I’m tired, and we’ve just started.”

“I’ve just started. You’ve been at this for almost half a year. You can rest for a while. We’re not riding
anywhere just yet.”

For a time, Secca leaned against his arm and shoulder, but she couldn’t help wondering how much her
weakness would cost them. Ifonly . . . .. if only she were stronger. If only she weren’t so small.

She straightened. “Let me get the rest of my clothes on. If we’re not riding, at least we can see where
we’ll be going tomorrow.”

“There’s some bread and cheese waiting for you,” Al caren said, after giving her a last half hug. “You
can eat, and then we’ll see.” He stepped back from the bed and closed the plank door to the common
room.
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Secca glanced at the single shuttered window, hearing again the moaning of the wind. Spring was
supposedly nearing, but the wind sounded like midwinter. With the slightest of headshakes, and another
flash of the daystars across what she saw, she threw back the blanket and reached for her boots.

Wind and cold or not, they had to defeat the Sturinnese before more ships and Sea-Priests arrived from
the Ostisles.

21

By the next morning, the clouds and wind had passed, and the air was clear, if chill, and by midday
Secca and her forces had left the near-deserted hills covered only with winter-tan grass and made their
way along a road that had widened enough for Secca, Alcaren, and Richina to ride abreast, although
some of the time Alcaren was threading his brown gelding along the road’s shoulder in order to ride
beside Secca. The higher slopes of some of the hills bore either woodlots, orchards, or the remnants of
older forests. The dwellings beside the road had become more numerous, with stubble-turned fields
mixed with meadows. Almost all were small cottages--- and all were deserted or firmly shut tered as the
lancers of Loiseau and the SouthWomen rode by, the hoofs of their mounts thudding dully on the frozen
clay of the road.

Ahead of Secca, a half-dek beyond the vanguard of the column, the road curved through a grassy swale
between two hills, then appeared to dip. There, at the point where the road began to descend, Wilten
and one of Secca’s cap tains---Quebar---had reined up and were talking to a pair of scouts.

“That must be where the road drops into the long river valley,” Secca suggested, glancing at Alcaren,
riding to her right.

“It should be,” he answered.

“Then we’re not that far from Envaryl, are we?” asked Richina.

“Not ifthat’s the valley we think it is,” replied Secca, reaching up and readjusting the green felt hat.
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“We’ve made good time,” Richina observed.

Nodding, Secca reined up short of Wilten and Quebar. The gray marewhuffed, as if suggesting that it
was well past time for Secca to have stopped. Absently, Secca leaned for ward and patted the gray’s
shoulder, looking at the road that wound down the hill through three switchbacks and then turned almost
due north. A thin line of trees marked a wa tercourse that ran from the horizon where the road

seem ingly pointed westward toward the foothills and the snow-covered Westfels behind the hills.

“If our maps are right,” Secca said, “those trees could mark the course of the Envar River.”

“That would mean we’re less than thirty deks from Envaryl,” Alcaren said, easing his mount to a halt
slightly for ward of Secca.

“Lady Secca,” called Wilten, “there is a town below. The scouts say that there are hoofprints on the
road below, the kind that lancer mounts make, but they’re headed north, through the town and away
fromus.”

Following Wilten’s gesture, Secca studied the valley be low and the small town—or large village that
held close to twoscore dwellings. Already, riders and wagons were moving along the road, northward
out of the town along the road.

“They aren’t staying to see whether we’re friendly,” ob served Delcetta, reining up to join the informal
council at the head of the column.

“No armed force is friendly to them,” replied Alcaren. Secca worried about what that meant. Had
Dumar become a land where all sides preyed on the people? So much so that they distrusted everyone
on sight? She shook her head, wondering how Fehern---and Clehar before him---had ever let matters
get to such a state.

After a moment, she forced a pleasant smile. “We’ll prob ably need to send messengers to Fehern
before too long. Perhaps tomorrow, after we’ve had a chance to use the glass tonight and make sure that
he still holds Envaryl.”
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Wilten nodded.

Delcetta glanced from Wilten to Secca, and then to Al caren. “Ah . . . tomorrow?”

“You think Lady Secca should wait longer?’ asked Al caren, his voice mild.

Secca smothered a smile, for she had seen the twinkle in her consort’s eyes.

Delcetta started to speak, then smiled. “Overcaptain Al caren . . . [ would defer to the lady’s wisdom. I
trust that the reason for leaving messengers until just before we arrive is to make sure there are no
surpnses?"

“The Sturinnese doubtless know exactly where we are,” Secca replied. “If Fehern is less than
trustworthy, they will have let him know as well, and there is no reason for us to hazard lancers. If he
does not know, why . . ." Secca drew out the pause, “he should be most pleased to see us when ever
we arrive.”

Secca wasn’t sure of the logic of her reasoning, but her senses told her it was too early to send
messengers, and so far her feelings had been much more accurate than her logic.

“I am most certain Lord Fehern will profess gladness to see you whenever you arrive, my lady,” offered
Alcaren.

“But we will send messengers to Lord Fehern?”” asked Richina, her eyes going from Alcaren to Secca,
then back to the Ranuan sorcerer.

“We will,” Secca affirmed. “We don’t wish to surprise the acting Lord High Counselor too much, but he
should not have too much time to prepare.” She smiled more broadly and more falsely. "We would not
wish him to spend great effort on welcoming us when the task is to defeat the Sturinnese.”

Richina flushed, belatedly understanding the byplay.
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“I'wish it were otherwise,” said Secca, her smile turning faintly sad. Richina was still young enough that
she had to think to consider duplicity and treachery on the part of sup posed allies. Secca had been
forced to learn that lesson all too early.

“Best we continue,” she said quietly, but firmly.

22

Before midmorning, well before, the sun had warmed both air and ground enough that neither the breath
of mounts nor lancers steamed, and Secca had loosened her green leather riding jacket. It had been two
days since they had left the high hills, and Secca could now see Envaryl before them, on the north side of
the narrow river that lay less than a dek ahead.

“There’s still no sign of anyone coming out to greet us," observed Richina, riding to Secca’s left. “Do
you think our messengers got through?”’

“I’m most certain that they did,” replied Secca. “The glass showed them in comfortable quarters. Fehern
was still hold ing the city. Still, we can’t very well just ride into Envaryl. If necessary, we’ll stop short of
Envaryl on the south side and wait.” Her amber eyes flashed. She didn’t like the idea of waiting on
Fehern, especially not when she was hurrying to his aid.

Alcaren and Delcetta rode back from a point before the vanguard, where they had halted briefly to talk
to the scouts and Wilten. As they neared Secca, Alcaren eased his mount around and rode to Secca’s
right. Delcetta rode behind Al caren.

“The scouts haven’t seen any pickets or patrols,” Alcaren said. "There aren’t that many tracks on the
road, either.”

“Less than two deks from the city?”” Secca shook her head. “If no one does greet us, we’ll stop on this
side of the river.” There would be no sense in crossing a bridge and then having to fight---if it came to
that---with a river at their back.
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“That was also what Wilten felt,” Alcaren said dryly.

“If you would tell him that we agree with his recommen dation . . .?”

Alcaren laughed.

“Have him bring one company of lancers from Loiseau to the fore, and have Overcaptain Delcetta do
the same.” Secca felt strange passing the order through Alcaren when Delcetta was riding right behind
him, but since that was the way she herself had set up the chain of command, it would have been worse
immediately to bypass Alcaren. “Oh . . . Elfens and the archers as well.”

Alcaren turned in his saddle, gracefully as always, and said quietly, “If you would, Overcaptain, once we
near the bridge?”

“Yes, ser.” A faint smile played around Delcetta’s lips, one of repressed humor and understanding.

Alcaren eased his mount forward along the shoulder of the road, back past the vanguard and toward
Wilten. After that he rode back to talk to Elfens, whose archers rode be hind the players.

Less than a glass had passed when Secca reined up on the hint of a rise beside the road, perhaps two
hundred yards short of the river and the bridge that crossed it. The Envar River was narrow, less than ten
yards across, although the darkness of the water suggested that it was several yards deep. The stone
span that crossed the river was narrow and ancient, wide enough for but two mounts side by side: The
stones, originally reddish, had faded to pink, and the lower levels, just above the water, bore brown and
bleached-out green moss, moss that was doubtless under water in spring and early summer, when the
river’s water level was higher. The ground around the river and upon each side of the road looked to
have been recently cultivated, and the stubble from the previous harvest had been turned under.

There were more than a score of cottages within a dek of where they had halted, but all were set back
from the road, and built upon low stilts, suggesting that the river flooded the flatland. As with all the other
farm cottages they had passed, the dwellings and outbuildings were shuttered tight.
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Secca turned in the saddle, looking for Palian then called, “Have the players get their instruments ready,
so that they can play, quickly if necessary.”

“Yes, lady.” Palian’s smile was knowing, not quite grim.

Delvor merely nodded.

“Players dismount!” Palian called. “Dismount and stand ready to play.”

“Dismount and tune!” echoed Delvor.

“Gold company to the fore!” ordered Wilten.

“Second company to the fore!” Delcetta’s voice cut through the hubbub like a stiletto through rotten
meat.

Secca glanced northward across the narrow river. Envaryl presented an odd picture. Dwellings and
structures sprouted in groups, seemingly without pattern, except that there were often low hills covered in
tan grass and brush between the groupings. A number of the buildings—those whose walls were not
plastered—were built of stones of different sizes and colors. On the far side of the river, between the
river and the buildings, there was a low hill, or a regular long ridge, covered with the winter-tan grass that
grew every where in western Dumar and with intermittent brush and trees. A good four yards high, never
less than three, nor more than five, the ridge extended east and west of the road, running straight as an
iron crossbow quarrel.

From the saddle of the gray mare, after taking her lutar from its case behind her saddle, Secca tuned it.
A half smile flitted across her face as she could see Richina starting to follow her example, but she spoke
quickly, if evenly, “I’d rather you not show your lutar, Richina.”

Richina looked up, startled.
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“I’ll explain later,” Secca said.

“As you wish, lady.” The younger sorceress frowned.

Secca knew she’d have more than a little explaining to do. Still holding her own instrument, she studied
both the city and the regularity of the ridge. Then she nodded.

"You’re nodding,” Alcaren said, half-inquiring, as he eased his mount closer to hers.

“Look at that long straight hill,” she said. “Closely.”

“There’s a lot of stone under the bushes and trees. The trees aren’t very tall, either.”

“That was the city wall,” Secca explained. “I’d heard that Anna had turned the city into rubble. I never
expected to see it. That’s why the city is the way it is. It’s not as big as when she destroyed it, and those
who live there mined the ruins for the stones.”

“She destroyed the entire city?” asked Alcaren.

At Alcaren’s question, Richina’s head lifted, as if she had heard for the first time about Anna’s efforts
against Envaiyl.

‘With one spellsong,” Secca replied. “She said she paid for doing that for years, and in ways she’d
never expected . . .but she never said what they were.” She shifted her weight in the saddle, wondering
how long before they re ceived some indication of how to proceed. The scrying mir ror had shown that
Fehern held the city, and she doubted that could have changed in two glasses, not with the nearest
Sturinnese forces still almost fifty deks to the east.

“He’ll make you wait,” predicted Alcaren, “but not too long.”
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“Because he doesn’t wish to admit he needs us, even though he’ll lose everything without us?”” Secca
had doubts about what she voiced, but what she felt was better left between her and Alcaren for the
moment.

“Rulers—or Lord High Counselors—don’t like toadmit weaknesses.”

“No one does.” Secca laughed, as much at Alcaren’ s dry humor as at the implied suggestion that
Sorceress Proctec tors didn’t like toadmit to weakness, either.

Secca looked toward the bridge.

A trumpet sounded, and two squads of lancers appeared, riding out of the city and southward along the
road toward the river and bridge—and Secca’s forces. All wore tannish leather riding jackets, open
enough so that Secca could see the crimson tunics beneath. The Dumaran lancers reined up a good
hundred yards short of the bridge on the northern side.

After a moment, a single officer rode forward, slowly, across the bridge.

“Wilten!” Secca called. “If you would greet the Dumaran officer?”

With a nod, the Defalkan overcaptain also rode forward, but only about thirty yards, where he reined up
and waited.

Once the Dumaran reached Wilten, he reined up as well, and the two officers conversed for a moment.
Then, Wilten and the Dumaran overcaptain rode toward Secca, Richina, and Alcaren. Wilten was careful
to rein up a good ten yards short of Secca---and give Alcaren a sharp glance, although Secca’ s consort
had already eased his mount slightly for ward and turned the gelding just enough to be able to block any
attack on either sorceress.

“Lady Secca.” The fresh-faced captain bowed in the sad dle. “Lord High Counselor Fehern bids you
welcome to Du mar and Envaryl and has sent us to escort you to his headquarters.”
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“We are most happy to have reached Envaryl, and look forward to meeting with Lord Fehern,” replied
Secca. “You are?” She raised her eyebrows.

“Captain Kuttyr, lady.” The blond officer bowed again.

“Perhaps you would ride with us, Captain Kuttyr, and so enlighten us,” Secca suggested. “There is much
we should know.”

“I would be most pleased,” replied the Dumaran captain, his eyes involuntarily drifting to the blonde
Richina.

Secca did not replace the lutar in its case as she waited for the players to remount before she rode
toward the bridge, following the company of SouthWomen and, then, her own lancers.

“Have there been many attacks recently by the Sturin nese?” asked Secca, after the column had begun
to move forward.

“No, lady, not since early winter. Lord Fehern and Arms Commander Halyt have reports that the
Sturinnese are gath ering their forces and may attack within the next few weeks.” Kuttyr offered an
almost roguish smile. “I am not certain I should know that, but all the lancers do.”

“We will let Lord Fehern tell us what he will,” Secca replied with a smile. “How long have you been a
lancer?"

“Six years, lady. I just made captain last season.” Kuttyr’s smile was definitely for Richina.

“You must have distinguished yourself,” Richina offered.
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Secca kept her smile to herself and listened.

“If surviving and keeping too many lancers from being killed unwisely marks distinction,” replied the
young cap tain, “then I distinguished myself.” He shook his head rue fully. “The drums, and the waves of
white-coats . . . all we could do was attack quickly before they could set up the drums and in places
where we knew the land and when they did not expect it. We have slain far more of them than they of
us.” He laughed, once. “But there are far, far more of them.”

“They have many lancers,” prompted Richina.

“An endless number, it would seem. And when they use the drums, their archers never miss. It is hard to
fight against both sorcery, and arms.” Kuttyr paused and eased his mount back to let Richina and Secca
cross the bridge, then crossed with Alcaren.

“How many companies have you left here in Envaryl?" asked Alcaren.

“Any answer on my part would be a guess,” replied Kut tyr with a laugh. “Once we had twenty, but that
was when we left Dumaria.”

“Only twenty against fifty or more?” said Richina, turning slightly in the saddle. "That speaks for valor.”

“You are kind, lady, but valor, alas, does not always bring success.” Kuttyr quickly glanced at Alcaren,
as if not, wish ing to say more about valor. “I note varied livery, Over-captain, yet yours matches none of
them.”

Most of the force had crossed the narrow stone bridge, Secca and those riding around her had barely
passed the grass-covered rubble of the fallen wall when another squad of lancers appeared, only to turn
their mounts to form an honor guard of sorts.

“It does not” Alcaren smiled, spared a more detailed an swer by the arrival of the honor guard.
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“You do honor us; Captain,” Secca said. “Where are we headed?”

“Lord Fehern. has taken one of the older . villas on the north side of town as his headquarters,” replied
Kuttyr. “We are headed there.”

Secca continued to hold the lutar in readiness she rode into the city. She was glad that the rebuilding had

left wide spaces, where an ambush would have been more difficult than in most cities, but she continued
to study everything.

So did Alcaren, she noted, and the two exchanged know ing smiles, as Richina went on talking to

Kuttyr.

“How did your forces come to Envaryl?"

“We had little enough choice, lady.” Kuttyr smiled rue fully. "The Sturinnese moved up the river from
Narial, and then sent one body of lancers to the east to block the pass from Stromwer. They used
sorcery, it is said, to fill the lower reaches with rock and snow. Then they swept back westward.” He
shrugged. “We fought, but we had nowhere to go.”

Secca did not comment, but made a mental note to check on the passes from Stromwer with her glass
when she had time—and privacy.

“Did the Sturinnese have many archers?”

“More than we did . . ."

For all his words, Kuttyr offered little that Secca had not surmised from the observations she, Richina,
and Alcaren had made with their scrying.

Envaryl appeared the same from inside the fallen wall as it had from without. Even from the central
avenue that Kut tyr and his squads led Secca’s force along, the pattern con tinued---rubbled sections of
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land covered with grass interspersed with structures built from bricks and stone mined from the ruins.
Once Envaryl had been a substantial city. Now, what amounted to a large town was strewn among the
ruins.

Perhaps two-thirds of the way through the town, Kuttyr gestured, even before the leading squad of
Dumaran lancers turned. “We will follow the boulevard westward. It is less than a dek from here.”

Richina had fallen silent, as ifshe could think of no more questions.

The villa that stood at the end of the boulevard, flanked by a number of others, was somewhat more
than modest, Secca judged, with two 