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Chapter One
Lord Ander Alghasi Monteni dabbed his brush in paint and began noting highlights in his subject’s hair. The blue would bring out the glossy black of Shan-il’s hair—so unusual, like no one else’s in Northgard province. Lord Ander had painted his tutor a handful of times, fascinated by the man’s coloring and the flat planes of his face.
“You’re very dull today,” Ander said, drawing a highlight in the painted fall of Shan-il’s hair. “Do you not have any lessons for me?”
Shan-il laughed. “A boy of fourteen is asking for lessons?”
“I don’t mind your lessons,” Ander replied, with the ghost of a smile on his face. “Except for the mathematics, that is—and the natural sciences . . .” 
“You know a rigorous education is needed to prepare you for the office you will fill someday.”
“I know; my lady mother repeats it endlessly. But surely there is no need for me to know the kinds of rocks that make up the mountains or the breeding habits of icetigers.” He paused. “Especially the breeding habits of icetigers.”
“Yes. There have been no icetigers for a few years. But you are of Northgard, my lord. What would your lord father say if I taught you nothing of them?”
Ander dropped the paintbrush. “He would have no right to complain.”
“Lord Ander, you may be the King’s heir, but you are still Lord Zelan’s stepson. He has every right to insist you learn of the tigers, and the wolves as well.”
“No icetigers for years, Shan-il! The last was killed the year I was born—its pelt was sent to King Martan and lies in the Great Hall at Sugetre Castle.
And still every day my stepfather is on the Hunt, looking for icetigers that will never come. He will not stop.”
“Lord Ander, you know why he cannot stop.”
“I know. He is Collared. His binding forces him to Hunt. You have told me that is not his fault, but the King’s. That doesn’t mean he has to force me to be like him.”
Shan-il stood up. “I don’t think he has much choice anymore. He has been Collared for thirty years or more. After such a time, I doubt he can separate his own will from what is imposed upon him by the Collar.” The tutor paused and turned his head toward the door.
The door opened fast, and the man who burst through it moved fast as well, his gaunt face tense with anger. “Ander! Why are you not at the stable, ready for the Hunt?”
“I am not needed for the Hunt, father. There are no icetigers!” Ander knew his tone of voice would irritate his stepfather, but he could not help himself. He was sick of being called away from painting, reading, studying, mage training—even training in the sword—to join the fruitless Hunt. 
“Jashan’s eyes, you damned runt, you’ll ride with us or you’ll not see a paintbrush until your uncle dies. You are my stepson by law, no matter you are Sharpeyes’ heir, and you will obey me!” Lord Zelan grabbed Ander’s arm and hauled him out of the room. Ander protested, pulling back, but his stepfather was strong in spite of his age. After a few moments of being pulled down the stairs, Ander gasped out an oath and yanked his arm from his stepfather’s.
“All right, I will come, then! But it is useless, and you know it!” This attempt to wound his stepfather fell on deaf ears. 
“You are a stripling of fourteen. You think you know what is useful or not. I’ll tell you what is not useful, and that is your playing with those paints like a child in a nursery. Shut your mouth, get your weapon, and get on your horse before I throw you over her saddle.”
The four Hunters who would accompany them were already mounted. Their saddles bristled with spears and arrows. There was no expression on their sun-browned faces as they watched. Ander mounted, his mouth clamped shut. Mortified, he felt a stinging in his eyes and forced it back, stiffening his spine and staring ahead between his horse’s ears. He knew these men, Zelan’s Hunters—hard men, mostly silent, blooded many times against the icetigers when they had still roamed the area. Their presence took years away from him, making him feel awkward and immature. 
Lord Zelan mounted and called to the dogs to follow. Hunter Innes drew up beside Ander’s horse and held out a leather flask of water.
“You’d no time to get your own,” Innes said.
“It would be a long ride indeed without it,” Ander said, trying to keep his voice steady. “My thanks.”
“Hunter Shar has spare trailbread, if you want it.”
Ander looked ahead to where grim Hunter Shar rode straight as a pillar, eyes ahead. All at once he felt better. “Later, please,” he said. “Give Hunter Shar my thanks, Innes.”
Innes nodded.
“And, Innes, you will show me Grim’s new litter tomorrow, as you promised?”
“After your sword lesson,” Innes said. “I will bring them to the ring. Hon Islarian wants one of them, I think.”
The Hunter rode ahead. The man was inordinately proud of his hunting bitch and the quality of her litters. Grim was almost too old to bear, now; this might be her last litter. Ander thought of taking one. It would please the old Hunter to have offspring of his Grim at Sugetre Castle with the future King. Ander was scheduled to depart for there in a few short sennights to continue his education amid the toils of palace politics.
Soon he would be able to leave Zelan alone, running himself ragged as he sought out remnants of the species that had once threatened Righar’s northeastern reaches. There had once been a need for a Collared Lord at Northgard. But the need was gone. 
Today the Hunt rode toward the farms and wooded areas of the south, where the predators had always been rare. But too long without a sight of their lord, and the little towns grew restless. The southern villages wanted to see their Collared Lord protecting them.
It was a long ride as the late afternoon turned into the dusk the tigers and wolf packs had always preferred. The line of trees backed away to leave a cleared margin beside the path. Lord Zelan set a moderate pace, and Ander grew bored. He left the watch up to the Hunters, and thought instead of his portrait of Shan-il. This was the best he had done; he knew it. He believed he was catching a light of intelligence in those dark eyes that had escaped him in his other attempts. Perhaps if he could convince Shan-il to sit again tomorrow while it was fresh in his mind, he could accomplish more.
He shook his head and pulled himself out of his thoughts. He had fallen a little behind. Hunters Innes and Shar lingered near him, but the other men and the dogs were no longer visible on the trail. They had moved ahead toward the village. Ander put his heels to his mare’s side, and the mare began walking faster. Ander looked around at the trees, realizing it was near dark. Hunter Innes had lit a road-lamp that illuminated their immediate surroundings. It made the foliage behind it seem even blacker. 
“Riders, Lord Ander,” Shar said. Ander pulled up and listened. It sounded as if there were quite a few horsemen, maybe half a dozen. His nerves prickled. His guards pulled closer to him, loosening their swords in their sheaths. 
Out of the darkness came the riders, appearing suddenly out of the gloom. As near as Ander could see in the night, their gray surcoats showed no badge of any liege lord. 
“Who’s there?” Innes challenged.
There was no reply. Some of the new arrivals pulled their horses back behind the leaders. Then the new men were riding the Northgard group down, two riding abreast in the close quarters of the tree-lined trail.
Ander swore and dragged his horse’s head around. His heels drummed on her flanks, urging her away. 
“Get back!” Shar yelled. Both of the Hunters shouldered their mounts in front of Ander, swords drawn to defend him. Metal clashed. Ander pulled his mare away, in the direction his stepfather had gone. But there was already a man cutting off his retreat, grinning at Ander’s effort, his sword ready. Ander grabbed for his own sword, praying to Jashan for aid against the massive warrior. 
He heard a panicked shout as one of the horses went down. Hunter Shar was trapped under his mount, screaming as the beast rolled over him. Innes now faced two opponents. His sword flashed in the erratic light of the moving roadlamp, but it was only a moment until he was disarmed. The sword went flying off into the woods and one of the attackers rode up and slashed the Hunter’s throat.
“Innes!” Ander screamed. Blood sprayed as the Hunter’s body fell too slowly from his horse to lie in the dirt. 
Ander shoved down his grief and raised his sword to meet the massive weapon of his attacker. Their swords rang together. It was a good strike, but the older man laughed and shoved his horse toward Ander’s, trying to use his weight advantage to force Ander’s arm down. Ander struck again, aiming for the opening in the man’s mail at his throat. For a moment he thought he would succeed, but then his blade was struck aside.
Ander stared into his enemy’s grinning face. Someone shouted behind him; he was about to get overridden from the rear. He pulled his mare’s head around, trying to find a way around the man, maybe ride away into the woods. Two of the attackers rode past him, heading in the direction Lord Zelan had gone, cutting him off from help. 
Ander’s attacker drew his sword arm back for the strike.
Ander had never before used the color magery in violence, though he had been taught to do so. He had only a second to act. He called on Jashan and felt the magery blaze up inside him. Always before, he had controlled the fire; he had spent much of his training learning to control it. Now he loosed his will, let his barriers fall, and blasted all the energy he could at the attacker.
Light leaped from his hands. It lit up the trail and the faces of the attackers and the lower branches of the surrounding trees. His attacker screamed and fell, arching backward as he hit the ground and color magery swept his fallen form, stopping his heart. Ander felt a blow and a sharp pain in his side. He jerked away as a second man pulled back his sword from his strike; pain bloomed up and down his side. He tried to gather his strength, tried to concentrate on the magery, but it slipped away from his control.
His attacker drew back his sword for a second strike. Ander tried to slide down the side of his horse and perhaps get into the woods. His foot caught in the stirrup. He threw his arms over his head in a useless attempt at protection, struggling to focus his magery.
The dark shape of his attacker was suddenly limned in light. The man screamed and fell backwards. Ander’s vision was scorched by the light of color magery; all he could detect were dark shapes, moving in on his attackers. One of them dragged the man back away from him. There were sounds of a brief, brutal fight: grunts, the crack of a bone snapping, and then a liquid gasp. Someone swore behind him, and there was another metallic crash of weapons.
Ander’s sight began to clear. He pulled his foot away from the stirrup and slid down from his mare. Someone else was next to him. He whirled, ready to fight, but it was a woman who grabbed his arm and dragged him away from the battle on the trail. 
He let her pull him between the bushes, with his hand held tight to his wound to stanch the blood. On the trail, there was another flare of color magery. He heard someone scream. As he half-fell to the ground, he heard the beat of hooves coming fast on the trail from the direction his stepfather had gone.
“Sit still,” the woman whispered. “Are you all right? You took a blow.”
“I am bleeding.” Ander heard his own voice quaver, and was ashamed of his weakness. He took his hand away from his side and rubbed his fingers together; they were covered in blood.
“I need a light,” the woman said. It was black in the woods. The roadlamp had gone out, and the light of color magery had vanished. 
Ander could hear Zelan’s voice shouting on the trail. It was not a battle cry; instead, his voice was raised in anger. 
“I think it is over,” Ander said. 
A man’s voice called from the trail. “Kirian? It is over. You can bring him out.” 
The woman put a hand under his arm and helped lift him to his feet. Once standing, he was a full head taller than she was, but he still leaned on her in the dark as they stumbled through branches back to the trail.
There was more light on the trail from lanterns someone had brought from the village. Five bodies lay on and near the trail, as well as a grunting, terrified horse with a gash in its belly. A thin man held one of the attackers still, a knife to his throat. Lord Zelan and his remaining Hunter stalked toward a tall man with his straw-colored hair drawn back in a warrior’s tail.
“Who the hell are you?” Zelan shouted at the tall man.
“Callo ran Alkiran,” the man replied. “I think you are Lord Zelan of Northgard?”
“You came upon us just in time,” the Hunter said, reminding his lord of where thanks were due.
Zelan gestured at his Hunter, who went to take custody of the remaining attacker from the narrow-faced man who held him. The Hunter searched their attacker, going through pouches and armor looking for any other weapons.
“We killed one of them who came after us at the village,” Zelan said to Lord Callo. “The other got away. Where you came from, I have no notion. It seems extremely convenient.”
Ander lost track of the conversation as a curtain of grainy darkness began to sweep over his vision. He grasped the woman’s sleeve. “I’m bleeding,” he said again.
“Unknown God, of course you are,” she said. “Sit down. My lord! This boy is wounded. I need light over here.”
Someone brought the lantern. Ander squinted against its light and lay back, allowing the woman to pull his tunic away from his side. He waited for her reaction so he could gauge how bad the injury was, but her face was impassive as she examined the wound.
Then Zelan was looming above them. “Let me help him up. I need to get him to Littleseed for proper care.”
“I am a Healer, my lord. You will do better to let me make sure the bleeding is stopped before we try to take him anywhere.”
“How bad is it?” Ander gasped as she applied pressure—more than she needed to, he was sure. 
She smiled at him. “It is not so bad. You were lucky.”
Zelan peered over Kirian’s shoulder. “Ha! That’s nothing more than a scratch, boy. Any righ could bear such a cut. Wrap him up and let’s get to the village.” He stalked away. 
Ander squirmed away from Kirian’s hands. “If my father won’t thank you, I will, and also Lord Callo. You have saved my life.”
Callo bowed in his direction. “I am glad we were here. Let us go to this Littleseed and get your son tended under proper conditions, Lord Zelan. I take it that is the village we passed not long ago?”
“Your man should keep a close eye on your captive,” the servant told Lord Zelan. “I believe I have seen this man’s face before. You will want to question him.”
“I thought he looked familiar, Chiss,” Callo said. “From the city guard?”
The thin man nodded.
Lord Zelan almost sputtered in his confusion and anger. Ander spared a spiteful thought for how ridiculous the old man looked, and then felt ashamed.
Kirian had been wrapping Ander’s side with a strip of cloth she had obtained from the Hunter. Now she tapped him on the shoulder and held out a leather flask.
“Drink, Lord Ander,” she said. “Then on your feet. You will do fine until we get to this Littleseed. Just go slow, and have someone help you mount.”
“You are a College-trained Healer?” Ander asked, sipping the lukewarm water from the flask. He had noticed the woman carried no Healer’s bag.
“I am. My name is Kirian, if you did not hear it earlier.”
“I am very glad you are here, though I have no idea how or why.”
The old Hunter walked over to offer an arm for Ander’s support. With a nod of thanks, Ander accepted the Hunter’s arm. He felt shaky, from the effects of the wound or from his use of color magery, he did not know. 
What kind of heir would he be to the legendary Sharpeyes, King Martan, strong in arm
and in his magery, if he couldn’t weather what his stepfather said was a scratch? With this thought, Ander mounted his mare and urged her on. The fallen Hunters and the dead attackers lay sprawled across the trail. He clenched his jaw tight against the onset of tears as he thought of the fallen Innes. He knew Lord Zelan would send men back from Littleseed to bring back the honored bodies of the dead Hunters, and to bury the attackers somewhere in the woods. He slumped in the saddle, afraid in spite of what his stepfather had said. After a few moments he began to feel lightheaded.
The trees thinned out. The farmland belonging to Littleseed stretched out dark and lush with the summer’s crops before them. Beyond the fields was the village itself, just a few huts and a central guesthouse visible in the black night only because of the candlelight in their windows. Ander followed Zelan toward the low building in the middle of the village. As they approached, a woman of middle years walked out from one of the huts closest to the guesthouse. She held a lamp. 
“Is it Lord Zelan, then?” she asked, holding the lamp up to illuminate their faces. “And five others?”
“One of us is wounded, Morem,” Lord Zelan said. “My son.”
Morem peered back through the darkness at Ander. She did not smile, and Ander thought her unwelcoming. Then she said, “My lord, we will make room in the guesthouse.”
Ander slid off his mare and was grateful when someone led her away to be cared for. Hon Kirian led the way into the guesthouse and pointed toward one of the cots that lined the walls. “Sit there,” she said. “This wound needs cleaned better than I could do in the woods.”
“Thank you, Hon Kirian.”
The thin man, Chiss, had gone out as soon as they arrived and now brought in a tub of warm water. Kirian dipped a clean cloth in the tub as Ander pulled his tunic away from the wound. He shivered as the water touched his side. Averting his eyes from what Kirian was doing, he watched the newcomers to distract himself. 
Ander knew of Lord Callo ran Alkiran. He was actually his distant kin—the bastard nephew of King Martan, born of Martan’s sister, Sira Joah, by some unknown father. A bastard righ was rare; usually any such complications of righ affairs were disposed of, so as not to weaken the righ bloodlines and the precious mage talent. This one had been allowed to live, and not only that but also had been raised in the palace, under the King’s distant supervision. Ander had met Callo back in Sugetre; the man was almost thirty and had paid little attention to Ander, but Ander remembered the man’s amber eyes and the impression of his almost unbreakable control.
Lord Callo was in some kind of disgrace, Ander thought; he had disappeared from Seagard without leave, and the King had declared his estate forfeit. Now he was here, in tiny Littleseed of all places, by this Kirian’s word on his way to see his lord stepfather. 
 Kirian put away the wet cloth. “It is not so bad,” she said. “It is done bleeding, and seems to be a clean wound. But see where it is, across the ribs? If it had been deeper, it would have been serious. You had a close call. I do not have the proper herbs with me, so you will need treatment from Hon Jesel in the morning, at Northgard.”
“What I want to know is, who sent those men?” Ander said. 
His stepfather replied. “I think they were Sword of Jashan. They wore gray, and no badge. One of them rode off when the color magery was loosed. Did they come through here?”
“We have seen no one else,” Morem said. “We have your prisoner locked up in the root cellar. A couple of our boys are watching to make sure he does not escape.”
“I’ll see him in the morning,” Zelan growled. “Get out of him whatever he knows. The rebels have an encampment somewhere nearby—I have begun to hear rumors.”
Callo grimaced in distaste. “No need, Lord Zelan. We can find out what we need by other means.” He glanced over to where the narrow-faced man worked over the packs. “Chiss,” he said. “Let us go and see if we can identify the rest of those men, before any of their friends return for the bodies.” The narrow-faced man handed Lord Callo his sheathed sword and sword-belt. 
Before he left, Zelan gestured to his remaining Hunter. “Go with them. Take a couple of men from the village to help you bring back our own.” 
The Healer paused and glanced over at the group as they walked outside. Ander told her, “My father does not trust Lord Callo. He wants witnesses.”
“He does not know us. But I can assure you that Lord Callo had nothing to do with the attack on you.”
Ander winced and pulled away. The Healer was wrapping the wound, and it hurt. She looked up at him with an apology, her eyes smiling. He gave back a tentative smile. She was young, maybe in her mid-twenties; her face was slightly round, her skin fresh and clear, and her eyes a soft brown. He looked down at her hands as she finished her task, admiring their grace.
“Now,” she said, standing, “Do you want some mellweed?”
“No. There’s hardly any pain.”
“If you change your mind in the night, send someone for me. I will be on the other side of the guesthouse with one of Morem’s daughters. Just behind that door, see?”
“Will I sleep in here?” he asked, looking around. With Lord Callo, whom I do not trust? He wanted to add.
“Don’t worry. You’ll be perfectly safe.” She rose and took her leave heading for the other side of the guesthouse. In the center of the room, his stepfather stood eating bread and drinking ale, talking to Morem. 
One of the village women brought Ander some bread and fruit. Ander thanked her and settled back on the cot, exhausted. His side did ache, but he wanted no mellweed. He wanted to wait until Lord Callo and the others had returned, to find out who had dared try to kill him. A sense of foreboding hung over him, as if his life was about to change in unpleasant ways. 
He awakened sometime in the night. Booted feet echoed on the wood guesthouse floor; Lord Callo and the others who had gone out to investigate the attackers had returned. A single lamp was still lit. Ander watched through sleepy eyes as the men took ale and bread from the table and began to report their findings. There seemed to be some disagreement; he heard Zelan’s voice, tense with disbelief, although the men tried to keep their voices low to avoid waking the sleepers. 
Lord Zelan stepped back from the others, shaking his head. Ander heard the words “King’s man” and all at once was awake, eyes wide, feeling as if the world had shifted beneath him. He drew a blanket around him and sat up to watch the others argue. Apparently, Lord Callo did not think the attackers were with the rebel group Sword of Jashan. Lord Callo thought the King his uncle had sent men to murder him.
 



Chapter Two
Ander sat on a stone bench in the shade of a tree near the practice ring. It was his training time, usually spent getting bruised up as Islarian tried to beat some skill into him. Today he was on the wounded list and so he had not shown up for his lesson; instead he sat, almost hidden by the flowering shrubs that partially surrounded the little bench, and watched Lord Callo. 
Callo had left for the ring before Ander came down for breakfast. Lord Zelan said a few choice words about his stepson’s skill with the sword, and told him if he wanted to see a real swordsman he should go down to the ring and watch Lord Callo. Sick of his stepfather’s criticism, Ander grabbed a couple of slices of ham, piled it on some bread, and left the table. He had intended to avoid the ring at all costs, but here he was anyway, watching the best practice bout he had ever seen.
Islarian was a competent swordsman. He was known as an excellent trainer, which was why King Martan had sent him to Northgard. Even a King, who commanded armies, needed skill with the sword, King Martan said. A King must command the respect of the strong-willed righ and the mages. 
Ander struggled with his training sessions. He was used to seeing the puzzled look on Islarian’s face when Ander failed to execute some maneuver that the instructor had gone over time and time again. Ander had grown to dread the matches Islarian arranged with other students; even wooden swords could deliver stinging blows. He could defend himself in a pinch, and all the credit for that went to Islarian’s stubborn persistence. Ander was a gifted color mage, and an intelligent student, but he would never be a good swordsman. 
He did, however, know one when he saw one. Lord Callo was in the ring right now, giving Islarian a challenging match. The older man was almost glowing with the pleasure of having his skills tested for the first time in years. 
After a few minutes of frowning concentration, Ander found himself watching the men in the ring with an artist’s eye instead of a swordsman’s. He opened his sketchpad, picked up his charcoal, and began to draw, trying to catch the controlled violence of Callo’s body as he worked. The man was in constant movement, so he contented himself with a flow of action—strong lines for Callo’s forearm, a fluid arc for the fair hair tied at his neck, a line to show the motion of his shoulders. The sword itself was wooden, but Ander took license and made it a strong stroke, a dagger of black steel.
He was just trying to figure out how to show the expression on Callo’s face when someone spoke.
“That is very good,” Kirian said. 
“Thank you.” 
“May I join you, Lord Ander?”
He made room for the Healer on the stone bench, his eyes returning to the men in the ring. He indicated his drawing. “Do you think he would mind?”
“Mind your drawing him? I doubt he would care.” The Healer’s eyes were on his drawing again, then on the fighting man in the ring, then back on the picture. Her lips curved in a smile. “You’ve caught him, Lord Ander. It is—inspired.”
“Really?” He was not used to compliments. “I will give it to you. After I finish it, that is.” 
“Thank you, my lord.” She settled on the bench, making herself comfortable. “If I may ask—how is your side today? Is there any swelling, any redness?”
“No. I’m fine. Hon Jesel gave me some herbs to drink. He said you did a good job of cleaning the wound.” He worked at the drawing, finding it difficult to draw Callo’s face. He decided to complete it with just a suggestion of expression, ignoring the fine details to show the man’s focus on the fight.
There was a shout in the ring. Ander looked up in time to see Islarian leap back from a strike, grinning. He had not seen the swordmaster grin before. 
He continued to work on the drawing, but his thoughts were elsewhere now. “Hon Kirian—are you privy to Lord Callo’s business?”
She shrugged. “Some of it, perhaps.”
“Then do you know why the King’s men would attack me? I have been the acknowledged heir since my birth. King Martan has no children of his own, and he has never begrudged me anything. Are you sure?”
“Lord Ander, did you not listen through all the argument they felt necessary to have in the middle of the night?”
“Yes, I did. Lord Zelan was not convinced—he feels it was the Sword of Jashan, and I must say that makes more sense to me. But Lord Callo seems very sure about this, and he and Chiss know the one man from the King’s guard. I believe my father is likely to humor him in this. He is very amiable now with Lord Callo because he saved my life.” He sighed, putting aside the charcoal. 
“It makes sense if King Martan no longer wishes you to succeed him.”
“Why would that be? What has changed?”
After a slight pause, Kirian said, “Has your lord father told you nothing of what he discussed with Lord Callo this morning?”
Ander grimaced. “He does not trust me with his affairs.”
“These are your own affairs. You are the heir to Righar. Why does he not trust you?”
Ander looked at the Healer. She looked pleasant enough, with her round face and friendly eyes. He felt an unexpected urge to confide in this common woman who knew nothing of him. “I am not the son he would have wanted. I am merely his stepson, and he has no heir of his own body. And I will leave Northgard, eventually, and he knows there will be no Collared Lord here after him.”
“So he is bitter.” Kirian swung her feet, which did not touch the ground. It was an oddly endearing gesture, making her seem more his own age. Ander felt his tension ease. 
“I know little about the other Collared Lords,” she continued. “I was posted to Seagard, so I know about the Black Tide, and the Collared Lords there. This seems so quiet a land, in comparison. Why was a Collared Lordship created here?”
“There used to be icetigers living in the high mountains. They would come down every winter, and sometimes at other times, and kill animals and people. They were not like ordinary tigers, you understand—they were almost as big as horses, and vicious. There were other predators, too, that came over the mountains from Leyland—hungry wolves that were forced down from the north in bad weather. The legends say they were the god Chovolth’s creations.”
“Chovolth. He is a Leyish god.”
“The Leyish god of winter. The wolves and icetigers were his servants. People died from them every year, slain in the wild or even in their villages.”
“They sound like terrifying creatures.”
“The Collared Lords of Northgard were created oh, long ago, and bound to the Hunt. They went out and killed the icetigers. They succeeded so well that there hasn’t been one seen since I was born. There is no more need for a Collared Lord here. I won’t create another one, when I am King, and when my stepfather dies.” 
Kirian looked over to the ring, where Callo and Islarian were finished with their match. Ander followed her gaze. Islarian was leaving the ring, but Callo stood for a moment, holding his own sword now. Callo raised the weapon in a ritual salute Ander recognized, having seen it in Sugetre.
“Because of this, your father will not tell you news you need to know to protect your own life?” Kirian asked. 
Ander laughed. He knew it sounded bitter. “You don’t know him. He is a tyrant. My lady mother is in Sugetre right now, where I should be as well. But Lord Zelan ordered me to remain until I turn fifteen. He will not listen to my arguments, and King Martan has not interfered.”
“In this case, he proved wise. If you were in Sugetre you would likely be dead. Look, I will tell you–”
“Wait.” Ander stopped her, hand raised as he saw what was going on in the ring. Callo was going through an abbreviated form of Jashan’s sword ritual. Ander’s fingers itched for his drawing tools as he saw the straight posture flow into the ancient moves. Then he sat up, rigid, as he saw red fire crawl down Callo’s blade and disappear into his hands.
“Jashan’s sword!” he said. “He is a color mage.”
“He is. That is why the King has changed his mind about the succession. If you had listened . . .”
“But Hon Kirian, he was never a color mage before. I would have been told.”
“It is a new thing,” Kirian said. Ander turned to look at her. Her brown eyes were on the man in the ring.
“You don’t become a color mage by surprise, at his age,” Ander objected. “He would have known.”
“There were special circumstances. No one knew, until recently. King Martan knows.”
Ander put his drawing materials aside and jumped to his feet. “I must warn him.”
“He is in some danger?” Kirian asked.
“He could be. He must learn to control it. Look how the energy is all around him like that. Hon Kirian, he trusts you. Please come with me to talk to him!”
Callo was finishing the shortened ritual, his eyes closed during this final salute. He opened his eyes as Ander barreled into the ring, followed by Kirian at a slower pace. The energies which had clung to him like a lover faded into his hands as they approached.
“My lord!” Ander said breathlessly. “I did not know you were a color mage.”
“Neither did I, young lord,” Callo said. “Until a few sennights ago.”
“He says there is some danger,” Kirian said. 
“The color magery—the energy—it is uncontrolled. It should not be visible when you worship Jashan in the form.” Ander felt heat rise in his face. It felt strange, addressing an older righ like this. But the man didn’t know, had never been taught, what Ander had spent years learning. “I am sorry to intrude on you like this, but it could injure you, or someone else. It is very dangerous, Lord Callo.” 
Callo had sheathed his sword. “It is new to me, Lord Ander. I will have to learn how to control it in the ritual. I intend to use it as little as possible.”
Mage Oron had driven the lesson into Ander, how perilous uncontrolled color magery was. He must make sure Callo understood this, too, no matter if the swordsman took offense. “Forgive me, my lord, but until then, you should not do the ritual. It is very dangerous.”
Lord Callo’s eyes changed, behind that wall of control. “There is no question of skipping the worship. But I thank you for your advice.”
Ander felt like yelling in his frustration. “My lord. I know I am young, but I have been taught by the best mages in Sugetre since I was eight. I know what I am saying.”
Lord Callo looked as if he wanted to walk away, but the Healer’s hand was on his arm, detaining him. 
Ander said, “I will show you, if you will let me.”
“There are circumstances you are not aware of,” Callo said as if he would rather be discussing anything else but this. “You are very young, my lord. I doubt you could advise me on this.” He stopped and Ander saw that Kirian had tugged on his arm.
“Let him tell you,” she said. “It can’t hurt. Where else will you have access to a color mage willing to share his experience?”
“Kirian, you know my—unique circumstances.”
“Are you too proud to accept his advice?”
Callo made an almost imperceptible growling sound, but Ander’s ears caught it anyway. His eyes opened wider.
“You know I am not,” Callo said. “Any vestige of pride was burned out of me long ago.”
“Then let him show you, my lord,” she said. “Please.”
Callo looked at the Healer. Ander saw the lines of refusal in his face soften. The Healer had influence over this lord; that was certain. Ander would remember that. 
Callo said, “I must ride a patrol. I want to help set up an enhanced guard for you, young lord, not study magery. Kirian, you know I am here only to warn Lord Ander of his danger and protect him from harm before we move on. I have no time for such lessons.”
“You cannot be riding patrols all day. You know the need for this.”
 “I suppose I will consider it,” Lord Callo said. He inclined his head in a polite bow. It was clear that he was done discussing the subject. 
“Thank you,” Ander said. “Good day to you, my lord. I hope we can talk about this very soon.”
Callo said a polite farewell, bowed, and walked away. The man did not resume the sword ritual. Ander sighed with relief; Jashan was the god of the sword and the god of color magery, and there was a synergy between the two things that could lead to unpleasant consequences if the magery was not held under strict control. So he had been taught.
Kirian also looked after Callo as he walked toward the training shed where Islarian had disappeared after their match. She said, “I do not think he will stop doing the ritual under any circumstances. My lord—will you make sure he knows what he should?”
“If he will hear it from me.”
“You are the only one here except your lord father who can help. Should I ask Lord Zelan then?”
Ander snorted. 
“I thought not.” Kirian smiled at him. 
“I cannot force Lord Callo to listen to me.”
“No, I will try to do that. You have my thanks, my lord. I do not know why you should care, though.”
“You do not understand either, Hon Kirian.” He looked into her eyes, trying to convey the seriousness of the situation. “I will never be lord here, and I am not yet of age, but these are still my people. If Lord Callo loses control—of what looks to be a strong talent—he will not hurt just himself, but others I have known all my life. He wants to protect me? Gods know, I am grateful you and he happened along last night in time to save me. But an untrained color mage is no asset to us, Hon Kirian. Any mage I know would consider him a threat.” 
Kirian inclined her head. “Then I will make sure he understands that,” she said quietly. “Thank you, my lord.”
* * * * *
Ander stood in the clearing, light filtering down through the leaves onto his dark, wavy hair, and held out his arms to either side of his body to illustrate a point. “It’s all about balance,” he told Callo earnestly.
Callo leaned up against Miri’s side as she grazed next to Ander’s long-legged colt. Here in the clearing, just off one of Northgard’s trails, the summer heat was muted to a bearable level, and a slight breeze danced with the leaves overhead. The same current of fresh air lifted tendrils of Callo’s hair from his perspiring neck. It was an afternoon for lying drowsily under the trees, not for learning mage theory from an adolescent. Callo sighed and closed his eyes for a brief moment, then focused on Ander again. As he looked up, he saw the boy’s eyes fixed on his face.
“I recognize that look,” Ander said with a shy grin. “My lord, I have given it to my tutor often enough. I did not expect to see it on your face.”
Callo grinned. “I apologize. It is a sweet day, Lord Ander. Even a man grown can be seduced by a day like this one.”
“I will have to tell Shan-il.—But my lord, we have just a little time today.” Ander looked down the slope, where four guardsmen waited just within sight. 
The guardsmen had conceded them a little time to themselves, but would not allow Ander to go out of the immediate grounds of the manse. Safe as it was in Northgard’s territory, there was always a threat to the heir to the throne—especially from the Sword of Jashan, which had been escalating its attacks against the persons and property of the righ.

Callo sighed and stood straight. “Balance. Tell me about this balance, then.”
“My teachers told me that the energies we manipulate cannot be forced. They said the color magery is always there, like the heat under the earth that makes a volcano.”
“It sometimes feels like a volcano.”
“If the pressure lies in the rock unrelieved, forced down, sooner or later it explodes. Mage Oron says it can blow the whole top off a mountain. It must be an amazing sight.”
“I have heard there are volcanoes in the southeastern seas,” Callo said. “But there are no descriptions of their eruption—for good reason, I would think.”
“Shan-il told me that the liquid fire from a volcano can burn everything in its path, even houses and things made of metal.” Ander sounded impressed. He was still holding his arms out to each side, as if testing the breeze. Not for the first time, Callo thought Ander was young for his age. He wondered how the boy had grown up so innocent, being raised at least in part in Sharpeyes’ cynical court. Innocence would not be a factor in favor of Ander’s survival when he eventually inherited the throne.
“Anyway,” the boy continued, “if there are other ways for the pressure to escape, like cracks in the rock to allow the fire to escape, the volcano does not erupt. If it does, it is less dangerous. Its force has been balanced with the outside.”
“Balanced,” Callo repeated, thinking.
Ander said, “The way to cope with the energies is not to try to force them down. We are not strong enough. Not even the King is strong enough for such a thing. Mage Oron told me never to try such a thing, that I could destroy myself and others.”
“Mage Oron is your tutor? He taught Lord Arias as well—my half-brother, you know.”
“The King my uncle introduced me to Lord Arias. I like him. He is always laughing, isn’t he?” 
“Yes, he is.” Callo wondered how things were going for Arias, now that he was freed from the Collar. Then he sighed and tried to redirect his thoughts back to the subject at hand.
Ander leaned forward. “You have to let go of some of the color magery, Lord Callo.”
Callo grimaced. “It is a firestorm inside of me, Lord Ander. Letting it go—seems dangerous advice.”
“If you use it, let it balance with the external energies, then you will not be in so much pain. You will be able to accept the rest of it, and take it in.”
Callo tried to deny it. Then he looked at the boy who was trying to help him and decided to opt for honesty. “I am indeed in some pain. But if I release this energy, I fear the consequences.”
“There is a certain way you have to do it. And not through the sword ritual. That is Jashan’s worship, and it will add to the energies rather than help reduce them. It is Jashan’s fire, after all—the color magery.”
Callo’s head was beginning to hurt. “Look, young lord, I do Jashan’s discipline each day. Since I was younger than you are, Jashan has put his shoulder between me and what lives within me.” Callo stopped. There was no way he could explain to this boy that, long before he had known he was a color mage, he had enlisted the god’s help in controlling the psychic magery, so that he would not use it to influence the emotions of others against their will.
Ander must have seen that Callo was closing him out. The boy had stopped his fidgeting. He sat very still, looking into Callo’s eyes. “You have to listen to me or maybe another color mage if you do not trust me. Mage Oron can show you techniques to do this thing. You don’t understand. You can die from this, Lord Callo.”
“Oh, I understand that perfectly.” He remembered too well how he had fought the resurgent energies on the boat that had carried them back to Righar, and how he had almost failed to hold them back. “I will listen. I want you to understand, young lord, that there are circumstances here you do not know. I cannot just—release everything.”
“You may need to, to stay sane.” That was quietly said. At once the boy, who had seemed a fidgety child a moment before, had the solemnity of a future king. “You need Mage Oron, or some other instructor with experience, Lord Callo. Or the consequences may be very bad.”
“I understand.” He gave a short bow. “And I appreciate your guidance, my lord. Now you must allow me time to consider. I will be here, oh, a little longer. I will discuss this with you again.”
Callo turned the matter of the color magery over and over in his head that day, considering it from every angle. He knew he dared not let down his barriers; that would risk losing his hard-won control over the ku’an magery as well. Perhaps as the young lord went back over his instruction, something else would occur to him. Callo knew very well the delicate balance the color mages kept between the world and the magery; he remembered Arias’s mage cloak, which had allowed him to divert a constant stream of the energy into a harmless play of pattern and color. That level of control was far beyond him.
He feared his attempt to control the fire inside of him would be his last. It was better to ignore it, and never use it at all. 
 



Chapter Three
Kirian woke with a hand on her shoulder, shaking her.
“Wake up, Hon Kirian. Wake up! You’re dreaming.” It was an unfamiliar female voice, perhaps a maid. Kirian must have been making quite a bit of noise for a servant to have dared to wake her.
Kirian’s forehead was wet with perspiration, even here on the second floor of the manse where cool air drifted through the window. Her blanket was in a crumpled pile at her feet. She sat up and felt the maid’s hand drop from her shoulder. The muscles of her upper arm hurt as if she had strained them in her sleep.
“I am so sorry, Hon Healer. You sounded so scared.” The maid’s voice trembled, as if she was afraid that Kirian would punish her for interfering. Kirian felt only gratitude. It had been a shocking dream; she could not remember the gist of it, but she felt every nerve scraped raw.
“It’s all right,” she told the maid, recovering enough to speak. “Thank you. You are?” 
“Soni, Hon Healer. I was bringing up the tea when I heard you.” Soni shuddered. “You sounded scared out of your mind.”
“You did right. Thank you.” Kirian took a deep breath and looked around at her little closet-like room, at the opened window, at the pearly morning light in the east. The tea, sitting on a tray in the corner, smelled sweet. 
“Are you all right now?” Soni asked.
“Yes, thank you. I hope I did not disturb anyone else.”
“I don’t think so, Hon Kirian. Need I stay with you? I still have to take tea to the others.”
“I don’t need any help. You may go.”
Soni bobbed her head and retreated, leaving a cup of tea and taking the tray out with her to finish her rounds. Kirian sat for a moment in the bed, recovering her calm. The dreams had been growing more frequent, and she was beginning to think she knew why.
She had been sleeping in the Deer Hills the night the first strange dream visited her, curled up in a nest of blankets as they fled King Martan’s pursuit and headed to warn the young heir that his sheltered life was about to change. She had another nightmare a few days after, filled with an incomprehensible mourning that dripped from her fingers and toes like sludge. A bad dream here or there—she had thought them the product of all the changes in her life over the last three seasons, her emotions struggling to keep up with the stresses of her days. 
This last one had been bad. Her heart was still beating too fast. In addition to the pain in her muscles, a sort of shocked hyperawareness inhabited her now, a remnant of the nightmare. She drank her tea, trying to calm down. 
After a few minutes she dressed, used her tooth cleaner, and combed her hair. She stepped out into the corridor. She and Lord Callo were housed here in the east wing of the manse. She knew Chiss slept in the servants’ hall. This was no tremendous castle, like Seagard; this was the manor house of a country lord, and there was little room for other than the lord’s family and house servants.
She went into the kitchen for more tea, since it was too early for breakfast to be set. A scullery maid got her a fresh cup; Kirian thought the girl looked worn and tired. As she thanked the maid and looked around for Chiss, she heard the cook berating the kitchen boy. A crash reverberated through the room, as if someone had thrown something in a fit of temper. It seemed Kirian was not the only resident of the manse that was irritable from sleeplessness this morning.
She found Chiss in the kitchen and drew him aside, where the cook and other servants could not hear them.
“Chiss. Are you well?” He looked wan, his eyes a little red. 
He cast her an unreadable look. “Perfectly well, Hon Kirian.”
“And my lord? Is he awake already?”
“Not yet.” 
“Chiss, have you been having any unusual dreams?”
Another level glance, full of comprehension. “Why?”
“I must confess, mine are growing—very bad. And more frequent. Are you experiencing anything like that?”
He took a deep breath. “I am.”
“And my lord?”
“I don’t know.”
“Chiss, you know what this might mean.”
Two more servants entered the kitchen. Chiss looked towards them, and then walked out the door. Kirian followed him into an empty parlor. The fire in the room had grown cold. Ashes spilled out over the hearth, which was awaiting a cleaning. 
“Hon Kirian, I don’t know what this should mean.”
“Chiss, you must have thought. Could the ku’an magery be causing this?”
“My lord has maintained control of the psychic magery for all his life. The ritual helps him keep it behind a barrier except when he chooses to let it go. Why would his control be failing now?”
“You don’t mean that.” Kirian put her hands on her hips, exasperated. “When all he had to worry about was the ku’an talent, he did very well. Now he is a color mage as well. Lord Ander says the magery is out of control. He told me the first two years of his training were devoted to learning ways to keep the energies under control. Callo has had none of that. I think the stresses are beginning to get away from him.”
“You think these dreams are the ku’an influence? That he is using it without knowing, on you and me?”
“Well, I wonder if that is it.”
Chiss gave a dry laugh. “I beg you will not tell him that.”
“That he is influencing us?”
“He would not take it well.”
Kirian knew Callo had been wary of his ku’an inheritance since he discovered his father was a Ha’lasi mage. He did not trust the ku’an; their sojourn in Ha’las had reaffirmed that distrust. He had even asked his god Jashan to keep him from using the psychic magery he was heir to, except in extremity.
“Chiss, I am worried he could make himself ill, fighting these warring powers.”
“He will not. He has the ritual, and Jashan loves him well. Jashan will not let him be destroyed.”
Kirian was silent at that. There was no arguing with faith. She herself would not put her trust in Jashan. In her experience, gods had their own plans, and they did not change them to accommodate the comfort of mortals, even righ mortals. She resolved to spend time with Callo tonight, and find out what she could about his state of mind.
* * * * *
Northgard’s Healer was a man named Jesel who had graduated the College six years before. Kirian, who was taken in at the College as a required act of charity on her tenth birthday, had been aware of Jesel from an admiring distance; he was clever and handsome, the focus of all the female students. 
Kirian’s friend Inmay had hated Jesel. “He’s the worst of our noble students,” Inmay had sneered. “He’s here because he’s a third son with no mage talent, and there’s nothing else for him to do. He cares nothing for Healing.” 
Even then, Kirian knew of Inmay’s bias regarding the nobility, and she secretly admired Jesel, watching him from a distance.
She almost collided with him as she exited the manse. 
“You must be Hon Kirian, the Healer.” Jesel smiled. “I was looking for you.”
“I remember you,” she said. “I heard you were posted here.”
“I was originally posted at my family’s estate. But Northgard’s old Healer died, and they wanted me to be Lord Ander’s personal Healer.” He said it without arrogance. Jesel had been famous within the stone walls of the Healer’s College for his brilliance.
“How long have you been here?”
“I have been at Northgard for three years. It is nice to see another Healer. In fact, I was really looking for you. Word is that you have lost your bag and everything in it?”
“Yes. I don’t have so much as a dose of mellweed.”
“You lost even your knife?”
“Yes.” The Healer’s knife was a specialized tool each Healer was gifted with by the College upon graduation. It was not easily replaceable.
Jesel let out a breath. “That must have hurt. Well, I cannot replace the knife, but if you come to my rooms, I can replenish some of your other supplies.”
Kirian felt a worry lighten that she had not even known was there. She smiled at Jesel. “Thank you. I have felt helpless without my Healer’s bag.”
“You did all right on Lord Ander’s wound.”
“That was only a scratch.”
“He is proud of his battle scar, though.”
She followed the other Healer across the yard to a group of small buildings she had assumed were outbuildings. Instead, they were houses. Jesel’s looked smaller than Ruthan’s back in Seagard Village; it held one tiny examination room, a combination kitchen and sitting room, and a sleeping room. 
“The other houses are for Northgard retainers,” Jesel said. “The steward lives over there, with his family. That is Werli, his youngest.”
Werli was sitting in the dirt, playing with several smooth pebbles. She looked up through messy curls and gave Kirian a smile of pure gold. Kirian smiled back, enchanted. She had seen few small children since she had left Seagard Village. She said as much, to Jesel.
“You seem to have had some adventures.” He moved around his rooms, accumulating a pile of supplies. Kirian saw cloth for bandages, a needle, a little bag of mellweed and some pouches that contained other herbs. He sorted among his pots until he found a cup, adding it to the pile.
“You can spare all this?”
“The old Healer accumulated quite a lot. Also, the woods are rich around here—there’s lots of mellweed, some agnit, oh, plenty of different herbs. What could you carry all this in, do you think?”
“I’ll find something,” she said.
The door swung open and Werli ran inside, looking frightened. 
“What’s wrong, child?”
“Men with swords, Healer!”
“Stay in here, then.” Jesel drew the little girl to a chair. “You’ll be safe.”
Kirian could hear the beat of hooves. She could even feel it, through the ground. The men were riding too hard for Hunters leisurely returning to their own base. Something was going on. She said, “I have to go,” and ran outside, following the trail of dust hanging in the air as she headed toward the training ring.
As she arrived there, out of breath, she saw riderless horses being held near the stable. Three armed men came out, swords drawn, and Lord Callo, weaponless, between them. People from the manse were running toward the stable, anxious to see what was happening. She saw Islarian, the old swordsman, peering out from the door of the training shed.
Callo’s clothing was unrumpled, his hair still neatly tied back. There had been no physical fight. 
“Lord Callo,” Kirian called, “Who are these men?”
“Who’s that?” one of Callo’s captors said.
“Hon Kirian, a Healer,” Callo said. “Are you going to answer her question?”
One of the men put his hand between Callo’s shoulder blades. It was not—quite—a push. “You’ll find out soon enough.”
“I think I’ll find out now.” Callo’s voice was pleasant, but Kirian heard the note of warning. “You do not handle me like this without a damned good reason.”
Islarian walked out of the training shed. “These are Lady Dria Mar’s men. Lord Callo, she is the Lady of Northgard, Lord Zelan’s wife. She has been in Sugetre this season. She must be arriving close behind, or in the manse already. What is wrong with you men, treating a righ lord like that?”
“She said move fast, or we would not get a chance to move at all,” said one of the men to Islarian. “He is known as a swordsman, and he is a color mage.”
“I do not have to be forced to see Lady Dria Mar,” Callo said. His jaw was tightening, his eyes narrowed. “If she is here, I will go to her.”
“We will escort you,” one of the men said. 
Another man rode up, this one wearing a chain vest that exposed heavily muscled arms. “Back off, you men!” he ordered as he slid off his mount. “Do you recognize me, Lord Callo ran Alkiran? I knew you in Sugetre, in the guard. I am Balan ran Gesset. I was in your brother’s command.” 
“Balan ran Gesset. I remember you.”
Balan motioned to the others to move back a step. Callo’s shoulders eased a little. “Lady Dria Mar wishes to see you in the hall with Lord Zelan, and at once. She is newly returned from Sugetre. We will escort you.”
“Kirian, please come,” Callo said. He walked away toward the manse, trailing armed guards. Kirian shrugged to herself and followed them up the yard and into the manse, then into the main hall where there seemed to be a crowd. As Kirian followed Lord Callo and the guardsmen into the hall, a warrior at the door stepped in front of her, barring her way.
“Let me in,” she said, her temper gone. “Surely you can see I am not dangerous.”
“Let her in.” Callo stopped and waited for her.
“Do as he says,” said a female voice. 
Kirian stepped past the warrior and saw Lord Zelan and Lord Ander, flanking a stout, richly-dressed woman seated in a carved chair. Her black hair was pinned in an elaborate nest of curls held by gold clips. Her eyes passed over Kirian with no apparent curiosity and returned to Lord Callo.
Callo stood a few paces back from the woman. Lady Dria’s guards remained very close around him, their hands on their sword hilts. He gave a careless righ bow. 
“I can’t believe you would dare to come here,” the stout woman said to Lord Callo. “Zelan, do you not know this man is a claimant to the throne, after our son?”
Callo’s head went up. “I claim nothing. I am here to protect Lord Ander against threats on his life by the King.”
“Dria, the boy was attacked—possibly by King’s men. We have only a dozen Hunters to defend us and the men His Majesty has sent, if they are loyal. Lord Callo has experience in war that none of us here have, and he is also a color mage. I accepted Lord Callo’s aid.”
Dria Mar looked disgusted. “Why would King Martan attack him? Are you sure it was not those rebels that are hiding just across the border? Ander, this man is your heir, after Lord Arias Alkiran, who is no longer Collared.” 
Zelan stared at her, shocked. 
“Yes, it is true—and the Royal Bastard here had something to do with that. I will tell you about it later. For now, is it safe, do you think, to become friends with a man who has ambition for the throne?”
Ander looked doubtful. “He is not accepted in Sugetre, mother. He is a bastard, you know. I don’t think he could ever be crowned.”
“That was before he became a color mage! King Martan has let it be known in Sugetre that Lord Callo is a color mage, true descendant of the Monteni line, though,” she said, making a face, “on the wrong side of the blanket. What do you have to say to that?”
Callo’s eyebrows went up. “He has announced that, has he? Lady Dria Mar, I told the King in person that I would never take the throne.”
“You are a righ, a Monteni, and a color mage. A little social disrespect can be overcome quite easily, with power and the King’s military support behind you.”
“Mother,” Ander interrupted, “They were indeed King’s men that attacked me—one wore the raven badge. Our own Hunters confirmed it. It is not just Lord Callo’s word. Why do you think King Martan wants someone else to succeed him, color mage or no? He has always been kind to me.” 
Kirian, watching the young lord’s anxious eyes, was struck again by Ander’s boyishness. The heir to Righar was younger than his years. She thought that if this boy succeeded Martan at a young age, he would depend on others to guide his rule, and the others he chose to depend upon could alter the fate of Righar. 
“Sharpeyes is never kind,” Callo said. “It is true, Lord Ander. The King does in fact wish for me to succeed him.”
Kirian interjected, “You refused the honor, Lord Callo.” Lady Dria Mar had been looking dangerous, and three men with drawn swords stood inside Callo’s guard, and she wanted there to be no misconception.
“I refused. Lady Dria Mar, I have never wished to take the throne.”
“So you say.” She stared at him, her little dark eyes taking in everything about him. “I am to believe you, I suppose.”
“As you will.”
Zelan said, “If he wanted to slay Ander, he has had chances already, my wife. I think he is here to do as he says, defend our son.”
Dria Mar rose, turning on him in a fury. “I care nothing for your opinion. I have lived my life in this little backwater hole for one reason only, and that is so Ander would be King. While I labor towards that end, you invite in his enemies and give them free run of the place. You are a fool, Zelan.”
The old man stepped back, his face set. He made no reply. 
“How in the gods’ names did you become a color mage?” Dria Mar said to Callo.
“I think that’s irrelevant.” Callo stepped away from his guards and the men stiffened, becoming watchful. “I respect that you are trying to protect Lord Ander. I will give you my oath in any place and time, upon my blood and Jashan’s name, that I have no will to be King. Will that be sufficient?”
She regarded him. “I have no idea. I am still stunned to find you here, Royal Bastard. And I think your oath is worth little.”
Kirian saw Callo react to that. He flushed, and his chin went up. “You have no reason to doubt my honor.”
“Lord Callo is a worshipper of Jashan, my lady,” Balan ran Gesset said. “His oath upon Jashan can be trusted.”
“And you know this how?”
“I was in Lord Arias’ command in Sugetre. I knew Lord Callo there. Many times I have seen him do Jashan’s ritual.”
“I will think on it,” Dria Mar said. She glanced at the swordsmen surrounding Callo. “You three, you may back off. I am convinced, at least, that he will not murder me or Lord Ander this morning.”
“Ease off, Dria,” Zelan said. “He is here to lend us his aid and arms and color magery. There is no need to require my lord to take a blood oath.”
“Not even when a throne is in the balance?”
“No one has asked me anything!” Ander said, moving from his place as if released from a spell. “Lord Callo has given me a sword lesson. He could have slain me there! He slept in the guesthouse at Littleseed that first night, a cot away from me, unguarded. He made no attempt on my life there either, Mother. He is telling the truth.”
Kirian smiled. Ander, originally rather awed by Lord Callo, had thawed since Callo had taken a sword lesson with him, and since Callo had gone to Ander for instruction about the color magery. Ander likes him, Kirian thought. Well, my love is a likeable man, when you get past that control.
Dria Mar sat and stared at Callo. “I refuse to apologize,” she said.
Callo bowed as if she had done so anyway. In his gold-threaded tunic, he could have been in Sugetre. 
“Now.” Dria Mar turned her small penetrating eyes on Kirian. “Who are you? You are not dressed like a concubine.”
Callo drew in a sharp breath. Kirian put a hand on his arm. She had heard this before.
“You are trying hard to be offensive this morning, Dria,” said Zelan. “This is Hon Kirian, a Healer from Seagard Village.”
“The Alkiran Healer. Why are you here, and not at Seagard?”
“That is a very long story, my lady,” Kirian said. She bowed respectfully. “I am traveling with Lord Callo.”
“Lord Callo, you and your—Healer—may stay here unfettered for now,” Lady Dria Mar said. “I warn you, this is not finished. I allow myself to be persuaded by my husband and son, not to mention my own guardsman who says you have honor. I hope you appreciate it.”
“I appreciate your care for your son, Lady Dria,” Callo said. “And also that I can walk out of this hall a free man.”
* * * * *
It wasn’t until the next day that Kirian got back to Healer Jesel’s cottage. When she did, it was late afternoon and the child Werli was sitting in the dirt outside Jesel’s door, drawing pictures in the dust. 
“Good afternoon, little one,” Kirian said.
“You’re all right!” Werli cried. She leaped to her feet and hugged Kirian around the knees. Kirian staggered a little under the assault.
“Easy, Werli! You’re pretty solid. Yes, I am fine.”
Jesel appeared at his door, his sleeves rolled up and his fingers covered with a mud-like substance. “I told her you were in no danger, but she did not believe me. She seems to have taken a liking to you.”
“I have taken a liking to her as well,” Kirian said to Werli. The little girl grinned up at her.
 “Hon Kirian, will you come in?” Jesel asked. “I never gave you your things.”
“That’s why I came. I’m sorry I ran off.”
“No need to apologize. It was a crisis. Please excuse me a moment, I have been mixing a liniment for some of the men. It’s got tisany and oil of biscan, for sore muscles. I didn’t mean to mix it by hand, but the bowl slipped and it spilled on me.” 
There was a gloppy, gray mess spilled from a tray onto the table. The stink of oil of biscan permeated the air. Kirian’s nose wrinkled. Jesel began to scoop the mixture back into the tray, using a wide spatula.
“You won’t be able to do any fine work for a few candlemarks,” Kirian commented.
Jesel smiled. “No, but my hands feel great.” Tisany tended to numb the nerves and warm the skin, and was widely used for strains and sprains. He continued working, cleaning the table with an old rag. “What happened yesterday? There have been all sorts of rumors flying around.”
“Lady Dria Mar was suspicious of Lord Callo’s motives in being here.”
Jesel laughed. “Really? I’m not surprised. He’s a hard man to figure out, your Lord Callo.”
“He’s here to help defend Lord Ander. You know there was an attempt on the young lord’s life.”
“Yes, but why this sudden altruism from Lord Callo? I never remember him being around here before, or befriending Ander in the capital.” Jesel took up a new rag and went to a bowl of water, cleaning his hands with some fumbling.
“He’s a good deal older than Ander.”
“And still is. Thirty or so, isn’t he? Why the change?”
Kirian was uneasy. She didn’t feel at liberty to discuss the details of Callo’s motivations with this man, whom she did not know well. “There have been some changes recently, Jesel. Changes that led my lord to rethink his options.”
“Suitably vague,” Jesel said. He smiled at her, and she remembered all the girls crowding around him when he was a senior student at the Healer’s College. “Look, my hands are finally clean, but you will have to pack up the things I’ve chosen for you yourself, since my dexterity won’t be back for a while.”
Kirian found a leather pouch on the table large enough to accommodate most of what Jesel had chosen. “This is beautiful,” she said. “It is almost as good as my Healer’s bag.”
“It was made by a craftsman at my father’s holding. No need for thanks—any Healer would give you what they could. I can’t imagine being without mellweed or even a dose of headache remedy.” He shuddered. “Now you will be ready for your return to your posting.”
Kirian raised startled eyes to Jesel’s face. “But I don’t intend . . .”
The other Healer raised his brows, not looking back at her. “I wondered. Is he so compelling, that he can make a Healer break her vow?”
Kirian did not take offense. Jesel’s words were too similar to her own recent thoughts. “I fled my posting to protect my life, Hon Jesel. As for my vow—I will not break it. I have healed those who needed it on every step of my journey. I even sought out the sick to offer my aid. I think I have kept my vow even beyond what the College intended, when they post Healers for the comfort of only a righ patron or two.”
“I suppose that shows me.” Jesel grinned at her.
“Well, I was not thinking of you.” Kirian flushed.
“It is all right. You are one of our rebels, it seems. I cannot fault you for it. The College means well, but its healing is often diverted to those who can afford it, it is true. Or those who can bring support to the King. But Hon Kirian, then why are you not out healing the peasants in the fields, instead of with Lord Callo? He does not look to me as if he is without resources.” Jesel’s eyes were gleaming, teasing her.
“I suppose you have me there. Like everyone else I have more than one motivation.” Kirian resumed packing her pile of supplies into the leather pouch. There was a rustling noise, and Werli came scurrying into the Healer’s room.
“Healer, a man is here,” she said.
“You would make an excellent sentry,” Jesel said. “Thank you, sweetheart.” He went to the door and reappeared a moment later, followed by a familiar figure. Jesel was talking as they entered. “Need another headache remedy, Hon Chiss?”
Chiss paused in the doorway as he saw Kirian. His face was always hard to read, but Kirian did not think he was pleased to see her there. “The same as last time, please, Hon Jesel.”
Jesel waved at Kirian. “Could you do the honors, Hon Kirian? My hands, you know. Look, the remedy is there, in dried form, but needs mixed with three parts of wine for each part of the remedy.”
Kirian found the remedy in a jar on the top shelf. As she opened the seal, the aroma of dry rueberry wafted out, and she remembered picking rueberries on the cliff path at Seagard on a clear winter day with the surf beating on the rocks far below. For just an instant, the memory was so strong she had to pause and close her eyes. That was the day she had been forced to leave Seagard Village.
“All right, Hon Kirian?” Chiss asked.
“Yes.” She measured out some of the remedy, found the wine, and diluted the powder with care, mixing it well. Jesel watched her, as any good Healer would. She held the cup out to Chiss, who shook his head.
“I need to take it with me,” he said. “Last time, Hon Jesel gave me a jar to carry.”
She looked at him. “All right, a jar. Have you brought back the old one? No? Please do next time, for Jesel’s sake. Here you are, Chiss. It must be used within the day, or it will weaken.”
Chiss took the remedy and bowed. He held out a coin to Jesel.
“There is no need,” Jesel said. “Lord Zelan handles my wages and supplies.”
“Please,” Chiss said.
Jesel grinned and took the coin. It glinted, flashing silver in the light—a whole kel. “If it makes you feel better, I have no objection to a little extra cash on the side. My father says an allowance is not necessary for a grown man, and my wages don’t cover any luxuries. Thank you, Hon Chiss. If those headaches continue, see me.”
When Chiss was gone, Kirian finished packing her supplies in silence. Something seemed wrong about Chiss’ visit. She thanked Jesel and said her goodbyes to Werli, who still crouched on the ground outside the cottage. As she walked back up to the manse, something nagged at the edges of her thoughts, but she could not identify what was bothering her.
Lord Callo was not present at dinner. Lord Zelan was also absent, presumably on the Hunt.
“They are on patrol,” Ander told her over wine and dessert. “Looking for anyone who should not be in these parts, rebels or King’s men.” 
She spent a pleasant evening with Lord Ander and his tutor Shan-il, playing a game of three-sided cards, until she heard the others return. It was dark by that time, and she waited a good while, sipping wine by the card-strewn table as Ander and Shan-il went off to their rooms, until enough time had passed for tired men to disarm, eat and drink, and clean up. Then she made her way to Lord Callo’s room and knocked.
Chiss answered, carrying a bundle of dirty clothes in his arms. He looked disapproving. He announced her, and Callo called her in as Chiss left the room. Callo stood as she entered, this gesture a righ habit which made her smile. His hair was unbound, lit by the firelight to a river of gold. His smile was warm as he held out his arms to her, and she walked into his embrace, feeling a weight of tension drop from her as he enfolded her.
“Ah, Kirian. I am glad to see you.”
“You saw me this morning, foolish one,” she said tenderly, reveling in the feel of his arms around her.
“Ah, but only at breakfast, in a group,” he said. “Not like this. I thought you would be asleep.”
“I waited for you.”
“I am glad you did.” He released her as he resumed his seat, but then drew her down onto his lap, where she curled against him. 
“Do you know,” she said, “this is the first time we have ever nestled like this?”
“That is certainly a revolting word,” he said. “But it does feel good.” He reached over her, poured some wine into a glass, and handed it to her. She examined the thick green glass, darkened by the blood-red wine, throwing back reflections of the firelight.
“This is real glass,” she said. Real glass was rare and expensive. She had not thought little Northgard stretched to such luxury.
“Dria Mar,” he explained.
“Oh.” She could indeed see the lady spending coin on expensive things. She felt Callo’s throat move as he swallowed his own wine. “Where were you earlier?”
“Patrolling. Looking for King’s men.”
“Of course, you found nothing.”
“You say ‘of course’?”
“Well, do you think he will try the same way twice? Now that the manse is on guard?”
“I have no idea what Sharpeyes will think of. You could be right. Let us forget all the royal schemes and just relax tonight.” He drank again, and through her shoulder resting on him she felt his muscles ease. “What have you been doing?”
“Me?” She shrugged. “Looking around. Meeting with the Healer here, who by the way was kind enough to replenish some of my supplies. I have met a few people.”
His hand was stroking her hair, long slow movements that made her close her eyes for a moment. Then she felt his lips on hers, just a soft touch.
“I want to stay with you tonight,” she said.
“Mmm-hmm,” he mumbled, nuzzling her neck.
“All night, in your bed.”
“Lady Dria Mar will know about it before breakfast even,” he warned her. 
“I don’t mind. She has a certain opinion of me anyway, does she not? I want to fall asleep next to you.”
“Jashan, that sounds good,” he said. “Stop your talking, woman, and come here.” She fell into another kiss with him, this one deep, filling all her senses. His hands slid under the neck of her tunic, setting off sensations in her skin. She sighed and pulled away a little despite his murmur of protest, just far enough to begin unlacing his tunic. He pulled her close again, unheeding, and she laughed as she felt her tunic being loosened from her shoulders. Cool air licked at her skin. She shivered as she felt his hands caress her breast.
His breath grew ragged. His arms went tight about her and he stood, carrying her to the bed. In a moment she lay across the wide coverlet while his hands stripped her, stopping to caress her along the way. 
It seemed to Kirian that a door opened in her mind, and she lost track of her surroundings. All of a sudden they were together, and the fire in her body was reflected by a roar of fierce desire in her mind that she had never felt before. She made love to Callo’s body but at the same time was exquisitely aware of every inch of her own body. Warmth followed his every touch on her skin, and she was enveloped in fire, inside and out. When she looked into Callo’s amber eyes, they were blind with desire. 
She had never felt such a transformation. The rest of the world grew dim and she thought she could feel Callo’s mind as well as his body, loving her. She and Callo moved together until a tide washed over her, filling her with light. Callo, above her, was frightening and beautiful, his body illuminated by firelight and magery.
 “Gods, you are beautiful,” Callo said afterward. His voice was husky. He lay next to her, pulled her closer. “Like a white bird in a green wood.”
She had never heard such lyrical words from him before. She flushed and held him tight.
He smiled. She rejoiced to see it, that slow sleepy smile that she had never seen him give to anyone else. She wanted to say she loved him, but she remembered she had told him that long ago, and would not worry him with it now. After a few minutes of lazy words and lengthening pauses, she heard his breathing even out into sleep.
Pulling herself out of her warm nest, she turned on her side to watch him. His hair was tangled on the pillow, his face turned slightly away. One hand lay on his broad chest. She admired his beauty as he slept, remembered the intensity of their passion which she had never experienced before, and then sighed as the enchantment of the night slipped away and she knew what had happened.
The desire she had experienced was not all her own.
She sat upright in bed and put her head in her hands. Beside her, Callo slept on. How could he have been unaware of what he had done? She remembered his eyes, almost unseeing as he was possessed by his intense desire. She remembered the overwhelming emotion, the intoxication of a lust so strong it must have been imposed upon her. No, she had never felt such before—not that her experience was wide, but it did exist. She would know if tonight’s rage of lust and pleasure was usual.
She rolled out of the bed. Her foot caught on the blanket and she stumbled, awkward in her shock. She gathered up her clothes with shaking hands. She took one deep breath, then another, then pulled her tunic over her and sat in the chair by the wall. The first shock of her discovery began to fade, and Kirian began to feel calmer.
In spite of her sense of violation, she knew the intrusion had been unintentional. What Callo had done tonight—all unawares, she trusted—bore no resemblance to the manner in which King Ar’ok had forced lust into Eyelinn’s emotions, turning her into his willing plaything. Kirian had come to Callo’s bed of her free will. No force, no psychic influence brought her to him—just love. If in the midst of passion Callo lost control over his ku’an talent, thus magnifying her experience—well, some might call that a good thing, even an advantage, adding to her pleasure in their lovemaking.
She was not one of those people. She wanted her permission asked before anyone—even her loved one—influenced her mind. She shivered, still feeling shocked.
This could not happen again.
Kirian rose and finished dressing in the yellow glow of the single lamp they had left burning. Callo slept on, undisturbed. She lit a candle from the lamp, then blew the lamp out, leaving the room in a heavy darkness broken only by the slow rhythm of Callo’s breathing. Slipping out of the room with her candle to light her way, she pulled the door closed behind her and returned to her own room. There, unable to sleep, she lit her own lamp and sat in a chair by the tiny window, staring out at the night.
 



Chapter Four
Callo came downstairs in the morning, his head foggy from sleeping too late. Chiss had not come to awaken him, and the tea on the tray at his bedside table was as cold as well water. As he descended the last step and turned towards the breakfast room, he saw three people standing as if frozen in the center of the hall, staring at him.
It struck him as funny. “Yes?” he said. “What’s wrong? Have you eaten all the breakfast?” 
No one smiled at that. He realized that Kirian and Chiss looked pale and sick, while the boy Ander stood beside them, his eyes huge with apprehension.
“There was an early messenger, trying to reach Lady Dria Mar before she arrived home,” Chiss said. “It is some kind of bad news out of Seagard Castle.”
“My lady mother and father have been locked in the breakfast parlor with the messenger and one of her guards. No one else has been allowed in,” Ander said. 
He could feel his shoulders tense. Foreboding seized him. “What news?”
A door closed in the hallway. Balan ran Gesset, chief of Dria Mar’s guardsmen, stormed out of the breakfast room. His face was set in grim lines. He saw the group clustered in the center of the main hall and stopped short, staring at Lord Callo.
“I’ve been sent to bring you to Lady Dria Mar,” he said. He glanced back over his shoulder at the closed door to the breakfast parlor.
“What is the news?” asked Callo. 
“Bad news,” Balan said. His voice was strained. “A messenger has come from Sugetre. Lord Arias Alkiran was beheaded for treason the day after you escaped Seagard. The King slew him by his own hand before his family and his men. He stayed to perform the unbinding ritual and attend the burning, then left for Sugetre.”
Callo’s mind went blank. The room seemed to sway around him. Arias, dead? Slain by the King’s hand, with brutal swiftness to punish what Sharpeyes had seen as betrayal. The fire of the color magery began to rise within him with his emotion; he could see the aura at the corner of his eyes.
Arias, his half-brother and best friend in this world, was dead. Arias who had laughed with him, defended him from the crude taunts of other boys when they were young, dragged him into his own tangled dealings with women and politics. Arias—so young, so alive just a sennight ago. 
Dead, at the hands of a royal brute.
“Why did you leave him there, my lord?” Balan demanded. He reached out and grabbed Callo’s arm. When Callo turned to look at him he saw the warrior’s face was wet with tears. “Why did you not take him away with you?”
Callo pulled his arm away and went back up the stairs while stunned grief and anger began to coalesce in his mind. His sword leaned in the corner of his room; he grabbed it and a cloak, checked that his knife and purse were at his belt. Then he went back down the stairs into the white faces of the four who stood there. They stood aside as he swept past and out the door. Before it closed, he heard Chiss call, “My lord! Stop!” 
He heard Kirian say to Balan, “He is going to kill the King.” 
He headed for the stables and his mare, Miri. The grooms were busy elsewhere, and the stable was quiet. He took the saddle from the tack room himself. He began preparing Miri for the ride to Sugetre, or wherever else the thrice-damned murderous King had gone to lair. Miri rolled her eyes at him, sensing his agitation.
“My lord, you cannot go!” Chiss arrived at the stable door, panting as if he had run from the manse.
“I damn well can. I will knock his head from his—” Callo stopped for a moment, his throat threatening to close with emotion. His hands were on the saddle, on Miri’s back; he saw red fire begin to trace them, rising from within. Miri felt it and shied. 
“My lord.” Chiss’ voice was gentle. “It is terrible news. But you cannot go. He will be waiting for you. Don’t you think he knows how you will feel?”
“So he knows. I hope it gives him nightmares. I swear by Jashan’s hand, Chiss, I will . . .”
“Don’t swear.” Kirian was there now too, her eyes red with tears. “Don’t swear to anything now, Callo, while this news is so fresh.”
“I am going! Get out of my way, both of you.” He pulled the girth strap too hard, and Miri protested. She sidled away from him in the stall. He swore at her, his grief coming up to choke his voice, then stopped as he realized what he was doing. “Ah, Miri my good one, I am sorry.” His hand relaxed on her bridle.
“My lord, will you come back with us to the house?” Chiss asked. 
“Stay away from me,” Callo said. “You have done your part to save your King once already. You won’t stop me this time, Chiss. Get back.”
His mind threatened to white out again. He could not stand to look into Chiss’ face and remember the manservant had saved King Martan from death at Seagard. But Chiss was right about one thing. If he went now to try to tear Sharpeyes’ bloody head from his shoulders, he would never make it inside Sugetre’s gates.
But Jashan’s eyes, hell, Som’ur’s brutal heart! How could he avenge his brother? He froze in a storm of grief, and the red tide of his color magery rose again, sparking through his fingertips, making Miri neigh, making Chiss draw back from him. He began to shake, at the mercy of the energy.
“My lord, easy now, please,” Chiss said. But Callo could tell the man was afraid. Then a smaller hand was on his arm, drawing him away from Miri and out into the light of the late morning.
“Callo,” Kirian said. Her voice was soft. “Stay here, until you have a chance to think.”
He no longer had a choice. The energy that roiled within him, that he could not really control, paralyzed him. His heart cried out for Arias, and the fire roared. “Get back,” he gasped to Kirian. “I don’t think I can keep it down.”
“Of course you can,” she said. “You have done it before.” Her hand was still on his arm. She stood right next to him, and he was afraid the fire would leap out and burn her.
He heard shouts as people came from the manse, heard Chiss say something he could not understand. 
“Ah, gods, Arias,” Callo mourned. 
“This will not help avenge Arias,” Kirian said, still too close. He clamped down on the magery hard, trying to stifle it. 
“Please calm down, my lord,” said another voice. Balan had walked down from the house and was here, with Chiss and Kirian, trying to keep Callo here and sane. The man’s eyes were red and puffy. 
Lord Zelan and a guardsman arrived from the manor house, having been warned of the crisis. Zelan looked at him with eyes that were calculating and hard. He had not known Arias. He said: “I don’t want anyone hurt.”
Callo drew a ragged breath and felt someone else’s hands join Kirian’s to support him as he stumbled on nothing, all his attention on crushing the color magery before it could consume him or harm someone else. After a few moments, during which his sight went white with anger or grief or color magery, he felt the energy recede.
“Good,” Chiss said. His voice sounded as if he were at the other end of a tunnel.
“Relax, Callo,” Kirian said. “Here, sit.” Hands guided him to a seat—he thought the mounting block. His breath rasped painfully. His vision cleared; his mind felt split in half. He heard, as if the voice were coming from a foot away, the King saying the color magery would destroy him if he were not trained. At the thought of the King, his grief flared up again.
“That murdering bastard,” he said. 
“Yes,” Balan said. “He is.”
“Are you any better now, my lord?” Chiss asked, anxious.
“I will be. Thank you for coming after me.” He dropped his head into his hands. “I am sorry, Chiss. You knew him well, too.”
Kirian said, “Will you come up to the house now, my lord?” He thought Kirian was still afraid he would leap onto Miri and be off to Sugetre to challenge the King. He wanted to do that, desperately, but now the reasonable part of his mind was coming back, telling him he must plan; he must prepare or he would not succeed. He rose, his strength returning, but he felt as if his soul had been ripped in half. He let them escort him back up the hill. Chiss’ voice, behind him, ordered a groom to see to Miri.
The breakfast room doors were still closed, a servant waiting outside to discourage interruptions. Ander led them past the breakfast room and into his own rooms, where he waved them to chairs and sent a servant for whatever breads and tea survived the disrupted breakfast hour in the kitchen. The boy’s face was white.
“I am so sorry, Lord Callo,” Ander said. “It sounds as if it was a brutal thing.”
“He is a brutal man,” Chiss said. There was a thickness in his voice Callo had not heard before. “He does not deserve my oath.”
Callo took a deep breath and tried to focus. “He deserves to be destroyed. I was a fool to let my loyalty rule my decision not to slay him in the tower. If his own color magery burns him alive, it will not be too much.”
Ander fidgeted in his chair. “Lord Callo,” he said, “you must not let your grief blind you. He is still our King. This talk is treason.” 
“I spared him in the tower though he Collared my brother and tried to slay Kirian and me. I thought, he is my uncle and my King. I thought, I will leave and go my way, stay out of his way and come to defend you from him here in Northgard—you, the rightful heir. 
“Think of this,” Callo said. “The King wants me to succeed him—he offered the throne to me at Seagard Castle. I am the tool he wants to work some plan of his. Now that Arias is dead, Ander, only you come between me and the throne. There has already been one attempt on your life.”
“The boy is in great danger from the King,” Chiss said. 
Balan snorted. “Lord Callo, you know as well as I that you would never be accepted as King. Not a man of illegitimate birth such as yourself. Forgive my plain speaking, but this is delusional. Did Sharpeyes really say that?”
“There are things you do not know,” Kirian said. “My lord said he would not take the throne, however. That’s what matters to us now.”
“If Ander were dead, he would take it quickly enough,” said Balan cynically, looking at Callo. “It may be putting the fox in charge of the chicken to ask Lord Callo to defend young Ander.”
Callo gritted, “I said I did not want it, and I meant it.” He tried to pace, found his intent frustrated by the crowded area, and ran his hands through his hair. He had to get out of this little space soon. 
“You may trust my lord’s word, Hon Balan,” Chiss said.
“And yours, how do I trust yours? I know none of you well. Perhaps I have done a great wrong, vouching for you so you are allowed into our very heart like this.” The warrior braced his feet as if to deliver a blow, and said to Callo: “You left him there to be slain. I do not call this the act of a loyal brother.”
Callo could not reply. Kirian said, “He tried to convince him, Hon Balan. Lord Arias was sure he could turn aside the King’s anger. He would not come with us.”
The warrior sighed and seemed to deflate. “It sounds like Lord Arias,” he said. “Always sure he could win his way with charm alone. Jashan’s heart, I will miss him.”
Callo thrust aside his own grief and said, “I will guard you with my life, Lord Ander, until your position is safe. I will stay here rather than riding to Sugetre to put my sword through Sharpeyes’ heart. But when it is time, even if months have passed, I now swear on Jashan himself that I will avenge my brother Arias.”
“No!” Ander said.
“Chiss, if you cannot live with yourself without thwarting me, go your ways.”
“I will go where you go, my lord,” Chiss said. “I always have.”
And turn your hand against me when it counts? Callo thought but did not say aloud. He began to be overwhelmed by the closeness of all the people, and made his excuses. Then he stalked out of the manor house and headed for the ring. 
He tried to gain Jashan’s self-discipline in the ring. For candlemarks he moved in the studied speed of the god’s ritual forms. He moved until his arms were aching, his legs weak, and still he could not sense the usual purifying rigor of the ritual. Jashan had turned his face away. He worked until he was exhausted, then went back to the fortress.
The prolonged workout made him so weary that twice he found himself thinking of things other than Arias. Then the grief would come, strengthened by guilt at his fickle mind. Chiss was not there, but someone had left warm water and cloths so that he could clean up the sweat and dirt of the ring. Finally clean and with a cup of wine inside him, Callo sat in the chair by the window and stared out at the dusty sun of late afternoon.
There was a tap on the door. No doubt it was someone looking to offer sympathy. He said, “Go away,” but Kirian slipped inside anyway, closing the door behind her.
He stood and drew her into his arms, enclosing her in his embrace, her cheek resting on his shoulder. It seemed she held back for a moment, but then she sighed.
“Callo,” she whispered, “I am sorry.”
Callo closed his eyes and rested in her embrace. She was warm and soft, and she radiated comfort. Her short, spiky hair stood up as if it had recently been washed, tickling his chin. As they enfolded each other he could feel a small glow of renewal. He sighed and asked, “What did you do today, then?”
She shook her head, bumping his chin. “Nothing. It was not a good day to do anything useful. I watched you in the ring for a while, did you see me?”
“No. I am sorry.”
“It’s all right.” She drew him to the curtained bed and made him sit down. He leaned back on the embroidered pillow. She did not join him on the bed, as he hoped, but sat at the table and began working with some herbs she had carried into the room with her, stripping the leaves and letting them fall into a clay pot. The herbs exuded a sweet fragrance. 
Gradually Callo’s shoulders relaxed, and he sighed and turned his eyes to her anxious face.
“Lord Ander was disturbed about your vow,” Kirian said. “But now he believes it was just the product of grief, and that you will not really harm the King.”
“What do you think?”
“I think that when your other obligation is fulfilled, you will do as you say.”
 “You need not go with me to Sugetre,” he said. “I will be a little while yet, making plans. You should think of where else you might like to go.”
“Why would I not go with you?”
“I can’t name all the reasons. It is dangerous to be associated with me. I have sworn to slay the King after Ander is safely guarded. Once Sharpeyes realizes what I intend, he will give up his plan of making me his heir. He will declare me traitor, and my head forfeit, and those of any who helped me. This is not a good thing I go towards, Kirian. I would rather think you safe, back at Seagard, or in Sugetre if you choose.”
“I thought you would try to get rid of me.” She looked up at his face. Her eyes looked tired.
“I do not want to get rid of you.”
“Then stop pushing me away.”
“But it is not safe for you. You do not deserve this chaos, this running around Righar always on guard against attack, with no clothes or maidservants or even a predictable place to sleep every night.”
“Give me a little credit,” she said. There was a hint of sharpness in her voice. “I am not a fool, Callo, just because I am a woman and a commoner.”
“I never said that.” He rubbed his eyes, which were stinging again with grief and exhaustion. Her tone of voice eased.
“You are grieving, and not thinking.”
He sighed. It was true, he could not think. Every time he tried to consider the future, he would remember Arias, laughing or dragging him into some escapade, or challenging him—with endless optimism—to a contest in the ring Arias stood no chance of winning. The world would be a barren place without him. 
“You wish to be rid of me, so you can pursue your vengeance without distraction,” Kirian’s soft voice said. “I did think, just this morning, that I might return to Seagard Village—but no, I cannot leave you under these circumstances.”
 It was true that Kirian would be a distraction from the brittle single-mindedness he would have to cultivate in order to commit regicide. It would not be easy, keeping his sense of purpose for when he could safely leave the boy and claim vengeance for Arias. It would not be long, he promised himself—long enough to finalize the defenses they had set in place, and make sure there was a better way to defend against the possible use of color magery in an attack. Even more important than his vengeance was making sure Martan’s schemes were brought to nothing—and that meant making sure Callo was never forced to take the throne of Righar.
 



Chapter Five
Callo awoke the next day to an ominous pressure in his head. By the time he was dressed, he had snapped at Chiss twice and apologized twice. Standing at the door to his chamber, ready to go down to breakfast and then to confer with Lord Zelan, he stopped and felt the walls pulsing around him.
“Chiss, I cannot go down.”
“I thought something was wrong, my lord.”
“Another headache. I think it is going to be worse than the others.” Already the pressure had metamorphosed into a stabbing pain.
Chiss put a hand on Callo’s arm and drew him back to his bed. “This is the fourth one, Lord Callo. What is happening?”
“Don’t know.” Callo sat down and let Chiss pull off his boots. “Chiss, please get more of that remedy from the Healer. Go now—my head is splitting.”
Chiss was gone for what felt like a year. Callo lay motionless on his bed, eyes closed. It was as if a blacksmith worked inside his head, pounding on his skull. After a while he realized some vision was playing itself out in his brain; he heard his own voice echo in the room, and came to full awareness to see Chiss bending over him.
“Did you call, my lord?”
Callo stared at Chiss, still caught in the vision, and did not reply for a moment. Finally Callo said, “The remedy?”
“The man isn’t here. Went to one of the villages on a call. Hon Kirian was filling in for him. I have asked her to come instead, my lord.”
“No.”
“Too late.” Kirian’s round face appeared in Callo’s painful vision. He turned his face away from her, but there was little he could do to object in this condition. Kirian’s cool hands were on his forehead, testing for fever, then turning his face back to hers to look into his eyes. He did not want her to see him like this. Gathering every ounce of will, he pushed her hands away and sat up. The room spun around as if he were drunk.
“I don’t need you,” he said.
“You certainly do,” she said. “So it’s you that’s been having the headaches, not Chiss.”
Callo did not reply. The vision was trying to come back again, partially blotting out Kirian’s face in a whorl of color and light. He felt hands push him gently back onto the bed. He heard Chiss murmuring to Kirian, and heard the clink of pottery as she mixed something in a cup. Then Chiss’ hands were behind his shoulders, lifting him as someone presented a cup to his lips. The aromas of rueberry, mellweed and wine assaulted his senses. He groaned and turned away.
“Drink it, my lord,” Chiss said. “It will help.”
The white light grew behind his eyelids, and he thought he heard Som’ur’s voice, the brutal ku’an god who had accepted him at the temple in Las’ash. He opened his mouth to ask if the others heard the voice, and the remedy tipped into his mouth. He swallowed and coughed, then swallowed again. He was lowered back down on the pillow.
“How long . . .?” Kirian’s voice, talking to Chiss, trailed off into vision. He felt his internal barrier grow thin, as if it were under some assault; he struggled to keep the barrier whole, to keep inside the ku’an magery he could use to influence others against their will. At the same time, the white light turned into color magery and fought him. It boiled up like the liquid fire of a volcano. He felt the color magery begin to spill out of him. He struck out with his sword arm, fighting it back.
“My lord,” came Chiss’ voice near him. “Calm down, my lord, there is nothing here to fight.”
Chiss could not see the energies ready to pour out of him. “Out of the way,” Callo gasped to the manservant. “I can’t control it—too much pain.” 
Chiss said, “It’s all right, my lord.” He stayed close, too close, keeping a firm grip on Callo’s upper arms, holding him down. Surely Chiss knew what he was dealing with. He had helped him fight the ku’an magery all these years, and he had seen Callo’s battle against the color magery on board ship from Ha’las. 
Kirian’s voice said, “Callo, take it easy. The herbs will take effect in a few minutes. You will be all right.” Her voice struck his internal battle like calming oil poured on troubled waters. He stilled, listening. 
“Keep talking to me,” he asked.
“If you wish. First you will feel the mellweed, calming a little. I did not give you enough to put you to sleep. I know how you dislike that, so I used only as much as I needed. You might feel sleepy as the pain goes, though. As for the rueberry . . .” Her voice went on, soothing. He did not listen to her words, just her voice, as the rebellious energies receded and his internal wall was reestablished, protecting him and everyone else. Eventually he said: “Thank you.”
“You are feeling better?” 
“Yes. Just a little pain now, and no . . .” He stopped himself before he said voices, or vision, or any other thing that might lead them to question his sanity. 
“No, what?” Kirian asked.
“Nothing.” He opened his eyes and saw them leaning over him, faces pale and worried. Chiss removed his restraining hands from Callo’s arms. Callo felt as if someone had wrung him out, as if his body were a piece of limp clothing on the washerwoman’s board. “Thank you. Both of you.”
Kirian began feeling his forehead, taking his pulse, looking into his eyes, and doing all the things a Healer does. She was cool and professional, and did not speak. By the time she was done he was feeling sleepy with the mellweed and the relief from pain. He yawned. 
“You’ll do,” she said. “Sleep, if you want. But I insist on seeing you as soon as you awaken. Chiss says this is your fourth headache since we have arrived. I want to know what’s going on.”
“I doubt there is anything you can do about it, other than be there with a dose when needed.”
“Why is that, my lord?” Chiss asked.
Callo grimaced and sat up. The pain was gone, and his stomach was growling. “It’s the color magery. It’s almost too much for me—holding back the psychic magery while fighting to control the color magery. There’s nothing you can do about it.”
“You need a color mage to advise you,” Kirian said. Her eyes shifted away from his gaze. Now that he seemed to be recovering, she stepped back, away from him. 
“Young Ander has been telling me what he has been taught.”
Kirian pursed her lips. “I am doubtful that a fourteen-year-old can understand what you are going through. And remember, you have more than just color magery to deal with.”
“Thanks to Sharpeyes and his damned breeding experiment.”
She smiled, but the expression was fleeting. “Callo, I think you need another mage. Someone who is capable of dealing with all this complexity before . . .” 
“What?”
“Well, before it is too late, if you want to know,” she said. Her voice was unexpectedly cool; Callo frowned, puzzled at her demeanor.
“There is Mage Oron, in Sugetre,” Chiss suggested.
Callo shook his head at that, and then was sorry as the pain reminded him it had been only recently overcome. “Mage Oron is the King’s man.”
“He is an estimable man,” Chiss said. “Lord Arias valued him.”
“He still belongs to the King.” 
Kirian spoke with a controlled tension that alerted him before he even comprehended the words. “There is a mage healer who usually lives away from Sugetre, a legend at the Healer’s College—a charity case like me, who turned out to be an abandoned half-righ color mage. This mage is the only Healer who can work with troubled mages. Have you heard of him?”
“Hell, yes,” Callo said. “I refuse to see Yhallin Magegard.”
“Magegard?”
“Popular name,” Chiss explained to her. “Sort of a joke on the Collared Lords. Yhallin treats and restrains color mages who are insane.”
 Kirian looked at Callo again, flushing a little. “I meant no offense. But you don’t even realize how this is overtaking you, Callo. You show signs that you will lose control of it all. There is danger to you and to others around you.”
Callo shoved the drug-induced sleepiness away and got up. “It will be under control. The color magery—I am working on. The psychic magery is locked down as tight as ever it was before all this started.”
Kirian flushed. “Perhaps you are wrong about that,” she said.
“Look, I am not yet insane,” Callo argued. 
She relaxed from her unexpected wariness a little and smiled. “All the righ are crazy, my lord.”
“Indeed,” Chiss said with a wealth of meaning in the single word.
“I am shocked to hear you say so,” Callo said. It was easy to slip back into the banter, letting the pain and the terrifying assault on his senses be pushed into the background. He began to put his arm around Kirian, but she stepped away from him and began to gather up her Healer’s bag, not looking at him. 
His stomach growled again, and Chiss said: “I think you are feeling better, my lord.”
“Thank you both,” Callo said. “I don’t know what I would have done without your aid.”
Chiss smiled, but Kirian said nothing. After they left the room Callo went down to breakfast feeling almost as if nothing had happened—except for the troubling memory of how Kirian had shied away from his embrace.
That afternoon Callo joined Lord Ander in the boy’s workroom and watched him finish a portrait of his tutor while waiting for the boy to be free. Sugetre was a center for the arts, Queen Efalla encouraging them with her patronage, so Callo had seen examples of the finest drawing, painting and sculpture. Ander’s work was not as dainty and highly-finished as the work now popular in the capital, but it had a vibrant life that made it appealing.
The painting Ander was finishing of the tutor Shan-il was very good. He had caught the awareness in the man’s eyes, and even the texture of his black hair. Callo looked at the tutor with an eye accustomed to sizing up an opponent, saw the lean muscles and graceful movements, and thought swordsman. He wondered what such a man was doing in this position, teaching the boy about mathematics and astronomy and politics, and the history of the Collared Lords.
Perhaps Dria Mar understood Ander’s weakness, and had tried to get a tutor to hone his leadership abilities. Manipulative as Sharpeyes was, at least the King was strong. He kept his unruly lords and mages from breaking out into rebellion, thus protecting the ordinary people of Righar. Ander was likeable and intelligent, and apparently a skilled color mage. In spite of the ability he would have to magically bind the righ, he would need more than those attributes to rule over Righar’s demanding nobility and bind its powerful mages to his will. 
Ander turned his head as he heard a knock at the door. “Yes, who is it?”
Lord Zelan’s personal guard walked in. “My lord Ander. Lord Zelan awaits you at the stables, for the Hunt.”
“I’m not going on the stupid Hunt!”
“Lord Zelan said I was to bring you now, my lord, even if I had to carry you over my shoulder.”
Ander’s thin face flamed. “How dare you!” He cut himself off, waving the guard away. “I’d like to see you try, Obin. You don’t dare handle me like that. You tell my lord father he and the Hunt can . . .” 
“My lord!” the guard said.
“Lord Ander,” Callo interrupted. “Surely this man will be disciplined if he returns without you.”
Ander’s jaw was still outthrust, his eyes glittering. “There aren’t any gods-cursed icetigers left. I won’t go!”
“Then tell your father that yourself, Lord Ander. Don’t put this guardsman between you and Lord Zelan’s anger. A king should not do such.”
Ander’s arrested gaze flew to Callo’s face. The guardsman’s worried eyes did, too. Then the boy said, “I don’t think King Martan would worry about such a thing.”
Callo shrugged. “That is probably true.”
Ander threw the book he was holding to the floor. Callo thought Ander went from the shrewd intelligence of a much-older boy back to childhood, in the blink of an eye. Perhaps this was usual for a boy in his teens; yet, these tantrums were not suitable for a King. The memory of King Ar’ok in Las’ash fled across his mind like the shadow of a hawk, bringing doubt with it.
“Oh, all right,” Ander said. “Obin, I will get my leathers and join Lord Zelan. If I am killed by ambush on this cursed Hunt you can thank yourself, Lord Callo!”
Callo bowed. Obin’s gaze was grateful. Callo wondered what Zelan would have done to punish him had he not succeeded in bringing the heir back with him. He had never heard ill of Zelan, but the Collared Lords in general were well known for their brutality when their wishes were crossed.
Callo rode out alone the next morning, refusing any company. He took Miri away from the manse, away from the little villages and their surrounding farmland, and headed up the slopes to the edge of the mountains where the icetigers had come from many years ago. It was deep summer now, so the snow had retreated to the very peaks of the mountains. Thornbushes and weeds blanketed the lower slopes. A hunter’s trail cut through the brush, just wide enough for Miri. It was rarely used now, he thought; Lord Zelan still hunted the big predators as his Collar commanded, but the big hunt parties were a thing of the past. Now it was only Zelan and a couple of aging Hunters, patrolling the area in a fruitless search for the ancient danger. 
Miri was in a fine mood, almost prancing as she took the slope. They were traveling out of the worst of the heat, up into the foothills. After a while the work took the edge off Miri’s restlessness, and the slope grew steeper. Callo continued on, stopping for lunch and to water Miri at a clear stream, then rode another candlemark or so before finding a place that suited him. He dropped Miri’s rein over a tangle of branches and went on a little way, to where a rocky area created a small clearing.
There he drew his sword. He raised it, saluting Jashan and closing his eyes in a wordless prayer before sheathing it again and settling onto one of the rocks. Then he braced himself and began to relax the internal barrier he had come to depend upon so much.
Using great care, he allowed the barrier to lower slightly. The twin mage powers rose up, almost eager for release as if they had will of their own. Callo tried to allow just a little of the energy out. He had done something like this once before, after he had defeated the Black Tide—but then Kirian had helped him, and the energies had overcome him anyway as he sought release in sex. Now the strain was worse, much worse. He dared not have anyone around him while he tried this experiment; he was afraid they would not live through it.
The ku’an magery could be kept back, he thought; after all, he had done so for most of his life. It was the new power, the color magery, that fought his authority. He tried to ease the endless pressure and felt the magery flow out of him into the sunlight. He struggled to release only a little, just enough to save his sanity.
White light rose behind his eyelids. A river of power flowed, exultant, through his veins and out to his fingertips. He threw back his head in sheer pleasure at the beauty of it as well as the indescribable relief. Just as he began to laugh with the joy of it, the energy shifted, changing from pleasure to fire, and burned an arc of pain through every nerve. 
Callo screamed as he felt the world around him catch fire.
* * * * *
He awakened to find the sun setting and a cloud of biting insects investigating his face. Swearing, he dragged himself to his feet and wiped at his sweaty face and neck. His skin felt sunburned, and there was an acrid odor in the air. He looked around in the dusk and saw that he stood at the center of a blackened ring. The sparse foliage that had grown on the rocks here was burned to ash. 
He moved his feet, checking for injuries. His movement stirred ash from beneath his boots. Rubbing his hands across his face, he almost cried out in pain. He held his fingers up in front of his face and saw that they were blistered, the fingertips cracked and reddened.
“Jashan’s eyes,” he whispered. “What happened?” 
He took a deep breath and climbed down from the rocks, finding that the burned circle ended within a few yards. He found Miri where he had left her; she neighed at him in an indignant way. He drew a deep breath of relief at finding her well. 
“I know you’re thirsty, my good one,” he whispered, putting his head against her neck. “I am sorry, Miri.” He mounted and guided her down the narrow track, his eyes alert for obstructions in the near-dark. The mare picked her way with a sure step, seeming confident of the route; he was glad because the reins abraded his injured hands. After a few minutes he found himself letting them go slack in his weariness, but the mare took no notice.
“Bless you, Miri,” he said. “You’ll get us both back.”
By the time they arrived at Northgard’s stables, it was very late. His hands felt as if they were on fire, and his head ached—not with the desperate pressure of the color magery, but with ordinary pain and exhaustion. He gave Miri to an astonished groom with orders to treat her to extra grain, and he trudged up to the manse. There he slipped in a side door, hoping not to bother anyone who still waked, and went up to his room. 
Chiss waited inside, sitting half-asleep in a deep chair with a cup of wine beside him, awaiting his lord with water and bed clothes. He looked up when Callo entered, plainly irritated at Callo’s lateness, wanting to get to his own bed in the servants’ quarters. As he saw Callo’s reddened face and his ash-covered clothing, he froze; then he moved to help Callo to a chair. “My lord,” Chiss said, “What happened?”
Callo wanted to say, nothing—but Chiss was no fool. Also, the man had been his servant and mentor since he was a boy, and he owed him an explanation. So he said, “An experiment gone wrong, that’s all. I’m all right now.”
Chiss went off for a few minutes and returned with cloths soaked in cold water, which he wrapped around Callo’s scorched fingers. Callo leaned his head back, almost stunned with the relief.
“Hon Kirian?” asked Chiss.
“No. It will wait until morning.”
“I have wine. That should help the pain. My lord, you are tearing yourself up. This cannot continue.”
“I know it, Chiss.”
“This Yhallin Magegard that Kirian spoke of this morning,” Chiss said. “Perhaps he can help.”
“Yhallin runs an asylum, Chiss. I am not insane.”
“Please consider it, my lord. I think that otherwise this will kill you.”
Callo thought that was very likely. At any rate, he was too tired to consider it right now, with his skin feeling stretched and his fingers blistered and the wine taking the bare edge off his headache. “Chiss, I want to sleep right here. I’m not moving one more step.”
“Absolutely,” Chiss said.
* * * * *
Rumors made the rounds of Northgard. Chiss relayed them to Callo—the rumors that said he had battled another color mage to protect Northgard; the one that said he and the young lord had fought. Chiss said a woodsman had come forward and sworn to Lord Zelan that his cousin had seen Callo put his hands in the river to wash them and bring them out burned raw.
None of these rumors bothered Callo. He had been the subject of rumors and disgrace since his bastard birth. What bothered him was the set look on Kirian’s round face as she bathed his fingers with some cooling salve, and the way she turned away and would not speak to him after she wrapped his hands. Ander’s reaction troubled him, too; the young lord turned away from him after he saw Callo’s blistered fingers, but not before Callo saw his eyes bright with sympathetic tears.
Chiss withdrew into his usual reserved mood. Not one more word of reproof passed his lips. Callo was glad he could have peace in his own chamber at least, without facing accusing eyes all the time. As usual, Chiss knew exactly what he needed.
Kirian saw him when he needed a Healer, was professional when she tended his burned hands; but she did not come to his room on her own. He missed her terribly. 
“Kirian, please tell me what is wrong,” he asked as she checked his hands for infection.
She turned a little away from him, but not before he saw the color rise up her cheeks. “Nothing,” she said.
“I know there is something wrong.” He flexed his fingers, feeling the salve she had applied cooling his burns. “I know I have not been easy to talk to this last sennight.”
“You have been grieving, and then you were injured. I have not wished to bother you.”
Callo felt a rush of shame. He had been wrapped up in his own anger and pain, so much so that he had not realized Kirian was not herself. Now he remembered all the little signs she had shown that something was not right.
“Sweet heart, please tell me what is bothering you. Have I hurt you somehow?”
She wrapped her supplies up in their cloth and replaced them in her Healer’s bag. Then she looked straight into his eyes, for the first time in days. He had forgotten how beautiful her brown eyes were.
“There is something I must tell you.” Her voice was level. “I have decided to go back to Seagard Castle to fulfill my term there.”
That hurt. He sucked in a deep breath. When he answered, he tried to keep his voice calm. “Of course. I understand. This is too hard for you, to be away from everything you know, and with no comforts or conveniences such as a woman needs.” 
She jumped up, eyes blazing. “It has nothing to do with discomfort! Do you not remember I went all the way to Ha’las with you, and escaped the King’s court with nothing to my name but a cloak? Do you accuse me of being no more than a pampered righ maiden, afraid to step foot outdoors without two footmen and a maid?”
“No. I would not accuse you of that. I have experience of your strength. But, Kirian . . .” He felt as if the world shifted around him. “I don’t understand, then. What has changed?”
“I did not want to tell you.” She sat down again. “But I suppose I must, or you will spin further out of control until you harm yourself or someone else.”
He caught his breath. “What have I done?”
Sitting across from him, she leaned forward and took his hands. Her fingers were warm. She spoke with her head bent, not looking at him. “Do you remember, that night before we heard the news about Lord Arias? We were here, in your room, together?”
“I remember it well.”
“Callo, you—” She stopped, almost as if she could not say it. 
“What?”
“You used the ku’an magery on me.”
Horror rushed through him. “You mean to say you were not willing?” 
“No, no!” She jerked upright, gripped his hands harder. “That is not so! I was willing, you did not force me. But when we were together, I felt your mind, felt what you felt. I suppose, what you wanted me to feel.” She stumbled a little over her words. “I have been under ku’an influence before, you remember. I know what it feels like.”
He let go her hands. He felt as if someone had struck him, so hard it took his breath. “It—it’s no excuse, but I did not intend to do that to you. I am so sorry, Kirian.” He had struggled hard all these years, worked on his discipline with Jashan’s aid so that he would never invade another’s privacy in that way, and then for it to be Kirian who was hurt—it was not bearable.
She walked to the window, where she stood with the sunlight shining on her spiky hair. “My dearest, I know you never wished such a thing. It is why I have been debating what I should do. I see you struggling with this magery more each day, and you show no signs of winning the battle. Remember the King, at Seagard—he said you would die from this. So, I have decided I must go. I cannot stay and watch you consumed by this power, and, meanwhile, afraid to be with you for fear you will do the same thing again, all unaware.”
He wanted to go to her, embrace her and apologize, but his better sense told him she would want nothing to do with him. From across the room he said, “I will miss you, Kirian. I will send Chiss with you, and ask for guards from Lord Zelan. I know you will not wish me to escort you, but you will have every comfort and care along the way. You may take Miri—she is a good mare for a long ride, and she will take care of you. I will send funds for your accommodations, and perhaps Lady Dria Mar can send a maidservant with you.” 
She was smiling a little. “I do not need all that. I will miss you, Callo.”
“I will feel as if the bright sun has gone out of my life,” he said honestly. “I am so sorry, though I know it is inadequate to say so. Is there anything at all I can do, Kirian? To change your mind?”
She paused. “I—do not know.”
“There is.” There was a glimmer of hope. “Anything, Kirian. I do not wish to lose you, too.”
“You do not wish to do what must be done.”
“What must be done?”
“I believe you must go to Mage Yhallin.” 
He looked down at his hands, unable to look her in the eye. Color magery wrapped his hands, evoked by his strong emotion. Jashan, free me from this. It is a curse, not a gift.

“Kirian. Mage Yhallin will likely deem me insane, and lock me away somewhere you will never see me again.”
“How do you know? Do you know the Mage Healer?”
He shook his head. “No. No, I know nothing of him other than what rumor says. But Kirian, I am not like Arias, not like other color mages. The psychic magery frightens people. If Mage Yhallin is sensible, it will frighten him, too.”
“I will not let you be locked away.” She came back from the window and sat on the chair he had vacated. “I will call on every righ I have ever met, and the lord of the Healer’s College, if you are treated poorly. But you need this. I cannot stay while you are a danger to me—you frighten me, too, Callo. I do not wish it to be this way.”
“Jashan’s eyes,” he swore. He saw her eyes trace the whorls of color he knew were escaping his control and limning his burnt hands. 
There was no choice. He had lost everything else he had once been complacent about having. He could not live without her, and he could not bear to be with her as long as he was a danger to her.
“I will do it,” he said. “I will fulfill my vow to slay Arias’ murderer, and then I will go to Mage Yhallin.”
Kirian shook her head. 
“What?” 
“I am sorry, my love.” She stood again. Her eyes shone with tears, and her nose was red. She was beautiful, and he could not bear to lose her. He knew he would do whatever she asked. He took her hands and told her so.
“Then you will go to Mage Yhallin, tomorrow. You cannot wait.”
Callo shoved away the insistent energies within him. He stepped back from the rage against King Martan, slayer of his brother, and focused on his love. “If this is what needs done to keep you safe and by my side, I will do it.”
Kirian let out a sob. She came closer and put her head on his shoulder. He wrapped his arms around her, rejoicing in the warmth of her he had not thought he’d feel ever again. Inside him, the violence receded, and the colors ebbed through his hands back into his body.
“I did not think you would do it,” Kirian confessed. 
“Anything,” he said. “I owe you my life for what I have done to you.”
“It was not so bad as to require your life.” Kirian pulled back. The humor was back in her eyes. “You are too dramatic, my lord.”
“I nearly lost you,” he said. He cleared his throat. “It would be worse than losing my life.”
The smile left her face fast, leaving an oddly vulnerable look. “Is it like that for you, then?” she asked.
“It is now. I treasure you, Kirian, and I have harmed you. It was not my will, but I am responsible nonetheless. I will seek out this Magegard tomorrow.” He pulled her closer and was filled with gratitude when she came willingly into his arms.
 



Chapter Six
There would be no patrol this morning. Ander was sure of it when he awakened to sunlight streaming through his window and realized no one had come to get him out of bed at the usual time. He stretched, hands banging against the wall at the head of his bed, and felt his muscles welcome the motion. Sitting up, he saw a plain brown tunic and breeches lying across a chair; his manservant had been in to leave the clothing and a tray of bread, cold meat, hard-cooked eggs and tea.
He grinned to himself. He was fifteen today, a man at last. Even Zelan would join in tonight’s celebration. In a sennight Ander would travel back to Sugetre, where King Martan would formally recognize him as heir to Righar. His mother had hinted that a betrothal was also forthcoming, something strategically planned to help him when he eventually ruled Righar—perhaps the daughter of a Collared Lord, perhaps a King’s daughter from a neighboring nation. He only hoped she was about his own age, and reasonably attractive. His mother had told him he need only beget an heir or two on her, and afterward please himself; still, he hoped the girl would be someone he could be friends with as well. 
Tonight there would be a reception, with representatives of the local towns and holdings invited to meet him as an adult. He knew them already, but now he was a man. He would be expected to be on his best behavior, and stay to converse with the adults. He already knew he would be shy and tongue-tied with the local leaders, no matter how hard Shan-il drilled him on social niceties; these men and women had known him since he was a babe, and he could not feel adult around them. 
Callo had laughed when he told him that, and said that feeling would never completely go away. 
If only Lord Callo would stay to be at the reception tonight, Ander knew he would feel much more at ease. But Callo said he had something of great importance to do, and it could not wait. Callo, Kirian and Chiss were leaving before noon. Ander forgave him; after all, Lord Callo had ridden out of his way and stayed with them for sennights to warn Ander about the danger he stood in from his uncle, King Martan—how could he quibble at a minor omission now?
He finished his morning routine, gathered his drawing supplies, and ran down the stairs. The manse was very quiet today. He heard no voices as he passed the breakfast room. He went out the door into the brilliant morning sunlight and came face to face with Shan-il.
Shan-il’s face broke into a grin as soon as he saw Ander.
“What?” Ander asked.
“You should see your expression.” The tutor’s black hair shone in the morning light. “Don’t worry. I am not here for lessons today.”
“I thought I was done with lessons.”
“What, because you are fifteen? No, my lord, I will be following you to Sugetre in fact. You never get finished with lessons. At least, not for years yet.”
Ander looked out toward the training ring. He saw a glint of light there, as of low, slanting sunlight on a blade. He lifted his drawing paper, showing it to Shan-il. “I will see you later, Hon Shan-il.”
“Wait. Where are the guardsmen your lady mother assigned you?”
Ander shrugged. “I am only going to the ring. I think Lord Callo is there, training for a while before he leaves.”
Shan-il looked down toward the ring. A crease appeared between his brows. “Yes? I really think you should take your guards if you will be at the ring with Lord Callo.”
“I am only going to draw him. Besides, Shan-il, surely you don’t mistrust Lord Callo?”
“I don’t know him well, that is all. Go ahead, my lord. I will send your guardsman.”
“Well, if you must.” The edge of anticipation was wearing off the day. He did not want to have a guard lurking in the corner of his eye every time he turned around. Yet, he knew he would have guards around him the rest of his life. He sighed and took his leave of Shan-il. 
His feet were wet with dew by the time he had walked through the grass to the stone bench near the tree. He moved around for a few moments, working to get a clear view of the man practicing in the ring without having sunlight glaring into his eyes. Then he sat down and began to draw.
Lord Callo was deep in the ritual, his sword spinning and catching the sunlight. His arm flexed through motions of attack and defense. He moved with an athlete’s grace, but fast enough that Ander had difficulty putting anything down on paper. He struggled with this, discarding several ruined attempts, before he saw the guardsman Obin standing against the rail, watching Lord Callo and himself at the same time. A sudden irritation took hold of Ander. He put his charcoal down and walked over to the ring. 
“Good morning, my lord,” said Obin. “I am sorry I was not here before. I never thought you’d be at the ring this morning of all mornings.”
“Yes, well, I wanted to draw.” He glared at Obin. “Alone.”
Lord Callo finished his form and walked over to the rail. “Good morning, my lord.” 
“You are up early, Lord Callo,” Ander said. 
“This is the best time for the ritual—with his sun just up, on a day like today. But it is cursed humid already. It will be unpleasant on our journey. Good morning, Hon Obin. Where is Hon Islarian?”
“I have not seen him.”
“He is usually here,” Callo said.
“Lord Callo—would you like a practice match?” Ander surprised himself with that request. He shoved his drawing paper and charcoal stick into Obin’s reluctant hands. “I am ready.”
“I see.” Callo grinned. He was all light today, without the brooding tension Ander had noticed in him sometimes. “All right, young lord. Get us some practice swords, will you? If it meets with your protector’s approval, that is.” 
The guard shrugged. “With wooden swords, yes, my lord.”
Ander ran into the shed that stood within a few yards of the ring. It was used to store the practice swords and shields, various items of wool padding used for protection in training, and basic first aid supplies. Sometimes Islarian worked in here, sitting on one of the benches and instructing boys in how to care for their leather armor and weapons. Ander paused in the doorway, letting his eyes adjust to the dimness of the interior. His eyes began to discern the bulk of the stand that held the wooden swords. He stepped toward it, tripped over something large, and went down.
He rolled away from the bulk on the dirt floor. His mind identified it as a body before his eyes could really see it. Then he made out the sprawled form of his weapons instructor, eyes wide open and staring sightlessly at the ceiling. His tunic was saturated with blood and torn away from his chest, so that Ander could see the ugly wound where someone had stabbed up and under Islarian’s ribs to pierce his heart.
Ander yelped, but the sound was cut off by a hand that clamped over his mouth as another yanked him to his feet. “Not a sound,” growled a deep voice. “Or I’ll take care of you right here like I did him.” 
Ander shut his mouth. His heartbeat took off and started racing in panic. His captor took the hand from his mouth, allowing Ander to gasp for air, but held a knife against his throat. Now that his eyes were fully adjusted, he could see two other men. One dragged Islarian’s body against a wall while the other stood, body flattened against the wall near the door, and looked outside.
“Where’s the other one?” demanded Ander’s captor.
“There’s two now,” whispered the man at the door. “The lord, and another one. They’re talking.”
The third man edged toward the door. He held a huge knife. “He’ll come in, in a minute, to find the boy.”
“The tall one is not to be touched,” Ander’s captor hissed. “Remember our orders.” 
“I remember ’em as well as you. Mind your mouth, idiot. The kid’s a mage, remember?”
Ander had just barely remembered this himself. He began to reach for the color magery, but the cold line of the knife at his throat dissuaded him. His captor meant business; the knife was actually scraping the skin of his neck, ready to bite. There was no way he could call up the energies before the man could slit his throat.
“Together,” his captor said. “We’re going out, heading for the others. Move fast. They won’t dare attack us as long as we have a knife at his throat.”
Ander thought this was true. Past the slamming of his heart against his ribs he began to think of what Lord Callo might do, what Obin might do. His brain began to work again, slowly. He said, “Let me tell them not to interfere. I don’t want them hurt.” The knife caught him a little. A drop of blood trickled down his neck.
“Just shut up and do what you’re told.” 
Ander felt a hand in the small of his back, urging him forward. The hand holding the knife at his throat gave him some room—just enough to move forward. He could no longer feel it on his skin, but it was still there. The strange men were all behind him, using him as a shield. He passed the door frame and stood once again in brilliant sunlight.
He could mark the instant they saw the men with him. Lord Callo’s sword was in his hand and he moved toward the strange men before Ander could draw a deep breath. Obin crouched and moved, fast and deadly. Then Ander’s captor shouted: “Hold! If you move I’ll slit his throat!” Both men froze.
Ander’s captor put the knife closer against his throat. “I mean it. Move and I’ll kill him. You two, take their swords and get them into the shed.”
The two intruders threw Lord Callo’s sword and Obin’s short blade out of their way, into the dust of the ring. Lord Callo was still, tension in every line of his body; his captor was wary, yanking Callo’s arms behind him and pulling out a leather cord.
“Not a move, color mage,” Ander’s captor warned Lord Callo. “If my man sees even a spark, I swear the young lord will be dead.”
So they knew Lord Callo was a color mage. Ander’s last hope fled. There would be no defense from that quarter, not while Lord Callo’s eyes were fixed on the knife at Ander’s throat. He would not use the color magery and risk Ander’s life. Ander felt his captor’s grip on his upper arm, strong as iron. He realized he was holding his breath, and gasped after air. The knife rasped against the skin of his throat.
The other two men shoved the guardsman into the shed. Ander stumbled as his own captor pulled him away, toward the line of trees on the far side of the meadow. Callo’s guard pushed him in the same direction. The morning sun, still at a low angle, shone into the first few yards of the forest and reflected off something metal. There were more armed men among the trees. 
Ander wondered desperately where the Northgard patrols were. There had been no sign of a force of this size. The King’s men must have moved fast and stayed in the wooded hills, waiting to ambush him. Or, perhaps this was Sword of Jashan, and his own patrol had betrayed him—could that be? Ander heard a door close at the manse, heard someone call out. He prayed no one else would come down here and risk getting killed on his behalf. 
Obin and Callo had vanished into the shed. Ander’s captor prodded him in the back with another weapon, roughly urging him on. Ander tried to think of something he could do, but nothing occurred to him. His brain could think of no escape.
Then the fear struck him.
A corner of his mind wondered why the panic had waited so long to strike. Then, all at once, he could not think at all. A whimper escaped from his throat, and his legs began to shake. Heedless of the knife at his throat, afraid of something far worse, he turned. 
The knife was no longer there. His captor backed away. Ander could see the whites all around his irises. The man moaned something over and over—a prayer, perhaps. His hands were trembling so hard that Ander could see them shake. 
Lord Callo stood near the doorway to the shed. His amber eyes were fixed on Ander’s captor. Someone shoved past him from the interior of the shed, making the righ lord stumble a little. It was one of the intruders, scrambling away in desperation, his face white as paper, the blade in his hand useless and forgotten. Ander heard a wail of terror from Obin, similarly afflicted.
Ander’s captor flinched away. Then he was on his knees. The knife fell from his hands into the dust. He shook as he scooted away from Ander. 
Ander himself, filled with a terror he had never before experienced, shrieked and tried to run. He tripped over his own feet and sprawled flat on the ground. There his panicked brain gave up, and he froze in a misery of fear.
Someone ran away, toward the woods. It was the second intruder, scared out of sense. The first had not reappeared out of the shed. Ander did not know what was so terrifying, but his heart was beating in a rapid pace that made it hard to breathe.
A hand appeared in his field of vision, pulling up on his captor’s tunic. It was Lord Callo’s hand; he hauled the intruder to his feet and pulled him away from Ander.
“It’s all right,” Lord Callo said in a flat tone of voice. “Ander, it’s all right.”
Just like that, the fear was gone. Ander sat in the dust and stared at Lord Callo. Obin ran out of the shed and struck his sword against the metal disc at the ring, raising the alarm. In just moments, men began to muster from the Hunters’ quarters and from the house. 
Lord Callo whipped a leather cord around the intruder’s wrists. He extended a hand and Ander grasped it, letting Lord Callo pull him to his feet. 
“I don’t understand,” he said. 
His former captor pulled experimentally at his bonds. “That’s two of us,” he said. “What in all the hells was that?”
“Shut up,” Obin said, coming back to relieve Lord Callo of his prisoner. He shoved the man away from both of the righ, letting the man trip into the dirt again. “Get on your feet, you damned slime.” When the man struggled to his feet again, Obin yanked him away.
Mounted Northgard men were streaming toward the tree line where there were signs of a hurried retreat. Ander took a deep breath. It seemed he was safe after all, though he had no idea how. He looked up at Callo’s face. The man looked exhausted. He would not meet Ander’s questioning gaze. Ander walked over into the ring and picked up both of the swords that lay there, returning Callo’s to him hilt first.
“Thank you, Lord Ander,” said Callo. “Are you all right?”
“Fine. But Islarian is dead.” Ander heard the quiver in his own voice and took in a deep gulp of air, trying to stop the trembling that now threatened to overcome him.
A small group of mounted men pulled up before them. “My lords. Are you both all right?”
“Somehow, yes,” Ander said. He cast a sideways glance at Lord Callo, who had not responded. 
“We must get you up to the house,” the man said. Without waiting for a horse to be brought, the man began to lift him bodily up onto his own horse. Callo helped, shoving Ander up. Then they were away, Ander grabbing onto the man’s mailed body to keep himself from jouncing over the horse’s rump, feeling like a child again but grateful to be on his way to safety. Two other horsemen galloped beside him, blades drawn, looking to the outside to protect him from further attack. From the corner of his eye Ander saw battle joined along the tree line, horses surging toward each other as the men on their backs raised spears or swords in attack. A surge of fire told him there was a color mage there; it must be Lord Zelan, unless Callo had already made it down from the ring to the tree line.
The main door of the manse swung open. Guards manned the gate, bristling with weapons. One of them put a hand on his shoulder and hustled him inside. He would have protested but he was too glad to see the heavy door close behind him. The interior hall was dim, shuttered for defense. 
“Lady Dria Mar is on the top floor,” a man told him. “She is waiting for you, my lord.”
“Thank you.” He began to take the stairs two at a time, anxious to look out the west-facing windows and measure the status of the fight taking place by the trees.
Upstairs, Lady Dria Mar sat in a group of others who had been directed there for their safety. She wore a scarlet tunic and a gold underdress, in the city style. Gold clips kept her nest of black curls tight to her head. She smiled when she saw Ander.
“You are safe,” she said.
“Yes, thanks to Lord Callo. How goes the battle? Whose are those men?”
“I don’t know. Where is Lord Callo? He does not accompany you?”
“I don’t know where he is now.” Ander stood near the narrow open window and watched the two dozen Northgard men engage the enemy. Several men were down, but he could not tell whether they were attackers or defenders from this distance. As he watched, someone tried to cut back and ride into the woods, but was felled by a spear of energy. “Is my lord father down there?”
“He is. What happened, son?”
Ander left the window and came over to her. “Hon Islarian is dead, mother.”
“Is he? He will be honored.” Ander could tell Lady Dria Mar cared not a bit for Hon Islarian. He swallowed, feeling his emotions rise up ready to embarrass him now that the immediate danger was past. He turned aside, sniffing a little, and then Kirian appeared out of nowhere and offered a handkerchief.
“I am glad to see you well. You have seen Lord Callo, you said?”
“He was well when I left. Lady mother, where are the servants and tradesmen? Where is Hon Jesel?”
“Jesel prepares for the wounded,” Kirian told him. “I will make myself available as well.”
“I have no idea where the servants have gone,” said Lady Dria Mar. “I am still waiting to hear what happened, Lord Ander.” The bite in her voice straightened his shoulders. Her dark eyes glittered as she watched him. Any tendency toward tears fled as wariness filled him. 
He stood before her and told the story. Kirian stayed nearby, intent on his words. When he got to the part about the intense fear that had felled him and his attackers, Lady Dria Mar stiffened and ordered their companions to the other side of the room.
“Lower your voice,” she ordered. “This is far better proof than I hoped for.”
He did not understand, but finished the story, frowning as he watched her. “What is it, lady Mother?” he asked. “I do not understand what happened, but it was a useful defense.” 
“Defense!” she exclaimed. “Yes, since my lord was in such a mood today. No wonder all around him have been singing his praises. Even you, my son, have been influenced to like the man, even while he plots your death.”
“What are you saying? Lord Callo does not intend my death. He saved me today!”
“For a while, until it suits his convenience.”
“Lady Dria Mar,” Kirian spoke up. “Lord Callo is here to help protect your son against the plots of the King. Surely those are King’s men out there right now, who attempted to steal Lord Ander away and slay him. You owe Lord Callo gratitude, not suspicion!”
“I did not ask you to speak.” Lady Dria Mar went to the door and opened it to reveal one of her personal guard, who stood outside the door. “Balan. Pass the word to Lord Zelan’s men. As soon as Lord Callo returns from the battle, I want him confined to his chamber under double guard.”
The man looked confused, but said only: “Yes, my lady.”
Ander was in a whirl of confusion. “But I don’t understand! What are you thinking?”
“There were rumors in Sugetre. This one was secretly passed, not common knowledge. Some guardsman who was present at Seagard during a confrontation with King Martan is its source. It is said that Lord Callo’s father was a ku’an from Ha’las, and that Lord Callo has inherited that aptitude from him.”
“A ku’an! He is a color mage. I have seen it myself.”
“And a ku’an. Do you remember what you have been taught of the ku’an?”
“The ku’an are psychic mages from Ha’las. They can make a person feel false emotions. We have defended against them since—oh, for hundreds of years. The Collared Lords of Seagard are bound to a Watch against them.”
“Do you remember what a ku’an can do?”
“Yes. Of course I do.” Ander was uncertain now. He remembered the fierce terror that had sent him scrambling into the dust. He remembered his heart beating so fast he could barely breathe. Where had that terror come from?
“Lady Dria Mar.” That was Kirian, white in the face. “I ask you to speak to Lord Callo before you take any action.”
“Why? So he can force me to like him too?”
“He would not do that. My lady, he is an honorable man.”
“Do you think I don’t know how—honorable—he is? If I were you, Healer, I would not bed with a man who could force me to lust after him.”
Kirian turned even paler. Ander stepped back, shocked. 
“He does no such thing,” Kirian said with dignity.
“My son,” Dria Mar said. “Think on this. Lord Callo has been claimed to the Monteni line in spite of his bastard origins. He is a righ and a color mage and now we know he has the psychic mage ability from his sire. By his own admission, His Majesty has offered him the throne. Why would such a man not seize that opportunity?”
Ander felt his certainty ebbing out from his heart like a receding tide. “He has so much power. I do not know why he would be willing to sit below me.”
“Lord Ander!” said Kirian, sharply. “It is not my place to speak to the righ about their affairs but I know this man. Let us return to reality. Yes, he has great power. He also has a conscience, and no desire to rule.”
Lady Dria stiffened. “You dare too much, Healer. What right do you have to speak so?”
The door opened and Lord Zelan appeared. His hair was flat with sweat and the weight of a helm. His face was spattered with mud. 
“What is this I hear?” he said. “Lady Dria Mar, I have been told that orders have been given to imprison my lord Callo when he returns from the fight.”
“How goes the fight, sir?” Ander asked.
“They are defeated, all run off; only cleanup remains. I have sent fresh men to make sure they do not return, and set a new watch. But we have lost two good men today. Now I return from this mess to find my lady wife ready to imprison the man who has twice saved our son. What is this all about, then?”
“He is a ku’an, Zelan! A danger to my son.”
“My lady,” Kirian said. “When King Martan slew Lord Callo’s half-brother, he earned Lord Callo’s enmity. He is a danger to King Martan, but not to your son.”
“I do not see why he cannot be a danger to both. This is none of your concern. For all I know you have also been influenced to support him.” Dria paused for a moment, staring at her son as if debating something in her mind, then said: “He has too much power, and he intrigues against you, my son. He needs to go to King Martan. Your royal uncle will decide what is to become of him.”
Shock stiffened Ander’s shoulders. “He will not go.”
“He will go where I send him.” 
Zelan dragged an arm across his forehead, leaving a paler streak in the dirt and sweat. “Dria, what are you thinking? They may be King’s men out there, trying to clear the succession. You want to send Callo into the jaws of the King? He will either slay the man, or set him up as King and disinherit your son.”
“King Martan is my brother-in-law, Zelan, I know well what he will do. Those must be insurgents out there, perhaps the Sword of Jashan, since Martan would not so dishonor our blood as to place a bastard on the throne.” Zelan opened his mouth as if to speak, and Dria raised her voice above his. “You are a border Collared Lord, no royal blood, Zelan—you have no say in this!”
Zelan waved a hand at her in mute resignation, and turned to leave the room. Dria Mar watched; her lips were pursed in a satisfied smile. Then she turned to observe Kirian. Ander wanted to tell Kirian to be quiet, keep low, and not attract his lady mother’s attention.
“If you please, Lady Dria,” Kirian said, “I will go with him, as we planned.”
Dria said, “You, Healer, should not be here at all. Why are you here, instead of at the posting you were lawfully given? You should be at Seagard Castle, I understand.”
Kirian said nothing. Ander knew what was coming next. Lady Dria Mar was used to ordering the lives of others.
“You should return to Seagard Castle. I will write to Lord Forell and to the Healer’s College and inform them of your whereabouts.”
“Lady mother, please allow Kirian to accompany Lord Callo. He will need her.”
“What will he need—a whore?” Ander saw Kirian flinch. “Lord Callo will have his manservant. That is all he needs. This woman will return to where she is supposed to be. Do not think of thwarting me,” Dria Mar continued to Kirian. “You know the penalty for leaving a posting without the College’s permission.”
Kirian bowed. “I do, Lady Dria.”
“I will be so generous as to allow you to accompany us to Sugetre, then the College can have the disposal of you. Do not attempt to go elsewhere.”
Ander said, “Mother! Why are you doing this?”
“You are too young to see this danger to your throne, my son. I see it all too well. Or perhaps this Callo has influenced you—the psychic mages can influence your emotions without you even being aware of it.”
Ander said, “He would not do that.”
“He just did.”
“To save my life!” Ander objected.
“If he did it once, he will do it again. Be still now. Yes, I know you are a man now, but a young one, and inexperienced. Put your trust in those who have your well being in mind.”
 



Chapter Seven
The journey across the dusty plains between Northgard and Sugetre was a misery. The summer heat made little mirages in the distance that vanished as they approached. The men were irritable. Riding in the carriage, Lady Dria Mar was demanding, and even Lord Ander was occasionally sulky. 
Lord Zelan had been stone-faced as he bid his son and wife farewell. Kirian had turned back as they were riding away to see the gaunt old man staring after them, sunlight gleaming on his Collar, the symbol of his privilege and his bondage. Kirian was sure Zelan would not see his son again, now that Ander was an adult and being educated permanently in the capital. She wondered, knowing a little of Lady Dria Mar, if he would ever see his wife again either. The old lord was well aware that he would be the last Collared Lord of Northgard—that when Lord Ander inherited the Righan throne he would let the Collared Lordship of Northgard lapse. It must be a strange feeling, Kirian thought, for a man who had devoted his entire life to the Hunt, to know he was the last of his line.
Lady Dria Mar kept behind the dust-coated curtains of her carriage. Lord Ander rode, and sometimes kept her company. For the first couple of days the young man’s conversation was all of his lady mother’s unfair treatment of Lord Callo. Then he began to speak of what was chiefly occupying his mind, which was the young woman he would be betrothed to upon his return to the city. Lady Dria Mar had told him the young woman’s identity; she was a Leyish princess, a couple of years older than Ander. Ander was optimistic that she would prove to be as lovely in real life as the portrait he had been given of her. The miniature showed a dark-eyed beauty, with rose-colored lips curved in a shy smile. She wore double earrings, a gold chain and gems in her hair.
Kirian rode in a sort of space of her own, not welcomed by the righ and
not trusted by the guards. She rode in the wagons for a day or two when her mount turned up lame; there, the servants regaled her with stories about the denizens of Sugetre Castle and told her frightening rumors about Yhallin Magegard. Lady Dria Mar’s serving woman brought Kirian dinner and made sure she was not troubled by the men. Her thoughts dwelled with Callo, who was kept isolated in a guarded wagon. She missed him terribly.
Behind the caravan, well-guarded by a unit commanded by Balan ran Gesset, trudged the few men who had been captured after the attack on Northgard. Not one of them would say who had sent them to abduct or kill Lords Ander and Callo, and none of the guards or Hunters stationed at Northgard recognized them. Balan had said someone at Sugetre would know who they were and where they hailed from.
Balan himself divided his time between supervising his men and guarding Lord Ander. Lady Dria Mar had transferred his oath to her son upon his fifteenth birthday. 
Several days out, they passed the remnants of a carriage that lay canted to one side on a broken axle. Its gold-painted door hung open. There was no sign of the carriage horses or the occupant, but a body clad in homespun lay stiffening in the dirt. There were flies in shiny black clusters on his skin, and his eyes were gone. Kirian turned away, sickened. 
“This looks like a man from Sword of Jashan,” Balan told her. “They become ever bolder, but their numbers are small. And the righ have servants with weapons to defend themselves against attack.” 
“What do you think happened? Where are the people who were inside the carriage?”
“Righ travelers,” Balan said. “Their servants have found them safe transport long ago. This body has been here for days. It was most likely an attempt at robbery, Hon Kirian.”
Kirian kept her face averted as they proceeded past the scene of the attack. Once they were far enough ahead so that the righ would not be disturbed by the sight of death, they stopped. Balan ordered men back to take care of the body, and sent messengers to the nearest lord’s holding with a report of what had happened. Then they continued on their miserable journey.
When the heat-soaked clutter of Sugetre’s outer districts appeared in the haze, Kirian thanked the Unknown God for the deliverance from her boredom. 
They rode through the outer districts in a candlemark, past workshops and stables and rundown taverns that catered to thirsty travelers. Kirian felt her hair sticking to her forehead, and wished for the cool of a tavern common room, but they rode on. The road took them through one of the merchant districts. She remembered some of these places well; on a rare holiday, she had come with Sindar and some of her other friends to spend a few coins on candy and notions. Now the merchants’ colorful flags hung limp in the humidity, and custom was light.
It was almost autumn, one year since she had arrived at Seagard Village full of eager hope. She was twenty-seven now, and Callo thirty. The only clothes she owned were those that had been given to her, and her reputation was lost. Kirian knew she would be lucky if the Healer’s College sent her back to Seagard to finish her time learning from Ruthan. It was much more likely they would strip her of her status, and she would be sent out into Sugetre without the authority of a Healer’s title, to earn what little she could on her own merits from those who had no access to a real Healer.
The Castle stood gray and bannered above the houses of the wealthy. Guards wearing the King’s raven badge manned every gate. The stink of overheated horses and people surrounded Kirian; she had forgotten what the city was like in summer. As they entered the gate and proceeded to the great doors where the righ would enter, Kirian could not help but feel as if this long, strange year had ended in defeat.
* * * * *
Kirian was sent to a small room and provided with water for washing, and bread and cheese with wine. The afternoon passed in forlorn solitude. Kirian lay down to sleep early, wondering the whole time how Callo was faring. 
In the morning she awoke to thunder and a knock on the door. The servant who waited there brought fruit and bread on a wooden tray, and a message directing her to see a representative from the Healer’s College that morning. 
Kirian was escorted to the meeting. Once the door closed behind the man who had brought her, she waited in the small room alone. She wondered who from the Healer’s College had been assigned to deal with her. The shutters were closed against the pouring rain, making the little antechamber even dimmer. Thunder rolled. She hoped this was the end of the hot weather that had plagued them on the journey.
In any case, the late-summer heat did not penetrate Sugetre Castle’s thick stone walls. Kirian pulled her wrap closer about her shoulders, shivering. 
The inner door opened and Hon Char Irilan, head of the Healer’s College, came out. He wore a dark green tunic with a belt that strained around his huge belly.
She stood. “Good day, Hon Char,” she greeted, bowing a little. 
He glowered at her. “It is not a good day at all, not when a charity student drags the College into the affairs of Kings. What possessed you to leave your posting, girl?”
“Sir, I sent the College a message, explaining what happened. I did not leave my posting of my free will.”
“It is all an overblown series of dramatics. You were never in danger; you ran off after a righ you had no business looking at. The Royal Bastard, at that. And now decisions that should be in the purview of the Healer’s College are subject to the manipulations of politics.” 
“I am sorry for the inconvenience, Hon Char.” Although Kirian thought the Healer’s College was well used to considering politics when making its assignments, she thought it best to apologize. 
“I should hope so.” He hitched his belt higher, and made his way to the door. “Against my better judgment, I have agreed to allow you a choice in your next posting. Stay put there, and wait. Yhallin Magegard wants to see you, woman. Make sure you choose wisely.” He grimaced at her and left, allowing the door to slam behind him. 
Kirian sighed and sat down. So the Healer’s College was not happy with her. This was no surprise; she expected a severe penalty. Hon Char was doubtless angry because she might escape the punishment set for her.
“You may come in now,” said a woman’s voice.
Kirian looked around her as she entered the interior room. A lamp burned on the corner of a desk, but the room was still dim; the sound of the rain was louder in here, as though the exterior wall was being lashed by the storm. 
A woman stood beside the desk. She wore a messenger’s practical brown breeches, and a tunic made of the same material. She said, “You are Hon Kirian, assigned Healer at Seagard Castle?”
“Yes, I am. I was told I had been summoned by Yhallin Magegard. Are you here to take me to him?”
The woman grimaced. “I am Yhallin. I do not care for the appellation, Magegard. It is accompanied by too much fear and superstition.”
“I’m sorry, Hon Yhallin.” Kirian was surprised. For some reason she had thought Yhallin was an old, white-bearded man. Instead, the mage-healer looked to be no more than ten years or so Kirian’s senior. Her fine-boned face gave her an ascetic look, and her hair was cut even shorter than Kirian’s, clinging like dust to the woman’s scalp.
“Hon Char said you wish to offer me some alternative to the punishment the Healer’s College prescribed for me.” 
“I have—negotiated—with the Healer’s College. They do not like me there, but I do the King’s will in this. If you agree, you are to be forgiven the rest of your term at Seagard Castle and assigned to me. You will remain here at Sugetre for now, and you will accompany me when I go to Deephold, or elsewhere.”
Kirian said, “Mage Yhallin, you must know I wish to remain with Lord Callo. But I do not yet know what you do, or what your methods are. What if I choose not to assist you?”
Yhallin smiled. Her teeth were tiny. Kirian pushed away the thought that Yhallin resembled a rat. “Give me a few sennights before you begin to think me irrevocably evil. I will not ask you to do anything you would object to during that time. After that—if you choose to go, you may go. I do not keep unwilling help. It’s counterproductive.”
Kirian blinked. “I suppose . . . I can only say thank you, Hon Yhallin.”
The woman walked around the side of the desk and dropped into the carved chair behind it. She waved Kirian to the bench before the desk. “So, sit, then. I know a little about you, which I have heard from sources at Seagard castle and at the Healer’s College. I doubt most of it is true. No need to tell me your history now, but I must know this—do you fancy yourself in love with Lord Callo ran Alkiran?”
Kirian flushed. “Fancy myself?”
Yhallin shrugged. The dark eyes were keen on Kirian’s face. “The man is a ku’an. He has powers of psychic magery. You have been in close contact with him, whereupon you follow him across the sea without a kel to your name, dropping all your obligations as a Healer at the place you were assigned.” 
“That had nothing to do with Lord Callo,” Kirian flashed. “I had reason to fear for my life from the Collared Lord there, so I escaped.”
“And the rest of it?”
“The rest—is true,” she admitted. “I have followed Lord Callo. Yes, I love him. If I stay with you, it will be so I can learn from you and help him assimilate the energies he has to deal with.”
“But you claim you are not under any sort of psychic influence from him.”
“That is correct.” Kirian kept her head high. She knew it sounded unlikely, but it was true. Every step of her way she had decided on her own, sometimes against Callo’s express wishes, but at all times without any ku’an influence.
“How do you know?”
“I . . .” Kirian began to say that she knew what it felt like to be under psychic influence. Then she stopped; surely this admission would only hurt her cause. She added: “I know. That is all.”
Yhallin looked at her. Kirian could not decipher the expression on her face.
“You and Lord Callo’s manservant attempted to escape with your lord from the caravan that brought you here.”
On the third night of the journey from Northgard, Chiss had brought Callo out from his guarded wagon on some pretext, and then they had mounted stolen horses and attempted to flee. They had not gotten far. Lady Dria Mar’s men had surrounded them. Callo had made no effort to use his magery to help their escape; Chiss and Kirian dared not resist the armed horsemen that surrounded them. Balan ran Gesset had looked oddly disappointed as he and his men escorted them back to the caravan. 
Kirian realized as they were returned to the caravan what was wrong with Callo. 
“You did not attempt it a second time.”
“Well, no. It would have been pointless. Have you seen Lord Callo yet, Hon Yhallin?”
The mage healer nodded. “They had him drugged with mellweed, which was all they had. It served their purpose, but we have other ways to make sure he cannot escape using his psychic magery.”
Kirian did not like the sound of that. “They drugged him with mellweed the entire way here. It’s a wonder he is not desperately ill.”
“Mellweed is not so dangerous as you seem to think. They were careful with the dosage; Hon Jesel knows King Martan wants his bastard nephew back safe and sound. What did you expect them to do, take no action while my lord burned the caravan down with his color magery, or subverted their minds with his ku’an influence?”
“No.” Kirian did not know what she expected. It had hurt, though, to see Callo drugged so that the fire in his eyes was gone, and so that he went with their captors unresisting.
“There is a drug called phodian. You have heard of it?”
“Yes, if you mean the poison named phodian.”
Yhallin smiled, and stood up behind the desk. She shoved her hands into the pockets of her messenger’s tunic and pulled out a tiny vial, which she held out to Kirian. Kirian removed the stopper from the vial and held it near her nose. The heavy, oily fragrance confirmed it was the same drug she had learned of in Healer’s College. The drug was treasured in the sultry pleasure houses of the southern nations; a drop or two on the neck of a concubine lent her a seductive fragrance, but should the woman’s companion forget and try to mark her throat, the results could be fatal. 
Kirian returned the vial to Yhallin. She conscientiously put her hands in her lap, resolving to wash thoroughly as soon as she was free to do so. “Surely you do not plan to use this on Lord Callo?”
The vial disappeared into Yhallin’s pocket. “I have found a way to use it on my troubled color mages.”
“But only a drop can kill!”
“Ah, but I do not use even a drop.” The mage healer remained standing, her hair and eyes dark in the shuttered study as rain still lashed the exterior wall. “The phodian is diluted, obviously. In the right quantity it dulls the man’s ability to access his color magery, and makes him safe to be around. But I will not lie to you, Healer Kirian. It must be used with extreme caution. It builds up in the body, you see; using it for long will cause the same result as if he had taken the drop at once. It is only a stopgap, until he can be treated.”
Kirian shivered. “I would not like to be responsible for dosing this drug.”
“Ah, but you will. I will teach you this, and you will administer it. I believe I can trust you to use extreme caution, can I not?”
Kirian stared at her.
Yhallin let the silence extend for a moment before continuing. “Here are my terms. You will stay for several sennights at least—I will inform you of when you are free to leave my service. There will be no attempt to escape or to assist your lord in escaping.” Red fire etched the woman’s hands, a timely reminder that she was, after all, an unlikely color mage, a half-common girl-child who had somehow inherited the dominant form of magery and then survived being abandoned on the streets of Sugetre to become one of the most feared color mages in Righar. 
“You will work towards the purposes I set you, without complaint. And if you hear of any attempt to release Lord Callo, you will inform me immediately. I am, after all, a healer of mages, here to try to help Lord Callo.”
Kirian laced her hands together on her lap. More than anything she wanted Callo free of all this. She hated to see him drugged and held captive, when he had done no wrong. But no good would come of ignoring the fact that his color magery was killing him.
“You can really help him?” she asked.
“I believe I can. I have never worked with a ku’an before, but I have had moderate success with color mages.”
“I have heard stories, in the last sennight,” Kirian said. “Stories of dead mages, mages with hands and faces burnt black, brought out from your fortress in the dark of night and buried.” The servants in the caravan from Northgard had been full of gossip about the denizens of Sugetre Castle; apparently Yhallin Magegard was known to be fanatically loyal to the King. Her appearance and abilities inspired rumors. Kirian wondered why not one of those rumors had indicated Yhallin was a woman. But then, active color mages were never women. Yhallin was an oddity in more ways than one.
“Ah, yes,” Yhallin said. She looked down at her clasped hands. “That would be what gossip has made of the death of Mage Rhis Olhasan, who died in my care.”
It seemed that all the air left Kirian’s lungs. “So this is true!”
“Our efforts were not a success with Mage Rhis. He died last year, at my hold in the mountains.”
“By the Unknown God, what do you do to them?”
“I try to save them,” Yhallin said. She rose from the chair. Rain still lashed the castle walls, loud and intimidating. Yhallin loomed much larger than her inches against the stone wall. She no longer looked sympathetic; her eyes were dark pools, her mouth a grim line. “You may help or you may go back to Seagard as your healer’s oath requires, or to whatever punishment awaits you at the Healer’s College. I have sworn you need not do anything you find abhorrent.”
“Why do you want me? Why have you gone to this trouble?”
“I do not think Lord Callo will acquiesce to the treatment without your urging,” Yhallin said. “I cannot force him—he must cooperate. But he does not trust me and so far has proven quite stubborn, even rebelling against His Majesty’s orders.”
“I will not help convince him if you are only going to end up burying him,” Kirian snapped.
“And what do you think will happen to him if he does not cooperate with my treatment?” Yhallin asked. “Do you know what happens to a mage who cannot assimilate the energies he must deal with?”
“I have heard stories. I do not know if they are true.”
“Oh, they are true. It is why so much effort is put into training young mages. They live with the god’s fire inside them, all the time, for the duration of their lives. If they fail to learn to live with it, they may go mad. They may commit suicide, allowing the magefire to destroy them—or even worse, they may fail to commit suicide. I have seen a mage’s mind burnt out, so that he cannot converse or feed himself, and must be cared for by nurses until his body dies the way his mind already has.”
Kirian stared at the woman across from her. “And the psychic magery?”
“I do not know.” Yhallin lifted an eyebrow. “It is what makes this case a challenge. But I will do whatever I can to heal him and make him useful to His Majesty.”
“I will do it,” Kirian said. “Thank you for the chance.” She held up her hands, sure that she could still detect the dangerous fragrance of phodian clinging to them. “Unknown God, guide my hands through all this.”
Yhallin nodded. “That is well,” she said. “You will need him.”
 



Chapter Eight 
Sweat ran down Ander’s forehead into his eyes. He blinked. Gauging his distance, Ander swiped at his eyes with his left sleeve, trying to clear his vision before Lord Froman could come within sword’s reach again.
“My lord!” warned Shan-il’s voice from the rail surrounding the practice ring.
In the few seconds his sight was obscured, Froman moved. The blow that fell on Ander’s shield staggered him, sending him backward. The rail stopped his ungainly fall. 
Someone laughed behind him. 
Angry now, Ander reset his stance. 
His opponent, Lord Froman, was a heavy-shouldered young righ, five or six years older than Ander, who moved with the grace of innate athletic ability and long training. Froman stood across the ring, a fine sheen of perspiration on his bare shoulders but otherwise showing no effects of the fight. Ander tried to remember Islarian’s lessons. He circled around to Froman’s right side, trying to make his opponent leave an opening in his formidable guard. The hard-packed dirt of the ring slipped under his feet.
Froman seized the opening in Ander’s guard at the same moment Ander realized he had dropped his shield hand. Froman leveled a strike that forced Ander to duck. The boy came up moving as fast as he could. He struck at Froman’s shoulder, but his opponent turned in a move as graceful as dance and met Ander’s blow with a solid shield.
The shock of the blocked strike reverberated up Ander’s arm. His fingers went numb. His opponent stepped back a little, and raised a muscled arm.
“Hold!” Someone ordered. 
Froman instantly stopped and dropped his arm. His grin held more than a little mockery. 
A righ whose name Ander did not know stood at ringside, his hand raised to stop the match. The man was lean and muscled, as if he had spent years in the field. His eyes stared into Ander’s. “Are you all right to continue, my lord?”
Ander nodded. The stifling heat made it hard to breathe, but he would finish this match, and acquit himself as well as he was able, if it killed him. Sharpeyes and his sycophants were looking on.
The unknown righ stepped back, ready to give the sign to continue. Another command stopped him.
“I think that is enough,” King Martan said. “Very instructive, Lord Froman. Approach me, Lord Ander.”
Ander stepped out of the ring. He wiped the sweat on his forehead with one forearm, and hurried to where His Majesty sat surrounded by courtiers.
“Your Majesty,” he gasped, still breathing hard from the workout. 
“Lord Ander.” The King stared at him from the famous gray eyes, projecting a geniality that Ander could only assume was false. “You have acquitted yourself adequately, if not with grace.”
“Yes, Your Majesty.” Ander’s eyes traveled past the King to the men who stood near him: the scribe with his inkstained fingers; Mage Oron wearing his mage cloak with yellow patterns weaving their way across the fabric; and a third man, dressed in a tunic with a jeweled collar. He smiled at Ander and turned his hand in a gesture of greeting, the light catching rings on his slim fingers.
“I see you are interested in my companions,” Sharpeyes said. “This man is our scribe. He will acquaint you with the look of my seal, and tell you how to know, through your magery, if it has been tampered with.
“You know Mage Oron, of course.” Ander smiled at Mage Oron. He liked the old man, who had been teaching him the skill and art of color magery since he had first spent time in Sugetre.
“And this,” Martan continued, “is Hon Theodin, your father’s official representative from Northgard Province.”
“Hon Theodin,” Ander acknowledged. 
“Remember them,” Sharpeyes said. “You will meet with Hon Theodin daily. He will be your instructor in the concerns of the regional lords, and will introduce you to the mysteries of trade. Also, the man you have not conquered in the ring this morning will instruct you further in the sword. You appear to need it. Hon Islarian should have seen more to your training.”
Ander could not bear to hear Islarian maligned. “Hon Islarian was a skilled swordsman, your Majesty. We honor his memory.”
Across the ring, he saw Shan-il nod. In spite of the queasiness in his stomach, Ander felt better. 
“Yes, of course. I forgot the man died in that attack I have been told of. Your loyalty does you credit.” The King yawned. “Well, go on. That is all. Best acquaint yourself further with Lord Froman if you ever hope to best him.”
Ander bowed. He waited until the King left the ring, accompanied by the fuss and fidget of his courtiers. The other officials went with him. Shan-il bowed and walked away from the ring, giving Ander space now that the match was done. Theodin glanced back as they left the enclosure. His eyes glittered maliciously. 
Froman tossed his practice sword to a servant. “Hon Islarian taught you?” he said. 
“He was my instructor since I was a child.”
“I would have thought you’d be better, then.” Froman took Ander’s sword and tossed it to the same servant. They watched as the boy fumbled the wooden swords, trying to carry them along with the shields. One of the shields dropped to the dirt. “Curse you, idiot. Don’t drop the things!”
“They’re only wood, no harm done,” Ander said.
Froman stood with his legs braced and his arms crossed to show his impressive muscles. “I have been ordered to work with you in the ring, as if I were a common swordmaster. I owe that to my lord father, who has dreams of me being some sort of trusted King’s companion when you inherit the throne.”
Ander did not know what to say to that. 
Froman sneered down at him. “Also, I think it is punishment, since I got his favorite maidservant with child. He will no longer be able to peer down her dress as she pours his tea.”
Ander turned his back on Froman and led the way back into the castle. If this was true—and he weighed the possibility it was not, since for all he knew Froman was as full of bluster as he was of muscles—the maidservant’s child would be killed. A half-righ was not allowed to live, for fear of cluttering the bloodlines and diluting the mage talent. He pitied the poor maidservant, who would lose her child and have her condition bragged about in the places young men like Froman frequented.
A servant waited at the door, offering water and damp cloths for the righ to clean the sweat from their faces before entering. An anteroom just inside held cold well water and sustaining bread and honey for those who had been exercising in the heat. The chill of the castle’s thick stone walls was a relief. The presence of two burly young men, Lord Froman’s friends, was not.
The men bowed to Ander, overtly respectful, and left the room. They met Froman in the hall as they left the anteroom. Their voices carried back into the anteroom.
“Heard you’re a wet-nurse now, Froman,” one of the men said. 
“His Majesty’s command,” Froman said. “Wait for me, will you?” 
He stuck his head into the anteroom. “Lord Ander, I will see you at midmorning tomorrow, then, in this same ring.”
Ander did not think about protesting. He could not make sense of Froman’s demeanor, which was mocking and respectful by turns. The servant gave Froman some bread and honey and his new sword-instructor left the room. Ander heard them loudly discussing the charms of the maidservant they passed in the hallway on their way out. 
Ander looked after them, wondering how he was to assert any sort of authority over men like this. He felt very young. He sipped cold water and waited for Shan-il to come to claim him and tell him where he was needed next. 
* * * * *
Dria Mar summoned Ander to her rooms before breakfast the next day. He was due to meet with Mage Oron in a candlemark to work on the concept behind the royal bindings—the magery that allowed the King to compel the allegiance of the color mages so they could not strike an active blow against him. 
He bolted his breakfast and made his way to his mother’s rooms. He walked down the polished corridor, a guardsman silent behind him. When he reached her doors her maidservant ushered him inside.
Lady Dria Mar sat at her window table, eating toast and drinking milky tea. She wore a morning robe, and her hair was hidden under a turban. There was no hint of sleepiness in her eyes. Balan ran Gesset, clad incongruously in mail over his black tunic, stood nearby. There was a grimness in his face that made Ander come to mental alert.
“Sit,” she said, pointing to the chair across the table from her. “You may as well eat while we speak.”
Ander sat, but shook his head. His stomach felt a little odd, perhaps because he had eaten his own breakfast so fast. “I have eaten. What is so urgent, mother?”
Dria Mar waved at Balan. “Tell him.”
“My lord, there is news from Northgard this morning. Lord Zelan sends that all the bodies of the attackers have been examined, and any other evidence about their persons. He says there are no markings about them to show any affiliation with King Martan—or any other affiliation. In fact, he says that some of them show signs of living away from a lord’s holding for some time.”
Ander frowned. “How could he tell such a thing?”
“The condition of their arms and horses, their effects—” Balan shrugged. “I do not know. He writes there is no reason to believe they were sent by the King. It is the same with the prisoners we brought to Sugetre with us.”
“It is the Sword of Jashan,” Dria Mar said. She dabbed at her face with a napkin. “They grow ever bolder in their tactics against the righ, and we know they have a base somewhere in the east.”
“But, Balan, the King sent men against me on the Hunt as well, near Littleseed. My father and his Hunter confirmed what Chiss said—there was a man there who wore the raven badge, whom they knew in the city guard. He was one of the King’s men. That is why Lord Callo stayed so long with us, to make sure we were on guard, to warn us.”
Balan shrugged. “Easy enough to wear a badge, my lord.”
“You believe this badge was an attempt to lead us astray?”
“I do not know. I have always known Lord Callo to be an honorable man. But it is enough to cast doubt into this tale they have told you, that the King seeks your death so he may put his bastard nephew on the throne.”
Ander frowned. “I do not know what to believe. Perhaps I shall seek out Lord Callo and ask him.”
Dria Mar set her mug down so hard that the tea sloshed over the rim. “You will stay away from Lord Callo! He is a danger to you. Besides, he is half-mad from the magery. King Martan has ordered him imprisoned until that scarecrow Yhallin swears her drugs are working enough that he can be seen in public. I do not know why my brother-in-law has not slain the man.”
Ander stood. “I will see him, if Healer Kirian says it is safe. I like Lord Callo, Mother—he has never tried to do me any harm. I will take a guard with me if it soothes your fears. I know not why you are so obsessed with the supposed danger he presents. Balan has just told me the King is not my enemy, and has no reason to place Lord Callo above me. So, why am I to be so wary?”
“The man may be imprisoned, but he has friends in Sugetre. Even now he could be working against you.”
“Why?” Ander put his hand on his stomach to quell its grumbling. “I wish someone would explain why you are all so wary of him? There were many opportunities for him to slay me at Northgard, had he wished to.”
“Yes, and I would have had him killed before he removed his treasured sword from your body! And he knew it.”
Ander grimaced and said nothing.
She stared at him and then said abruptly: “Who is the next heir, should you die before your time?”
Ander said, “Lady Litha Sira Alkiran.”
“A female! Such has never been done.”
“There is no one else. It is why you have told me I must have heirs, as soon as I am wed. If this betrothal ever happens!”
Lady Dria Mar leaned forward. “You are complacent in the fact that you have always been the heir by birth. You have told me the Council would never put up with an accident of birth like Lord Callo becoming King. But remember, son, if you die there is no one else. The Council may kick and scream all it likes, but they would rather have a halfbreed ku’an on the throne than a woman who has been raised to do nothing but look pretty and have righ babies! Believe me, Lord Callo knows this.”
“Then why did you send him here?” Ander asked. “It was your doing. Why put him in the way of all this intrigue?”
Dria Mar sighed. She sat back and sipped more tea. “I was a fool. Yes, I made a mistake, Ander. I thought the King my brother-in-law bore him no good will. I remembered he seized Callo’s estate last year, and drove the man out of the country. I thought—yes, I thought I would deliver to Martan what was his, that he would be angry if I usurped his right to slay the man himself.” She looked at Balan. “What have you heard of Lord Callo?”
“My lady, as far as I know the King holds this matter close and speaks to no one about his plans, not even Lord Dionar. He has guardsmen at Lord Callo’s door always, and has warned the guards their lives are forfeit if the man escapes.” Balan shrugged. “But Lord Callo is treated well. His rooms are comfortable, according to his rank. And he has Magegard to nurse him. I do not know. To me it seems as if King Martan bides his time.”
“He watches.” Dria Mar sighed. “I know my brother-in-law well. I see him, now—watching. He says nothing of the matter, keeps the man in virtual prison, and has not spoken to Callo at all—but I think he is proud. It is incomprehensible why he would be proud of a bastard half-righ like that. But it changes everything. We must do something about Lord Callo.”
Ander, hearing a knock at the door, looked up. “That must be Shan-il. I must go; Mage Oron waits for me.”
Dria Mar said, “Go, then. But take one more word from me. You are fifteen now, a man full grown in the law. You are the future King of this land. You will rule over a land of powerful righ who have trouble recognizing any authority but their own, color mages who would just as soon not subject their power to any mundane government. You have a rebel organization in the east which would like to see the end of all the righ. You must learn to look beyond the end of your nose, Lord Ander, or your reign will fail. People are often more than the facade they present on first glance. Watch Lord Callo, and you will see what I speak of.”
* * * * *
The Lord Mage had rooms near the royal wing of the castle. No guardsmen flanked his door; no one would dare attack someone with Oron’s capabilities and expect to live through the attempt. The outer room was full of light, one of the tools of color magery. Big, unshuttered windows let in a half-hearted breeze. An amulet of some sort, made of squares of deeply colored glass, hung in one window, reflecting colored stains on the whitewashed walls. A big framed mirror stood in one corner of the room, covered with silk. 
Ander sat on a low bench, trying to concentrate on what Oron was telling him. 
“My lord, you are not listening,” Oron said eventually.
Ander sighed. “I am sorry, my lord. Much has happened in the last days. I’m distracted.”
“So I see.” Oron sat next to him. His mage cloak settled in crumpled waves, pooling on the bench between them. Sinuous green and blue waves rose and sank in its depths. “You have been hearing rumors.”
“And warnings.” Ander fidgeted on the bench, then rose and began wandering around the room as he talked. “Warnings about Lord Callo, and about the King.”
“I, too, have heard rumors that the King would be happy to have Lord Callo succeed him.” Oron sighed. “The King rules his righ with force of will and color magery. He is strong. But you need not worry, for every righ in the land would rise up against him should he slay his own legal heir to advance the cause of a bastard half-righ like Lord Callo. Their bindings would shatter like thin glass. It would be a crime against the order of things, and the righ would not brook this.”
“I thought the righ could not rise up against the King, no matter what he did. Their bindings forbid it.”
Oron put out a gnarled hand and placed it over his heart. He made a strange grasping motion and pulled. When his hand came away, it drew with it a pale, luminous cord, like a cable to Oron’s heart.
Ander’s eyes widened. “The bond,” he said.
Oron nodded. “It is not visible to most. You have great power, Lord Ander, and you have been trained in how to see these things since you were a child.”
“But I haven’t seen the bond before, not even at my own ceremony,” Ander said. “Also, I can’t feel it at all.”
“You remember it is a rite the King performs, to make sure his mages cannot physically rise up against him. It is a chain of sorts—it does not keep a disgruntled mage from plotting, or disputing with the King. What it does is enjoin them, on Jashan’s own heart, not to raise a hand against the King.”
“And only the legitimate King can place the bond,” Ander said. 
Oron nodded. “It is so. Though the chief mages of the realm work with bonds of many kinds, these we cannot place. This is Jashan’s bond. Legend says it was first enjoined upon Valotnor himself, the first righ King.”
“What do you mean when you say the bindings would shatter like glass?”
Oron put his hand back over his heart. The pearly light glowed about his hand for a moment, then seemed to sink into the flesh and vanish. Ander felt a chill run through him. He knew he had a bond just like the one he had just seen, placed when his color magery first began to manifest. As far as he knew, the bond had never kept him from having an unkind thought about the King, or disobeying the man’s commands.
“The bonds would be destroyed. Why would they not? Jashan would not brook an evil such as a King slaying his own legitimate heir. I am sure he would dissolve the power of the King’s bindings.”
Ander looked away. This was religion, and he had never seen anything to convince him that Jashan took an interest in what happened in the world. He had hoped Oron spoke from his wisdom in color magery, but instead it was all mystical faith in the legend of Jashan. In truth, he thought King Martan could do whatever he wished about the succession, and no god would intervene.
“Enough of this,” Oron said. “We will go back to today’s practice.”
“I have done this thing many times,” Ander said. “I could do it when I was a boy untrained. It is but a ball of energy, Mage Oron.”
“Ah, but today we do something else with the ball of energy.” 
Ander sighed and put out his hand. It took very little effort to generate the ball of light at his fingertips. 
“Now,” Oron said. “Make of it a shield.”
That was simple, too. Ander pressed upon his ball of energy until it glowed thin and hot like a huge disk, a shield as high as his head, red-hot in the whitewashed room. Mage Oron tapped on it, and it rang like metal. 
The old man smiled. Then he reached out a hand and aimed a thin arrow of light at the shield. The magery bent as it approached Ander, curved around the shield he had created, and struck Ander on the arm.
“Ow!” Ander said. He shook his singed arm. 
“You will learn today something only mages of great skill have learned. That is how mage energy can bypass a physical shield,” Oron said. “You can use this in battle, and even to avoid being seen by others. Past time for worrying, my lord. Give me your shield, and I will show you how to defeat it.”
* * * * *
After two more visits to the practice ring, Ander was becoming accustomed to being vanquished by Froman. He did not understand why King Martan put so much emphasis on competence with the sword; after all, Ander would rule with color magery, and he would command other men who would fight for him. The Lord Mage, Oron, said Ander’s strength and skill with the color magery was unparalleled, but Sharpeyes never mentioned Ander’s mage skill.
His tutor shrugged when he asked about it. “No one understands what goes on in the King’s head. He is known as Sharpeyes for a reason, and he takes the long view. I do know that he himself still trains in the ring.” 
The interminable training, as well as lessons with Oron and Theodin, made Ander too exhausted every evening to put brush to canvas. All around him were things he longed to paint, from his royal uncle’s hard, lean face to the sculptures in the courtyard gardens, but he had no time. The few moments he did have were devoted to attempting to transfer the miniature of his betrothed to a larger canvas, but he had barely begun.
The King insisted Ander train in the ceremonial ring, which was in a courtyard so that the nobility could observe formal contests in comfort. Arched windows looked out on the ring from ground level and two higher floors, the highest level opening onto a balcony near the King’s rooms. The stone walls of the castle echoed back the shouts of men exercising in the ring, and rang with the hollow crack of practice weapons meeting each other during the hours when access to this ring was allowed.
The common guardsmen did not practice here, but in ordinary rings near the stables. This was a public and uncomfortable place, where Ander felt on display. Sometimes the King sponsored an exhibition here. The righ tended to contest here, where their friends could place wagers on the outcome. Ander had seen men leaning over the second-level balcony rail, mocking one of their acquaintances who had performed poorly that day. Even servants sometimes clustered in the shade on the lowest level, chatting and watching the righ sweat in the sun.
Every time Ander worked in the ceremonial ring, there were onlookers. This almost quelled his anxiety that the King would try to dispose of him under the guise of a training mishap of some kind. 
“The King does not like me,” Ander said. “Nor does the Council.”
“I think they do not like boys of your age in general,” Shan-il said. “However, they need not like you to see you are the legitimate heir. You are young; King Martan himself is not so old, and should reign for many more years. It will take time for the Council to know you; you will have that time, my lord.”
“He favors Lord Callo. I don’t know why; perhaps he craves Callo’s ku’an ability for the royal bloodline.” 
Shan-il put his hand on Ander’s shoulder so he would capture the boy’s attention. This was an uncharacteristically intimate move from the tutor, who had always been carefully deferential to his student in spite of the authority vested in his position. Ander stilled, and listened.
 “Lord Ander, look at me. Your ears are being filled with many rumors. That is what courts are like; you know this from your history. You must develop a sense of judgment to help you weed out the drivel. For example—I am not so sure the King is your enemy.”
Ander looked down at his feet, remembering the King’s malicious smile. “I think there is no doubt.”
“You know someone has attempted to capture you. You have only Lord Callo’s word—and the face of one familiar man at Northgard, who came there who knows how?—that the King is behind it. I am inclined to agree with Lady Dria Mar, who says Lord Callo is your enemy. You must be on your guard, my lord. You are not his match with a sword, you know.”
“But I am a color mage,” Ander said, letting the snap and curl of controlled energy escape its customary bonds to lick into the air around him. 
Shan-il stepped back, bowing. “You are indeed, my lord. Remember that when you need it.”
Today they were only a few minutes into the practice when Ander sensed something wrong. His heart started to pound as soon as he saw King Martan watching from the open arch on the third floor. He hesitated for an instant, and Froman pulled his strike before it could slam Ander’s shield into his arm and break a bone.
“What was that?” Froman yelled, dropping his stance and wiping the sweat from his forehead with his forearm. “Do you want me to break your arm?”
“Sorry,” Ander said. He gritted his teeth. “I was distracted.” He bowed in the King’s direction. Froman turned and bowed, as well.
Sharpeyes waved at them. “Lord Ander, join me.”
Froman smirked at him. “Good luck. Wonder what you did?”
Ander gave his weapons over to a servant and hurried upstairs to attend the King. Behind him, the presence of Balan ran Gesset and his assigned guardsman gave him some comfort.
By the time he reached the King’s solar on the third floor, the courtiers had been dismissed. Balan and the guardsman waited outside as Ander entered the room. The King was accompanied by Lord Dionar, his Lord Commander, and by Lady Dria Mar, who fussed with the corner of her hem as she awaited her son. A stout man Ander did not know stood before the small group, dressed in a blue tunic over one of marigold yellow. Two earrings glowed in each ear, in the Leyish fashion.
“Commendably fast,” the King said as Ander arrived. 
“Your Majesty,” puffed Ander.
“The next time you drop your guard like that when you are surprised, you will deserve what you get.” There was no humor in the King’s voice or in his piercing stare. 
“Yes, your Majesty.” 
“I called you here to meet the emissary from Leyland, who has a message for you.”
Ander’s spirits lifted. “Is my betrothed here?” 
The stout man bowed. “My Lord Ander, I have been ordered to tell you that your Princess betrothed sends you her regards and wishes for health and success.”
Ander felt uncertain; he looked around for guidance from the King, but Sharpeyes said nothing. “My thanks, Hon Emissary,” Ander said. “I thought—I understood she was to come with you on this journey? So I could meet her in person?”
“I am afraid there has been a delay,” the man said. “Circumstances being what they are, King Therey thought we should wait for certain questions to be resolved before the lady joins you here for the betrothal ceremony.”
“What circumstances?” Ander asked, too bluntly for this diplomacy. 
The emissary stuttered. “Ah, until things are more settled here, my lord.”
Dria Mar frowned and leaned forward. “Things are quite settled, Hon Emissary. Is there some question about the contract? Or the position your princess will hold here?”
“Exactly, Lady Dria Mar. I am sure you understand the Princess’ future must be protected. With all due respect, of course.” The man’s face was red. He cast nervous glances at the King, as though he expected some rejoinder, or some assistance. Sharpeyes sat back, holding a wine glass between two fingers, and watched.
Lady Dria Mar glared at the emissary. She turned her upper body and looked meaningfully at the King.
“See here the result of the confusion about the succession,” she snapped. “Your Majesty, you must make known to the world in all haste that my son is your rightful heir. The gossip grows increasingly wild. And see what it has wrought! The alliance you have fought for with Leyland is in danger.”
“I believe you fought for it, Dria,” Sharpeyes said. 
The emissary’s dark gaze went from person to person, missing nothing.
“Though of course I welcome this connection with our neighbors to the east,” the King said with a nod at the emissary.
Dria Mar scowled. It turned her round face into a caricature of displeasure. “We will speak of this in Council,” she said. 
“Your threats mean nothing, Dria. Feel free to speak with that Council of muddled sheep,” Sharpeyes said.
The Leyish emissary’s eyes were avid. Ander wondered if affairs of the throne were discussed in such directness at the Leyish King’s table. 
“And enough of that,” Sharpeyes said. “One would think I was a hundred years old, ready to expire tomorrow. I have the issue of the succession well in hand. I warn you, sister, that further discussion of this matter will displease me greatly.”
“Your Majesty,” Lord Dionar murmured.
“Yes, I have not forgotten.” 
The King looked around the little room, his eyes resting on each person there. Ander felt the sun on his back through the open arch, and a shout of laughter from the far side of the courtyard that seemed leagues away. 
“There is news from Ha’las,” the King continued. “Lord Dionar has consented to review it here, in front of—” his mouth twisted—“my heir. Our beloved emissary from Leyland will want to hear this news as well, I believe, since Leyish ships travel often—and illegally—to Ha’las.”
The emissary’s face paled. “Your Majesty, I—”
The King waved a hand. “I am well aware of the activities of certain of your captains, especially one Ghosian who makes port in Two Merkhan twice a year. This is a matter for our representatives to discuss separately, Hon Emissary.”
“I will so relay your intentions, Your Majesty.” The emissary twisted his hands together.
“I am sure you will, at the same time you are confirming our intentions to wed our nephew, Lord Ander Alghasi Monteni, to your Princess as we have previously discussed. To seal our previous contract regarding defenses, and regardless of any gossip about the succession. Is it not so?”
“Yes, your Majesty.” The emissary’s voice quavered and perspiration shone on his forehead. Ander thought he knew well what danger he stood in. Everyone else in the chamber sat in absolute silence, unmoving except for their breathing. 
Sharpeyes still appeared relaxed, but his eyes were narrowed. “Lord Dionar. Proceed with your news then, so I may go my way sooner rather than later.”
“Sire.” Dionar straightened. He looked around with eyes that drooped slightly at the corners, making him look even more like the King’s Bitch he was named behind his back. “Ha’las becomes a danger to both of our nations, Hon Emissary. The people are starving while the ku’an mages are focused on nothing other than their own pleasures.”
“I beg your pardon, my lord, but what is new in this?” the emissary said. 
“The last ship to dock—illegally, as His Majesty has said—in Las’ash City was stormed and boarded at the docks, her crew slain, and her cargo of Smoke, fruit, and grain stolen by the dregs of the dock district. 
“My intelligence says further that when a ku’an mage came to find and punish the evildoers, even his psychic magery could not save him from being beheaded. The rioters stuffed his mouth with Smoke, and sent his head to Las’ash Castle as a present to King Ar’ok.”
Ander drew in a shocked breath. A mob had managed to overcome the psychic influence of a ku’an long enough to kill him?
“The rains that usually come to Ha’las in midsummer have failed, as they do from time to time. The crops are dust in the fields. King Ar’ok stays locked in his castle, playing with wine and Smoke and his women, and pays no attention. Outside the walls of the Castle, there is no commerce since there is no protection from the desperate. The military forces of the ku’an have grown to despise their masters, and those who are not forcibly influenced by ku’an magery have grown into gangs that take whatever they can from the common people.”
“What of Lord Si’lan, the ku’an’an?” Ander asked. “Has he done nothing?”
“I have heard naught of Lord Si’lan, other than that he has left the Castle, and gone to his own lands.” 
The King sat back in his carved chair. “It will not be long before the starving people of Ha’las—or their desperate ku’an rulers, seeking refuge—look across the narrow sea between us and remember the riches we have. Already there has been another attempt at a Black Tide, an attack meant to disable us. It was turned by the diligence of the Collared Lords at Seagard Castle.”
Lord Arias had been one of those Collared Lords, until Sharpeyes slew him. Ander remembered Callo’s horrified grief after the news of Arias’ death. He was sure Callo had not really meant his oath to slay Sharpeyes in revenge. 
“We must prepare,” King Martan said. “Leyland and Righar both.”
“I will so inform King Therey, your Majesty,” the emissary said. 
“Do that. Bid him, as graciously as I would wish to convey, to set aside rumors and fulfill our plans.” He waved at Ander. “This boy will be in a position of power, regardless what happens to the succession to the throne.”
“Lord Callo may well die before then, anyway,” Dria said carelessly. “The man is ill from too much power.”
“Yhallin will cure him,” the King said, dismissing the subject. 
 



Chapter Nine
Callo began pacing. It took him five strides to get from one wall to the other. In spite of its size, the room was furnished according to Callo’s rank, with comfort and even a touch of heavyhanded style. There were gold-threaded coverlets and a ceramic pitcher with nude females dancing around it. A rather bloody battle scene adorned one wall. 
There was nothing, of course, that he could use to escape. He had already looked. No sharp objects, nothing that could be used as a weapon against the guarded servants who brought his food and drink. The window had a graceful view of a garden courtyard, but was barred; there would be no escape that way. 
Yhallin’s poison, offered to him like a sweet on a stick as an enticement to allow him partial freedom, ensured he did not use his mage abilities to escape either. The stuff smelled like a courtesan’s lair, heavy and sweet, in spite of the fact that Kirian said it was diluted so much it was safe to drink. He took it grudgingly; they would not allow him the brief freedom he had been granted if he did not drink the stuff.
And without the candlemarks in the courtyard or in the ring, he thought he would in truth go mad.
Yhallin watched him. “You are restless. Are you having more difficulty containing your magery today?”
“No. I just want out of here. A turn in the ring, a ride. Jashan’s eyes, even a stroll in the garden like a damned debutante would ease me greatly. Is there nothing you can do?”
“You were in the ring with Hon Drale yesterday. You will be permitted time in the castle ring again today, and dinner in the courtyard if you wish it.”
“Time in public, so I may pretend I am not in fact a prisoner.”
“That will not last long.” Yhallin still gave back no expression, nothing for him to work with to know what the woman was feeling. The Mage Healer looked odd, with her shaved head and humble messenger’s clothing. Her voice was calm as if nothing he said could reach her. He was tempted to blaze out in a storm of magery, just to see if he could provoke some reaction from her. 
But, of course, he could not. The last dose of phodian made him blind to the magery he had lived with his entire life; he felt blank and dull. He wondered if this was what it was like to be ungifted. 
“How do you feel?” Yhallin asked.
“Like I’m behind bars!” he snapped. 
“Confinement does make active people irritable,” Yhallin said. “But you are doing well, and it does not appear the phodian has reached its limit of toxicity yet. Only a few days until the caravan goes to Deephold, and then you will be free of all this.”
Callo had agreed to go to Deephold, the place in the mountains that had been gifted to Mage Yhallin when she had pledged her considerable talents to the King. Sharpeyes had known how to bind to him what he needed to bolster his power; he had spared nothing to reward this unlikely mage in such a way she would be tethered to him. Callo had seen the look in her eyes when she mentioned King Martan. There was more than gratitude there, more than the allegiance a rescued halfbreed owed to her savior. The light in Yhallin’s eyes was fervid.
He regarded her with a pained wariness. He had been waiting for her to decide he was a threat to Sharpeyes, and then turn on him. So far he had been fortunate. She knew nothing of his vow, or else she thought it merely the flamboyant words of new grief, and did not believe it.
She took her leave of him. He waited until his guardsmen came to escort him to the ring.
It was a hot afternoon, but the interior walls that surrounded the courtyard still held the chill of the previous night’s air. There were people there, clustered in the cool of the shadowed walls, talking and avoiding the heat of the day. 
Callo had practiced here before, but not often; he had never been favored in Sugetre Castle. As Sharpeyes’ bastard nephew, he had been relegated to modest quarters outside the walls of the main castle, and had practiced in the warriors’ ring near the stable yards.
He did not want to practice here today. There were too many eyes. 
“I would prefer one of the stable rings,” he told the guard. “Can we not go there?”
“We are here now, where there are others who can help subdue you if you cause trouble,” the man said. “I was told to bring you here, my lord. If it is not acceptable, I’ll return you to your cell.”
Callo’s eyes went to the windows above, on the second and third floors, behind which anyone could sit and watch, even Sharpeyes were he so inclined. It was a mistake to do the worship ritual here, he knew; yet he dared not protest. The privilege might be taken away, and he did not think his slight control could weather that. He shed his cloak and picked up one of the wooden swords that leaned against the wall, testing it with a turn of his wrist. A familiar face smiled at him from across the ring, and he felt better. It was Chiss, in the middle of a varied group of upper servants and city guard. 
He smiled back at Chiss, then looked around for others he might know. The grassy area outside the ring was empty of other groups, but there were people on the stone-railed balcony on the facing second floor; they were courtiers, mostly, curious about him no doubt. He caught a glimpse of a red-lined cloak and dark hair and recognized Lord Ander, looking at him unsmiling.
Callo bowed toward Ander and proceeded into the ring. This was unnatural, conducting this ritual with an audience, with his nerves dampened by the drug. But he was a prisoner and must take what he could. Closing his eyes, he lifted the sword in the ritual salute and began the first slow turns of Jashan’s form.
His feet were heavy, and the light wooden sword felt almost disconnected from his arm. He knew his usual grace was absent. Three forms into the ritual, he had not felt the presence of the god. Then he focused on the sword, and the muttering of the people around him faded into silence. He forgot the artificiality of the ceremonial ring, the courtiers whispering on the balcony, and the armed guard watching him. Jashan’s strength was suddenly in his arm. His feet were lighter, his movements inspired.
He lifted his head and moved in the ancient purity of the forms, enveloped in the god’s silence.
Then someone shouted. He opened his eyes, almost stumbling as a hand caught hold of his sword arm. His rapport with the god fled. Gold fire wrapped his hands and coated the cheap wooden sword. Looking around in confusion, he saw a haze of color magery that fled as the sword was wrested from his grasp.
“What?” he gasped, yanked back to earth too suddenly. “What are you doing?”
“Stopping you, color mage,” the guard growled.
A booted foot struck him from behind and he fell to his knees. Someone grabbed him by the neck of his tunic. How dare the man handle me thus? Color magery flared in the corner of his vision and then vanished. The dead quality he associated with the phodian was gone.
“You may stop, guard,” said a new voice. Callo turned to see a gray-bearded man wearing a mage cloak. “I am here to deal with any errant color magery, though I think he poses no danger.”
“My lord, I was ordered to do whatever was necessary to stop him from using any magery.”
“You have done enough,” Oron said calmly.
The guard released him. On the second floor balcony, there was a babble of voices speaking at once. From the third floor a mage-cloaked man with a circlet around his head made an appearance in the archway. His Majesty Sharpeyes looked down at the confusion and smiled.
“You saw it!” exclaimed someone in the balcony. “He does indeed have the color magery!”
“Sharpeyes has declared him true Monteni by blood,” said another courtier.
“Pfah, he’s no more than a half-blood.”
“Shhhh!” hushed a woman standing next to him. “The King is here.”
“Are you all right?” Mage Oron asked him. “You look a little pale.”
“It is—they gave me drugs,” Callo said. “To control me. I don’t know what happened. Thank you for your intervention.”
“You would have been better off to practice somewhere private,” said the Lord Mage. He looked up at the third floor. The opening where the King had stood was now empty. 
Callo handed the sword to his guard and walked out of the ring, Mage Oron beside him. “I don’t understand.”
“The gossip will be all around the castle before nightfall that you are what His Majesty has announced—a color mage, true Monteni by blood—even if illegitimate. Worthy to be recognized, if you can get your heritage under control.”
“Instead of a bastard nothing to be scorned, as I was before.”
“Just so.” Mage Oron put his hand in front of the guard as he attempted to follow them back into the castle. “You need not follow us, man. I have it under control.”
“But Mage Yhallin commanded me.” 
“I think you may tell Mage Yhallin that I have other orders for you. Do you have some objection?” The guard paled as Oron’s mild, gray eyes scanned his face. Then the mage smiled as Chiss came running up to them. “Here, I have a younger man to help me should Lord Callo turn violent. Go your way, guard. My respects to Mage Yhallin.”
There was nothing the guard could do. He backed away, scowling. Callo felt an immense relief; though he was still under guard by Mage Oron, this was the first time he had felt relatively free since he had been brought drugged and bound into Sugetre Castle.
“My lord, are you well?” Chiss asked, keeping pace with them as they swept through the corridors.
“I am, and also very glad to see you, Chiss,” Callo said. “Are they treating you well here?”
Chiss shrugged. “I have not been mistreated. I am given no duties, so you will be pleased to know I have been your eyes and ears around this place for the last sennight. I have much to tell you.”
Callo smiled. The presence of his oldest friend brought him comfort. “That is good. But better yet to see you well.”
They stopped in Mage Oron’s spacious outer chamber. The shutters were flung wide. A stained glass pendant hung from one lintel, casting rainbows around the room.
“Now,” Oron said with emphasis, “what possessed you to show your ability in the ceremonial ring, in front of all the chatterboxes in the castle?”
Callo was taken aback. “It should not have happened. The drug failed to work—the one they have been giving me to suppress the mage talent.”
“You have lived here before,” Oron said. “You know what this place is like. Your display—your loss of control—was a mistake. You have advanced your cause if you wish to be next ruler of this land. Otherwise, you have made an enemy of the boy who is the legal heir.”
“Ander was there,” Chiss said. 
“I saw him,” Callo said.
“You bowed to him,” Oron said. “That was a sign to those who watch such things. I think you have no desire to be our next King, Lord Callo. Am I right?”
“Lord Ander will be the rightful King,” Callo said.
“Ah, but oddly timid and uninterested in the realities of wielding power. He is not a strong personality. I have watched those who are used to dealing with His Majesty meet the boy and come away looking puzzled, sometimes concerned. They are not sure, these righ and their representatives, that he can rule.”
“He is just a boy,” Chiss said.
“Yes, just fifteen. Surely His Majesty Sharpeyes will be around for many years, so Ander will have time to hone his skills for ruling this land. Is that quite right, Lord Callo?”
Callo felt a jolt of anger, and knew it had reached his eyes.
Oron smiled. “I thought so.”
Callo turned and began to pace, nerves jittering through him. The effects of the drug seemed to have vanished. He was hyper-alert now. “What do you mean?”
“I too loved Lord Arias Alkiran,” Oron said.
“You are the King’s man, bound to him with color magery so you may raise no hand against him. I have known you for many years, and I know you are loyal.”
“In fact, I am. If you strike at him near me, I will do what I can to thwart you. But I must confess to great anger over what was done to my young friend Arias.” Oron sighed. “I have not yet worked it all out. But I do know that Lord Ander must be our next King, as is his place by honor of his birth. You are a bastard half-righ, with neither the support nor the control of your magery to hold these arrogant Collared Lords.”
“I told His Majesty I would not follow him on the throne. There need be no further discussion.”
Oron smiled, but it did not reach his eyes. “I think I believe you. But it is clear that King Martan does not. Why else would he keep you, like an icetiger feebly chained with straw, and cultivate your skill? Like it or not, if Mage Yhallin can help you get control of the color magery, you will owe the King a debt.”
“If so, it is greatly outweighed by the debts he owes me.”
“Once you are bound, King Martan’s life will be safe. I remember that when I have doubts about whether I should override my King’s leniency and take matters into my own hands. But you cannot be bound in this . . . condition.” A dismissive wave referred to the color magery that even now fought past the dullness of the drug to ring Callo’s arms and hands.
Callo could not stop the shiver that ran through him at the thought of being bound to the King. 
Oron noticed. “It must be done, you know. As you are, you’re a wild card, uncontrollable. If you had been known to have mage talent, it would have been done long ago.”
“I had forgotten. So, that is why the King has not summoned me. He waits for his discussion until I can be bound to his safety with his color magery, and can no longer pose a threat.”
“Work with Yhallin,” Oron said. “You must, to save your own life. She may be strange, but she is brilliant beyond anyone I have met. The treatment works—much of the time. Though it is true you present a special case.” Oron shrugged and turned his head at a banging on the door. “Apparently our escape has been foiled. Those will be King’s men, come to return you to your pleasant imprisonment. I will argue your case with the Council members, most of whom despise you. They will like to see you gone.”
“Gone, or dead?” Callo said.
“A fine distinction, to some of them. As to the King, he has been warned of your recalcitrance, but he is full of pride. You are the result of his grand strategy of thirty years ago, and he will not let go so easily.”
* * * * *
Kirian entered the small room she had been assigned near Mage Yhallin’s chambers. She tossed her cloak on the bed and sat, thinking back over her day.
Mage Yhallin had been an undemanding superior thus far. Kirian’s mornings were usually free. She had been using the time to work through the information Yhallin had amassed on the diagnosis and treatment of insane color mages. In the afternoons, Yhallin told her to make herself useful at the Healer’s College clinic. 
Kirian had no idea there were so many color mages who had difficulty containing the energies they must deal with. Reading through the pages of sloping handwriting in Yhallin’s records, she learned of the adolescent color mage who, torn between the normal stresses of his development and the pressure of color magery, had committed suicide by drinking poison in his family’s Healer’s rooms. Another case was of a woman, who unlike most female righ was able to use the ability usually only manifest in males of her family. She had no one to help her learn to contain the magery, and had died consumed by it before the eyes of her family at the age of nineteen.
There were other cases, some only hearsay from before Yhallin’s time. Sometimes the details were sketchy. Usually the stories were suppressed by the righ family. 
Kirian noticed there seemed to be more of these cases in recent years—at least, if the anecdotal evidence in Yhallin’s records could be trusted. She wondered if this had anything to do with the relentless inbreeding practiced by the righ class, in their quest to make sure their mage ability was ever assured and enhanced in future generations.
Then there were the mages who came to Yhallin for help. Yhallin had pages of notes on these boys and men, detailing everything from their family histories to the results of her attempts to heal them with traditional instruction, drugs, and assistance from Mage Oron.
A few of these chapters had a single note at the bottom: To Deephold. And then no further notes at all.
Kirian spent that morning looking for information on whatever was done at Deephold. She found nothing. Then Yhallin required her to learn how to figure dosages of mellweed and phodian to suppress uncontrolled magery without incapacitating the mage. Now it was midafternoon, and Kirian was tired. She nibbled on some fresh fruit and bread she had taken from the kitchens and decided to lie down for a moment, enjoying the feel of the breeze coming in through her open shutters. It was the first cool breeze Sugetre had felt for a while. Wrapped in stifling heat for most of the summer, the city welcomed this harbinger of the coming autumn with open windows. 
After a candlemark or so, she went to visit Callo. 
Callo sat in his only chair, staring out the barred window when Kirian arrived. His hair streamed in a fall of pale gold over the chair back. As Kirian entered, he looked over at her, amber eyes half-lidded from sleepiness or boredom.
“Here to give me more of Yhallin’s drugs?” he asked.
“Have you not had your dose today?”
“You know I have. It deadens the world to me, but since it is all that is keeping me alive and somewhat free, I would not miss a dose.” He stood and smiled at her, though his face still had that sleepy look. “Are you here to keep me company?”
“I am only here to see how you are doing. Mage Yhallin wants me to—” 
“What?” he interrupted. “Do you jump at every crook of her finger now?”
Kirian looked at him for a moment until Callo lowered his eyes and quirked one eyebrow. “I am sorry, Kirian. That was uncalled for. Come sit with me, will you?”
Kirian sat on the end of the bed next to the chair. Callo looked tired yet restless from too much inactivity. His lunch sat untouched on the table. A book lay face down on the table top near his lunch tray. Looking around, Kirian realized the light was dim in here, adding to the atmosphere of gloom. Yhallin Magegard had written in her notes the day before that Callo had refused his lesson with Mage Oron, and that his fingers had required treatment for burns as once again the color magery escaped control. Possible attempt to manipulate through psychic magery, Yhallin had added in her elegant handwriting. But Kirian knew how Callo felt about the ethics of using the ku’an magery, and doubted that last line was true.
“I was permitted out again yesterday, but they no longer trust me since the phodian seems to be only partially effective against the magery. I am not suited to remaining within walls all the time, Kirian. I am almost tempted to ask for more of the stuff, so I can be permitted outdoors.” 
Kirian shuddered. “Do not ask Mage Yhallin that, love. It is building up in your system, you know.”
“I have missed you.”
Kirian held out her hand. “Give me your hands. How are your fingers?” 
“They hurt,” Callo said. “But damned if I’ll let that woman give me mellweed. I can manage it well enough.”
Kirian checked to make sure the burns were not infected. They were only minor burns capping each fingertip, but she knew they hurt. She said, “You may have wine. It may help, a little.”
He turned towards her. “Kirian, do you know why the delay until we depart for Deephold? It is hard to sit in here, imprisoned, and just wait.”
“The caravan leaves soon. We dare not go alone, you know— the Sword of Jashan has been active in that area. There was a call for Healers to ride out to the plains just yesterday—some travelers were robbed, and three of them wounded. They are saying it was the rebels. There has been no luck in finding their camp so far—Yhallin said the people are helping them hide. Have you seen the King yet? What has he said?”
Callo maintained the contact when she released his hands; his fingers felt warm in hers. She squeezed them, very gently, and released them. 
“He has not required my presence. He does not trust me, and rightly so—he waits until after Deephold, when I will be stable enough for him to forcibly bind me to loyalty. I did sustain a visit from Dionar. Do you know Dionar, the Lord Commander? He warns me of consequences should I put a foot wrong. And of course I am not allowed to set a foot outside the door without Sharpeyes’ assigned dogs at my side. I am eager to leave for Deephold, to finish what I promised you, Kirian.”
He still looked weary, but his eyes sparked with color magery. She could feel his resolution. She smiled. “I am glad you are willing to do this thing.”
“It is the least I can do for you.” He leaned forward and touched her cheek with one finger, as gentle as a raindrop. “I would be with you again, dearest, but I cannot trust myself.”
She smiled. “It will happen. After Deephold. Yhallin has given me a few words about the place. Do you want to hear them?”
“Of course!”
“You know where it is—in the northern mountains. King Martan gifted her this place, since there was nowhere else for her to go—a half-righ, female color mage.”
“And to command her devotion,” Callo added.
“Indeed. From the writings and her few words I have been able to glean only a little about what Yhallin puts her color mages through. It is not encouraging.”
“What is it?”
“She writes that Deephold takes everything away from the mage, until there is nothing at all left. Then it is up to him to fight to regain what he has lost.”
“I knew it was not a feastday stroll in the park. I will do whatever is required. Kirian, love, I dare not ask more, until I know I will not hurt you. But stay a while. Spend a little time here with me.”
She looked at him, his eyes almost glowing in the dim light, the magery limning his hands. He was beautiful as ever, even in his distress. She began to reach out, to caress his face. Then the memory of their last lovemaking at Northgard Manor returned to her, and she dropped her hand and turned her face away from him.
His gaze dropped. “I am sorry.”
“You are doing all you can.” She stood and moved towards the door. “I am sorry, Callo. I must go.”
“I see you must.” He rose, his jaw now set. “I can do nothing else but apologize again, Kirian. I swear it will not happen again.” A wash of color spread from his hands, rising like a tide up the walls of the room.
“Calm down,” she said. “Callo, the magery—”
“I see.” He raised his hands, looking at the sheet of energy that wrapped them. “It is a curse, this magery. Even Jashan will not help me—at least, as long as I lie confined here. Tell Yhallin to get me to Deephold—the faster, the better.”
 



Chapter Ten
Two days later, Ander finally got out of the smothering closeness of the Castle and went to Lake Heart. 
The Lake lay in a park in the city’s center. Its wide expanse served up nets of fish each day, thanks to diligent farming and restocking. Paddle boats were rented to anyone who could pay a few coppers. Vendors in stalls sat up on the low hill near the lake, selling water, wine and cakes to thirsty boaters. There was a trail weaving in and out of the well-tended trees, where horsemen could have a peaceful ride almost as if they were in the country. It was odd, riding beside Shan-il and Froman as they entered the trailhead, that to Ander’s left lay the glittering water, and to his right just beyond the screening trees and a narrow verge lay the clutter of Sugetre.
Chiss had told him that everyone in Sugetre came to Lake Heart at one time or another, or again and again, if they were fortunate enough to have the time and means. The poorer visitors came on foot with their children, and ate bread and cheese. The righ came on horseback or in carriages to enjoy the lake and be served picnics by their servants. Their servants came too, on their days off, and walked around the lake chattering and courting. 
Ander brought no servants. He had bread and sausage in his saddlebag, and Shan-il carried wineskins on his saddle. The six guardsmen Balan had sent with them cleared the common people out of their way.
Froman, who had been forced to accompany Ander by an order from the King, was sulky and uncommunicative. He watched the women at the lake, and once they entered the green trail he rode a little ahead of the others, fulfilling the word of the order he had been given. Ander was happy not to have to speak with the man.
He had felt a little sick as he left the castle grounds, a weakness he attributed to the heat in the city. After a few minutes on the trail, he felt stronger. He dropped back to ride with Shan-il.
“Race me, Shan-il,” he said. 
“You cannot, my lord. Look, there are people all around.”
“They’re over by the lake. Come on! It has been sennights since I’ve had a good ride.”
Froman’s mood had apparently changed. He dropped back to ride beside them. “My brother and I galloped here once. We were given stable duty for a sennight.”
“They do not look kindly on wild riding here,” Shan-il said. “There are too many people around.”
Ander sulked. The day was bright, and it was cooler here by the lake than in the heart of the sweltering city. He missed the freedom he had enjoyed at Northgard, where no one minded if he took a few guards and rode off into the woods to gallop or to set up his painting by an interesting view.
“We will ride back into those trees,” Froman said, pointing to a weedy path that did not seem to be part of the lake grounds proper. “Perhaps it will be a little safer to ride faster there.”
Ander raised his eyebrows at Shan-il. The tutor sighed. “My lords, if you incur the displeasure of the King, there will be no more rides here. What is wrong with sitting for a while by the lakeshore, or fishing perhaps?”
Ander looked at the people sitting on the wooden fishing pier with poles. They looked placid, as if they had not moved for candlemarks. The surface of the lake was undisturbed by any sign of fish. “That looks very boring,” he said, looking a little shyly at the older lord. “Do you not agree?”
“I went fishing once,” Froman said. “Lasted for all of about a quarter candlemark. Such a task is not for us, Lord Ander. Talk to your men. Let’s ride!”
A few moments later, two of the guardsmen rode ahead to make sure the path was clear. Ander loosened his rein and put his heels to his mount’s sides. Lord Froman, perhaps remembering that he was angry about being ordered here, took off ahead, setting a fast pace. A third guard rode as his escort, slapping at his horse to keep up with the fast-riding Froman. They headed for the neglected path off the lake, Shan-il riding behind with the other guardsmen.
The mare had a beautiful gait. Ander laughed as he felt the breeze in his hair. Branches of tall trees arched far above them, providing a little shade but no obstruction. The bright display of the lake fell behind and to their left as the trail angled farther away from Lake Heart.
Froman turned back to shout something over his shoulder. Ander could not make out the words, so he spurred the mare on a little faster. This was glorious, the first exercise other than the ring since the slow miserable ride across the plains to Sugetre. Ander saw that the trail ahead was rougher, so he pulled the mare slower, watching for tree roots or stones in the path. The mare snorted and shook her head as if she wanted to race on. 
There were indeed tree roots wrinkling the surface of the trail. Shan-il pulled up behind him. Ander let his mare walk along the rougher section.
“Where are Lord Froman and the other guards?” Shan-il asked.
Ander looked ahead. The trail curved gently around a massive tree trunk. He could see no sign of life. Listening, he could not hear the sounds of horses or voices. To the left, Lake Heart and its people had disappeared behind a thickening verge of trees. To the right the trees thinned to show the clutter of a poorer area of the city, with rundown houses crammed tight together. A dog tied behind one of the houses yipped, sounding for a moment like a wolf. 
All at once, it felt very empty on the sunlit trail. 
Ander’s three rear guards moved up behind them. 
“Let us go back, my lord,” said one. 
“Yes,” Shan-il agreed. “There is something off about this.”
 Ander turned his mare around, but kept looking back over his shoulder. “What about Lord Froman and the men he was with?”
“We will send back after them when you are safe again,” Shan-il said. 
Something rustled in the undergrowth between the trail and the houses. Ander’s mare shied, and he quieted her. 
Suddenly there were people on the trail between them and Lake Heart. Two men rose from the undergrowth and stood in the center of the trail. They held their hands out before them to show the King’s guards that they were unarmed. The men were beggars, perhaps, seizing the opportunity to cadge a few coppers from a rich party. Froman had told Ander this happened sometimes, since the park was surrounded by Sugetre’s clutter. It was one of the reasons people of means took guards with them to the lake.
One of the men was hooded so that his face was not visible. He bent low before the guard, who waved him off with a negligent hand. “Away!” the guard said. 
“What does he want?” Ander asked.
“Money, most likely, Lord Ander.” The guard watched the beggar with a frown. “Please ignore him.”
“Just a copper, great ones,” one of the men rasped. 
“He looks very poor,” Ander said, frowning.
Shan-il’s voice was sharp. His horse was close to Ander’s. “Don’t think it, my lord. Something is wrong here.”
“I’ll get rid of him, my lord,” said the guard.
One of the guards rode forward into the beggar. The man tripped out of the way of the horse and fell into the growth at the side of the trail. With a shout, others rose out of the undergrowth, and the guards were outnumbered by as many as a dozen.
“Back,” Shan-il whispered to Ander. “Let’s get away from this.”
Ander could see the guards attempting to clear the way with swords and the bulk of their horses. Then one of them was dragged off his mount, pulled down by four ragged men. One of the attackers fell back, bleeding, but the guard was down and disarmed. The other was mobbed by even more attackers.
Ander drew his sword. He turned his mare and bent low, urging her towards the fallen guardsmen and the rabble that mobbed them. 
“No!” Shan-il said. 
Before Ander’s mare could move, there were small hands on her bridle, pulling her head down hard. The mare stumbled onto her knees. These were children, several of them dragging Ander off the mare now. Their hands were all over him, pulling on his arm, someone else trying to take his sword. He pulled back for a strike but looked into the face of the closest attacker and could not do it. The boy looked no more than ten, dirt smudged across his face failing to hide his youth. Then the moment of decision was gone, and so was his sword.
Next to him Shan-il lay on the trail, black hair streaming over the dirt. He looked to be unconscious. 
Ander did not think help was coming from Froman either. He wondered what had happened to the guards who had ridden ahead.
Ander’s hands shook. This was clearly a kidnapping, if not an assassination attempt. The guards behind him made no sound. Perhaps they were dead.
Then some of the older men were there, grabbing his hands. Ander clamped down on his fear. He let color magery flame from his hands, and his attackers leaped back, glaring.
“Do you want money?” Ander asked. “I do not want to hurt you. I’ll give you what I have.”
“We can just take it, lordling,” sneered the bearded man. “And we will—ya can’t stop us. But first . . .” 
A man was behind him. Something wrapped itself around Ander’s face and pulled him backwards. The stink of body odor filled Ander’s nose and mouth. He choked, unable to breathe. He tried to grab at the cloth but could not get his hands around it. Someone grabbed his hands and yanked them behind his back. 
Fear raced through him. This was it—if he did not act he would be abducted or dead. Forgetting any finesse, Ander let go of the energies he held in check and flared the heat of color magery across the weedy trail.
The grip on his hands slackened. He pulled his hands free. He dug at the cloth and pulled it away from his face, coughing. Black spots danced in front of his eyes but he could see red fire enveloping two struggling forms. The men lay writhing on the trail, screaming, red and black ropes of energy wrapping their bodies. 
Ander whirled to see what the other attackers were doing. Two were coming at him with swords they had taken from the bodies of Ander’s dead guards. One got in an untutored swipe before Ander focused the heat of his magery into a shield that wrapped them, shoving them off the trail through the undergrowth as if someone had kicked them. 
Looking back up the trail, Ander saw some of the men running away through the weeds back to the clutter of rundown houses.
“Get back here, you damned cowards!” screamed one of the beggars who remained on the trail. 
A weight flung itself against the back of Ander’s knees. He found himself rolling in the dirt. A slight body flung itself on him—one of the children who had been in the ragged group. The child punched at Ander’s jaw and he felt his control of the magery wavering as his head snapped back against the dirt. He did not want to use the fire against this child.
Then someone was dragging the attacker off him, kicking and swearing. Ander rolled to his feet fast, trying to keep the mage shield on the two men in the woods. The two who had tried to strangle him were dead, arched in tortured positions.
Shan-il held the struggling child tight. The tutor looked pale. His face was slick with blood. He slapped the child. “Shut up, and keep quiet, or you’ll be with the gods with your kin here,” he snapped. “Can you hold her?” he asked Ander. 
Ander nodded. It was indeed a girl, dressed in ratty trousers, dirt smeared on her face. He took hold of her arms. She stilled immediately, watchful for an opportunity. Ander released the mage shield on the two in the woods; they scrambled to their feet and ran off, stumbling on roots and low bushes. 
The sound of hooves approached from the direction of Lake Heart. Someone was coming to aid them or their enemies, Ander did not know which. He took a deep breath and readied himself. 
Four of the rag-clad attackers lay on the trail. Shan-il was going from man to fallen man, knife out. As Ander watched, the tutor held his hand above the mouth of one man, checking for breath; then he cut the man’s throat with an economical move. Blood sprayed onto Shan-il and all over the trail.
The girl Ander held wailed. 
“Silence,” Ander said. His knees shook. There were two more of the children watching him, half-hidden behind larger tree trunks. He did not intend to call attention to them as long as they attempted no harm.
The sound of hooves was closer now. Three armed men rode up, horses sweating from the speed of their ride.
“What’s going on here?” demanded their leader.
“First, who are you?” Shan-il asked. His knife was still out. Under the eyes of the armed men, he bent and grabbed a sword from the hands of one of the dead men lying on the trail. Ander shifted his grip to hold the captured girl’s upper arms tighter. He took a deep breath and prepared to defend himself if necessary.
“City guard.” The leader pulled at the breast of his tunic, drawing attention to the raven emblazoned there. “Eran Ellini, commander. Are you all right?”
Ander sagged in relief. The girl squirmed in his grip but Ander held tighter. “We are missing three guardsmen and Lord Froman, who rode ahead of us. I don’t know if they need help.” Or if they were part of this set-up, he thought but did not say aloud.
Commander Eran waved two of his men ahead. They thundered off down the trail, leaving only their commander with Ander and Shan-il. 
“Take this one,” Ander said to the commander. Reaction hit him hard, and his knees sagged. “She is the only one of them we have. Well, those behind that tree there, but they’ll be long gone in a moment.” As he spoke there was a yelp from the greenery, and the two youths still hiding behind the tree trunk scattered, running through the undergrowth like deer. 
Commander Eran dismounted, grabbing the girl by her filthy arm. “I think we have another to question who will not be running away,” he said. Ander looked ahead and saw one of the ragged attackers stirring on the trail, groaning in pain. 
The trail and the bright sky and all the dappled green went fuzzy, and Ander felt unaccountably light. Then he went down, dropping to the dirt of the trail. He put his head in his hands, waiting for the reaction to pass. He felt someone’s hands on his shoulders, supporting him, and Shan-il’s voice explaining to Commander Eran who they were and what was happening to Ander.
“Color magery,” he heard. “Reaction.” 
Ander shivered as the cold of the trail sank into his bones and the heat of the day seemed all gone to chill. Color magery coalesced inside him, lying along his nerves, waiting to be used. He closed his eyes and pushed it back, remembering what Mage Oron had taught him long ago. Eventually he felt as if the magery was under control, back where it should be. He opened his eyes to find the world back to its usual colors, and three people watching him.
Shan-il asked, “All right now?”
Ander nodded. He wavered but managed to get up. He still felt enervated in a way that he had not experienced before. Shan-il had brought a horse near, and he leaned against its side, grateful for the solid support. 
The ragged girl who had attacked him jeered. “Yer as weak as a kitten,” she said.
The commander gave her a solid slap against the side of her head. “You don’t speak so to a righ, vermin. Where are your parents?”
The girl’s eyes went to one of the crumpled forms on the trail. She said, “None of yer business,” and the commander wrapped her hands with a leather cord with needless force.
The two guardsmen returned from the trail ahead, reporting no sign of Lord Froman and the others. Commander Eran swore. “Back to station with all of us, then. You too if you please, my lord, for your safety. We need to get searchers out. My lord, we will call for assistance for you there, or escort you back to the palace if you wish. Now, men! Let’s move!”
Ander tried to mount, but his knees still trembled. He could feel his face heat as he accepted a boost from Shan-il. He found himself settled in the saddle, the mare snorting and tossing her head. 
The man they had captured was thrown over the back of a horse for the ride back to Lake Heart. The ragged girl-child was tied to the Commander’s saddle by a rope from her bound hands; she turned twice and sneered at Ander, once spitting at him until she was cuffed again.
“Have mercy,” the man over the saddle moaned. “I only did what I was told ta do! I’m sick. Let me off this beast!”
Shan-il rode up to the prisoner. “Who ordered you to do this?”
“A righ. A young righ. I never knew his name. Gave coin for all of us and told me ta disappear after the job was done. Let me off this beast. I am sick, I tell you!”
Commander Eran had ridden back to see what was going on with the prisoner. “Be glad you’re not dead. Quit asking for privileges, man. Who is this that has hired you to attack Lord Ander? Tell us now and you’ll be glad of it.”
“I said I don’t know the bastard’s name!”
“What do you know, then?”
The man gagged. “Let me off, let me off—ya expect me ta talk like this?”
Eran shrugged. He cut the man’s bonds and pulled him off the horse’s back. The man sprawled in the dirt, retching.
The girl who was still tied to Eran’s saddle yanked at her bonds. 
“You stay put,” Eran ordered. “I’ll get to you.”
“I won’t talk,” the girl said. “We said we wouldn’t talk, remember?” This was directed at the man sitting in the dirt.
“I got no loyalty ta those righ,” the man said. “I do what I have to. It’s my neck, brat—I’ll try to save it how I can.”
The girl spat at him.
“Enough.” Ander dismounted and stood before the prisoner. “I want to know. What did this righ look like?”
The man’s eyes narrowed. “What’ll you do for me if I say, then?”
Eran lost his temper. “I’ll do this for you—I’ll keep myself from slaying you where you sit, in the dirt like a dog. How’s that, scum? I am sorry, Lord Ander.”
“It’s all right.” Ander looked at the prisoner. “Did this righ wear a badge, or any rings?”
“Wasn’ lookin’ at his jewelry.”
“What did the man look like?” Eran asked. “A young righ, you said?”
The man looked up at them, his eyes sly. “Not a very young righ. Tall. Long hair, in a tail.”
“What color was the man’s hair?” Ander asked.
“Light-colored. He said ta do what he said and vanish. He gave me enough kels ta keep us for a year, me and my men and our families.”
“What color were the man’s eyes, then?” Shan-il asked, prodding at the man. 
The man’s eyes went from Ander to Shan-il and then over to Commander Eran. He paused.
“Speak!” Eran said.
“All right, they was yellow eyes, yellow as a wolf’s!” the man said. 
Ander turned away. He knew who that description fit, and he was sick at heart.
Shan-il stopped him with a hand on his arm. “Do not expect this scum will necessarily tell you the truth, my lord.”
“It is nothing people have not been telling me,” he replied. “Let us go back. I am exhausted. This man will be questioned more at the castle, I am sure.” He wanted nothing more than to get away, back to his room, and be left alone while he took in this new turn of events.
The girl tied to the saddleback watched, unexpectedly still. She watched Ander remount and did not say a word. Ander also said nothing as they reloaded the prisoner and began the ride back to Lake Heart.
 



Chapter Eleven
Kirian spent the morning at the Healer’s Clinic. When she returned, the Castle was unusually silent. The guards were stiff and watchful. The man who had been nodding greetings to Kirian for the last sennight stared past her. His knuckles were white as he gripped his spear.
There were extra guardsmen at the stairs that led from the common hall to the royal family’s rooms. The servant who scuttled past her as she made her way to the back stairs did not say a word. In the kitchens, a maid gave her some bread and fruit but only shook her head when Kirian asked what was happening.
Sunlight from the open window painted her tiny room. Kirian dropped her Healer’s bag on the table. As soon as she had filled a mug from the pitcher on the table, someone knocked on the door. Kirian sighed and went to answer; it could only be some messenger from Yhallin. But when she opened the door she was surprised to see Chiss in the hallway.
“May I enter, Hon Kirian?” Chiss asked. He glanced up and down the hallway, as if checking for observers.
She nodded and opened the door. “Certainly. Is something wrong?” 
“I need your help,” Chiss said. 
“What is it?” She closed the door behind him. 
“There was an attempt on Lord Ander earlier today, as he rode at Lake Heart.”
“Is he all right? Does he need a Healer?” Kirian lifted the pitcher, raising an eyebrow in question. Chiss shook his head.
“No, thank you,” he said. “Lord Ander is fine, but several guardsmen were killed or injured, and Lord Froman—who was with him—apparently led astray by the same attackers.”
“That is why the Castle was so tense when I returned.”
“Part of the reason. Hon Kirian, they captured two of the boy’s attackers, a man and a girl.”
“A child? What have they done with her?”
“I will tell you.” Chiss paused to take a deep breath, as though he had not had time for this simple action lately. His mouth was tight with strain.
“Come, sit down,” she said. “You need a moment, I think. You can speak just as easily sitting down.”
Chiss sat on the wooden chair at the foot of her bed. He took another deep breath. “The man gave the guard commander some information about who hired him to ambush Lord Ander.”
“That is good, isn’t it?” she said, watching Chiss’ tense expression.
He shook his head. “Not good at all, Hon Kirian. The King and Lord Dionar—his lord commander, you know of him? They questioned the man again, with the same results.” 
“Are you going to tell me what the prisoner said?” Her nerves were thrumming with tension.
“The beggar said a yellow-eyed righ hired him.”
“But Lord Callo is held behind locked doors! How could he have done such a thing, even if he wished to?”
Chiss shrugged. “People fear his ku’an magery. It is no surprise they believe he can use it to influence people how he wills, locked doors or no. Anyway, King Martan commanded Dionar to be rid of the prisoner immediately. Dionar sheared his head off right there in the cells, with the little girl watching from the next cell. There was no hearing in the court, no witnesses other than Lord Ander and Balan, nothing.”
“This is awful.” What would happen to Callo now, with no one to defend his innocence in this attack? “Does Lord Callo know all this? And why are you here? Is a Healer needed? Is the child ill?”
“If we bring her here, will you help hide her until we find a better place?”
Kirian stared at him. “Hide her from King Martan in his own castle?” 
“There is no other choice. The world will believe that Lord Callo hired thugs to kill Lord Ander. If the girl is also slain, there will be no one to say my lord Callo is innocent.”
“Surely Lord Ander knows better than to think Callo would harm him thus.”
“I also thought better of Lord Ander,” Chiss said. His usually quiet voice was harsh. “In fact he has accepted the slander with a whole heart. He has said nothing in defense of Lord Callo. He even stood silent while the attacker was slain. He believes the word of a thieving slum rat over his experience of Lord Callo. I cannot understand it.”
“All right. But how will you get the girl from the cells? You can’t just walk in and take her.” 
Chiss waved a hand. “Already done. Balan ran Gesset took her secretly from the cells this morning. They have since discovered her absence, and the castle is alert for her.”
“Well, bring her then! Every minute they are walking around is one more minute they could be caught.”
Chiss left the room and vanished down the hallway. A moment later Kirian heard hushed voices. She opened the door and Balan ushered in a mop-haired child who glared at Kirian over the gag that bound her mouth. 
“Hon Kirian,” Balan said, looking red in the face. “My apologies. Thank you for your offer of aid.”
“Why is she gagged like that? I hope she can breathe.” Kirian approached the girl to loosen the gag, but Balan raised a hand.
“I would not do that until we are certain we are safe,” he said. “She nigh screamed the cell down, and I was forced to gag her. It is fortunate we were not discovered then. You will notice her hands are also tied.”
Kirian looked at the girl. “Will you be silent?”
Pale eyes glared at her from over the gag.
“If you are not, you will be back in their hands momentarily,” Chiss said. “You know what they did to your co-conspirator?”
The girl took a deep breath and nodded. Balan stepped behind her and loosed the gag. The girl shook her head to free herself from the cloth.
“What is your name, child?” Chiss asked.
“I ain’t your child,” the girl said.
“It will make it easier to talk if you tell us,” Kirian said. 
“Name’s Mot,” she said. “And that’s all you’ll be getting out of me.”
Balan loosed the cord that restrained the girl’s hands. As soon as she was free she shook out her hands and then spun away, standing with her back to the open window and facing all three of them.
“We mean you no harm,” Chiss said.
“Sure ya don’t. That’s why you tied me up and sneaked me here, ’cause you mean me no harm.” Mot mimicked Chiss’ educated tones.
“Well, we actually don’t,” Kirian said. “I am a Healer. If you know anything of healers, you know I will do nothing to hurt you. Your father was slain today by the King’s lord commander, so . . .” 
“He wasn’t me father!”
“All right. Nonetheless, we thought it likely you would meet the same fate,” Balan said. “You should cooperate. You are safer here.”
“I’m safer in my own place, with my own family!” Mot said. 
“Sit here.” Kirian gestured to the single chair that Chiss had vacated. “There is some food here. Are you hungry?”
“I don’t want your food!” Mot still glared at them from beneath dirty curls, but she did sit on the wooden chair. Kirian thought she could see the girl’s hands trembling. Later, when the girl was calmer, Kirian thought she should make sure Mot had no injuries.
“Chiss, would you do the honors?” she asked. 
The servant nodded. He walked to the tray that held the fruit and bread Kirian had brought for her own meal. As he poured water from the jug, Kirian drew Balan away toward the other side of the room. 
“I do not understand why you are involved in this,” she said. “I assume you are not trying to entrap us somehow, and report us all to Lady Dria Mar or the King.”
Muscles rippled as Balan crossed his arms over his chest. “I will not turn you in. I felt this girl was only safe as long as they did not realize what she knew. As soon as they did, they would slay her too, and the secret of who was behind the attack on my Lord Ander would be unrecoverable.”
“You also do not believe it was Lord Callo.”
Balan looked her in the eye. “I hope I am not wrong. I have known Lord Callo for years, and I do not believe he would do this. If this brat is killed, there will be no way to clear his name.”
“I have heard Lord Ander is not so loyal.” 
Balan grimaced. “He is not disloyal. He has been fed this story by his lady mother, and now it is confirmed. He wishes not to believe it, but all the evidence says it is so. He likes Lord Callo.”
“King Martan also does not want the accusation against Lord Callo confirmed,” Chiss said, joining them. “That is why he slew the prisoner in secret.”
“We all know why King Martan wants to protect Callo’s reputation,” Kirian said. She sighed. “All right, then! I suppose I haven’t had enough of intrigue and stealth last season, so I will gladly help now.” She turned to look over at the girl who sat near the window.
The wooden tray lay upside down on the floor, the fruit and bread scattered around. Mot glowered, arms crossed.
Kirian said, “If you choose not to eat it, that is your decision.”
“I must go make some arrangements for this child,” Balan said. “Can you manage her until that is done?”
“I am supposed to go to Mage Yhallin in another candlemark,” Kirian said. “If I do not go, she will be suspicious. Chiss, can you watch this handful until I return?”
Chiss sighed. “I must, I suppose.”
“Be brave, man,” Balan said. He slapped Chiss on the back with a friendly blow that knocked the servant off balance. “That little girl can’t hurt you.”
“She rather looks as if she could,” Kirian said. “Be careful, Chiss.”
Kirian went to Yhallin as usual, but the mage had been summoned to the King’s side, along with Mage Oron and any other of Sharpeyes’ inner circle who could be trusted. Kirian left a message with Yhallin’s slave and went back to her rooms.
Kirian knocked on her own door. “It is just me,” she said. “Let me in.”
There was no response. After a moment, Kirian pushed against the door and it slid open. It was not barred from the inside. She did not immediately see anyone inside; then her eyes went to a crumpled form on the floor, lying in the square of sunlight from the open window.
“Chiss!” 
She knelt next to the manservant. He was unconscious, and blood stained the side of his face. She checked his breathing and heart, then ran her hands over Chiss’s head. She found a large bump there; the girl had obviously hit him with something heavy.
As she sat back on her heels, Chiss began to stir. He opened his eyes, and she assisted him to sit with a hand behind his shoulders.
“How do you feel?” she asked.
He dropped his head into his hands. “Dizzy. Big headache.”
She finished examining him as he sat on the floor. Then, as he seemed to be recovering, she helped him to the chair. “Stay there. I will send for Balan ran Gesset. Also, I’m going to make you some of Hon Jesel’s headache remedy; I don’t think your pain will be subsiding on its own very soon.”
“I can’t believe that brat got away from me,” Chiss said, his voice muffled since his hands were over his face.
Balan showed up within the candlemark, mailed and armed. “You sent for me? Hon Kirian, it will arouse suspicion if you continue to do such things. I am thought to have only the slightest of familiarity with you.”
“Mot has escaped,” she said. 
“Jashan’s eyes, is she running loose around the castle? How long ago did this happen, Chiss?”
“He will not know. He was knocked unconscious.” Balan looked amused. Kirian continued, “Yhallin did not keep our appointment, so I returned here right away. Mot cannot have been gone long.”
“She’s a resourceful little beggar.” Balan looked admiring. “Can Chiss be left alone? I will take you to look for her. If she runs to ground at home, this may serve our ends well after all.”
Kirian knelt in front of Chiss. She looked at his eyes, making sure they focused as they should. After checking that the man could safely stand, she mixed a dose of the headache remedy for him, using the water in the jug from lunch, and watched while he drank it. “Go to your room and rest,” she said. “Balan, would you make sure he gets there safely? I will join you in a few moments.”
* * * * *
Two candlemarks later, Kirian and Balan stood staring at the ramshackle cluster of houses near the abandoned trail at Lake Heart.
“Commander Eran directed me here,” Balan said. “But I have been here before. I spent some time in the city guard, and these houses hid as nasty a group of drunkards and thieves as you could hope to find in Sugetre.”
“Lovely,” Kirian said. “Are we safe to go in?”
Balan grinned. “Well, there are not as many of them as there used to be. And I have sometimes been told I am intimidating. I think we may try.”
She smiled at him. “I suppose Mot may run away as soon as we arrive.”
“We will gather intelligence.” Balan pointed at a group of children who hunched in the dirt between the houses, playing with some small animal—a cat or a puppy, Kirian could not see. “You go. They are more likely to speak to you.”
Kirian walked up to the group of houses, glad that Balan was watching her back. The children stopped playing as she walked up. One of them picked up the squirming puppy, and they all stood and grew silent, staring at her. She could not help but notice how thin they all were.
“I am looking for Mot,” she said. “Who can tell me where she is?”
“What do ya want with her?” A boy asked. He was younger than Mot, and his face showed hollows under the cheekbones. 
“I want to talk to her. I mean her no harm.”
“I ain’t gonna show ya. She’s bigger than me.”
Kirian stood a moment, looking at all of them. “I really mean her no harm. I am a Healer. She will be better off if she talks to me.”
There was a clinking sound behind her, the sound of coins in a pocket or purse. Balan was offering some incentive.
“I’ll show ya.” It was another boy, younger than the others. Balan tossed a coin to him. Another child tried to hush him, but he evaded a grip on his arm and trotted ahead of Kirian to the open doorway of a nearby house. Kirian followed the boy, Balan as unobtrusive as a man of his bulk could be, behind her.
The door to the little house was open, she supposed to let the breeze run through. She bent to go under the low lintel. “Hello?” she called. “Mot?”
Something scrabbled against the floor. Kirian’s eyes were still adjusting to the dimness inside; even though she could not see what made the sound, she was almost knocked off her feet as a small body shoved past her through the doorway.
“Come back!” she said.
“I’ve got her, Hon Kirian.” She turned to see Balan with an armful of squirming Mot. As she breathed a sigh of relief, the girl clamped down hard on Balan’s arm with her teeth. He swore and almost dropped her.
“Enough of this!” Kirian said. She took hold of one of Mot’s arms and held on tight. After a moment during which several ill-considered words passed the guardsman’s lips, he drew out a cord and looped it around the girl’s hands behind her back.
“Ma! They’re tying me up again!” screeched Mot. “Help! Anybody!”
Kirian remembered that they were in a strange community that harbored men desperate enough to try to abduct the heir to the throne. “Mot! We will release you if you stop screaming and answer a few questions.”
“Jashan’s eyes, I don’t want to tie her up again,” grumbled Balan. “She fights like an icetiger though, and I don’t think we can trust her to stay and answer you, Hon Kirian.”
“Hear him?” Kirian said to Mot. “We’ll not tie you if you can keep from biting, kicking, or trying to get away. We have only a few questions.”
The girl nodded. She yanked her hands away from Balan as he loosed the cord. She was breathing hard, and her eyes were fixed on Kirian’s face. Balan glanced around at the little group of skinny children who had gathered to watch the goings-on.
“Inside would be a good idea,” he said. “One of these brats may run off for help.”
Kirian nodded. She drew Mot back into the house. Balan remained outside, guarding the place so no one could approach close enough to hear their conversation.
Once they were indoors, Kirian peered around, trying to see in the dimness. The house was tiny, summer-warm even with today’s breeze running through from door to window. A cold hearth took up most of the room, a bucket and pan hung beside it. Aside from a battered chair, straw cots lined two of the walls of the place. Kirian realized two of them were occupied: one by a small child who sat watching with big eyes while he sucked his thumb, and one by a woman of about her own age. The woman lay curled in on herself. As the woman stood and adjusted her tunic, Kirian realized she was pregnant. She looked to be a few months along, her body ripe with her condition. 
“Mama,” Mot said. “This is . . .” 
“Someone from the castle,” the woman said. She stood and walked toward Kirian, waving her hands as if to push her outside. “Get her out of here, Mot. Now! She will bring them all here.”
“I can’t, Ma,” Mot said. She sounded miserable. 
“I will not harm you,” Kirian said. “I am a Healer too, you know. I will be happy to answer any questions you have, or examine you to see if the babe is well.” 
“Answer this question!” the woman snapped. “Tell me how I can lie in bed for any man who forces his way in now that her father is dead, and not ever bear another child from it! Tell me that, Healer.”
“I can tell you of something that may help. You have two children, Mot and this babe?” Kirian gestured toward the child on the cot. The toddler stared at her, still sucking its thumb. His nose was running, and Kirian thought she could hear a slight wheeze in his breathing.
“If only I were so blessed. No, Healer, I have five children and one on the way, and no husband since the fool decided to get involved in the business of the righ. Now I have a man knocking the door down to get in here, shoving my children into the night while he rapes me on this very cot, and me pregnant, too! What can you do about that, Hon Healer? Nothing!”
“The city guard.” But even as she said it, Kirian knew that was no solution for someone like Mot’s mother. She sat down on the battered chair and put her hand to her forehead. She remembered well her own time in Sugetre as a child, before her mother died, and how she had run wild in the streets until she was fortunate enough to be taken in at the orphanage and then, gods be thanked, the Healer’s College. 
Mot looked at her, worried. “Yer not goin’ ta faint or something, Healer? They would think we’d hurt you.”
Kirian shook her head. “I am fine. Just—you are my age,” she said to Mot’s mother. “Have you no other family?”
The woman shook her head, her belligerence gone. 
“Five children and no help.”
“Hey!” Mot objected. “I earn my keep.”
Kirian smiled. “I am sure you do. I would do something substantial for you, but I have no money in my own name. But I can examine you, and treat this little one who seems to be ill. And if Mot answers my questions, I may be able to do more.”
“The best thing you can do is take her away with you,” the woman said.
“Ma!” 
“It’s true. See what awaits her here, Healer. But there is no way you could know.”
“I do know.” Kirian looked around one more time. There was a musty smell that undoubtedly contributed to the toddler’s wheezing, and a scurry behind one wall that probably was not a pet. She went to the door and put her head out. “Balan!”
“Hon Kirian?” The man stood a few yards away, hand on his sword hilt, looking menacingly at the rabble of children who clustered around. In the doorway of the next house, a few scant feet away, two men leaned against the door and watched. They looked dangerous.
“We will be taking Mot with us.”
“Good! Has she been convinced to tell the truth?”
“Uh . . .” Kirian turned back inside.”I do not know.”
Balan spared her an incredulous glance. “You do not know?”
She felt her face heating. “Mot, will you come?”
“Not as a prisoner, anyways,” the girl said. “Don’t care about yer yellow-eyed nobleman. I won’t be dragged in a court, don’t care what you do.”
“Tell us for our ears, then.”
Mot looked at her mother. The woman sagged into the chair Kirian had left. “What’ll ya do with me?”
“I am thinking this through as I go,” Kirian said. “I have no idea what I can do with you in a place like Sugetre Castle. But you will be out of here.”
“Ye’ll keep her away from horny righ then,” Mot’s mother said. 
“I will do that. Mot?”
“A’right, a’right, I’ll come! And I’ll tell ya, but I won’t be dragged in front of righ who don’t care a shit about me just to spare some nobleman.”
“Well then, come,” Kirian said. “As for you . . .”
“My name is Ara,” Mot’s mother said.
“Are you all right for now, Ara? No pain, no bleeding or cramping in your womb?”
“I am fine, only tired.”
“Have someone bring you to the Healer’s Clinic next sennight. It is on midday and godsday, in the mornings; they see anyone who can come. They will not ask for money. Do you know how to get there?”
Ara nodded.
“They will make sure your babe is sound. And ask—do not be embarrassed—as long as you are no one’s slave and no one’s wife, you may ask for the herb to stop a new babe. You may begin using it once a day, a month after this one is born. All right?”
The woman’s eyes widened. “Yes.”
“And as for you . . .” Kirian went to the toddler who still sat, unchildlike in his lethargy, on the straw cot. She looked into the child’s eyes and put an ear to his back to listen to his breathing. His skin was hot to the touch, and he squirmed away when she checked his neck for signs of swelling. “You are sick, babe. You need agnit and rueberry.”
“I can afford a jot of whiskey for his throat, and that is all. No agnit, no rueberry.” 
“I will send it. Mot can bring it, as long as she swears honestly to come back when she is done.” Mot grimaced at her, but said nothing. “Two doses, mixed with milk or tea, every day. No whiskey, Ara, or you will make him worse. Repeat it all.”
Kirian listened as the woman repeated her instructions for the toddler’s care. 
“Now, Mot, get your things, child, and we’ll go. I have no confidence in our safety here, and we have already been here far longer than I planned.”
“I got nothin’,” Mot said. She looked at her mother who was again sitting on the cot. Mot made no move to go to her and embrace her. 
“Fare you well, Mot,” Ara said.
“I’ll see ya when I come back with Baby’s medicine,” Mot said. “Let’s go, Healer. Yer right—yer not safe here much longer.”
“Let us go, then,” Kirian said. “Hon Balan?”
“I am here. Better get out here, Healer.”
The group of tattered children had backed off. Now there were three men approaching Balan. They appeared unarmed at first glance, but their loose clothing could easily hide knives. Kirian did not like the look of their deceptive slouches, or of their narrowed eyes.
“Get away!” Mot yelled at them. “We’re going now.”
“What?” said one of the men. “Yer leaving yer ma all alone, are ya?”
Mot paled. “Don’ ya even think about it.”
The man spat in the dirt. “Nothin’ you can do about it, brat, if yer not here.”
Mot cast a desperate eye up at Kirian. “He’s right, Healer.”
Balan’s hand gripped his sword hilt. The men’s eyes followed his movement. The man who had spoken to Mot raised both hands. 
“Don’ get all excited now, King’s man. We’re leaving, since you are too.” He leered at Mot. “Got no problem getting’ in there at night now, do I? Since you was always the one throwin’ stuff at me.”
Mot gave a shrill scream and launched herself at the man. Balan caught her by the back of her tunic at the last moment and hauled her back. “Back here, brat. That will do no good. Is that your mama he’s talking about?”
Mot squirmed to get away. Kirian nodded.
“Well, this chit here’s about to be under the protection of Lord Callo ran Alkiran. That woman in there is her mother. Anyone touches her, they’ll hear from me. Got it?”
“What, yer lord Callo lookin’ to get up her skirt too?”
“Quiet, you. Stay away from the woman or you will wish you had.”
The man laughed. “Easy to say so from such a distance as the castle. Plannin’ to camp out on her doorstep with yer pretty sword? Don’t think you can stop me, unless ya do.”
Balan shrugged. He pushed Mot away, stepped forward, and drew his belt dagger. He struck hard, up under the man’s rib cage. Blood sprayed as he withdrew the weapon. The man dropped. His companions swore and jumped back. One of the children who was still hovering nearby screamed.
Balan stepped back and looked around for something to clean his dagger. Kirian just stared, open mouthed. 
Mot almost danced in Kirian’s grip. 
Balan looked at Kirian and shrugged. “Solves our problem,” he said. “Doubt anyone will miss him.”
Kirian said, “We’d better go.”
The other men backed away from Balan. One man held up skinny arms. “Don’t worry about us, guard. We got no reason to flout you.”
“If I hear you’ve bothered that woman,” Balan warned. 
“No need to wear yer mouth out, King’s man. We get you. It’s not like she’s worth much anymore, anyway.”
“Yes!” Mot agreed. Her usual sneer transformed into a grin. “I am ready now, Healer. Let’s go. Now!”
 



Chapter Twelve
Callo paced the floor. The servant who brought his dinner had almost dropped it on the cream-colored foreign rug. The guards escorting the servant had been as uncommunicative as usual, but there was a tension to their stance he had not seen before. Yhallin and Kirian, who could be depended upon to visit him during the afternoon hours had not made an appearance.
Something was wrong.
Callo’s nerves vibrated with hyper-awareness. The last dose of phodian had worn off, and the magery lay along his bones like an extra set of muscles, ready to be used. Dusk dropped over the room as daylight ebbed from the barred windows. 
The breeze that had searched its way into the little room earlier that day was gone, replaced by summer’s typical heat. It was almost full-dark before the door lock rattled. There was a rumble of voices, quick and raised as if in disagreement, then a heavy-shouldered form entered the room.
“Jashan’s eyes, it’s dark as Sharpeyes’ soul in here,” said Balan ran Gesset.
There was more movement at the door. A spark flared, and a lengthening flame grew from the large candle on the table. The light illuminated Balan’s face and Chiss’ tired, narrow countenance as well.
“What is wrong?” Callo leapt to his feet. With the drugs out of his system, he felt an energy he had not felt in sennights. 
“Word from Hon Kirian,” Chiss said. 
“Run,” Balan said. “That’s the word. Come on, my lord, you’re getting out of this place at last.”
“How?” 
“Suffice it to say this departure has His Majesty’s blessing. Mage Yhallin awaits you with her men who will join up with the northern caravan before dawn.”
Callo drew a deep breath. “I will not stay to hear the details. You may tell me on the way. Jashan’s heart, out of this place at last! Have you my sword, Chiss? And Miri—where is she?”
“Awaiting you.”
Callo pulled on his boots and grabbed his cloak, and followed the pair down the stairs and corridors to a little-used stable yard. Yhallin was there, her ascetic face thrown into even starker relief by the torchlight. Kirian welcomed him with an arm on his, drawing him toward Miri. 
“Gods smile on you,” Balan said. “Good journey.” He held Kirian’s horse as she mounted. He nodded to them and faded back into the castle. 
“Now, and fast,” Yhallin said. “Our aim is to be far from here by dawn.”
Callo did not argue. He mounted Miri and stroked her mane as she followed the other horses out of the stableyard.
As soon as they were away from the castle environs, they moved into a trot. The horses’ hooves were loud on the cobbled streets in the merchants’ district. It was not very late, but people fell silent and drew off the streets to watch as the little group from the castle passed. A candlemark later they were out of the city, into a night so humid Callo’s hands sweated on the reins. 
His memory called up other nighttime journeys of the past year: the flight from Las’ash after rescuing Kirian from the Ha’lasi prison, and the dark ride away from Seagard Castle after breaking the Collar from Arias’ neck. He knew this journey was different. There was no attempt at subterfuge, so clearly no one was in pursuit; there was just an imperative to get out of Sugetre Castle, as soon as possible. Callo wondered what had happened, but he refused to delay them to satisfy his curiosity. It was a close, hot night and uncomfortable riding, but he felt full of energy, free of coercion or the deadening effects of the phodian. He grinned as they left the dim light of the outlying taverns and homes behind them, and rode into the darkness.
One of the guards lit a torch. Callo’s eyes found Chiss and Kirian riding alongside a smaller form he could not identify—a servant girl of some kind, he surmised. Yhallin dropped back to ride alongside him, and explained to him in a few words what had driven their immediate departure from the castle.
“It is to protect you,” Yhallin said. Her seat on the horse was stiff, her elbows out. Callo remembered the woman had been a street child, never trained to ride. The hint of awkwardness made her more human, drawing aside the veil of mystery she cultivated. 
Callo made a face. It did not suit him to owe Sharpeyes another debt for his safety.
“We planned to take you to Deephold with the next caravan anyway,” Yhallin said. “We simply rode out sooner.”
“What threatens me so much that Sharpeyes did not feel he could guard me in his own castle?” Callo asked.
“Despite precautions, the gossip is all over the Castle that you tried to pay street thugs to kill Lord Ander. The Council has been complaining about you to the King, whining that you should be exiled. Lady Dria Mar nags the King morning and night that you are a bastard, an offense against the righ who should never have been allowed to live past the birthing chamber. Aside from the King, who is enamored of your mage gifts, the only one defending you has been the boy.”
“You mean Lord Ander.”
Yhallin nodded. 
Callo sighed. “I take it his defense has ceased.”
Yhallin’s dark eyes glanced his way. Lit only by the single torch, her face was spare and otherworldly as a ghoul’s. “He has been silent on the matter.”
Callo knew what that meant. Ander believed Callo had betrayed him, even seeking to end his life. Callo tried to ignore the bitterness that swept him. He liked the boy. This was no fault of Ander’s. In fact, the boy was tossed here and there by the intrigue that buffeted them both. Callo hoped the tide of events did not end up smashing Ander’s broken body ashore.
The planes of Yhallin’s face lit in a brief glow. Looking around for the source, Callo discovered a drift of color magery lighting his hands on the reins. Miri must have felt it; she bobbed her head and rumbled a nervous whicker. 
“We have brought phodian with us,” Yhallin said.
“No!” Callo flung up a hand. He willed the color magery back behind his wall. It faded away and left Yhallin regarding him. A headache began to pulse behind his eyes. He heard an echo as of a voice barely heard and shook his head to clear it.
“I will not take it,” he said. “I will go to Deephold, do what I said I would, not for you but for someone else. But I will take no more of your poison.”
“And if you lose control and become a danger to the rest of us?”
“Then you may slay me. I will not spend my days more dead than alive.”
“King Martan has gone to great trouble to make sure you are not slain,” she said. But she looked at his hands, saw the magery ebbing away to darkness, and nodded. Then she rode ahead to give some direction to the guards who led them. Callo tried to ignore the flickers of headache-induced light in his vision, and rode on.
* * * * *
They arrived at Yhallin’s mountain hold days later, just as the sun slipped toward the horizon. 
Red-gold rays lit the western face of Mount Vesh. The lower slopes of the neighboring mountains were cast into accelerated dusk by its bulk. Callo knew that, in any homes in those valleys, it would be night.
Yhallin’s hold was built into the rock. Its door faced into the setting sun. As they approached, Callo began to feel the color magery fighting back against the barrier he imposed upon it. His head pounded. When the groom came to take Miri, he slid off her back and wavered as the magery swept through him.
Kirian, who had ridden beside him most of the last day, took his wrist. “Your heart beats too fast,” she said. 
“The treatment,” Callo said. “I want it done now.”
“Now?” She looked around. “It is dark, almost. You are weary from the saddle. I think not.”
“Kirian.” Callo looked directly at her, his eyes meeting her soft worried ones. “It has to be now. I am done being a pawn.”
She did not look away. Then she nodded. “I will tell Mage Yhallin.”
* * * * *
“Are you sure about this, my lord?” Chiss asked. 
“Not at all,” Callo replied. He looked up at Chiss, who stood over him wearing the vaguely ill expression he had worn since he had been attacked in Kirian’s room. “Are you well enough to be here, Chiss?”
“It’s just a headache that won’t go,” he said. “I will see Hon Kirian again after you are settled.”
“I hope it was worth it,” Callo grumbled.
A servant came into the room and began locking his arms into the soft restraints attached to the side of the padded cot. Callo’s heart jumped. He would be helpless, left alone in this place with no one near him, for who knew how long.
“Is there anything you want me to do?” Chiss asked after the servant left.
Callo laughed. Chiss’ gaze sharpened as he noticed how strained Callo sounded. “Aside from sparing me all this? No. Just—if it seems too long, or if you notice anything not right, then perhaps you can speak up.”
“Of course.” Chiss grimaced. “Mage Yhallin says she will be monitoring your condition. I will make sure I do as well, my lord.”
“I trust you.” Callo knew his breath was coming fast. He did not like being restrained like this, and it would be candlemarks yet before he was released. If he was fortunate, that is. He looked up at Chiss. “If things do not go well—there are not many people in the world that I trust, Chiss. You have been with me through everything. I want you to know how I value you.”
Chiss’ mouth twisted. “I am surprised to hear you say that, my lord.”
“What, you mean after that mess at Seagard Castle?” Callo gave a shaky laugh. “I was angry. I wanted never to see you again, since you betrayed me, or so I thought. I still do not completely understand. But honor carries us in strange ways sometimes, and I have never since that time doubted your care for me.”
Chiss looked at him for a moment, then gave an odd smile. “You are not going to die here, my lord. There is no reason to be saying your goodbyes.”
He shook his head. “There have been bodies carried out of this place before, Chiss. Mage Yhallin was truthful about that, at least. As for Kirian . . . where is Kirian?”
“Mage Yhallin refused to let her in.”
“Afraid she would weep all over me? That is not Kirian’s way.”
“Mage Yhallin does not yet know her well.” Chiss turned then and became businesslike, checking the tightness of Callo’s bonds and otherwise making sure his lord was comfortable on the padded cot. “Are you thirsty? It may be awhile.”
“I’m fine.” Callo wanted nothing in his stomach. He did not know what was to happen here. Memories of his ordeal in Ha’las, when the god Som’ur came to test him, floated through his mind. That experience was painful, and only Jashan’s intervention let him come out of that alive. He hoped whatever awaited him here was no more difficult.
Chiss bowed. “I will see you later, my lord.”
“Later.” He tried to lift a hand in farewell, but the restraints pulled him back.
Chiss left the room. Callo looked around, trying to distract himself. Thick, dark cloth covered the walls of the room and seemed to muffle sound. The floor was black, and he could see no windows. They were underground, in the lower levels of Yhallin’s Deephold, in a chamber down a hallway with no other doors. It had taken them only several days’ riding to get here from Sugetre, and yet he was so far from aid he might as well be in another world.
Callo closed his eyes. His nerves tingled, and he knew the internal barrier he kept against the twin powers he had inherited was eroding. Put him in a battle, and he would fight. Put him in the ring, and he would use every skill to win, meanwhile delighting in the flow of action. But restrained in this strange little room, Callo felt his fears rising up to overcome him. Was this part of the ordeal—overcoming his fear of constraint?
The door opened again. Yhallin entered, wrapped in her mage cloak against the chill of this lower level. She stood near the wall for a moment. Callo took a deep breath, trying to calm his jittery nerves. 
Yhallin began to examine him. She checked his heart rate with a cool hand on his wrist and looked into his eyes. She picked up his hands, testing the restraints, and placed a hand briefly on his forehead.
“Are you still willing?” Yhallin asked.
Callo had an uncomfortable feeling that the question was asked to protect herself from later recriminations, should something go awry. He swallowed. “Yes.”
“You are feeling well?”
“I was.” He rattled the restraints. “These things are . . . worrisome.”
“Before long you will no longer notice them.” Yhallin stood. “It is not unusual for people to feel stress upon being restrained, especially when a new experience awaits them. I find this is especially true of unCollared righ, who are accustomed to little restraint in any form.”
“Indeed,” Callo said. “When does this experiment begin?”
She frowned. “This is not an experiment, Lord Callo. This is a method that I have used eight times previously.”
“Still, a trial,” he said. 
Yhallin nodded. “It is. I believe you are ready. Is there anything else?”
He paused and thought. It would be nice to delay her by talking, putting off this trial longer. But then, he wanted it over, so he could be confident his magery posed no threat to those around him unless he willed it so. He wanted done with the guardsmen, the drugs, and the confinement. Only if he succeeded would he be free to take Kirian to his bed again, confident he would not use his psychic magery as the Ha’lasi mages did, to manipulate and corrupt.
He wanted to trust himself again. Once he did, he could proceed to fulfill his vow to avenge Arias’ murder.
“Nothing else,” he said. “Go.”
Her eyebrows went up. “In a hurry? I don’t know whether that will work in your favor or not. Gods watch over you, Callo ran Alkiran.”
She went out then, taking the lone lamp that stood in the corner. The door closed behind her with a muffled sound; apparently it was wrapped with hide as well.
Total blackness came down on Callo as if he were in a tomb.
He lay flat on the cot, evaluating. He could see nothing. He hoped that after his eyes adjusted, a stray crack or fissure would permit some light into the room, but he was not hopeful. They had padded the walls, swathed the place in cloth and hide; they had gone to some effort to make sure there were no cracks where light could enter. 
There was no sound. The slight smokiness of the lamp was vanishing even as he thought of it, and there was no remaining fragrance. 
He took a deep breath, then another. In and out, in and out. His heart rate began to slow. 
“Jashan, remember me now,” he said, and closed his eyes to block out a useless attempt at vision.
* * * * *
Candlemarks later it seemed, Callo strained to see. Not even a stray filament of light crept into the room. A tangle of red drifted upward, and he followed the skein of light, until he realized they were the false visions manufactured by the eyes when there was nothing else to see.
He thought his eyes were closed. He opened them, only to see smothering blackness.
He tried to sense inside, to touch the source of color magery, the ku’an magery. That, after all, was the point of this exercise. His internal barrier stood crumbled and skewed inside his mind, falling apart as he knew it had been lately, but there was nothing behind it. 
He tried to reach out his hands, to see evidence of the color magery that frequently escaped his control. He felt nothing. It was as if he’d been abandoned. He had wished the magery gone, but now that he could not find it, he was stricken, as if part of his body had vanished.
Then he began to feel the little touches, the itching.
It was a series of touches, feathering over his skin. He knew there was no other person in the room, but nonetheless someone touched him. The sensation drew little prickles on his chest, on his thigh, the arch of his right foot.
He tried to squirm away, but his hands only jarred within the restraints. “Agh!” he said. 
The sound of his own voice was like a bell in the solitude. He stilled, hearing the sound die away fast, muffled in all the cloth lining the walls.
“My voice,” he said aloud, experimentally. He listened, and then shook his head. It would be much better if he could sleep, especially since he was alone, without even the color magery to resist.
* * * * *
“Why’s everyone so worried about a cursed color mage?” Mot asked. She slouched against a bench in Deephold’s mountain garden, sucking on sugar candy. Cleaned up and dressed in some donated clothes, she was—not pretty, Kirian thought, but the vitality in her peaked little face drew the eye.
“He is my friend, and he is ill,” Kirian responded. “Mage Yhallin is treating him.”
“He must be bat-crazy then,” offered Mot. “I heard o’her. She’s the Magegard.”
“He’s not bat crazy.” Yet.

“Almost feel sorry fer him,” Mot said. “Bat-crazy, and people out to get him too. But—nah, I don’t feel sorry for him after all.”
Kirian could not help but laugh. 
Mot grinned at her. It was the first smile Kirian had seen from the girl since they had taken her to Sugetre Castle, then to Deephold. The girl had stopped talking as soon as they had arrived at the castle. She had accepted the clothes with no comment. Only after a bath and some food had the tightness gone from her shoulders, and she had not opened up until this moment.
“Ya haven’t asked me about the attack on Lord Ander,” Mot said.
“I have been worried, and occupied. Lord Callo’s life was in danger, and we needed to run. Now I want to hear what you have to say about the other man, the one Lord Dionar slew in the cells.” 
Mot made a face. “He’s a rat, that one. Always has been. My da said use him but never trust him.”
“He exhibited some strength in the cells though. He stuck to his story—for some reason.”
“If he’d known they was about to chop off his head, he woulda told the truth soon enough. They paid us, Hon Kirian. To say what we said.”
“They paid you all to name Lord Callo if you were taken?”
“Well, to say it was a yellow-eyed righ. I knew nothin’ about Lord Callo then.”
“Did your father say who it really was, then? The one who paid you to take Lord Ander, and then lie about it?”
“He didn’ say a name.” 
Disappointment flooded her. She had hoped this precocious child would have the entire story and be able to clear Callo’s name. “Did he tell you anything about the man?”
Mot grinned. “Wasn’t a man at all, Hon Kirian. My Da said it was a woman.” 
* * * * *
Callo felt he had been lying on the cot in the black room for candlemarks. His stomach was rumbling, so maybe he had passed the night and now it was breakfast time. He sighed and looked into blackness, searching within him once again for the magery that had caused so much trouble. He found nothing.
He looked straight ahead—at least he thought it was straight ahead. He was not sure if his head was in the proper orientation. 
Then he saw a face, looming out of nothingness. It had wide empty eyes and a slash of a mouth. It seemed very close. The face said nothing to him.
“Who are you?” His voice was hoarse. He tried to clear his throat, but he was very dry, and only succeeded in hurting his throat. He tried to swallow, but there was nothing to swallow with. How long had he been here?
The face stared at him wordlessly. Callo blinked, and the face was gone. A pattern rose out of darkness and turned into a man, turning to look at him, scowling with sword raised. Callo jerked in his bonds, instinctively reaching for his missing sword. Then that man vanished too.
Hallucinations.
He had not counted on hallucinations. He had thought there would be some kind of epic battle between the magery and his own powers of restraint—or perhaps the intervention of a god, as there had been in Ha’las. Not this endless nothing, straining to see so that he made up his own demons. He could no longer even feel the cot against his back and legs. The only sound was when he spoke, and his throat was too sore for that now. He could taste nothing, smell nothing. He drifted, a lone consciousness in the void.
* * * * *
There was only darkness. He felt he had been here forever. It seemed that the cot tilted under him and he pushed his hands against it, trying to hold on. 
* * * * *
Kirian and Chiss waited at the bottom of the stairs to the lower levels. Yhallin emerged with her cloak drawn about her.
“How is he?” Chiss asked.
Yhallin shrugged. “I have no idea. There is still no light to see by, and I heard no sound.”
“You cannot see much through that tiny spy hole anyway,” Chiss said. 
“Hasn’t it been a long time for the battle to have not even begun?” Kirian asked.
“It seems so,” Yhallin said. “But there was one young man, a color mage from the south, who went an entire day before touching his magery.”
“And what happened to that young man?” Chiss stepped aside, allowing Yhallin access to the stairs. “Was his story a success?”
Yhallin did not reply. Kirian followed her up the stairs, more afraid than ever.
* * * * *
When the first burn of power came, Callo welcomed it. It awakened him from death.
The ku’an magery came first. It was an insidious thing, something he had kept controlled since he was nine, using Jashan’s ritual to reinforce his self-control. But the color magic belonged to Jashan, and it wanted free. It ran through his veins from wherever it had been hiding like a river of fire. 
He laughed. It was easy now to break the restraints, the color magery burning them off until they were no more. The acrid stench of burnt cloth and hide reached his nostrils, and he sucked it in, welcoming it, something at last in the everlasting nothingness. 
The magery wrapped his arms like ink on his skin, and everywhere it ran it burned. Callo’s senses awoke to the pain. He tried to force the power back where it came from, as he had been doing since it appeared months ago. He opened the prison he had made for Jashan’s magery and tried to cram it back in, where it could do no harm, where it could hurt no one, where it would not kill its user with flame and pain.
It was too strong. He could not touch it. The other source of magery, the ku’an magery, joined it. He could feel twin sources of power blend and join, making each stronger while Callo became just a carrier for their strength.
A carrier who could not stand up to the fire running through him.
“Jashan’s sword, So’mur’s heart,” he rasped. Both gods had fought over him in a little room in Las’ash city. Now it seemed they had joined forces to destroy him. 
The pain screamed along every nerve. He fought, struggled, and cursed to shove it back. He wished the magefire back where it belonged, and nowhere near him. Sweat dripped from him until his hands were slippery where they clung to the bed frame. He wondered blankly why he was clinging to the frame now that he was free, and then realized something was trying to drag him away—he did not know whether it was a god or some effect of the magery, but a pull like that of the earth struggled to take him.
He still raged against it. 
Mage energies washed up the walls in a sheet of color, turning the room bright. There were flames licking at his fingers; he grabbed a cloth and tried to subdue them, meanwhile trying to drown the magery in the blackness he remembered from a little while ago. 
A wisp of smoke rose from the cloth.
Horrified, Callo thrust it away from him. What if he were to set this room afire? This tiny room with no windows, with walls covered in fabric and hide? Then he would indeed be one of Yhallin’s failures, a body carried out charred beyond recognition.
And this wing of Deephold would likely be burned as well.
Free from the destroyed restraints, he pushed the cot aside. Standing in the center of the room with magefire arcing around him, he tried to assume the first stance in Jashan’s ritual. Swordless, he began the first turns of the worship that had kept the ku’an magery under control since he was nine years old. There was not much room, and he could not attain the peaceful focus of a normal form.
As he spun on his heel, he stumbled, falling to the floor.
He felt as if every nerve was aflame. He tried to stand again but his legs shook so much he could not summon the strength to do so.
This was it, then. He was unable to stand or push the cursed mage energies back behind his wall. He had been destroyed by captivity and drugs, and the magery was uncontrollable. 
They would find him here when this was all over, probably burned by the mage energies that roared out of control. He was one of Yhallin’s failures. King Martan would not mourn him, but would undoubtedly curse the ruin of his plans. Most of the righ would exult—Callo’s death would solve a problem thrust upon them, an unacceptable bastard color mage in line for the throne. The boy Ander would be glad no one stood in his way anymore.
Chiss and Kirian would mourn. 
And there would be no one to avenge Arias.
He had left much undone while he struggled to control what the gods had given him. He regretted it, but only for a moment. The change from utter blackness to the roar and flame around him now overloaded his senses.
Callo decided there was nothing else he could do. He leaned back against the padded wall and closed his eyes. He stopped fighting.
* * * * *
“Go in,” Kirian whispered. “Mage Yhallin, you have to go in.”
The stuffy room was as dark as they could manage, so no light could leak into the place where Callo endured his struggle. Though it no longer mattered. Even through the walls, Kirian could hear the roar and crack of the energies Callo struggled with, and the brilliant colors of the magery streamed through the spy hole.
Yhallin turned to her. “Kirian,” she said, an odd tone in her voice. “Think. No one can go into that room now until it is all over, or they will be destroyed along with Lord Callo.”
* * * * *
The mage energies abandoned the room they had been destroying and rushed back into Callo’s mind and body.
He lay there on the floor, letting the magery consume him. It filled him as water does a jug, fitting its shape into all his corners, pushing everything else out.
He burned with it, in pain so intense he almost passed out. 
His eyes were closed, but the space inside him was on fire with light.
He had tried his best. He had fought it from Ha’las to Seagard, to the forest of Northgard, to here. He was not equal to it. He would fight no more. Let Jashan’s fire burn him alive if that was what the god wanted; he was done. Sighing in acceptance, he let go his resistance and allowed Jashan’s magery to etch along the trails of his nerves and his blood vessels and the paths of his life force from limb to trunk to heart and head.
He was consumed.
It was a relief to let Jashan do with him what he willed. The fire was in him, was him. He lay like an offering on the sand, letting the magery light him and illuminate him. After a few seconds he realized he was the fire too, fierce and angry and hungry, and jubilant.
He felt raw, as if the magery had scoured his flesh away. He accepted that, refusing to fight, because he could not fight any more. The pain dragged his consciousness open and spread it out for the gods’ reading.
In his mind he began to go over the patterns of Jashan’s sword ritual. Each stroke, each cut, every counter and salute as fresh as a year ago, before his life had been turned upside down by Sharpeyes’ revelations of his birth. His breath went in and out with the measured exhalations that accompanied the form. 
The magery danced, turned from destruction to exhilaration. So this was it, Callo thought in an agony of power. This was the secret of how to live through Jashan’s gift of magery. In extremity he had been forced to stop the fight against the magery—against the god. And the magery had become one with him.
His barrier wall was gone. Magery lived in him, in his heart. He opened his eyes to see the darkness in the room, the magery subsumed in him.
He smiled. The skin of his cheek cracked; it must be burned. But there was no pain. The door to the hallway opened, letting in a shaft of normal, human-lit lamplight, cool on Callo’s eyes after the fury of the mage energies. 
Yhallin Magegard stood there, looking haggard. “You will be all right, Callo ran Alkiran,” she said. “You have made it through.”
* * * * *
Callo slept for a full day after his ordeal. Yhallin had no call for Kirian’s services. Kirian and Chiss used some of this time making a list of women in a position to hire an attempt on Ander’s life. They dared not ask Yhallin for her opinion; the woman was too close to the King, although she had gone to great lengths to help Callo.
The list was short. Mage Yhallin was on it; Lady Sira Joah, the King’s sister, far away in Seagard Castle; Queen Efalla; Lady Dria Mar. 
“She is Lord Ander’s own mother, and we know she would defend her son’s right to the throne until death,” Kirian argued. “Why should she be on this list?”
Chiss shrugged. “All women who are concerned with the succession should be on this list. It is a task for another time to argue their merits.”
“And Queen Efalla. I have not met her. I have heard she is more concerned with her hair style than with the dealings of King Martan.”
“So I have heard also.”
“Lady Sira Joah is a sennight away, trapped in Seagard Castle.”
“Well, she is not trapped,” Chiss said. “She is not Collared. Her lord husband is dead and her son Arias as well. Who is to say she would not leave that place and involve herself in manipulating the affairs of the kingdom?”
Kirian raised an eyebrow at him.
Chiss’ mouth twisted upwards. “All right, I agree she is more likely to mope in her room than take any action. Nevertheless, Hon Kirian. We must include all we can think of.”
They spent another candlemark mulling possible conspirators. At the end of the candlemark, they had added Hira Noh, the woman who led the rebel group Sword of Jashan. They stared at the list, seeing no real possibilities on it. 
When Callo awakened, he was in a strange mood. Chiss, attending to his lord’s morning routine and his preparations for the day, told Kirian that Callo had spoken only to say good morning. 
“Nothing else, no casual talk, and he still seems exhausted,” the manservant told Kirian. 
“Is he ill?”
“He is burned. Mage Yhallin has treated and wrapped his hands and arms, and she gave him some potion to drink with his morning tea. She said his chest is burned, not too badly, and his left leg. He has a bad burn on his cheekbone, but it is small. He moves as if he is in pain, but he has not complained.”
Kirian made the injuries her excuse to stop in and see Callo later that morning. 
“Good morning, my love,” she said as she walked onto the balcony.
He turned to her and smiled. The morning light struck his hair and amber eyes and seemed to turn him to gold. She caught her breath.
It took a moment for her to steady herself. “Are you all right, my dear?” she asked.
“I have been waiting for you.” His voice was slow and a little husky. She thought he had not used it much since he had screamed yesterday in the little underground room. 
“Well, I am here.” She walked around in front of him and ran her eyes over him. The burn on his face would leave a scar. His hands were wrapped to the mid-forearm, the salve Yhallin had used staining the bandages. Yhallin had told her that Callo was in quite a bit of pain. 
“Do I pass inspection?” he said.
“Do you doubt it?” She bent and put her arms around him, taking care not to exert any pressure on his burned chest. “I am so glad you are well. The whole time you were in there I wondered what would have happened if I had just kept silent about . . . what you had done. What if you had died, my love?”
“I did not.” He turned his head against hers, then winced. 
“How are your hands? What does Yhallin say?”
He shrugged. “I will heal. It may take a few sennights, and there may be some scarring on my hands.” He scooped her closer with the crook of his arm and she went, glad to see some life in him. She wound up sitting on the floor, half-turned to lean against his knees and look up at him.
“I wanted to come in there so badly.” She did not know if she should say it, but he should know that she had suffered with him. 
“It is good you did not. The energies in there would have killed you.” 
“That is what Yhallin said.”
 “Kirian, it is very strange. My whole life I have been building barriers, forcing mage energies I did not understand behind walls, begging Jashan for control. Now—”
“Yes?”
He looked puzzled. “There are no more walls, yet I am not being consumed by fire. Everything is in its place, part of me.”
Kirian smiled. “That is good.”
“It is good. I feel quiet inside.”
“Yhallin said she would get you a mage cloak.”
He snorted. “What? One of those things Arias used to wear, floating with colors all the time?” 
She nodded, grinning at his more typical response.
“Tell her I will not wear the thing. They always bothered me—always. Besides, tell her I have not the right to wear it. I still know nothing of magery, Kirian.”
She laughed. “How can you claim to know nothing of magery? After what you have been through?”
“I have strength, but no education. I can do no more than light a candle or fling out energy in all directions. I need a teacher, if I should plan to become a real color mage as well as a psychic mage.”
“His majesty would be pleased if you did become a color mage.”
“Yes, he would.” Callo sipped more wine. His eyes looked a little dazed, from the wine or the experience he had been through she did not know. She took his bandaged hand in her own, very gently.
“There is no need to think about such things now.”
“Believe me, Yhallin has sent him word, and he is thinking about such things. One day, Kirian—one day and one night of peace while I learn what my own body feels like again. Then I must begin my work to fulfill my vow against His Majesty Sharpeyes.”
“Yhallin is making plans to take you back to Sugetre once you are healed, so the King can do his binding on you.”
Callo smiled. “I am not going back into the trap. I am going to the Sword of Jashan.” 
 



Chapter Thirteen
Chiss came for Kirian after midnight. She was waiting, her Healer’s bag ready and her few spare clothes jammed into a cloth bag. She opened the door, grabbed her things, and followed him to the stable yard. 
Callo was already mounted. He nodded at Kirian and Chiss. Two more horses stood saddled and ready by the stable doors. A small shape huddled behind the saddle of Chiss’ mount. It was Mot, looking terrified on the back of the horse as she had not during all the other dangers that had plagued her since they had met. One of the hold’s horses made a snuffling sound from its stall as Callo’s mare led the way at a walking pace out of the stable yard and toward the gates. The night air was fitful with a gusty breeze that cooled the air and warned of an oncoming storm.
A gaunt figure in messenger tunic and breeches stood in the middle of the opening. Yhallin held a hand torch high. Its flame snapped in the breeze. Off to the side, Kirian’s eyes separated several figures from the surrounding shadows, and realized the Mage Healer had guardsmen ready to assist her.
Callo drew Miri to a stop before Mage Yhallin. “I hoped to avoid this,” he said to her.
“I have placed too much trust in you,” Yhallin said. “You owe me too much to slink off into the night like this.”
“I do owe you much,” Callo said. “So much that I hoped to spare you this confrontation.”
“King Martan awaits you back at Sugetre Castle. He is your uncle and your King, to whom you owe your existence, as I have been told. I will deliver you back to him as I swore, in better case than when we left.”
Kirian’s mare moved restlessly, and Yhallin’s dark eyes went to her. “And as for you—you break your oath and run once again. Did you not say you would work with me until I gave you leave?”
Kirian was surprised that she felt a rush of shame. She had indeed promised Yhallin this, and Yhallin had done nothing to merit breaking that promise. 
“Make way for us,” Callo said to Yhallin.
“I will not. Do you think you can best my skill with magery and win past me?”
A sphere of scarlet magery rose like a bubble of hot glass from the mage’s hands and grew to encircle them. The night air stilled within the enclosure. Kirian reached out to touch it, and jerked a hand back as the shield sizzled with power. Next to her, Chiss was doing the same thing. The reddish cast of the bubble made Yhallin’s torch look bloody and smeared.
Callo sighed. “Mage Yhallin, I do indeed thank you, but I cannot return to Sugetre. You know full well that the King my uncle will only imprison me until he can convert me to his will, and his true heir Ander will fall by the wayside. Beside this, all other considerations must take second place. I do not wish to hurt you.”
One of the guards jeered. “Much chance you stand of doing that, mageling.”
A ring of color magery encircled Callo’s hands. He reached out, gloved by his own magery, and touched the smooth, hot surface of the encircling sphere. Then he pushed, hard; Kirian could see the muscles of his forearm flex as he exerted his strength. The magery flared around his fingers as he tested it, but thin as it appeared, it did not give. 
“You have great strength, but you have not learned to use the power Jashan gave you,” Yhallin said. “You cannot win out. Agree to come back to Sugetre with me, and I will promise you will not be imprisoned on the journey.”
Kirian grimaced. That was a noble offer, indeed. Yhallin knew full well that Callo was a man of honor, and would do what he swore. No guards would be necessary, in spite of this night’s attempt at escape. 
“I am sorry, Mage Yhallin,” Callo said. “I cannot return. Give His Majesty my regards, if you will, and tell him I have not forgotten the death of my brother Arias.”
“Fool,” Yhallin said. She sighed. “So it is, then.” It was getting hot inside the sphere. Chiss’s horse neighed and reared in panic. Mot yelped and grabbed Chiss’ waist and hung on. Kirian dismounted and held her horse close to the bridle to calm it. Standing so close to the restraining magery, she began to sweat. Her hands felt slippery on the rein.
Yhallin gestured to her guards. The men approached the mage sphere. There were more of them than Kirian had thought; she realized there were too many to overcome in a fight.
Kirian looked at Callo. Her lover sat on Miri as if nothing was wrong. The magery tinged his hair the same red as the torches and Yhallin’s shaven head. 
Yhallin’s men formed a half-circle around the stableyard gates to block any escape. Swords were held at the ready. Yhallin relaxed as she let the mage sphere die away so her guards could arrest Callo. The magery fell like a curtain released from a rod, all at once, and vanished into the earth. For a moment Kirian could not see; only the wan torchlight illuminated the scene now that Yhallin’s magery was gone. 
As soon as the red mage energy died away, Kirian heard Callo take a deep breath. As smoothly as the mage shield had vanished, so did Kirian’s worry. She realized there was no doubt they would come out of this confrontation well. She felt a glow of trust. 
From Miri’s back, Callo looked down at her. “I’m sorry,” he said.
“For what?” she asked. “There is no reason to apologize. I trust you absolutely to get us out of this safely.” She reached for his hand.
“Yes, I know,” he said. 
The guards did not seem to be approaching to take them prisoner. Kirian saw two men sheathe their swords. Another man backed away from them, shaking his head as if confused. 
“What have I done?” Yhallin held her hands to her head. “I beg your pardon, Lord Callo. Of course, you will do as you should and return to King Martan in your own time.”
“That’s true, at all events,” Chiss murmured behind her. Kirian turned to look at the manservant, and noticed he was smiling as he gazed at his lord.
One of the guards moved restlessly. “Mage Yhallin, we were to take this man prisoner in the King’s name.”
“Let him go.”
“But, Mage Yhallin—you gave the order.” But the man sounded uncertain.
“Orders change,” Yhallin said. She smiled up at Callo with an innocent trust that made Kirian shiver. The expression seemed surreal on the woman’s usually reserved face. “I believe him.”
Another guard backed away, clearing a path. He bowed to Callo. The wind picked up, breathing as if from the darkness beyond Deephold’s gates.
“Go,” Callo said to Kirian and Chiss. “Now.”
“But, my lord?” Chiss hesitated.
“Just go, and I will follow.”
“He will do as he says,” Kirian said, full of confidence in her lover. She lifted her hands on the reins and urged her mount away, Chiss and Mot on the other horse behind her. They reached the dark tree line and stopped. Kirian felt the trusting warmth fall away from her as she left Callo’s ku’an influence. Chiss yanked his horse’s head around in an uncharacteristic manner and swore. The horse squealed; Chiss released the pressure on the reins immediately. “That was a foolish thing for him to do,” he said. 
Callo was just behind them. “Foolish or no, it got us out of there without harming anyone. Now, go. Yhallin will be ready to burn down the forest to find us after that.”
Chiss said: “You are right—she’ll not stop until we’re in chains. Where are we headed?”
“South a ways,” Callo said. “I’ll tell you as we go. We go to the Sword of Jashan.”
Mot screeched. “Ya promised my mama you’d take me to the Castle, and keep me safe from horny righ!” she said. “I ain’t goin’ to no Sword of Jashan!”
Kirian turned to look at the girl. Mot’s face was pale in the darkness, but she wore a fierce scowl.
“We cannot take you back right now,” Chiss said. “You can see we are being pursued.”
“I ain’t goin’ to no rebel camp full o’ men!” 
“What do you suggest we do?” Callo said. “I do not want to force you, child, but it’s worth my life to take you back to Deephold right now. And as for Sugetre—it is days away.”
“It’s not worth her life,” Mot said, pointing to Kirian. “She can take me back.”
Kirian heard a distant call. Yhallin’s men were beginning to rally to conduct the search. “But I cannot,” she said. “I must stay with Lord Callo.”
Mot spat. “So much for yer promises,” she said.
“I will not go back on my promise,” Kirian said. “I will deliver you safe to Sugetre Castle, when this is done. I will make sure you are treated well there, maybe taught housekeeping or some such. When we get back, Mot, which is not now.”
Mot slid down from Chiss’ horse, avoiding his grab. She turned back toward Deephold. “I’m goin’ back. The creepy mage can give me a job, I guess.” She pushed her way between the undergrowth they had ridden through, and the low branches closed to hide her trail.
Kirian felt helpless. “I promised, Callo. I cannot leave her wandering around in the wilderness alone.”
“I will go with her.” Chiss pulled his horse around to go after the girl. “Continue on, my lord. Hon Kirian, take care of him—and yourself. I will take care of the child as I have done for you all these years, Lord Callo.”
“And done with great care,” Callo said. He was silent a moment, watching Chiss. “I will miss you, Chiss. I do not think we have been apart before, not since you came to me when I was a child.”
“No. You tried to get rid of me before you embarked on the Fortune, but you failed.” Chiss actually smiled; Kirian could see the flash of white teeth in the near-dark. “I will miss you too, my lord. But I think you both need me to watch that stubborn child right now. I will see you again when she is safely delivered into the care of a respectable woman at Sugetre Castle.”
Kirian heard a scrambling sound in the brush. She caught her breath. “They are near.”
“I will go. That child is street-wise, but she has no idea of how to avoid capture in the woods.” Chiss put his heels to his horse’s flank and was gone.
“Jashan watch over you, Chiss,” Callo said. “Let us go, Kirian. To the rebels.”
* * * * *
Candlemarks later, the deepest part of the forest fallen behind them, Kirian stretched and hoped her legs would uncramp when they eventually stopped. 
Sounds of pursuit had dropped behind them with the tangle of the forest. A glare of color magery from the direction of Deephold had let them know where Yhallin herself was, but she had undoubtedly sent separate parties after the escapees. The chase had been agonizing, since they were forced to ride slowly in the darkness. They followed deer trails and an occasional woodcutter’s path, but the going was slow. After a candlemark, Callo apparently felt safe enough to use his color magery, lighting a muted red glow that gave them some illumination without risking discovery. The mage light did not waver in the fitful wind as a candle would; it gave a dreamlike unreality to their surroundings. 
“That shield Yhallin made was useful,” Kirian said. “Do you think you can do that?”
“Arias made such a thing once. It was in the South, when we were on duty there.” Callo cleared his throat, as if this mention of Arias had recalled other memories of his brother.. “It is possible I can learn to do that, now that I am not fighting the magery every waking minute.”
Eventually they stopped. They were in a small clearing surrounded by underbrush. Callo dismounted. “We rest here,” he said. “Just until sunup.”
“That isn’t far off,” Kirian said. 
“I know. Just—let’s rest while we can, all right?” He yawned and allowed the mage light to die back into his hands. Kirian remembered his burned hands must be hurting after all that time clutching Miri’s reins. She should unwrap the bandages and look at them.
Was that a branch snapping? Kirian raised a hand. “Someone’s coming,” she whispered. 
A pale gray rose in the east, but it was still too dim for Kirian to make anything out. A few early birds called in the trees. Kirian drew a deep breath and smelled damp wood and the crisp air that was the first harbinger of autumn. She strained her ears, but heard nothing.
“Are you sure?” Callo murmured. “I hear noth—”
Hooves thudded beside them. Saddle leather creaked. Two horses shoved up against theirs. A hand reached for Kirian’s bridle but she gasped and pulled her horse’s head away. There were people on foot and in the trees. Kirian recognized the distinctive posture of men standing with bows drawn, ready to loose arrows into their midst. 
Callo sat on Miri with both his hands held in the air in a manner Kirian hoped would pacify the strangers. One of the men had seized Callo’s sword, and began turning it in his hands, admiring the jewels on the hilt. Kirian’s mare’s reins were ripped from her hands. A rough grip squeezed Kirian’s thigh before tearing the saddlebags away and spilling their contents on the ground. She shivered.
“This ‘un’s got some pretty clothes,” yelled one of the strangers to his companions.
“And a pretty sword,” said the man with Callo’s weapon. “You someone special then, man?” The man had a full black beard and wore a thin band of red fabric stitched to his shoulder that might denote rank. 
“Who are you?” Callo asked him.
Black Beard held up a hand. “None o’ yer business, lordling,” he said. “We should be askin’ you that. This ain’t yer land, or yer King’s land, ya know. It’s ours.”
“Sword of Jashan,” Kirian breathed. 
“I am here to see you,” Callo said. “I need to see Hon Hira Noh.”
“Course ya do. They all says that, when we take their gold and they’re left naked in the woods. Can ya make it back to yer servants naked, do ya think? On foot?”
“Bad idea to let them go, naked or not,” rumbled another of the bandits.
“Ha!” A shout of triumph from the man going through the saddlebags. “Coin, men! Kels in his bags!”
A cheer went up from the men in the clearing. The gray dawn grew brighter, and Kirian saw someone standing by the spilled pack, pouring all of Callo’s coins from a cloth bag into another man’s hands. It looked a respectable amount. 
The dawn light showed the men in rough homespun tunics and leggings. The soles of one man’s boots flapped; they were held on by strips of leather. The men had the unkempt look of people who lived mostly outdoors. But they had weapons, and the weapons looked perfectly functional to Kirian.
“Hey! I saw ya put those in yer belt!” A scuffle broke out among the men who had discovered Callo’s coin. Kirian heard the thud of fists. One of the men went down hard and sprawled on the ground among the dirt and dead leaves. 
“Hold, over there!” Black Beard shouted. 
One of the rebels had his dagger at the fallen man’s throat. The thief lay still, eyes peering up at the man who had knocked him down. He still held coins clutched in his hand. As Kirian watched, the man standing over him looked over at Black Beard. 
“Hai, Rhin! Permission to deal with this scum?” he asked, oddly formally.
“Jashan’s ass, El, I warned ya last time!” Black Beard’s face was red. “We need no scum who’ll steal from their brethren. No more chances. Do the deed, Hoshe.”
El dropped the coins and tried to scuttle away. Hoshe grabbed his hair with one hand and pulled El’s head back until Kirian could see the tendons of his neck in relief. Then Hoshe made one swift strike. Blood sprayed across the clearing from the gash in El’s throat. Kirian winced and looked away from El’s dead face.
If this was how these rough men dealt with a transgressor in their own ranks, how would they deal with strangers intruding on their land? Callo’s amber eyes were fixed on Black Beard’s face; he was expressionless. Miri moved under him, trying to sidle away; she must be sensing her rider’s tension.
“Hon Hira Noh will want to see us,” Callo told Black Beard. “I have a plan to present to her that she will be glad to hear.”
Black Beard swore. “Get yer ass down so I can deal with ya!” he said. He pulled Callo down from the mare so fast that Callo barely kept his feet as he stumbled against Miri’s side. Callo tried to turn to face Black Beard, but another bandit whipped a leather cord about his bandaged wrists and had his hands tied behind him almost before Kirian knew what was happening. Callo stood tall with his hands restrained behind him, fuming. 
Kirian saw spots of blood on the white bandages, and winced.
“Get the woman down too!” Black Beard ordered.
The man next to Kirian’s mare moved fast. He yanked Kirian off her horse so suddenly she fell back into his chest. Arms wrapped around her. The man laughed, one hand fondling her breasts as the other gripped her waist. “This ‘un’s mine,” he said.
“Hands off!” Kirian said, stepping back onto his foot as hard as she could.
He yelped but did not remove his hands. “Little bitch,” he said. “Nobleman’s whore, are ya?”
“Kirian?” Callo said, voice rising in agitation. “You, vermin, get your hands off her!” He began to move toward her, but Black Beard stopped him with Callo’s own dagger held to his throat.
“Ya, vermin are we now?” he jeered. “A minute ago we was yer friends, and ye was lookin’ for us. Not so much now, huh?”
Kirian tried to squirm away, but the man’s arms tightened around her. One of his beefy hands still scrabbled in her tunic. She tried to shove him off balance with her weight, but he barely moved.
“Quit fooling around, Inish,” the leader said, but he was laughing.
 Inish paid no attention. He wasn’t laughing now; he was breathing hard, and his hands were rough and urgent as they pulled at her tunic. Kirian began to feel really frightened. “Get off!” she screamed at him. 
Across the fire one of the attackers yelled. Light flared across them. Kirian looked up to see color magery swirling around Callo like a glimpse into the heart of a fire. His hands were free; he had burned away the leather cords. Black Beard fell back, astonished. 
“Let her go,” Callo gritted at Inish, who dropped Kirian like a hot ember and backed away. Everyone stopped what they were doing and stared at Callo.
“Great Unknown God, he’s a mage,” said Black Beard.
“What in the name of the Unknown God is going on here?”
It was a woman’s voice, strident enough to cut through the noise but righ-accented. The rebels stood back a little from their captives. A woman of middle years, wearing the same rough homespun as the men but in much better repair, shoved her way through the underbrush and strode into the clearing. Her face was unremarkable except for the direct look in her sharp eyes.
“Found us some coin, and some hostages too, I think,” Black Beard said. “Even a mage!” He nodded at Callo, who still stood glaring at Inish with color magery swirling around his hands.
“Tell him to get away from her, or you will be short another man,” Callo gritted, looking at Inish. “Then I’ll greet you gladly, since I believe you are the one I am seeking.”
“Move away, Inish,” the woman ordered.
“He’s goin’ to toast me as soon’s I’m a length away from her,” Inish said. “Think I touched his whore or somethin’.”
The magery flared. Callo gritted his teeth. 
Then the woman was behind Callo. She shoved Black Beard away and held a dagger to Callo’s throat. Her sleeve fell back from a muscled, scarred forearm. “Color mage or not, a dagger to the throat will defeat you,” she said. The dagger scraped against Callo’s skin. A thin line of blood began to leak down his neck. Callo dropped the magery, letting it fade away.
“Better to slice his neck right now, Hira,” Black Beard said. “If we let him go, he’ll bring back lots more like him. A dangerous hostage he’d make. Not worth it, I say.”
“Did I ask for your advice?” The woman snapped. But the dagger moved slightly on Callo’s skin, as if she were considering that.
Once again Kirian felt the overwhelming trust she had experienced when Callo used his ku’an magery on Yhallin Magegard. This time she knew what was happening; a clinical part of her brain analyzed the emotion, while at the same time she was suffused with confidence in her lover. She felt a little better, knowing that this false emotion did not wipe out all her intelligence once she was aware it was happening to her.
But the ku’an magery worked as well on Hira Noh’s rebels as it had on Yhallin. The rebel leader pulled her dagger away from Callo’s neck. She sheathed the weapon. Her face flushed.
“I beg your pardon,” Hira Noh said. “I’m not sure why I did that.” Her educated accent contrasted sharply with her weathered face and worn homespun tunic.
“I’ll tell you, in just a moment,” Callo said. His eyes were on their attackers as the men dropped their weapons, and the bowmen came out of the woods. He took his sword from Black Beard’s unresisting hands. “First, I want you to send these men away. Would you do that?”
“Of course. I will do whatever you ask. But why?” 
“In a moment,” Callo said. His hand was on his sword, but Kirian did not think he would need it. The rebels showed no sign of putting up a fight. Even if they chose to resist, Kirian knew Callo could handle this situation, or any other, brilliantly, using only the weapons and magery he had. 
Then she recognized the false trust Callo’s magery had given her. “Unknown God, give me a spark of wit,” she murmured to herself.
Hira Noh was sending her men away, as she might if she had met an old friend traveling in the woods instead of an unknown color mage and his armed companion. The men strolled off into the underbrush, heading back wherever they had come from, full of trust for Callo and without a thought for the incongruity of what Hira Noh was asking them. Black Beard frowned a little, as if confused, but whatever doubt he felt was not enough to overcome Callo’s ku’an influence. He ended up walking away as carelessly as the other men. 
El’s body lay abandoned in the dirt, as did the bag of kels he had fought over. Kirian thought about the power of the psychic magery. She remembered the corrupt uses the mages of Ha’las had put their abilities to in their endless quest for power, wealth, and personal satisfaction. 
It was a good thing Callo was an honorable man. She was glad he could be trusted with such a dangerous ability. He was surely the only psychic mage who could be so relied upon.
She fought past the trust that lay over her like a blanket and took her dagger in her hands, ready to defend herself when Callo released the rebel leader from his web of magery.
When it dropped, she felt it. Then, in spite of her love for the man who had imposed it on her, she could not help but feel a stab of anger and betrayal at the way her emotions had been forced.
Hira Noh gasped. Her eyes widened as she grabbed for her dagger, but Callo had taken it from her offering hand while she was full of confidence in him, and now held it at the ready.
“Gods-cursed bastard!” she swore as she spun away from them. “What did you do to me?”
Kirian stood behind her, ready to restrain her should she run for the woods. She doubted she could manage to hold the rebel leader if she were determined to go.
“Rhin!” Hira Noh yelled. “You others! Get back here!”
“No, stop!” Callo said. “I have released you. You are unharmed. I am here looking for you, Hon Hira Noh. I mean you no harm.”
“Then give me my dagger!”
Callo’s eyes narrowed as he considered. 
“Don’t do it!” Kirian said.
“But I think I will,” Callo said. “To show you, Hon Hira Noh, that I am worth listening to.” He took a step toward Hira Noh and held the dagger out to her, hilt forward. Kirian’s heart began to race.
Hira Noh’s browned fingers grabbed the hilt. A moment later the weapon was at Callo’s throat. “Explain,” she said. “Fast.”
“I am out here in the middle of this wilderness,” he said with a note of distaste, “looking for you. I am Callo ran Alkiran.” 
Hira Noh hissed. “I know your name, Royal Bastard.”
“Then you know I am no friend to Sharpeyes.”
“I know no such thing. He spreads the word you will be King after him.”
“That’s not true,” Callo said.
“Yhallin Magegard herself hunts Lord Callo and will kill him if she finds him,” Kirian said.
“That much I know is true,” Hira said. “All morning we have been running circles around her men, city-bred types who are as lost in the wilderness as little lambs.”
Black Beard ran out of the woods, out of breath. Callo whirled to face the man’s dagger. His sword was at the ready, but Black Beard stood inside his guard. “I got back here as fast as I could, Hira. The others follow.” 
“Good. Stand guard; do not let them escape.” Hira Noh sheathed her dagger. She stared into Callo’s eyes for a moment. Kirian caught the shiver that traveled up the rebel leader’s arms as she looked at her catch.
“You are clearly not safe to have around. Nevertheless, I will at least listen to you. Gods know you would make a weapon worth a little bit of listening, is it not so, Royal Bastard? Rhin, take his sword; then bring them.” Hira turned and stalked off like an offended cat. 
Black Beard—Rhin, Kirian remembered—glared at Callo. Callo held out his sword and Rhin took it.
“You men.” Rhin said to the rebels who had followed him back to the clearing. “Get the horses, and every one o’ those coins, mind you. You, follow her,” he said to Callo.
Callo held his hands out from his sides a little, so Rhin could see them. It was good assurance that the black-bearded man would not startle at some quick movement and slay them all in a fit of mistaken fear. They left their horses behind to be led in by the rebels, and followed Hira Noh and Rhin into the stronghold of the Sword of Jashan.
* * * * *
The rebels occupied part of an abandoned farmhouse. One of the walls of the place had collapsed into a pile of disordered stone. Weeds grew tall in what used to be the living areas, straining towards the daylight visible through the gaps in the ceiling. Broken crockery littered the kitchen area. A battered metal pot, still worth money, stood on a bird-stained wood table.
The rebels used several rooms of the place that seemed relatively intact. They had also added living space on to what had probably been an animal barn. Kirian saw an outdoor oven tended by a paunchy man holding a huge wooden spoon. Behind the old barn, she caught a glimpse of hard-packed earth that was probably some kind of weapons-training area.
Kirian saw at least a score of men here. Some of them sat on the ground, mending armor or tending to weaponry. There were two women as well; they looked worn out, dressed in skirts stained from cleaning, their hair escaping from frayed ties. Kirian wondered what in the world kept them here.
Kirian and Callo were led into one of the rooms attached to the farmhouse, and guarded while they stood awaiting Hira Noh. Kirian walked around the room, wondering how long it had been since a family lived here. Callo moved his fingers and flexed his wrists; his burns were clearly paining him. 
When Hira Noh arrived she sat in the only chair in the room, a tattered brocade affair with one broken arm that looked like the castoff from a nobleman’s house. Rhin accompanied her. He half-sat on the other arm of Hira Noh’s chair, one leg swinging.
“Talk to me,” Hira Noh said. “Why are you here, Royal Bastard?”
“We can help each other,” Callo said. 
“This is new. I have not before this had members of the righ come to me offering their aid in bringing them down.” Hira Noh’s hard stare traveled to Kirian. Kirian tried not to flinch under the measuring glare, but it was hard.
“All right. I will talk to you. But, I don’t think I need her.” Hira Noh turned to her second. “Rhin, I understand Inish had some interest in this one?”
Rhin snorted. “You know what Inish is. ’Course he wanted her.”
“She stays with me.” Callo’s voice was controlled, but Kirian, standing next to him, could feel his muscles tighten. “I want your word that she is safe, or I will discuss nothing with you.”
Hira Noh shrugged. “All right. It matters nothing to me, after all, though Inish will be disappointed.” 
“May we be seated?” Callo asked. He looked around. “Your entry hall is a little bare.”
“We have an armory. That is all we need.” Hira Noh grinned. “Are you actually criticizing the amenities, here, in the stronghold of the Sword of Jashan? Do you think we need crystal, and valus fur? I had forgotten what the righ were like.”
“You are righ. I know of you.” 
“She ain’t righ,” Rhin protested. “Never was, no matter who she was born to.”
“You do not know me.” Hira Noh’s grin vanished. “And you do not know my people. I am from the world of the righ, and I’ve watched you as you walk through our camp. What do you think of us, Lord Callo ran Alkiran?”
“Your men? I do not know them yet. So far,” his mouth tightened, “I am not impressed.”
“Because some of my people are thieves, and Inish wants your woman.” She shrugged. “I need strong men who are willing to fight. It is true I do not turn people away because they are not paragons of virtue and nobility.” 
“Hey,” Rhin objected.
She smiled and put a brown hand on his thigh. She continued to speak to Callo. “We are rough men and women. But you do not know us. Everyone here has been mistreated by Sharpeyes or some other member of the righ, and our cause is just. I know a little about you, Callo ran Alkiran, and it is my belief you would not be here if you did not think so too.”
“You think I share in your desire to tear down the system that has kept this land safe from icetigers, and Black Tides, and invasion from without for hundreds of years?”
“You have been listening to the priests too long. Valotnor the Great was a greedy border-lord, slave to his desires. The story of Jashan coming to him on that battlefield is a myth. Our Kings are Kings because they had the might to defeat pretenders, not because of any god-given magery or Collared Lords. And Jashan himself?” She shrugged again, but Kirian could see she was watching Callo closely. “Jashan is a myth.”
Kirian half-expected Callo to respond in anger. She knew her lover credited the god with helping him to control his psychic magery through the trials of his childhood and adolescence, and worshipped him through the sword ritual to this day. She took his hand and squeezed it.
“That is not so, and I know it well. Jashan lives with me every day of my life and lends me his sword arm in my struggle against what I have always fought.” His voice was quiet.
Hira Noh’s eyes did not leave Callo’s face. “We will leave that issue be, then.”
“That does not mean I do not see the corruption that lives within the system, of Collared Lords who wield their power without care. I have seen what evil the righ can do to their people. I myself have been a pawn to Sharpeyes’ manipulations since the day I was born. It is why I have sworn to stay away from the world’s power, so it does not corrupt me as well.”
“You know nothing.” Hira Noh got to her feet. Kirian was surprised to note that the insurgents’ leader was shorter than she was; the woman gave such an impression of strength that she had not noticed before. Hira stalked up to Callo and stared up at him. “Inish, the man who lusts after your woman? He was evicted from his home unjustly, with no recourse and nowhere else to go. Another of my men had his left hand sliced off because he touched something my lord did not want touched. The women in the courtyard? The ones who put up with this lack of hearth and home, and living with men like Inish, and with dragging water from the creek because the well is dry? One fights along with us, sword to sword. The other was a beauty in her youth, seduced by a Collared Lord—a righ who exposed their child to the elements the day it was born because it was only half-righ. As should have been done to you, Lord Callo. As should have been done to you, were you not half-royal too.”
“And half-ku’an, as well,” Callo said, springing his surprise.
“Ah.” Hira Noh’s head snapped up. “Half ku’an.”
“This is why Sharpeyes goes to such trouble to place me his heir. His plan was to have an heir both ku’an and color mage, who would help him rule this land and conquer Ha’las and, I suppose, any other land he set his sights on. It is why he has not simply slain me for the trouble I have caused him, why he seeks me out and offers me aid from Yhallin Magegard instead of beheading me where I stand. I have told him again and again I will not do it—I have seen the corruption that comes with the use of this power, and I will not allow myself to be one of them.”
“So this is why you come seeking me in the night, far from court. You want to join us.”
Callo shook his head. “Not that. It is my world, after all, though it needs cleansing. I doubt your ragtag bunch of wronged commoners will do any better. But I think we can help each other, Hira Noh.”
Rhin no longer sat on the chair arm. He stood with his hand on his dagger hilt. Every line of his body was tense. “I think I should kill him now, Hira.”
Hira Noh held her hand out, palm facing Rhin. “No.”
“But he’s a ku’an. He’s a demon. That’s how he made us all abandon ya in the woods, run off leavin’ you to yer fate. He’ll make us all think we love him, and he’ll seduce you. Look, he’s already got you thinkin’ he’s someone special.”
Hira Noh half-smiled, but there was a look in her eyes Kirian did not like. The rebel leader cocked her head to the side, as if considering. Then she said: “Go. Do it.”
Rhin leaped forward like an icetiger. Kirian could hardly follow the speed and grace of his movement. She flinched away from Callo instinctively. She expected Callo would burn the man with his imperfectly-controlled color magery or somehow use his ku’an power to manipulate Rhin into dropping his attack.
Instead, Callo took two fast steps backwards, turned on his heel, and was not there when Rhin’s leap carried him there. Rhin snarled and turned on Callo. His dagger struck for Callo’s throat. Callo threw up an arm and blocked Rhin’s strike. One leg swiped Rhin’s legs out from under him, spilling the bearded man onto the floor. Callo reached out fast and knocked the dagger from Rhin’s hand.
“Gods damn it!” Rhin cursed and scrambled to his feet. 
“Stop,” Hira Noh said.
“But he’s a . . .” 
“I said, stop.” The woman’s voice bit through Rhin’s objections. She turned to Callo. “You are a fighter too, I see.”
“I am a swordsman, but I know a little of hand combat as well. I fought in the South in my half-brother’s unit.”
“I cannot help but appreciate that you would rather use your fighting skills than your mage ones,” Hira Noh said. “I think we can talk, Royal Bastard.”
Callo reached down and helped hoist Rhin to his feet. “And Kirian?”
“Who has stood here silent through all this, waiting?” Hira Noh actually gave her a tiny smile. Kirian felt her muscles relax. “She shows great self-control, since she knows her fate depends in some measure on any agreement we reach. Who are you, silent woman, and what can you do?”
“I am a Healer,” Kirian said. 
Hira Noh gave a short nod. “And that is that. You know full well, Healer, that we need you. Enter our stronghold with no fear. Rest. After you have recruited your strength, we have men who need to see you.”
“I thought that might be so,” Kirian said. This camp, full of angry men and women who battled for existence, must need a Healer. She gave a little bow to Hira Noh. She could not help but respect the older woman, though Kirian knew she was as dangerous as a startled snake. And she could not help wondering what had brought this daughter of the righ to lead the Sword of Jashan.
 



Chapter Fourteen
Ander met Lord Froman’s strike with an upraised sword. Froman’s sword slid to the side, scraping off Ander’s blade. Ander felt a surge of hope as he followed Froman’s blade with his own, guarding. Was it possible that he might actually win this match?
Froman did something complicated with his wrist that turned the uncontrolled slide into a graceful recover. Stepping further into Ander’s space, Froman shouldered him back. Ander tried to maintain his balance, but he was overmatched. He wobbled and flung out one hand to keep his footing.
“Jashan’s eyes!” he swore, flushing as Froman overpowered him through sheer bulk. 
Froman laughed. He had created plenty of space for himself, and now brought his sword around in a slice that ended with the dull tip of the wooden sword at Ander’s throat.
Ander lowered his sword. “Your match,” he said. He wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his wrist. The world wavered in front of him for a moment; he blinked, and things came back into focus.
“Yes, but that was much better,” Froman said, stepping back into a bow. “You improve steadily, Lord Ander. Frustrating, isn’t it, to get pushed back when you’re concentrating on your sword work? I was so mad when my swordmaster did that to me that I boycotted practice for a sennight.”
“It did make me angry.” He was still angry, in spite of Froman’s sudden show of friendliness.
“Lesson learned, though,” Froman said. “A real fight is not between blades alone.”
“You outweigh me by two stone,” Ander said.
“You have not reached your full growth yet, and I think you will never be a bulky man. You must be prepared to fight a heavier opponent.”
“I will have magery to help me win any such fight.” But Ander let go of his anger. It was a favor Froman had done him, reminding him of what Islarian had tried to pound into him, lesson after lesson. “Thank you, anyway. It is not your fault, I suppose, that the King insists I spend these candlemarks learning things I will never need.” 
“He values physical ability greatly. He still trains in the ring with Dionar. I have heard he still wins practice matches against the King’s Bitch.” Froman smirked, but Ander heard respect in his tone of voice.
The world seemed to go light again. Ander shook his head, trying to clear it, but that was a mistake. He braced both feet apart to steady himself as the ring spun around him.
Froman frowned. “Are you all right?” He put a hand on Ander’s shoulder, bracing him. “You could not have been hurt, could you? I know I didn’t hit your head.” His tone was so level that Ander knew he was hiding scorn at the boy’s apparent weakness.
“I’m fine.” He took a deep breath, and the world steadied. “I may be catching that chill that has been going around. Been feeling lightheaded on and off for a couple of days.”
Froman stepped back. Ander thought he looked scornful. The young lord spent most of his time riding and practicing in the ring with his cadre of muscular friends. The group of young men had a physical, earthy humor that Ander did not find funny; and he definitely did not appreciate how Froman’s friends cuffed the servants when they were displeased.
Froman was frowning. “You don’t look well. Let us go to the arms room so you can sit. Shall I call a Healer?”
“No. Thank you.”
“But you are white as Shela’s ass. I don’t want you in the dirt.” Froman propped both their practice weapons against the rail. 
“I am better now. My men are here if I need them. You needn’t take care of me.”
Froman pulled him toward the arms room. “My lord father would have my head if I left you here to fall over like a teenage girl. Come!”
Ander flushed at the comparison. “That didn’t bother you when you rode off at Lake Heart and left me to be attacked by ruffians. I did not see you then!”
“You know full well I was delayed. Blocked by those rabble from the slums. I was questioned about it at length, believe me.” Froman’s voice acquired a scornful note. “My lord father said I was fortunate he had accumulated enough influence to save my hide.”
Ander’s guards were at his side. “My lord? Are you well?” asked one man.
“I’m fine,” Ander said. 
The man frowned, but stepped a length away to give him space. 
Two boys sat on a wooden bench in the arms room, tending someone’s armor.
“Out!” Froman said. “Leave that stuff; you may return for it in a candlemark or so.”
The boys scuttled off. They did not seem at all upset at being ordered to take an hour away from their task.
Ander looked around. The room was empty of anyone else. Through the open double doors he saw Balan ran Gesset leaning against the wall of the opposite building, arms crossed. He suspected Balan stood like that on purpose, to show off the strength in his arms, so that his very presence appeared a warning to anyone who might threaten Ander.
“Your watchdog,” Froman noted. “I deserve that, I suppose.”
Ander sat on the bench the boys had vacated. With a sigh, Froman took a seat on a stool against the opposite wall. 
“I have been told I owe you an apology,” the young lord said. He seemed to grit his teeth, as if forced to speak. “You seem all right for a child, once you get past that stiffness of yours, so I’ll hope you don’t call your dog in to slay me for this. It was not the fault of the ruffians that I was nowhere near when you were attacked at Lake Heart. I left you.”
Ander controlled the bolt of rage that flew through him. “Why? Were you ordered away?”
Froman looked down at his feet. “It was a joke, Lord Ander—a trick. It was a bad one, I am sure. Also, I was in a snit. I have a temper, and sometimes it leads me to—well, that is done. I was a fool, and my lord father has berated me at length for it, and stopped my allowance as well so I must spend nights at home while my friends drink the taverns dry. But I have been thinking about this. Someone wants you out of the way, Lord Ander. Someone with power.”
Ander sighed. “This is not news to me. There were two attempts made on me at Northgard, before I ever came here. So, why tell me this now, my lord? Why the sudden change of heart? I have been here sennights now, and you have not been friendly to me.”
“I know. You are not easy to befriend, all wrapped around with watchdogs and watching me always with those eyes.” Froman held up a hand. “We are nothing like each other, but friendliness aside, you are the rightful righ heir to the throne. Even sort of brattish as you are.”
Ander sucked in a breath, outraged. 
Froman cut off his response. “Do you know what happened to the man who survived the attack on you?”
“He has been slain.”
“Yes! Privately, in the cells, instead of before a court as such things are usually done. It is whispered that he denounced Lord Callo. He said a yellow-eyed righ had hired him to take you, and then Sharpeyes ordered him slain before he could spread that word to anyone else, even before Mage Oron could interrogate the man.”
“So?”
“So he did not want the Royal Bastard denounced in front of the court! Sharpeyes wants that abomination to be King after him. A product of a union between a righ and a ku’an they say, a bastard that should have been exposed at birth!”
Ander stared at the agitated lord. “And this has led you to tell me all this because?”
“My lord father is right, damn his eyes. I have been wrong to disregard you, and I ask your forgiveness for that. You are the rightful heir, son of the King’s brother and a righ noblewoman. You belong on the throne when Sharpeyes dies, not some bastard who should never have lived. It is an insult to all righ that he should even try to replace you! Sharpeyes has always been devious, but even my lord father says now he grows too bold.” 
“He is used to always having his way,” Ander said. “I am glad you support me. But Lord Callo has always said he does not wish to take the throne.” He watched Froman intently, gauging the young lord’s reactions.
“That is just talk.” Froman paced across the room. “Of course he wants the throne. Otherwise, why did he even come here? He is smart enough to know that if he admits it, he will not last a sennight. I am not the only one who thinks he should never have lived.”
Ander said, “Sit down, my lord.”
Froman jittered in place for a moment, and then burst out: “I cannot sit down! Not until you give me some idea what you are thinking about all this. Will you call ran Gesset in to kill me for abandoning you in the woods?”
“Oh, sit down! You make me nervous.”
Froman swore and sat down, his eyes glaring into Ander’s.
“Is this punishment?” Froman said. “Because if so, I . . .”
“I am not going to have you slain for your honesty,” Ander said. 
“Oh.” Froman took a deep breath and looked up into Ander’s eyes. “I half suspected you would. My lord father threatened that you would, even if Sharpeyes cares not what becomes of you. Thank you.”
“You are welcome.” Ander stood and waited for a moment to make sure the room did not start swaying again before he took a few steps away from Froman. The height advantage made him feel better. “Now look. Lord Callo says he had nothing to do with the attack on me.” Froman snorted. Ander raised a hand. “I have no thought whether to believe him this time, but did you know he saved me twice at Northgard from attempts on my life by armed men?”
“No. Perhaps he was just trying to mislead you.”
“He is a puzzle. I like him, you know. We spent time together, talking about color magery. He did not try to slay me then. He is friendly, and does not stand on ceremony. I think he has been despised all his life.”
“So? If he has tried to assassinate you, what does that matter?”
“If he has, it matters naught. I will order him killed with no remorse.” Ander shoved down the anxiety that came with that statement. He did not think he would ever be the kind of King who would order someone slain, without remorse. “But if he has not, and is merely being manipulated to set the righ against him, then I have no reason to turn him away.”
Froman had relaxed a little, and now stretched his legs out in front of him and leaned back on his hands. “What? Not the fact that he is a half ku’an bastard?”
“Certainly not.” 
Froman’s head jerked up.
“Think about it! If he is my friend, then he can use those talents to strengthen my reign. Why would I dispose of him? He is very strong, you know.”
“My lord father says he will die before long anyway. He says an untrained color mage cannot live, and with this additional ability from his Ha’lasi sire, the energies will eat him alive.” Froman sounded as if he would like to watch that happen.
“Or he may succeed at winning over the mage energies. He has gone with Yhallin to do whatever unholy treatment she deems needful.” Ander shivered. He did not like what he had heard of Yhallin Magegard. 
“No, he was sent off with her to get him out of the way of the pissed-off nobles around here who would otherwise have his head for the attack on you.”
Ander said, “I do not abandon my friends. I do not care if he is a half-righ. I will not abandon him unless he has chosen to be my enemy. The same goes for you, Lord Froman. You say you have thought about this. Do you wish to swear loyalty to me?” 
Until just recently Ander had no house, and no allies. Now he had Balan ran Gesset, Commander Eran who had bent the knee to him after the attack at Lake Heart, Mage Oron, Hon Jesel and possibly this strong young lord at his side. If he could ever resolve this suspicion against Lord Callo, then he thought he could count Callo and Hon Kirian, and Chiss among those who would swear him personal loyalty.
“It’s why I came to talk to you. It is wrong, what they are doing—whoever is behind it. You are a righ, a color mage, and rightful heir by birth. The King cannot just set you aside when someone he fancies more steps up. Not to mention a bastard who shouldn’t be permitted here at all! The righ will not like it, my father says.”
Ander grinned. “I will accept. You are not a flatterer, Lord Froman, but you are honest, and I can use an honest man.”
Froman stood, and bowed. “My lord! I will stand with you in every fight. Even this damned political fight you face. I have friends I can convince to join me, if you don’t mind a lot of asses with more money than sense. But do not put me next to the Royal Bastard.”
“I will remember that. But I do not want to hear you maligning him any more.” Ander felt the world go pale again, and then Froman was gripping his arm, guiding him to the bench.
“Something is wrong after all,” Froman said. “I’m getting a Healer. I do not need people saying I have hurt you again.”
Ander did not protest this time. He sat bowed over his lap and held onto the bench as the world swung wildly about him. After a moment, he lay down. His hands slipped on the dry wood of the bench.
Froman had left, but Balan loomed over him. “Lord Ander? What is going on?”
“Dizzy. Several times now. Froman has gone to get a Healer.”
“Your face is bloodless. Is there anything I can do?”
Ander shook his head. He closed his eyes and the dizziness receded. Weariness dragged him down, and he remained on the bench. After a few moments he heard Lord Froman speaking to someone else. The new man had a soft, deep voice. 
He recognized that voice. “Hon Jesel.”
“Indeed. I was close by,” Jesel said. “What is wrong, Lord Ander?”
Ander explained. He did it in short sentences, too tired to go into long explanations. Jesel’s cool hands felt his forehead, held his wrist briefly, and touched the side of his neck. 
“Can you open your eyes?” Jesel asked.
Ander did so. The room no longer spun around him. Jesel peered into his eyes, then extended a hand and helped Ander to sit up on the bench. 
Ander looked around, wary. The room did not spin.
“Has this ever happened before, my lord?” Jesel asked.
“A few times, in the last sennight or so. Not this severe.”
“What’s wrong with him?” Froman demanded.
“At first glance, I can tell you nothing,” Jesel said. “You have no fever, my lord, and you do not appear to have lost weight.”
“He just finished a match in the ring,” Balan said. 
“Were you hurt?” Jesel’s eyes turned to Froman, who stood glowering, legs slightly braced as if he was expecting an accusation.
“I did not hurt him!” Froman said. “He was fine, except when he got sick as we finished. Is he a mite frail, for a boy of fifteen, do you think?”
“He did not hurt me,” Ander agreed. “I am better now, Hon Jesel. Hungry, though. If you see nothing amiss, I want to go and eat.”
“Perhaps that is all.” Jesel looked uncertain. 
“I will order a servant to bring you meat, right away,” Froman said. “There are two of them wasting time outside.” He strode to the door.
“Something with sugar, too, my lord!” Jesel called after him. He returned to his examination of Ander. “My lord, I think something is wrong. You must let me examine you under better circumstances.”
“I feel better. There is no need.”
Balan glared at him. “Do it, my lord. It is not like you to be dizzy and fainting all over the place. If something is wrong, better you know early.”
“All right!” Ander glared back. 
* * * * *
Ander’s outer chamber held an ornate couch and a long table. The door to the inner chamber was open, allowing a breeze to circulate from the windows in the other room. Ander sat down on the edge of his bed, waiting for Jesel.
When Ander heard voices in the hall outside his door, he knew Jesel had not come alone. He sighed. All he wanted was to lie down in peace, and be left alone. Perhaps he would sleep, or maybe, if he felt a little better, work on the half-finished portrait of his betrothed he was copying from a miniature she had sent him. It sat in the corner of the room, drawing his eye; he would like to avoid the fuss he knew was approaching, and paint instead.
Jesel entered, his jaw set and his face a little red. Ander knew why as soon as he saw who bustled into the room after the Healer: Lady Dria Mar, in full court dress; his tutor Shan-il; and a fat man in a belted green tunic who wore the insignia of the Healer’s College.
“Lord Ander,” Jesel said helplessly. “I am sorry, but they insisted.”
“You can at least introduce that man,” Ander said. As he spoke, the room swayed about him again. His stomach churned. He did not feel up to this hassle.
“This is Hon Char Irilan, head of the Healer’s College. Your lady mother demanded he accompany us, apparently not trusting to my diagnosis although I have been with your family for years.” Jesel’s voice betrayed his insult.
“Now, now,” Lady Dria Mar said. “You are young, and he is the rightful heir to the throne of Righar.”
“I was always the heir, and he was always young,” Ander said. 
Dria Mar cast him a forbidding look. “Circumstances are different now.”
“Shan-il—Mother—would you please go away? I will talk to Jesel and the Lord Healer, if I must.”
“He is of legal age, Lady Dria Mar,” Shan-il said.
“So he is.” Dria lifted her chin. “I want a full report, Hon Char.”
“You will have it.” The heavy man’s voice was deep and unctuous. Ander disliked him as soon as he heard it.
With Lady Dria Mar and Shan-il gone, Hon Jesel summarized for the Lord Healer what he had learned from Ander. 
“Hmmm,” said Char. “Dizziness. Weakness. With a sudden onset since you came here, my lord Ander?”
Ander nodded. He noticed Char cast a heavy-lidded look at the younger Healer. The man sounded serious. Hon Jesel himself, whom Ander had known for years as he grew up through the common illnesses and injuries of childhood, looked uncharacteristically grim. It was clear they thought something was really wrong.
Jesel asked a few questions under Char’s watchful eye. He examined Ander’s eyes, his mouth and throat, and the color of his skin after he pressed it hard. It seemed to Ander that Jesel was checking him more thoroughly than he otherwise might a teenage boy who had felt dizzy after a morning’s exercise in the heat, and no breakfast.
Finally Ander had enough. “What?” Ander asked them. 
“May I speak to Hon Char first, my lord? In private?”
Ander looked from Jesel to Char. “No. This is my health we’re discussing, and I have had enough of all this secretiveness this morning. You may speak in front of me or I will ask for another Healer. What is going on?”
“May I beg your indulgence, my lord?” The heavy man looked really exhausted. Ander realized the man was not used to standing for so long. 
“Yes, yes, sit,” Ander said. He waved to them both. 
Jesel sat in the chair at the foot of Ander’s bed where his manservant sometimes worked on his clothing. Char, who was wheezing, slumped into the brocade chair near the window, and poured himself a mug of wine from the green-glass pitcher that stood there. Then the man looked into the mug, frowning, and set it aside. Ander did not see him sip from it again.
The Lord Healer turned to Jesel. “I take it you noticed the heartbeat?”
“Unusually fast, and a little weak,” Jesel said.
“And the yellowing of the white part of the eye?”
 Jesel nodded.
“My lord,” Char said. “Has your stomach been upset lately?”
“A little, perhaps. Now and then.”
“Forgive me, my lord,” Char said. He wiped his forehead with one thick forearm. “May I ask if there are any differences lately in the amount of urine you have been producing daily?”
Ander felt his face heat. “Uh, I haven’t noticed any change.”
“He is a Healer, my lord,” Jesel reminded him. “It will help us determine what is wrong.”
Ander fumed. “Some things are private. I suppose it is a mercy I am fifteen now, and my lady mother is not required to be in here with us, too! I am tired of waiting on you, Jesel. What is going on? Am I dying, or what?”
“We hope to delay that by a few decades,” Jesel said, smiling at the boy to reduce his tension. “It is serious, my lord, but it can be resolved. May I ask: who brings your food and drink? Do you eat formally, with the King or your lady mother?”
Ander paled. “Poison?”
“It seems likely,” Char said. 
Ander swallowed. “Jashan’s eyes, I am beginning to feel like a target is drawn on my chest. What is this, the third attempt on me in just one season? This place is a hell of conspiracy. It was never like this before.”
“The succession was never in question before,” Jesel said. 
Ander waved him to silence. “So, if someone is poisoning me, why am I not dead on the floor?”
“It could be a slow poison, administered to you in small doses. Rest you, my lord, we are not yet sure. It is a likely possibility, based on your symptoms.”
Ander sighed and closed his eyes, thinking. “I have usually eaten my meals here in my rooms. The King has not summoned me, and my lady mother and I have had a disagreement. So I eat here. Everything is brought from the kitchens, the same as far as I know as everyone else eats.”
“And who brings it?”
Ander shrugged. “Hurkness brings it.”
“Is that the man Lady Dria Mar hired for you?” Jesel asked.
“Him? No. That man was my mother’s creature, assigned by her to spy on me. I sent him away a sennight ago.” 
A wisp of breeze carried the taste of autumn into the room. For just a moment Ander felt his distress ease. Perhaps with the end of this miserable heat, his illness would go too. 
Jesel sighed. “My lord. You know well that you cannot just send your people away like that. How did you find your current manservant?”
“The King’s steward brought him. How should I know where he came from? He is a silent kind of man. I have barely spoken with him.”
Jesel and Char looked at each other. Then Char said: “Well. This is an oversight.”
“I will inform Hon Balan immediately.”
“You think someone in the kitchens has been poisoning my food? Why would they care?”
“They would care if they were working for someone who wished you dead. I think we know from all the attempts over the past season that someone does in fact wish you dead, my lord.” Jesel packed up his bag. 
“I should have hired my own man,” Ander said.
Jesel shrugged. “Or required someone to do it for you. You may trust Hon Balan to do that, I think. Or you may ask Shan-il, or another member of the house you are forming.”
Char Irilan heaved his bulk from the chair and went to the door. Ander saw sweat stains under the big man’s arms as Char opened the door and called for a guard.
“The servant named Hurkness,” Char told the man. “I want him detained. Now.”
“Remember too, Lord Ander, that we are not sure,” Jesel said. “We must watch everything that comes into these rooms, and see if you begin to recover. I think you will.”
 



Chapter Fifteen
“Here we are.” Rhin swung open the wooden door to disclose a space no larger than a nobleman’s closet.
Callo had never lived in luxury; his position as a bastard righ had forbidden it. His quarters in Sugetre had been those of a guard commander, allowing him some privacy but no room for extras. Still, he had never seen a room as tiny as the one Rhin led him to after their candlemarks-long discussion with Hira Noh.
His head was swimming, just a little; Hira Noh had doled out the wine with a generous hand, no doubt hoping it would loosen Callo’s tongue. Callo had no concern for such a thing, since he planned to be honest with her. He had not enjoyed such a vintage since his time at Northgard Manor, helping to warn the boy’s stepfather against the King. Now Ander was in the eagle’s claws, rattling around Sugetre Castle with only a few loyal people to defend him against Sharpeyes’ machinations. 
Callo peered inside the room. There was a narrow bed, covered with a thin gray blanket. A bolt driven into the opposite wall could hold swordbelt, weapon and cloak. A chipped jug sat on a ledge above the bed; Callo feared if he rolled over and struck the wall in his sleep, the jug would crash down on his head.
 The room provided privacy, and freedom of a sort after the luxurious prisons he had occupied in Sugetre Castle and Deephold. He smiled.
“My thanks,” he said, “I did not expect a private room at all.”
“Mornin’ meal’s at full sun. Show up by the fire and claim a bowl,” Rhin said. “If ya wants some kind o’ fancy tea, yer welcome to make it yer own self.”
“That’s fine,” Callo said. “And my companion?”
“She’s with the other women. Safe as they is.” He grinned.
That did not reassure Callo. He resolved to make sure that Kirian was adequately housed and protected in this camp of rough men.
“Color mage,” Rhin addressed him, his gaze level. “Yer not tellin’ us lies, now. Ta get us where we can be taken by King’s men.”
“No lies,” Callo said. “But no guarantees either, Hon Rhin. If you go with me to Sugetre, you will be vulnerable.”
“Lot o’ fancy talk. King’s men are everywhere. We can be taken if we go out fer a piss in the mornin’. That’s our life, righ. What I want to know is, are ya’ goin’ ta betray us?”
“No. I meant what I said in there.”
“Some of ’em won’t like it. Workin’ fer a righ, ya know.”
“You work for a righ now.”
“She ain’t a righ at heart. Never was. She’s got her own reasons for fighting them. Don’t recommend ya ask, though. She don’t share it around.”
Callo nodded. He had heard rumors of the loss that had driven the young Hira Noh from her family’s manor to this band of outlaws in the woods. It was not something he would ask her about, just as he would not share the details of his own story. “You won’t be working for me. You are your own men. This is an alliance only—you help get me where I wish to go, uncaptured—and I make sure your voices are heard.”
“We never cared if our voices was heard. Just wanted ta bring down the lot of ye.”
“Well.” Callo shrugged. “That I cannot condone. Such a thing would make the whole nation easy prey for scavengers from Ha’las.”
“So ya says.” Rhin pulled at his beard with a brown hand. “Gotta say, I heard tell of refugees come ashore north o’ Two Merkhan. Did Hira tell ya?”
Callo shook his head.
“My aunt sent a message. Happened nigh a sennight ago now. Skinny bunch o’ folk, said ye could see their ribs. Begged for food, and was given some, then they went inland. Don’ know what they can do. Can’t camp out on someone’s land, an’ there ain’t no unclaimed land for them.”
Callo said, “Your aunt was fortunate this group was so peaceful. There have been Black Tides sent against Seagard, and a fishing village on the coast burnt to the ground.”
Rhin snorted. “That’s a tall tale, me lordling. Why would a bunch o’ starvin’ folk burn a whole village?”
“Easy to burn the village folk in their sleep, and take what they want,” Callo said. “It is autumn now. There’s grain and grapes, and the sheep and cows are fat from a summer’s grazing. With no villagers to object, the Ha’lasi invaders would eat well for a while—unless there is a local lord to defend them. And perhaps, rebuild.”
Rhin shook his head. “Can’t help but feel fer ’em. They’re starvin’. I’ve been there, when I was on the run, before I found this group.”
“I feel for them as well. But they can’t be allowed to tear us down in their search for a safe place and food.” Callo looked around. “Where are the women? I want to check on Kirian.”
Rhin led him across the camp. The place was makeshift but not disorganized. He assumed it was Hira Noh, or lieutenants she had chosen, who had laid out the arms training areas, and who directed the men who were busy maintaining the bows and arrows as Callo and Rhin passed. The cookfire seemed well provisioned, as well; a savory scent of meat and onions issued from the big pots on the spit, and a pile of loaves sat on a trestle table, undisturbed until mealtime. The cook scowled at them, warning them away.
They passed the gaping door to the old barn. Something made a yammering bleat inside. Apparently the rebels had at least one goat, for milk or meat.
They proceeded to the additions that had been built onto the old stable. Inside the first room were three bedrolls, rolled up out of the way to make room for a scarred bench and chairs. Kirian sat on one chair, her hair sticking up in spikes from the heat created by too many people in one room. A boy hardly old enough to be away from home sat on the other, showing a swollen wound on his upper arm to Kirian. Two others waited on the benches.
They all looked up when Callo stuck his head through the door. 
“Oh. Sorry,” he said. “Is all well with you, then, Kirian?”
“Very well,” she said. She smiled at him, and his heart warmed. “I am just doing what I can for these sick people.”
“I will see you at mealtime, then.” He backed out of the room and grinned at Rhin. “She is very good at what she does, Hon Rhin. You will be glad of her before this is all done.”
That evening, Kirian ate stew and bread with Callo and then returned to her work. It was very late when Callo awakened to find a warm body crawling into his bed.
“Huh,” he said. 
“It’s just me,” Kirian whispered. 
“Everything all right?” He focused his attention beyond the walls of his little room to hear only the occasional sounds of a guarded camp: footsteps on patrol and the snap of the campfire that lit the central clearing. Bugs chorused in the surrounding weeds and bushes. Cool air drifted through gaps in the walls, bringing with it the smell of wood smoke. He smiled at the feeling of Kirian’s warmth next to him as the cooler air tickled his face. 
She burrowed into his shoulder. “They would not dare touch me,” she said. “I am a mage’s consort, and even better, I have healed three of their men. I’m a treasure now.”
“You have always been a treasure,” he said. He lay still for a moment, memory etching along his thoughts, waking him. “You will not object to staying in here with me?”
“Better than with Lotna, who likes to entertain men after dark. And Fentany is too curious—she will not let me sleep.”
“I suppose she wants to know about your travels.”
“Yes, and about Sugetre Castle, and the King. And also whether the color of your eyes means you are filled with fire and as hot under the sheets as a color mage who bedded her once when she was young.”
Callo raised his eyebrows. “I see. I wonder who he was.”
“She giggled when I asked, and would not say. She still has a soft spot for the man.” Kirian raised up on her elbows. Callo used his skill in magery to light a soft glow in the room. He had no training to be able to accomplish the acts of skill and virtuosity performed by such as Mage Oron, but he could at least stir the energies to allow him to see her features better in the dark.
“Callo, do you think Mot is all right?”
“I think Chiss will guard her with his life.”
“I feel as if I broke my promise to her.”
Callo shrugged. “You did not. Sugetre Castle is no safe place for her without you by her side. You will yet fulfill what you have promised her, when we are all back in the city.”
“You place great faith in Chiss.”
“I do indeed. He is well worthy of it.”
“I will try to be patient, then, and not be miserable over something I cannot help.” She lay down again with her head on his shoulder.
“Kirian, I must ask you something.”
“Yes?”
“Are you comfortable now? That is, do you trust me enough to stay here with me?”
“I would not be here otherwise.” Kirian’s voice was soft. “My love, that is all over now. You have conquered that part of you that would use the psychic magery without your will, is it not so?”
“Yes. That is, I have taken it in, and it has become part of me rather than a beast I must constantly fight. I will never use it on you again, sweet heart.”
“Oh, no,” she objected. “Do not say what you have no means of doing. You will use it on me again, it is almost certain—as when you made us trust you in the woods, and again when you sent Hira Noh’s men away, for example.”
“I mean I will not use it when we are alone, together. And never on you alone for any purpose.” He sighed. “I wish I need never use it at all. On anyone. It is wrong, and yet I seem to use it more and more often.” He remembered when he had asked Jashan to bind the magery, so he could never use it for ill. That time seemed long ago.
“You have used it when you must, for your safety and mine. How can that be evil? But, my love.” She hesitated and went on. “You will need to use it for more than that, before this struggle is all over.”
“I fear you are right.” He looked at her serious expression, her eyes on his face. “But never on you, my love. Never.”
“I know.” She turned her face into his. 
Their lips met, and then Kirian opened her mouth, warm and inviting. He groaned and rolled onto his side, hands sculpting down her smooth sides under her tunic. She was warm and sweet. He felt desire take him, lighting the color magery in his veins, creating a snap of magery that lit the air around them, harmless and beautiful.
Kirian laughed. “Fentany will be envious.” 
Callo imagined what the color magery would look like, from the dark outside, lighting up the cracks in the wooden slats in the exterior wall. He did not care who saw and knew what they did in here. 
“Fentany is long asleep, she and her questions,” Callo said. He settled her under him on the hard mattress, feeling her quiver with his touch. “I love you, sweetheart,” he said.
“I have loved you for a very long time,” she whispered. “Come here and be with me.”
The little wooden room enclosed them, and the color magery sparked from his desire and traced along their bodies with a cool nuzzle of power that also washed up the walls. Kirian’s skin was smooth as he pulled the tunic from her shoulders. Her strong legs wrapped around him. He ran a hand down the curve of her back and hips, and lifted her hips to meet him. Her need sparked an answering fire in him that was his own fire, not born of any magery but that known to every human being, every lover. She invited him in, and he responded.
Outside, the calls of crickets faded, and they heard nothing else from the rest of the world until dawn crept under the slats of the wooden door.
* * * * *
In the morning, Callo requested his sword back from Rhin so he could complete Jashan’s ritual. 
“Don’t know why a wooden sword’s not good enough,” Rhin grumbled. His eyes were shrewd as he scanned Callo’s face. “I have heard of this ritual. Thought it was a feast day thing, with no real meanin’.”
“Not for me,” Callo said.
“I’ll be watchin’ ya, so be sure ya don’t use the weapon for none but yer worship, now.”
Callo thanked him and waited his turn to use the big plot of hardened earth where the Sword of Jashan ran weapons drills and practice bouts. He raised the sword in the traditional salute; then, he moved into the first form. His arms ached with the pleasant discomfort of muscles that had remained unused for too long. His fingers, still tender from the burns he had suffered in Deephold’s isolation room, seemed to feel every groove in the sword’s hilt. Autumn sunlight glittered off the weapons of the rebels who waited, watching him with no expression.
The weight of the sword was welcome. He moved in the ancient pattern, and Jashan answered him, as the god always did. Callo felt his emotions calm as if oil had been poured on them. 
The sounds of the camp and the chatter of the people died around him. He heard only Jashan’s silence.
In that silence he remembered Arias, who since boyhood had been his only friend, and who had died because he had helped Callo. It was almost as if his half-brother’s spirit drifted there, waiting. There was no emotion in the god’s ritual, only peace, but Callo swore again to slay the man who had Collared, then killed Arias. And save young Ander in the process.
When he had completed the last turn, he lifted the sword in salute and took a deep breath. It had been too long since he had worshipped Jashan. He felt renewed now, as he tried to replace the sword in its scabbard and remembered he was not wearing it. He looked around for Rhin and came face to face with a stranger.
“Ku’an!” yelled the stranger.
“Unknown God, I thought so too!” said a second man, who was folded into the dirt at the side of the practice area as if he could not stand any longer. Callo stared at him, seeing the caved-in cheeks, the bloodshot eyes, and the skin red from the sun. 
“I mean you no harm,” Callo said. “Who are you?”
The first stranger stumbled backwards. “I don’t want no ku’an lookin’ at me,” he said. His voice shook. Callo noticed this man, too, was very thin. He began to realize where these new people had come from.
“You are from Ha’las,” he said. “Are you not?”
Then someone else was with them, a man a head taller than Callo and with the bulk of a fighter. He glared at Callo and reached out, pulling the sword from Callo’s unresisting grasp. Callo hissed as the hilt scraped against the tender new skin of his burnt hands.
“That’s not yer sword!” Rhin protested.
“I leave you for a sennight, and when I return, you and Hira Noh have invited a Ha’lasi ku’an into our stronghold, and what’s worse, you have armed the man!” the big stranger said. He glared at Rhin. 
“I don’ know how ya figured out he was a ku’an,” Rhin said. “Yer good, Kel, but how’d ya know that?.”
The big man grimaced. “I brought people from Ha’las. They know a ku’an when they see one.”
“It’s the yellow eyes,” said the thin man who had collapsed into the dirt. “All the ku’an’s got them.”
The man named Kel shoved up closer, standing so close Callo could smell his breath. Kel looked down at him. “What are you doing here, ku’an?”
“I came to ask help, and to offer a consideration of my own,” Callo said. “I think you need to speak with Hon Hira Noh before you jump to any conclusions.”
Kel chomped his jaws, still looking down his nose at Callo. From his first annoyance, Callo’s mood had shifted to amusement; it was obvious Kel wanted nothing better than to be rid of Callo, but he dared take no action if Hira Noh had commanded otherwise.
“They can just look at you, and you feel like doin’ whatever they want,” said the emaciated man in the dirt. 
“Fought for Jol’tan in battle,” the first Ha’lasi said. “Never cared for him, but he looks at you until you think you’re goin’ to explode from wanting to fight so bad, and you go and bash in enemy heads until yer bleeding too bad to walk.”
“What goes on here?” said a lighter voice. Hira Noh, clad in a mail shirt, strode up to them. “Kel! Get away from him.”
Kel stepped away. “We were gone for days, got you three new horses and these recruits from Ha’las, and come back to find this! What’s wrong, Hira, tired of Rhin? Taken a fancy to the ku’an’s looks?”
Hira’s brown hand whipped out and struck Kel across the face. 
All sound in the yard ceased. 
Kel rubbed his face but did not strike back. “I’m not working for no mage, Hira. I’m sorry for implying you were just a slave to your desires; I suppose I warranted that. But if he stays, I’m gone. And I’ll take whoever wants to come, with me. We never bargained for bowing to any righ who needs a ready-made army.”
Callo said: “I will tell you exactly why I’m here, Hon Kel.”
“I think you’ll tell all of us,” Kel said. “Hira! You know why we follow you. It ain’t because you’re a righ. It’s because you know what to do to bring them down. A healthy head-count we have so far, and more to come. You can’t just meet in secret with this ku’an and expect us all to fall into line like we’re your personal slaves or something.”
Hira Noh moved back a step. She nodded at Callo. “He is not wrong. These are not my men. I lead only because they have asked me to.”
“And because we like yer fire,” Rhin said, grinning.
“And you’re tough as old iron,” Kel said. He rubbed his cheek. “And have a hand like a sledge.”
Hira laughed. “But this, they will not understand. Kel, Rhin. They will not like this, and yet it is for their good. Come with me. I will tell you about it. Lord Callo? Will you join us?”
He nodded. 
Kel said: “I brought you men who want to fight, Hira.”
“If they can stand,” she said. 
“I never said we didn’t need to feed them up a bit first. There’s two more back at the tree line. Lotna’s bringing them food and some of the wine. They need it, Hira. And they hate ku’an, and righ, too, and are willing to fight for food. You’ll like them.”
Callo followed Hira Noh back to the room with the broken-armed chair. Rhin and Kel walked behind him, arguing in low tones. Callo touched the hilt of his dagger at his belt, wishing he had his sword instead. It was disconcerting to have Kel, who had gotten in his face half a candlemark ago, at his unprotected back.
Hira Noh did not sit in the chair. She made sure there was a man to guard the door. Then she said: “Introduce yourself to Kel, Lord Callo.”
He nodded. “I am Callo ran Alkiran, a color mage—and yes, a ku’an as well. I mean no harm here. I came to offer a trade, of sorts. An agreement that will benefit us both.”
Kel growled. “You have nothing that can benefit me, lordling.”
“You see these Ha’lasi refugees you have brought,” Hira Noh said. “They are starving. Their ku’an have abandoned all pretense of ruling, and exist merely to sate their own desires.”
“It is an ever-present temptation, when one can simply bend the emotions of others as one wills,” Callo said. “There were never many ku’an—less than a dozen all told, to rule a nation. The boy King, Ar’ok, is a selfish brat with great power received too young. He ignores his people, and plays with women he makes willing while the crops dry up in the fields and his people starve. There are a few ku’an of responsibility—Si’lan, the ku’an’an, is one—but I assume they are overburdened by the sheer scope of what they must manage. Or they are dead. I do not know.”
Kel looked at him as if he were speaking a foreign language. “I have my own problems. Why does this matter to me?”
Hira stepped up to him and yanked his chin around and down, forcing him to stare into her face. “You fool, Kel. They are starving, and no one is helping them. There is violence in the cities. Ask your refugees. They are coming, here. Hungry and violent and not caring for anyone else. We are facing an invasion.”
“Let the King cope with that,” Kel said. “I am just a man whose livelihood was stolen by a righ who already had too much of his own. I want his head.”
“The King can defeat the Ha’lasi invasion,” Hira Noh agreed. “After all, they are just poor, starving people with no weapons, right?”
Rhin nodded.
But Kel frowned. “They are starving, and desperate. And they are not unarmed. They have burned villages. Some of them are led by guardsmen who fought in the south. They are not to be disregarded. But the King can defeat them.”
“Sharpeyes will no longer be on the throne to defend us,” Callo said.
Kel looked at him, then spat. “What? Do you yearn for the throne yourself, Royal Bastard?”
“I do not. But I do crave justice, as do you. You should understand that.” Callo was frustrated with all the talking. He knew some of the crimes this group had committed over the last few years, and regretted them even as he understood the rebels’ desperation. If only he did not need these people—but he did, and he thought they needed him, too. 
“So we will have an invasion, and no King but a fifteen year old boy to protect us,” Hira Noh said. “He will be overthrown, by a righ or ku’an, it matters not. I can tell you both, the Sword of Jashan will be destroyed in the tumult. Our aims will fall to the side, and in two years’ time we will be dead, and our families ruled by yellow-eyed ku’an from Ha’las.” She looked at Kel. “And you will never have your righ’s head, Kel, because he will have thrown you and yours at the invasion like food for the sword, and you will lie dead with your blood feeding flowers while the righ and the ku’an reap the results of the war.”
There was a pause while they assimilated that. Even Callo, who had presented the argument to Hira Noh the previous evening, was surprised by the passion in her voice. 
“If we help this man,” she nodded at Callo, “He will give us what we want. Aye, it will be in a form we did not expect—but it is what we have fought for all the same.”
“So. What is so valuable it will make you sell your people to this righ?” Kel asked.
Hira Noh shoved Kel, fearless as she put her shoulder into his chest. He wobbled backwards, his balance gone. “Stop your mouth,” she hissed. “You are so full of spit you cannot see what is before your face.”
Rhin said, “Hira, he’s offered ya no hurt except his usual whinin’ mouth. Tell him what ya agreed to.”
“I will do that.” Callo listened for a moment as he heard the sound of horses’ hooves beyond the guard line. In a moment it became clear the horse did not herald the arrival of Yhallin or her men; there was a friendly hail, and the loud greetings of a man who had been out on patrol.
“I offer you a voice,” Callo said. He looked at the belligerent Kel. “You will have a seat on Council, and one of you will have a place at the King’s side, to advise him as you will on what concerns you in the courts. King Ander will look at your grievances, one by one, and if they are true you will be recompensed. It is more than you could have gained in a decade of rebellion. In fact, the more righ you rob, the more carriage horses you maim, the more righ blood you collect, the more your chances of dying on the gallows, and the less your chances of ever having a say in the King’s decisions. But I offer you this, and without years of travail. Who knows where you can go from there? You should thank me, and Hira Noh, instead of spitting on us as you have.”
“How can you be trusted?” Kel said. “How in hell can you promise such things?” His hand was on his sword hilt. Rhin, standing beside his comrade, laid a sturdy hand over Kel’s, stopping any action.
“He can promise because he will be King,” Hira Noh said.
“No, I will not. I will not fulfill my royal uncle’s schemes that way. But Lord Ander Alghasi Monteni will be King, my cousin, a boy of fifteen who will need advisers. And he will listen to me when I recommend him a Council. And the Council will agree, or lose their places, too.”
Kel shoved Rhin’s hand off his and let his own arm dangle to his side. He laughed, shaking his head. “You are fools, Hira, you and Rhin. You should kill this mage now and spare us this ill-considered foray. Did you not hear the Ha’lasi men out there? Do you not know what a ku’an can do? He could be making you trust him. He could be manipulating you right now.”
“You do not sound very bespelled,” Hira Noh said. Her voice gentled. “Kel, it is the only way. Terrible times lie before us, if we do not alter our course. Righar will be safe if there is only someone able to defend it—someone with the backing of the Collared Lords, and the merchants, and the Lord Commander. Such is not us.”
“You was raised to think o’ politics,” Rhin said to Hira. “Ya gotta remember, we weren’t. I’m just a tenant farmer, ya know. Got a great head for growin’ good stuff, not so much fer wars and armies.”
Hira pulled Rhin toward her, one strong arm around his neck, and pulled his black head down so she could brush her lips against his skin. “You are a treasure, Rhin. Do not forget it. Nor you,” she said, glowering at Callo. “Just because your words make sense, do not think we’ve all fallen in love with you like that chit of yours.”
“I would not think so,” Callo said, bowing.
A woman entered, her graying hair clinging to her forehead with sweat. “Hira, I bring word,” she said. “Scouts have followed a band of men from Deephold to the eastern plains. It seems they are going back to Sugetre. They wear dark livery—they look like Yhallin Magegard’s men.”
“Are there any among them who are not soldiers?” Callo asked. “Servants, perhaps, or a young girl with short, curly hair?”
The messenger shook her head. “There are others there—servants, I am sure. I know nothing of any children, however.” The messenger looked at Hira Noh. “And other word has come, from our friends in the city. The King leaves his castle in a sennight, Hira. He goes on a journey to Collar the son of the lord of Meent.”
“Then it is time,” Callo said. “We must retrieve our own from Deephold, then ride to waylay the King.”
“We may not make it out of that confrontation alive,” Kel said. 
“Jashan send we will,” Callo said. He smiled, showing his teeth. Kel’s eyes narrowed at the expression. A feeling of purpose came across him, as for the first time in months he readied for a mission he knew he could fulfill. 
 



Chapter Sixteen
Balan showed up at Ander’s door to introduce the new manservant he had hired. Thodon was a stocky man who wore two earrings in the style of the Leyish. Instead of the jeweled earrings worn by the wealthy, Thodon’s were made of a red lacquered material that still looked exotic in comparison with his gray servant’s tunic and breeches.
“He was referred by my sister,” Balan said. “Absolutely trustworthy, and in need of a position. He will make sure everything you consume is safe.”
Ander greeted the man and wondered to himself if Thodon would taste his food. He did not feel comfortable asking such a question while looking into the man’s dark eyes. After Balan had gone, he spent a half-candlemark acquainting the new man with his schedule and habits. Thodon went to work right away organizing the clutter that had accumulated in Ander’s rooms since he had dismissed the last, suspect manservant. Then he went back to work at his easel, trying to transfer to canvas the miniature his betrothed bride had sent him.
He had discovered his dark-eyed Leyish princess was older than he was, almost twenty. The miniature showed her in court dress, wearing the jeweled earrings of her rank. Ander thought her beautiful, and hoped she would be happy at Sugetre. It could not be easy to be yanked out of one’s home and betrothed to a strange lord in another country for political reasons. He had been assured by Lady Dria Mar that his betrothed was willing, but he had read enough history to only hope this was true. 
He had been told that the Leyish princess had mage talent in her bloodline, talent she had inherited from her righ mother. That was what made her eligible to marry Ander, the strongest color mage in years. Dria Mar hoped their children would be even stronger.
A loud rapping at the door startled Ander. He replaced the miniature and watched as Thodon opened the door. 
“My lord! It is Hon Balan again.”
Ander nodded to admit him, but Balan was already inside. 
“Lord Ander! You must come immediately.” Balan was breathing hard, as if he had run up the stairs. His face was pale. “The King has taken Lady Dria Mar.”
“Taken her! Where?”
“To the small audience chamber. They hauled her away from her rooms with no warning. Two royal guardsmen, my lord. She is under arrest.”
Thodon was already there with a valus-trimmed cloak fit for court. Ander allowed the man to adjust the cloak and pin it with a jeweled brooch, and then followed Balan as the man strode down the hallways towards the small audience chamber. Along the way, watchful eyes followed them but no one spoke. The word was out, in this crowded place that ran on gossip, that someone was in trouble.
Just before they entered the central hall, a familiar shape burst through a set of side doors. “My lord!” Froman called. His voice boomed through the hall.
Ander paused. “I cannot wait, Lord Froman. I must go.”
“I will go with you, Lord Ander,” Froman said. He thrust out his jaw. “You need another man with you.”
Balan stepped in front of Ander and got into Froman’s space. “You are not needed here.”
“I thought you didn’t even like me,” Ander said. “Why put yourself under the King’s eye in there?”
“I never said I liked you,” Froman said. “But you treated me with forbearance, when I told you—what I told you, after our last match. I swore I would be at your back, and I will keep that. Step back, ran Gesset, and let me be!”
Ander sighed. He must respect the man’s loyalty, but this was a bad time for Froman to decide he was a worthy man. “You are in enough trouble with the King,” he said. “Stay back. I will need men later who are free to aid me, not in trouble on their own accounts. My thanks, though, Froman.”
Froman glowered, but stepped back. “I will be here if you need me, my lord!” 
Ander smiled at him through his own fear. It was a surprise that he did indeed feel stronger, buoyed by Froman’s belligerent loyalty. He glanced at Balan as they headed toward the small audience chamber. The big man wore an exasperated look.
“He is rash,” Balan said. “Better to stay unnoticed by the King.”
Guards swung open the ornate chamber doors as they approached, without announcing them. They were clearly expected.
A frightened thrill ran through Ander as he saw that King Martan was on the carved chair on the dais. Lord Dionar, the King’s military commander, stood beside the throne, looking gaunt and expressionless. The King narrowed his eyes and said: “Now we are all here, I think.”
The doors closed behind him.
Ander looked around. His mother stood in her morning dress before the King, her hair not yet dressed in the usual gold clips. The black curls falling around her ears made her plump face seem older by contrast. She was flanked by two armed men as if she posed some sort of physical threat. Ander felt his throat tighten at the insult.
On the other side of the room, another guardsman held a curly-haired girl of about ten, dressed in a servant’s tunic and breeches. She wore a fierce frown as she stared around the room. Yhallin stood near the dais, arms folded before her. Lord Callo’s manservant, Chiss, stood with his back against the wall. There was no sign of Lord Callo. 
What in Jashan’s name was Chiss doing here, without his lord? And why were there no scribes? The gathering in the chamber was suspiciously short on the usual officials, those who ran the court with precedent and ceremony. The ones whose decisions were public, and recorded by the missing scribes.
Ander bowed to the King and began to speak, but Balan nudged him to silence. “My lord, wait,” Balan said. “You do not know what is happening here.”
“My dear sister in law,” King Martan said. “I hope you are having a pleasant morning.”
Dria Mar held her head high. “I have, thus far, Your Majesty.” Ander had to give her credit for appearing untroubled in these ominous circumstances. He himself was almost trembling with anxiety.
“Do you recognize this girl?” 
Dria Mar turned and examined the girl as though she had not been wondering about her since she had entered the room. She said, “No, Your Majesty, I do not.”
Sharpeyes leaned back in his chair. “She knows you.”
The girl spoke up. “I have never seen this righ lady before, yer majesty.” She glowered at everyone, stupidly bold, Ander thought. “I tol’ ya I never saw her.”
“I should say, she knows of you.” Sharpeyes ignored the girl’s rudeness, much to Ander’s surprise. Beside him, Balan tensed like a bowstring.
“Well, I do not know of her. What is this, when I am hauled forth from my chamber to attend the accusations of some slum vermin who has come to spread rumors about her betters? Your Majesty, I know not what this is about.” 
The King gestured to Lord Dionar.
Dionar looked around the room. “This girl was in custody, apprehended at the same time as a man who confessed to the attack on Lord Ander at Lake Heart. He confessed and was punished according to the law, but this child escaped. Mage Yhallin brought her in this morning, along with the man Chiss, the manservant of Lord Callo ran Alkiran.”
“I know Chiss,” Sharpeyes said. “I will require of him later exactly why he returns without Lord Callo. For now, however—” He nodded at Dionar.
“Tell us again, Mot,” Dionar said. “Tell what you told others, at Deephold.”
Mot wavered. “Well, I will—I said I would. I guess someone must’a heard us talking there, cause I never told the bald mage. But you made promises, and now I doubts they’re true. I don’ wanna end up like Da’s friend, with his head chopped off in the cells without any trial or nothin’.”
“These witnesses are here to attest that we will hold to our promises, and Yhallin is to remind you of what you said if you should forget it.” There was a hint of threat in Dionar’s voice. Ander shivered.
Sharpeyes growled. “I grow weary of this, Dionar.”
“You will be safe,” Dionar said to the girl. “Tell the King what you told the Healer at Deephold.”
“Which I wouldn’a, if I’d known you would find out,” Mot glowered. “All right then. It wasn’t a yellow-eyed righ who hired my da and his friends to take Lord Ander.”
“Who was it, then?” Dionar asked.
“A righ, right enough, Da said. But it was a woman.”
Goose bumps rose on Ander’s arms. He knew he had paled. The King was looking directly at him, eyes noticing everything. 
“So, my lady sister in law,” Sharpeyes said, “There are only a few righ women who might have both the funds and the inclination to hire such a deed.”
“Who are these women?” Dria Mar asked. She held herself very still, and did not look at her son.
“There are only two of them here in this room, and who have been in Sugetre for long enough to have accomplished such a thing.”
“Why would I do such a thing? He is my son.”
“Your son, whom you have labored long to groom to take this throne when it is time.”
“A time we hope will be in the distant future, Your Majesty,” interjected Lord Dionar. 
Sharpeyes silenced him with an irritable wave. “What have you to say, Dria?”
Lady Dria Mar finally turned to look at Ander. “I repeat, he is my son. As you say, I have groomed him for the job he is destined to take. I have worked here in Sugetre to find supporters who will aid him when he rules. I would never plot to have him killed. I would do anything in my power to ensure he succeeds as he was born to do.”
Ander felt the familiar lightheadedness come over him again. He took a deep breath, cursing his weakness. After a moment, it receded. Why, indeed, would Dria Mar plot to hurt him in any way? Her life had been built on his hopes. Surely Sharpeyes—who knew all—was aware of this.
“I think it is your pet mage Healer,” Dria Mar added. “She who stands right over there, under no suspicion as far as I can see. Your pet halfbreed mage, Martan.”
Red magery traced the King’s hands as they lay on the armrests. Although he did not show any reaction in his face, the loss of control betrayed that King Martan was furious with Dria Mar over this form of address.
“You will address His Majesty properly,” Lord Dionar said. 
“He is my brother in law. I was wife to his late brother Yarin. I may address him with the familiarity of family. Why would I do this thing you accuse me of? It is clearly the outsider, the interloper, that mage who has been so friendly with the Royal Bastard. She has tried to take my son’s life, to advance her lover’s cause.” Dria Mar turned on Mot, who did not flinch from the woman’s scrutiny. “For that matter, who believes this vermin tells the truth?”
“It is the truth,” Yhallin said.
“I don’t tell lies!” Mot said, hands on hips.
“You were ready enough to tell a lie when you were paid for it. A yellow-eyed righ, is it? And now you change your story. Perhaps the payment did not come through?” Dria Mar stood, eyes flashing, as if she were dressed for court with her black curls in their usual golden clips instead of loose around her ears. Not for the first time, Ander admired her through his growing dislike; she was defending her life with ferocity and grace.
He did not know whom to believe. He realized his breath was coming fast, and felt Balan’s hand on his arm, steadying him. From above, the cool gray eyes of the King looked down at him without expression.
Again Dria Mar pointed at Yhallin. “Why do you not question her?”
“Her loyalty is not in question,” Sharpeyes said. “We are here to talk to you, dear sister.” 
“I did not do such a deed. I would never conspire to have my son killed.”
“Who said anythin’ about killed?” Mot spoke up. She shook back her unruly hair and glared at Dria Mar. “We was never gonna kill him.”
Ander’s head whipped toward the chit. “You weren’t?” 
“Da said they was to kill his guards and the tutor, and take him away blindfolded so’s he couldn’t see where he was. Then they was to spread the word a yellow-eyed righ done it.”
“But why?” Ander burst out.
“Lady Dria Mar knows why, do you not, sister?” King Martan said. “What better way to ensure your son’s inheritance than to accuse Lord Callo of attempted assassination? Your accusation would have been supported by the purchased word of his attackers. You are indeed very clever. I begin to have hopes of young Ander, if he has inherited your slyness as well as his considerable talent for color magery.”
Lady Dria Mar did not respond.
“Have you anything more to say for yourself?” 
Dria Mar’s head went up. “Yes, I do. What possesses you, Your Majesty, to consider a bastard half-ku’an for succession to the throne of Righar? Why do you encourage him, when Ander is blood of your blood, heir by birth, son of your own brother Yarin? It is not I who should be accused, it is you. If your Council knew what you planned . . .”
“The Council can go to hell,” King Martan said. Color magery now wrapped his hands in red, and there were sparks in his eyes. Several of those in the room took a step backward. Ander’s head was spinning with lightheadedness and shock.
“The Council can do nothing as long as they are bound to me,” the King continued. “Whine and complain as they must, there is nothing they can do to take physical action against me. There is not a color mage, or a righ of status on that Council who is not bound to me from the day he took his oath. My heir will be who I name, Dria, and make no mistake about it.”
Something flamed inside Ander’s head. He stepped forward into the storm of Sharpeyes’ anger. “I am your heir,” he said. “No one else.”
“Are you then,” Sharpeyes responded. “Worthy of it, then, are you? Worthy of Yarin’s name and the Monteni blood?”
“He is a Monteni. Look at him—you can see it.” Dria Mar’s voice finally quavered.
King Martan stared at her for a moment. Then he sighed, and some of the tension eased from the people in the room. “God of fools, Dria, that is not what I meant. No one questions that. He is—damn him—legitimate blood of the Monteni line.”
“Then name me your heir in front of your Council,” Ander said, beginning to grow angry.
“Is it not your argument that you do not need to be so named?” the King said. “Dria, you will go before Council this day and admit your part in this conspiracy to tarnish Lord Callo’s name.” He nodded at Lord Dionar. “Then you will be taken into custody, and disposed of according to your crime.”
Disposed of? Ander did not like the sound of that. He wanted to ask, but a surge of weakness gripped him so that he held onto Balan’s solid arm for support. When the weakness passed and he looked around, King Martan was staring at him speculatively. 
 “Sick, are you?” Martan said. “Too much stress, perhaps? A King must not grow fainthearted when great matters are at stake.”
The room swam around Ander’s head. Balan whispered in his ear. “Do you need to sit?”
Ander would not sit before King Martan, would not admit his illness. He took a deep breath, trying to regain his equilibrium. All around him were avid stares. He tried to pull himself together in front of these watchers. Then the world went dark and he fainted.
 



Chapter Seventeen
Mot and Chiss were not at Deephold, after all.
It took a foray into Yhallin’s hold to confirm that. Kirian waited, half-breathless from anxiety, as the Sword of Jashan forced its way into the place by overcoming Yhallin’s guardsmen and the elderly manservant who answered the front door.
It was all anticlimactic. The defenders took a look at the many armed men confronting them and folded into compliance. They presented no opposition as Rhin and a few others searched the hold while Hira Noh questioned the doorman.
“They were taken to Sugetre,” Hira Noh reported as she rejoined the rest of the group.
“They were not hurt?” Kirian asked. The thought of poor Mot, hauled off to Sugetre with Yhallin’s men, fed her already painful guilt at leaving the girl.
“The coot at the front door says she was mouthy and disrespectful,” Hira Noh said. “Does that answer your question?”
Kirian smiled. “She is fine, then.”
Callo said, “Jashan grant Chiss is also fine. I wish we could go to them this moment, but we stand no chance there. It will be better to arrive after we have completed our mission.”
“There appear to be only a few guardsmen here,” Hira Noh said. “We could take the place. Easily.”
“Who guards an asylum full of insane color mages?” Rhin said. “Just the thought of such a place is deterrent enough fer me.”
Kirian smiled. “There are only a few mages here, Hon Rhin, and none of them dangerous.”
“We must take it,” Hira Noh repeated. “This fine hold would make a defensible base.”
Callo shook his head. “It is but a distraction, Hon Hira Noh. You would have to leave a garrison here, to hold the place when Sharpeyes discovers what you have done. We need your people for the full attack.”
Hira Noh glared. “It is a ripe fruit, easily harvested. Why ignore it?”
“We don’t need it.” Kel had joined them, grinning. “Also, the lower levels are protected with some kind of mage shield. We cannot get through it at all—who knows what’s behind it? One of the guardsmen wants to join us, Hira. I don’t know if we can trust the man, but he will be able to give us intelligence.”
Hira Noh fumed. “I want this place, Kel. It would make a fine base for us.”
“Until Sharpeyes comes with troops and color mages and blasts the hell out of it and us. Or until whatever’s behind that burning shield down there comes out and kills us in our sleep. Let us move on, Hira. Look, your pet ku’an chomps at the bit.”
Callo was not chomping, but he shifted from foot to foot, eager to be on the way. Kirian grinned at him.
“Let us go, then,” Hira Noh said. “At your pleasure, ku’an.”
* * * * *
Kirian felt dirt in her hair and grit under her rear when she moved in the saddle. Summer had given way to crisp autumn weather on the plains, but the weather was still dry. The lead horses’ hooves stirred up dust from between the struggling grasses. Dust coated everything, and made Kirian cough.
After tolerating this for a couple of days, she chose a bright morning and joined Callo and Hira Noh where they rode in the column. 
“I would like to ride up front,” she told Callo.
“Better not, love. It may be cleaner, but you will have no defense should the King’s men realize we are following them.” Miri danced a little under him, and Callo reached out to slide a hand down her neck. Kirian smiled to herself; Callo was stronger and happier than he had been since their sojourn at Northgard. Free of the strain of battling color magery every candlemark of the day, he smiled more often, and his amber eyes had regained the glint that had captured her attention back at Seagard Castle more than a year ago.
“Why are we following?” she asked. “Surely it is not safe to wait until they arrive at Meent, and have the Collared Lord’s help there.”
Hira Noh said, “Besides, if you want to parade into a Collared Lord’s castle, you’re on your own. I didn’t bargain for that.”
“Have no fear, we are not quite that stupid,” Callo said. He grinned at Hira Noh. Kirian was surprised to see the rebel leader flush. Callo continued. “We follow only until we reach the foothills, where the settlements thin out. I have no intention of riding all naive into the gates of Meent Castle.”
Another day of dust and thirst behind them, Kirian and Callo settled into the cloth-covered lean-to Lotna had helped them make. They huddled under a thin cover, away from the autumn chill that gave Kirian goose bumps. There was no fire, only a couple of shielded lamps set into the earth; Callo and Hira Noh did not want to risk discovery. Still, after the moon had risen and then begun its descent across the sky, Kirian awoke to the scrabble of feet in the grass. She grabbed Callo’s arm and felt him jerk awake.
“Be still,” she whispered. “I think someone is here.” Kirian held still, wondering how she could give warning without drawing the attention of a possibly armed enemy to herself. Then a shadow moved past their shelter, so close Kirian could have reached out to touch it. Callo heaved himself out of the shelter and threw himself across the intruder.
“Down, damn you,” growled Callo. “How many of you are there?”
The invader fell and lay in the dirt. He made a sound that was muffled by the weight of Callo’s body across him. It sounded like a curse, and no more.
There was a shout across the camp. A torch flared up, thrust into the night by Fentany, who wore a blanket over her tunic and breeches. The light illuminated Lotna’s skirted form striking down another interloper with what appeared to be a boot. All around the camp there were similar struggles going on.
One of the sentries ran in. “Ware intruders!” he shouted.
“Little late, ya fool,” Fentany yelled. 
Callo was standing now, a knife in his hand that had not been there before. “Is this all you have?” he asked the man on the ground.
“All I want’s some damned food and water!” said the intruder. 
The man was ragged and scrawny, and his left eye was leaking a pale fluid that made Kirian want to get her Healer’s bag. “This man is not a soldier,” she said.
“I can see that,” Callo said. “Hai, guards!”
One of the rebels ran to his side. The man was out of breath, as if he, too, had been fighting. 
“Run and warn Rhin and Hira Noh. These are not King’s men, but scavengers of some kind.”
A guard approached, holding a torch. The flame lit Callo’s eyes to a surreal glow. The man on the ground shrank back.
“Ku’an!” he said.
Callo took a deep breath. “Ha’lasi scavengers, in fact.”
The rebel ran off into the disarray of the disturbed camp. A moment later, Kirian heard Hira Noh’s voice shouting commands. She turned back into the lean-to and grabbed her Healer’s bag from the back corner. 
“Come here,” she said to the Ha’lasi man. “I am a Healer.”
He stared at her, then swallowed. “It hurts,” he said like a child.
“I can help,” she said, and began taking vials out of her bag. “Fentany,” she said. “Wait until all is calm, then get me water from Lotna’s tent.”
Fentany said to the scrawny man, “If you hurt her, I will kill you.”
The man laughed. “Hurt her? A Healer? There are two people in my group with fever, and my daughter keeps trying to vomit although she has eaten nothing for days. I’ll not hurt her, woman. Just for the Unknown God’s sake, will you get me somethin’ to eat?”
“On its way,” Callo said. “Look, we have your companions under guard. Why by all the gods did you decide to attack an armed party in the night? You are nothing but a straggly band of starving refugees.”
“You kicked us out of the way earlier,” the man said. “Wouldn’ give us anything. We’re hungry, man, and we take what chances we has to. Besides, wasn’ supposed to be an attack. We’re not fools, you know.”
Kirian looked up at Callo. Her hands were busy measuring out the drops she would need, and finding a clean eye cup for the wash. “It was not us,” she said. “It was not, was it, Callo?”
He shook his head. 
Fentany returned with a mug of water. Kirian returned her attention to the preparation of a wash for the man’s diseased eye—water, five drops of clearsight, the solution to be dripped into the eye from a clean rag. It was a time consuming procedure, hard to do in a rough camp in the middle of the night. But if she did not, this man would go blind. She finished the preparation while the man tore at the bread Fentany had also brought. He ate like an animal that had not seen food for days, crumbs falling from his cracked lips.
Callo walked away to converse with Rhin, who was collecting the starving attackers from the shelters where they had been overcome. When he returned, he said, “There are six more. Three of them need you, Kirian, after you are done here.”
“Feed them first, then I will see them.” 
She told the man to lie on the ground, staring up into the night. Fentany lit a candle from the shielded lamp. Kirian drew a damp cloth along the eye then began to drip the solution in. The man made a strangled cry as he tried to jerk his head away, then stilled.
“I do not know why this group is here,” Callo said. “We are near Meent. They had to sail for an extra few days to get here. Why not Two Merkhan, or Seagard for that matter?”
“Others goin’ to Two Merkhan,” the man said. “And Jol’tan headed to Fortress, with his bespelled slaves.”
Callo looked down at the man on the ground. “It has begun, then. Where is this Jol’tan, and his bespelled slaves as you call them?”
The man laughed. “Do you think he confides his plans to me? All I know is, he commandeered a boat at Las’ash and ordered the crew to take him to some empty coast near Fortress. I assume he’s meant to take over the place with his ku’an evil.”
“There is a Collared Lord at Fortress,” Callo said. “Jol’tan will not find his way smooth.” He looked down at Kirian for a moment. Kirian kept her hands steady as she soaked the cloth and began to drip more of the herbal preparation into the man’s eye. “You must get ready to go to the hill shelter, Kirian. I will not have you here in danger. Can you not finish that task later?”
“He can do it himself, in a moment. I will ask Lotna and Fentany to help me check the others. We will be ready when you need us to be.”
Rhin grinned. He shifted from one foot to another. “Is it time, then, ku’an?”
“I will see Hira Noh, but it must be time. Too many other things are afoot—we must act.”
Rhin said, “Ya ready?”
Callo grinned. “Never readier, Rhin. My unfulfilled oath hangs heavy on me. I will remedy that this night.”
Rhin nodded. “I’ll be with ya.”
“Thank you, Rhin. Now will you ask Hira Noh and Kel to meet with me now, and prepare?”
Rhin nodded. He walked off into the lamplit camp, whistling. Kirian could tell he looked forward to the action. Worry frayed her nerves. She said, “Callo. You should not plan to go alone against Sharpeyes.” 
Kirian’s tunic snapped as the breeze kicked up. Kirian lifted her head and smelled the sharp scent of an oncoming storm. She welcomed it, since it would dampen all the dust; but she wished it would hold off until Callo was back safely from his raid.
“I will not be alone. I will have half the Sword of Jashan with me, drawing their attention. I will not even be in the fight, remember? We plan to take thirty men.” 
“Remember they are rebels, Callo.”
“We trust them, do we not? As long as their interests march with our own.” Callo grinned. “Do not worry, Kirian. I finally have a use for this power I am gifted with, and am eager to use it. I will have plenty of help.” He nodded to them all and strode off. Kirian saw his hand drop to the hilt of his sword as he walked; he was preparing for the battle, in his own mind.
She looked at Fentany. 
“He’s a fool, mad for a fight like half the bastards here,” Fentany said. “I’ll take care of you, Healer.”
Kirian smiled. She squeezed a few more drops into the Ha’lasi man’s eye. “My thanks, Fentany. I will be fine—I worked it all out with Lord Callo when we planned this. I know where the hill shelter is, and when we are to expect the raiding party to return.”
“Unknown God, help us get there alive,” Fentany said. “It’s goin’ ta storm.” 
The snappish wind had picked up. One of the horses neighed, fretting at the scent of bad weather. That night they camped in the midst of nowhere, with no farm houses or barns they could seek shelter in. The storm would catch them in the open.
The man Kirian was treating looked up at her with his one good eye, his other swollen with the constant dripping of the medication. “You are fools,” he said. “I saw them today. There are not many of them, but they are armed and mailed, and they kicked us aside like whining dogs. This ragtag of serfs will not succeed.”
“Lord Callo is also a ku’an,” she said. “And Jashan is with him.” At least she hoped that was true.
* * * * *
They had a pretty good idea of where King Martan was; they had sent scouts out daily to check his position, so they did not overrun him or give themselves away. No longer than a candlemark of riding and word came back from the men in the front rank that they approached the King’s perimeter.
Hira Noh raised a hand, and they halted. She turned to Callo. “Are you ready?”
He was indeed ready—even exultant at the chance to finally avenge his half-brother’s murder. Hira Noh looked at his eyes and then away. Callo knew there were sparks of color magery showing in his eyes, and welcomed the power he would use tonight.
Rhin and Kel rode up to within a length of them. The wind snapped their cloaks around, and thunder rumbled in the distance. The horses fidgeted, sensing the storm or the unsettled nerves of their riders. Callo looked from face to face. “Go in fast,” he told them. “I know you hate King’s men, but remember we are not here to exact vengeance for all your past wrongs. I want none of you to die tonight. You distract them while I enter the King’s tent, and that is all.” 
“They will protect the King’s tent. We must draw away as many as we can,” Hira Noh reminded her commanders. “There should be no more than a score altogether, and the servants. They go only to Collar a young righ, not fight a battle, and they have no reason to suspect any attack from these righ men who were all bound from childhood not to strike at their King.”
“S’pose there’s no doubt the old man will be asleep in his tent?” asked Rhin.
“He has many years, but he is not an old man,” Callo said. “He is vigorous and shrewd. And if you do not think of him as such, you have defeated us already. I really have no desire to go back to that little locked room in Sugetre Castle, or even worse to lose my head tonight.”
“Gods hear him,” Kel said.
Hira Noh’s expression reflected a fierce enjoyment. “Kel, your group will circle around to the west. Go far around; I do not want you alerting them until we are all in position. Rhin, you are with me.”
“Lookin’ forward to it,” Rhin said. He pulled his black beard free of his leather armor where it kept becoming trapped. 
“Do you remember the mark when to attack?” Hira Noh said. 
Kel stretched his neck to stare at the heavens. Massive clouds almost obliterated any sense of where the moon might be. Lightning struck in the western sky, and Callo grinned. It was a night for great doings. Jashan waited for him to do what he had sworn. And he was ready to use any power at his command to do that.
Kel looked around at them. “Might be hard to tell where the moon is,” he said. “I’ll do my best.”
“Let us go, then,” Callo said. He put his knees to Miri’s side and she moved off into the night.
Darkness enfolded him so fast that Callo wondered if Hira Noh’s men could get to their positions without incident. Callo reached inside himself for the magery that was now part of him, inextricable from the rest of what made him who he was, and lit a small red glow of energy around his hands. It lit the area a few feet around him, and not much more; but at least he would not run into any trees or end up tangled in the bushes. That would indeed be an ignominious end to his plans.
He rode toward the north and then the west, in the direction Hira Noh had indicated. The fitful wind pulled at his cloak. He felt on edge. He almost thought he sensed Arias riding near him, a memory that was almost palpable. He remembered his half-brother’s laugh, and for a moment his eyes burned as if the loss was new. Tonight he would avenge Arias’ unjust death.
When Miri’s ears flicked forward and she tossed her head, Callo stopped. With every sense alert, he could detect the dim glow of a shielded lamp and the muted sound of boots shifting among dead leaves. The sentries were farther out from the camp than they had predicted. Miri’s hooves set down in near silence as he backed her away.
Far enough away to avoid detection, he dismounted. Callo looped Miri’s reins around a tree branch and then wound protective cloth around his still-tender hands, so he could use his sword without tearing the new skin. If all went well, he would not have to fight, but he knew better than to go in unprepared. 
He walked through the underbrush. When close enough to see the lamp again, he squatted down in the detritus of the autumn woods and waited. The sounds of the gusty wind in the branches would cover any small sounds he made; the sentry would not notice him. With nothing to distract him, Callo was reminded of the dark room at Deephold where he had battled to overcome the mage energy. He closed his eyes and remembered the feel of the cot tilting under him, the blazing wash of energy in the room. He wondered if he would still be alive in another candlemark.
A cry went up from the other end of the camp. 
Callo crept toward the sentry. The man was straight and alert, hand on his sword hilt, looking outward. Callo knew from experience that the man would be having trouble concentrating on what was before him; he would be listening for whatever was going on at the other end of the camp. 
Metal clashed in the distance. There were shouts. Someone slammed sword hilt against shield, loud enough to warn the camp. A central fire leaped upward, fed to light the place better for defense. 
Thunder crashed. Spits of rain lashed the woods, a brief downpour that vanished almost immediately. 
Another King’s man ran up to the sentry. He drew his sword and stood peering out into the wet darkness. His hair stuck to his face, and his coat was dark with rain. “Some kind of incursion on the west side. I’m here with you until it is settled.”
“I’ve seen nothing,” the first man reported.
A horse neighed from the southern side of camp. Hira Noh and her group rode in, weapons raised. Callo thought she looked like an angry goddess with the red-gold firelight reflecting from her sword. The first King’s man to attempt to stay them fell back with blood spurting from his arm. The man dropped his sword and Hira Noh rode over him. 
Callo heard hoofbeats from the western side of the camp. That would be Kel and his men riding in.
“Ware more in the west!” yelled the sentry. He shoved his relief away. “Go! They need help. I’m fine here, as you can see.”
His relief dashed off. Callo, still crouched in the woods, grinned. The psychic magery could overcome two as easily as one, but it was nice to see that even the highly trained King’s guard made mistakes. Callo closed his eyes for a moment, identifying the emotion he wished to inflict on the guard, and settled on the emotional torpidity he had used before. Sluggish, numb sleep. He pushed that out at the man and a few moments later the man dropped to his knees, apparently too sleepy to stand upright. 
Callo stood up and walked by the man, who seemed to be struggling just to keep his eyelids open. The sentry gave no alarm at his presence.
He dropped to a crouch again as he passed the outlying shelters the men had been using. In the center of the camp was a large tent, the King’s banner hanging limp and sodden in front of it. The big tent was guarded on all sides. The guardsmen were grim and alert, arms ready to hand. Callo peered around the side of another tent.
The flap of the big tent swung open and King Martan appeared. He wore a valus-trimmed robe over his nightwear. His hair was in disarray from sleep.
“What in Jashan’s name is going on?” he demanded. “Who raids us?”
“I do not know, Sire,” a guard said. “They are coming in from the south and west, mounted and a few on foot. They seem well armed.”
“Go and help!” ordered Sharpeyes.
“Your Majesty, we are sworn to stay here and guard your person,” one man said.
“I am a color mage. I can protect myself better than you can,” Sharpeyes said. “Go!”
“Sire!”
The King’s eyes narrowed. “It is refugees from Ha’las, I think, or maybe rebel scum. Certainly no righ would dare this stupidity. It should take no more than a half-candlemark to find and dispatch all of them. Go, I say. I am safe here from all but another mage.”
“We have seen no indication of magery,” said the guard. He bowed, and jerked his head towards the fight that was still going on at the edge of the camp. “Come! Mar and Hannu, you stay and guard the King. A single shout and we will be back with you, Sire. You others—to me!”
Callo waited only until they had vanished into the melee towards the west until he let the ku’an magery spin over the King’s tent. The remaining guards slumped. Hannu dropped his sword and left it lying on the ground. The other man listed to one side as if he would drop any moment. Callo stood up and walked into the King’s tent as if he had been invited in.
Sharpeyes sat on his bed, swaying. The valus-trimmed robe had been cast to one side, so the King wore only his linen tunic over his breeches. Gray chest hair bristled in the dip of his tunic. He did indeed look a little like an old man like this, under the influence of the ku’an magery, in his nightwear. Callo thrust that thought away and did not let himself be fooled for a second.
Callo exulted. He felt the color magery swirl its way through him and reach his fingertips. It was ready to be released, to accomplish what he’d sworn to do, to blast this autocratic and evil man where he sat. To avenge Arias, at last.
The King swayed, stupid from sleep. All his power was useless now, as the ku’an magery left him helpless as a babe. It would be easy to slay him.
Still, Callo stood staring at the bespelled man on the bed and did not move.
Shouts came from the edge of camp. A horse neighed. Callo started, remembering what the Sword of Jashan risked so he could enter this tent on this night, while the King was out of his fortress and making his way to the Collaring ceremony. 
Still, this sat ill with Callo. When they had planned this, he had not stopped to think what it would be like here tonight. It felt shameful to slay a man under the influence of the psychic magery, so that he swayed half-asleep while his death approached him.
This was what a Ha’lasi ku’an would do. What had Callo become, that he could do this thing in this way? 
But outside, the Sword of Jashan fought so he could get this chance.
It was silent in the tent, as if the very air awaited his decision.
“Hurry!” someone shouted from the west. Was this warning intended for Callo? Were the rebels retreating now, under pressure from the well-armed and trained King’s guard? A scream rang out; someone had been wounded, badly from the sound of things. Thunder rolled in the distance, underscoring the sounds of battle. 
Callo steeled himself. This was the man who had sold his own sister’s body for his plan to create an heir—who had manipulated Callo since before his birth—and who had Collared and slain Arias. Callo would complete this task and make the Sword of Jashan’s effort worthwhile. He would kill the King as he had sworn.
He thrust back thirty years of suppressing the ku’an magery, and all his scruples. It took all the strength he had, but he pulled the energy up from some deep reserve and prepared to blast the King where he sat.
A crack of thunder split the air seemingly right above the camp. Sharpeyes frowned and stirred, as Callo felt his fledgling control of his magery falter. Outside, he heard movement from the guards he was trying to keep somnolent. He had held it too long. 
There was a clamor of noise from outside the tent as fighters clashed. A woman screamed, and for a moment Callo thought it was Kirian, followed into battle without his knowledge. His heart skipped a beat, and Callo lost his control. The ku’an influence stuttered. Callo leaped back as King Martan Alghasi Monteni woke from his stupor, rolled off the bed and seized his sword.
Callo cursed his own failure as he summoned the color magery once again.
“Hai! Guard!” the King shouted.
“Your guard will not come,” Callo bit off. “You are on your own. I am here as your fate, to pay you what you earned for the death of my half-brother, Arias Alkiran.” He summoned the color magery again, felt it build.
“Hah, revenge!” The King’s grin was fierce. He spun his sword. Callo did not let his eyes be drawn to it; he knew that was what Sharpeyes intended. “So this is your vaunted revenge, drawing off my people to leave me alone against your threat?”
“You are far from helpless,” Callo said.
As if to confirm that, Sharpeyes struck. 
The sword came down like a weight. Callo spun out of the way and drew his own sword. He stood holding it like a talisman while he summoned the color magery and hoped it would be enough. He attacked. Blades of light arced from his hands at the King. They cast a jagged array of color across the inside walls of the King’s tent. If they struck, Callo was sure the King would die.
Sharpeyes backed off. He stood surrounded by a protective globe of translucent color such as Yhallin had created when they fled Deephold. Callo’s attack struck the sphere and scattered along its smooth surface. The sphere grew brighter, as if it had absorbed Callo’s mage energy.
Sharpeyes laughed.
“Do you think you can come here and defeat me with the color magery you have barely learned to use? I am a master, nephew. You will be a master, too. Oron will teach you what you need to know, so you can be strong when you are King after me.”
“I have no desire to be a master. Or to be King.” Callo struck out again. The mage energy dissipated uselessly into the King’s mage wall. Outside, he heard the clash of weapons.
“Callo!” someone shouted from outside. It sounded like Rhin, out of breath from running. “Hurry! They are awakening.”
“I think I can convince you,” Sharpeyes said. “You are all I wanted you to be, all those years ago when I commanded your mother to be with Si’lan. You knew it was Si’lan, did you not? Did you notice the resemblance? You even seem to have his inconvenient sense of fairness.”
Since his color magery appeared to be ineffective, Callo lifted his sword and struck at the mage barrier. The red mage energy screamed as the steel split its surface. For a moment, Callo thought he would succeed; he drove harder, fighting the heat and the resistance. 
Then the sword hilt heated in his hands. He dropped it, hands burning through the wrappings, in the same places they had been burned just sennights ago. The sword glowed as if it had just come from the bladesmith’s forge.
“A King pays no attention to fairness,” Sharpeyes said, standing there in his nightgear surrounded by the fire of magery. “It only weakens him.”
Outside, weapons rang together. Rhin’s voice rose, swearing. Callo had not been able to maintain the psychic magery, and he knew the guards had awakened from their stupor. Even now, Rhin fought the remaining guards outside the King’s tent.
“To me!” one of the King’s guards yelled. 
Others shouted back from the camp’s perimeter. Callo stepped backwards. If reinforcements were coming, it was time to go. He dared not risk Rhin’s death while he fought a battle doomed to failure; he must recoup, and come back stronger to fulfill his vow. He grabbed his sword with cloth-padded hands and ducked backwards out of the King’s tent, cursing his own delay. A King had no room for fairness; well, neither did he. He should have slain the King where he sat, as soon as he entered the tent. His own hesitation had defeated him. He would never make that mistake again.
Rhin was in trouble. The King’s guard had knocked his sword away. Two more armed men ran towards the King’s tent. Callo threw a wall of color magery at all of them, flinging the men backwards. He grabbed Rhin’s arm and shoved him back towards his horse.
“Go, now!” he said. 
“I’m ta stay with ya!” Rhin argued.
One of the guardsmen rolled on the ground, coming up to slam into Rhin’s knees. Callo hauled him away and flung up a mage barrier, trying to mimic the one that had just defeated him. The barrier wavered, but held. The guardsmen cursed, struggling against the shield. They ran for the woods, Rhin pulling his horse by its lead rein. Callo struck the perimeter guard away as he challenged them. He knew the mage barrier would not last; he could feel the strength leaving him even as they went. It was too much magery in too short a time, and he shook with reaction.
They made it back to Miri, and Callo scrambled astride. Fast and careless of noise at this point, they rode back along their path with a glow of magery to light the way a few feet ahead. They heard sounds of pursuit behind them. With stress clamoring at his nerves, Callo led the way on a tangent away from their actual destination, to lead any followers astray.
The thunder was closer now. Light danced along the top of a nearby tree, phosphorescent as Jashan touched it, and lightning flew down. A crash split the air. Miri shrieked, and Rhin’s horse put its head down and refused to go on. 
“Go on now, good one,” Callo said to Miri. “Rhin! Hand me your rein! I will lead you.”
He clutched the lead Rhin threw him, and urged the trembling Miri through the storm. There was almost no rain now; just a spit now and then so sharp and cold it almost hurt. Mostly the storm was wind and Jashan’s lightning, like color magery tracing the sky. Perhaps Jashan was angry that Callo had wasted the chance he had been given. 
Miri snorted and blew as she ran. Callo’s hands shook from reaction, from his extravagant use of magery this night. He gritted his teeth and hung on, leading them where they should go. He began to see the outlines of tree trunks, barely distinct from the sky, and knew dawn was not far off. They must get to their meeting place in the foothills, and hope the others of Sword of Jashan made it safely out of the melee.
After a while, the sounds of the alarmed camp died behind them. Callo knew that did not mean there was no pursuit. They deviated from their path and began to use more stealth. They walked the horses across a farmer’s half-harvested field, led them across a stream, and angled up into the foothills on a different line than they had been following. Callo hoped they had led any pursuit away from their meeting place.
All the way, Callo forced his mind away from the mistake he had made in the King’s tent. Guilt lay heavy on him. The ku’an magery belonged to Som’ur, brutal god of the Ha’lasi; it was Callo’s brief hesitation to use it that had defeated his purpose. When the King was dead, that was the time to put the ku’an magery away where he would not touch it again. Until then he must remember it was a tool, like any other. 
The sky began to take on a rose glow as the sun topped the hills and the tree line. People would be stirring in the few farmsteads in this lonely territory, waking to all their autumn tasks. If they were fortunate, the King’s men had followed their original path and were far away by now; or perhaps they had sent for aid from Lord Huy, and in that case would have lost their trail for good.
Rhin stopped his horse and pointed. Three stones topped a fallen branch in a manner that could have been, but was not, coincidental. Callo nodded. It was the sign they had agreed on. The meeting place was not far off.
In fact they would have ridden right through the meeting place if Lotna had not stood up practically under their horses’ noses as they passed a screen of red-leafed bushes.
Miri shied and then settled. 
Lotna said, “Come this way.” She did not smile. She led them along a trail covered with fallen leaves, slippery from rain. Callo and Rhin were forced to dismount as they began climbing a narrow trail up a steeper hill. Lotna walked before them but did not speak.
They made their way around a boulder higher than their horses’ heads, dropped here by who knew what angry god. Beyond that mark were the rebels they had left behind. Callo’s eyes sought out Kirian and found her with the Ha’lasi refugees under a cloth lean-to. Then someone barreled out of a rock alcove and grabbed him by the arm, spinning him around.
“Two dead,” Hira Noh said. “And some are not yet returned. What happened, Royal Bastard? What happened?”
A man took Miri’s rein from his hand and led the horses away. 
For a moment Callo could not speak, thinking of the lives lost that night. Then he said, “I am sorry. Who was lost?”
“You don’t care,” Hira Noh said. “Why should you; you don’t know them. We are only fodder for the sword in this personal battle you have with the King.” Her eyes were red.
“That is not true.” Callo looked at her until she stepped back. “Sometimes plans fail, Hon Hira Noh. You have been doing this a long time. You know this.”
She stepped back and sighed. “I did not expect this plan to fail. I am grieving, and not thinking. Come in and get some bread and tea.”
He sat on a rock and looked around at the strange place with flat rocks deposited here and there as if some mighty torrent had flung them there. The autumn gold of their surroundings became vibrant as full daylight arrived, but they were shaded from view by trees that reached for the sky with flame colored leaves.
“We saw the King’s tent lit up from within by color magery,” Hira Noh said. “It was red and gold, like a beacon. Was the King awake, then?”
Callo nodded. Lotna brought him tea and he sipped it. He saw Hira Noh watching his hands, and realized they still shook from reaction. He could not tell Hira Noh how he had hesitated, and thereby lost. She would think this meant he held the rebels’ lives at no account. 
It was not true. The thought that people had died to give him his chance at the King weighed on him. All the gods, he thought. Speed them safely on their way to you. He had made a mistake that night. If he were to slay the King, he must dispense with his scruples. He must become as brutal as the man he would kill. 
“He awakened. We fought—he never broke a sweat, and I could not breach his magery.” He would need to figure out how to break the King’s defense on his next attempt. 
“You came out safe, though. We can try again,” Hira Noh said. She reached out and clasped his arm in a strong grip. Callo expected her anger, but instead she gave his arm a squeeze he thought was meant to be reassuring.
He looked at her, all at once feeling exhausted and humble before this show of her spirit. “Thank you, and all your people,” he said. “I do not deserve you.” He thought, if she knew what had happened, she would likely agree.
After Kel came back, not enraged as Callo had expected but weeping from the loss of one of his men, they had the ceremony. The bodies had been left at the site where they had died; there was nothing else to do, and it was certain the King would have men on guard, watching for any of the rebels fool enough to try to take back the bodies of their men. If there was a chance, they would go back after the King’s men had departed and make sure the men were given a decent burial, at least, Rhin said. 
Callo stood straight-backed during the brief ceremony. When the others had retreated from the offerings left on the flat stone under the flame-red tree, he remained, keeping a personal vigil until Kirian came to get him. People died in battle, he knew this well; but these deaths were on him alone.
“Come and get some dinner,” Kirian said as she drew him away from the place where the memorial had been held. “It was not your fault, you know.”
Callo did not respond to that. Hira Noh watched him as he approached the shelter where soup was being served from a big pot. Her gaze was level, but there was no sign of accusation in her sharp stare. 
The group treated its wounds and gathered supplies. The Ha’lasi refugees, once fed up a little so they were not dropping with fatigue, proved helpful to those who had helped them, though they avoided Callo and his amber eyes with a caution born of experience and superstition.
Scouts came back and reported the King had resumed his journey to Collar the adolescent son of Lord Huy. Fast riders had been sent on ahead; the scouts thought they were meant to gather volunteers from the closest village, to continue the search for the Sword of Jashan. Callo and Hira Noh conferred and figured they had another day before the new men were on their trail, and six days before King Martan was back in Sugetre.
Kirian treated the wounded and the ill. When she lay down at night in the shelter with Callo, she huddled close against the chill, and he was comforted that she was there. He still felt stunned by the speed and power the King had shown when he was surprised in the tent. He knew that only his own hesitation, the pause while he struggled to overcome the years of training that had taught him to bury his ability deep as it would go, was to blame. Guilt clawed at him; he vowed to do something for their families, at least, for the ones left behind by the men who had died supporting Callo’s quest. And he vowed never to let his scruples about the ku’an magery weaken him again.
He did the sword form in a little leaf-strewn clearing on the morning of the second day, renewing his vow to Jashan and asking the god’s help for those who had died. The ritual did not ease him; he felt burdened. He did not feel he could look into Hira Noh’s eyes. Som’ur, brutal god of the ku’an, seemed very close. It was Som’ur who would be there when Callo used the psychic magery to strike down the King at last. It would not be Jashan.
Later, as they prepared to leave the meeting place, a scout brought in a bound man slung over his horse’s saddle.
“Found him wandering around down by the battle site,” the scout said. “He knows too much—ain’t just an innocent traveler.”
 When they released him, the man slid red-faced and boneless to the ground under the horse’s hooves. Rhin yanked him out where they could see him, and drew his sword.
“Wait!” Callo stepped forward. “Stop, I know this man. He is a friend.”
The man looked up from the leaves where he was messily sick. His eyes met Callo’s. “My lord,” he wavered.
“Chiss!” Callo waved the rebels away. They frowned, but made way for him as he dropped to his knees at Chiss’ side. “Are you all right?”
“I was, before I was thrown on my belly over a bony horse’s rump for miles.” Chiss’ face began to regain some color. Callo assisted him to rise. “I was looking for you, my lord. I have news.”
“Yes, but come over here first.” Callo drew the manservant to a knotted tree root which protruded above ground and served as an excellent bench. “I am very glad to see you. Where is Kirian?”
“She helps pack supplies,” Kel said. 
“Ask her, would you, to come check out my man?” The world seemed to right itself a little, now that Chiss was back with him. He put a hand on Chiss’ shoulder. “Chiss, why are you here? How did you find us?” 
Chiss hung his head for a moment, still regaining his equilibrium. “I knew you would follow the King.”
“Is Mot all right?”      
“Mot is fine. I placed her in the kitchen with the second cook, whom I have known for years. No one will think to look for her there. She is safe until the Healer returns for her.”
Kel offered a mug of cold water from the little waterfall that splashed over the rocks. Chiss drank it and took a deep sigh.
“My lord,” he said with a hint of his usual solemnity. “I ride with urgent news. You must come at once. Lord Ander is sick and very near to death.”
Callo’s head went up. “Ander? Sick? What is wrong, Chiss? Have they checked for any means of poison, do you think?”
“Lady Dria Mar is held in captivity for the attack on you, but she raised a stink among her adherents until the Council visited Ander en masse and brought the Lord Healer with them. They found no poison, but began checking every bit of food and drink that went into his room.”
“And found nothing,” Callo said. 
Chiss looked up at him. “My lord, all I know is that if you wish to speak with Lord Ander again, you must ride to Sugetre with all speed. Or it may be too late.”
 



Chapter Eighteen
Callo finished his ritual form, eyes closed to feel the last of the god’s peace flowing into him. As he lowered the sword, sounds began to infiltrate the cocoon that surrounded him. He sighed as he let go of the ritual and began to return to the real world.
This ring, the nearby armory and the house itself belonged to a merchant’s wife in the capital who had known Hira Noh since she was a girl. The merchant commanded caravans that carried trade goods across Righar, and kept this ring and training area for the unit of personal guardsmen who protected his caravans. Hira Noh said the man knew nothing of the use his property was put to while he and his guardsmen were away.
Hira Noh had sent a message into the city, and not two candlemarks later she, Rhin and Callo had been escorted into rooms above the house’s armory. Kirian left for the Castle, healer’s bag in hand, as soon as a man could be found to escort her. Chiss took one look at the expression on Callo’s face and volunteered to accompany them as well.
The merchant’s wife giggled and hugged Hira Noh. The woman was middle-aged and plumply pretty, and she hung on Hira Noh’s words with wide eyes. “It’s so exciting,” she breathed. 
“Dangerous, Sia,” Hira Noh said. She reached out and touched the woman’s shoulder. “Are you sure you will not come into trouble for this work?” 
“Oh no, my husband listens to no ill about me,” Hon Sia said. She shook her curls. “He is besotted, though we have been wed for twenty years. But I am bored, Hira, bored to death, and when I received your message, I had no thought but to offer you my own house.”
Hira Noh nodded. “We will be circumspect. And we will be here only until Lord Callo has a chance to see the Heir.”
“Yes, Lord Callo,” Sia said. She smiled. “It is so exciting to see you. I have heard so much about you.” She reached out a hand and took hold of Callo’s upper arm, and squeezed. Hira Noh’s mouth twitched. Callo made polite response and withdrew his arm as soon as was able. 
Hira Noh had split the Sword of Jashan into several groups who were to remain in daily contact with her and Rhin. One group had vanished into Sugetre’s alleys to gather information; Kel and Lotna headed up the other groups, which camped in out of the way places outside the city, and tried to avoid looking like an army.
Callo thought that still did not make them unobtrusive. He cautioned Kel that he must keep the men in order, just for another day, until they learned what would be needed next. Callo was sure messengers had been sent back to Sugetre about their failed attack on the King’s camp, and if they were discovered their lives would be forfeit.
“No thieving from the others out there, now,” Hira Noh told Kel.
He drew his shoulders up. “We wouldn’t!”
“Nor from the righ going in and out,” Hira Noh added. 
Kel said, “They deserve it, Hira, and we could use the coin.”
“It matters not. We dare not be discovered here. We will find out what goes on with the young Heir, and then we will move on.”
Callo fidgeted as they awaited word. He did not like to think of Kirian in the castle with King’s men everywhere, and even Yhallin, who might accuse Kirian of betrayal if she saw her there. He hoped Chiss used every caution. He tried to quell his nerves by doing extra forms in the ring, and tried to ignore the merchant’s wife, whose big blue eyes watched him from the house windows as he performed the ritual.
Today there were people waiting for him. Usually people were silent when they watched Callo perform the ritual. The people who stood beside the ring this day had no such sensibility; they were almost arguing in a way that boded ill for the peace Callo had won in the ritual.
As Callo left the ring, Mage Oron waved almost helplessly at the other person who awaited him. 
“You are done, at last,” said the heavyset lady who sat on a bench next to the ring.
“Lady Phoire,” Callo said, bowing. “It is very good to see you.”
“Well, you may not think so when we are through.” Phoire sighed as she heaved herself to her feet. “I am not sure Chiss thought it was a good idea to tell us where you were. I had to browbeat him into it. But I must say I am glad to see you, too. I always have an eye for a handsome young man, and color mages do seem to get more than their share of looks. All that fire inside, I suppose.”
“Thank you?” Callo grinned. He had always liked the lady. Back when he and Arias had been young men in the city guard, she had been one of the few people in society who did not shun him for his bastard birth. Though back then, her eye had been always on Arias, who had a way with women of all ages and ranks.
“Perhaps we should find a more comfortable place to talk?” Callo continued. Lady Phoire was dressed in a robe cinched tightly against an otherwise-indiscernible waist. She was red in the face in spite of the autumn chill. The jewelry dangling from her ears and roped around her neck looked heavy and could not have helped her level of comfort.
She waved a hand and sat back down. “No one can hear us in this place, unless they intrude upon us. I do not think even Hon Sia would dare that.”
“You have spoken to Chiss, you said. Is he well? And Kirian—is she safe, do you know?”
“They are both well. Kirian is even helping with the care of Lord Ander—we will get to that in a moment. No one has made a move against either of them.”
“Neither of them is the one the King wants,” Oron said. 
Callo leaned back against the railing. “What brings you here, Lady Phoire?”
“Events,” she said. “I have come to wake you up a little.”
“Ah. I do not look forward to this, then.” 
“I could not dissuade her,” Oron said. “This whole thing is greatly against my better judgment. But she talked to me, and I have come to believe the lady is right.”
“As she often is.” Callo nodded to Phoire.
She looked up at him. “If you would use your eyes and stop muddling around in your conscience, Lord Callo, you would recognize necessities as I do. Though I grant you, you have had reason to be a little confused. I have heard you have finally managed to assimilate the mage power you have inherited, and are no longer a danger to everyone around you. Is that correct?”
“It is. Though you must remember, my actual mage skills are rudimentary.”
She shrugged.”Irrelevant. What is important is that you will not destroy yourself or others, and that you have the bloodlines.”
He frowned. “I do not like the sound of this.”
“The truth is sometimes unpleasant to hear.”
“Go on, then. I will listen.” He settled himself against the railing. 
“Lord Ander is very ill,” Lady Phoire said.
“He was carried out of the small audience chamber unconscious,” Mage Oron said. “That was just before King Martan left to Collar Lord Huy’s son. The Healers have examined him. At first they thought it poison, but a sennight has passed with everything he consumes under the strictest scrutiny, even being tasted I understand. He grows even worse; in fact he can no longer stand.”
“He was fine before he came to the Castle,” Callo said. “Are they absolutely sure it is not poison?”
Oron shook his head. “It cannot be poison. We have someone watching every step of food preparation. His food and drink are taken from the same dishes we use to serve the other righ—even the King. Then everything is tasted, just to be sure nothing has made its way into the dish on its way to Lord Ander. Hon Jesel has even taken away his tooth powder and replaced it with his very own. Even the head of the council has been in, at the council’s demand, to ascertain that no poison could make its way into Ander’s rooms.”
“So he is indeed ill.” Callo looked away from the two faces before him. “I am very sorry to hear that.”
“He does not deserve it,” Oron said. “He is hard to get to know, but a good boy. He would have made a very different King, I think.”
Phoire waved a hand as if to dismiss this sentiment. “This is no time for commiserating over things we can do nothing about. I estimate we have another half-candlemark before someone comes up with an excuse to disturb our privacy here. Lord Callo, you must prepare yourself. Your time has come.”
Callo frowned. “What does that mean?”
“If Ander dies, you will be the heir to Righar.”
“You are dreaming. Lady Phoire, why do you think I have been fighting as I have? I will never be the heir. I can name you a dozen reasons I will never be the heir, not the least that I have no desire to fulfill the King’s plans”
“I can name you only one,” Phoire retorted, “But that one is enough.”
“Name it, then.”
“There is no one else.”
His lips twisted. “Every righ who has the freedom to choose wishes to be King.” 
Phoire held up her hand in front of her face, which put it at about the level of his breastbone, and began to tick off reasons. “The next heir would have been Arias. He is dead. Lord Forell, Collared. The others—Litha Sira a female, and the little boy is mad. Do you know who the next heir to the kingdom is?”
“I clearly don’t!”
“Easy now, Lord Callo,” said Oron. “Lady Phoire is your friend.”
He glared at Oron. “Jashan, spare me such advice from my friends.”
“It is all right.” Phoire smiled at him. “A little temper in a handsome man is a good thing. Listen, Lord Callo. The next heir who has even a dribble of royal blood is the bastard son of Lord Forell by his southern concubine at Seagard Castle. According to the Healer there, the brat will have a jot of color magery, and the bloodline of course, which makes him eligible as heir, even if most distasteful to the righ.”
“Then so be it,” Callo said.
Oron snorted. “They should of course have exposed the child at birth. This modern weakness leads to all manner of complications. Apparently the concubine pleaded for the infant, and Forell—well, you know how Forell is with women.”
Callo gritted his teeth.
“Surely you don’t expect this man to approve of the sacrifice of half-righ infants, since he is half-righ himself,” Phoire said to Oron with exasperation. 
“No. It would have made matters simpler in this case, however.” Oron sighed. “Besides, Lord Callo is a descendant of psychic mages on the other side of his lineage.”
“Callo, my friend,” Phoire said in a gentle voice. “No one will accept an infant born of a slave as heir to the Kingdom. They would rather have you—or a civil war, after Sharpeyes dies.”
“Civil war?”
“What do you think will happen?” She gave a tug at the shoulder of his tunic. “Start using your brain for more than agonizing over using your magery. Oh, yes—you think I am not aware how you feel about power? You are a gentle man at heart, Lord Callo, and I admire it. But such agonizing will serve Righar ill.”
He sighed. “You have no idea how I feel about the institutionalized brutality that is the rule of the King and the Collared Lords. Not to mention the travesty that is ku’an rule in Ha’las. Those who use great power use it to destroy others—it is well documented in my experience alone. I will not be one of them.”
“You sound like one of the rebels who have sworn to bring down all the righ,” Oron said with distaste.
“I have been willing to hear the arguments for their cause. I think they should have a voice in the affairs of this land. I see no reason for the righ to have a stranglehold on power, all based on color magery and the legend of Valotnor.”
Oron made a disgusted noise. “A little argument about keeping the righ blood pure has led you to this conclusion? You take a few instances of manipulation and make of it brutality? You are a tender soul, Lord Callo. A King’s behavior is subject to different rules than the rest of humanity. A Collared Lord has his own rules. This is the way it has always been, and no brutality about it. Kings and Collared Lords are subject only to the judgment of Jashan. To subject the ruler to the laws of common man would be to destroy Righar.”
Callo shook off the words. “We have no time to argue this now. Though I am—disappointed, Mage Oron. I thought by your attitude towards myself, that you were above such opinions.”
“You do not have to be like them,” Phoire said. She swatted him open-handed on the chest, and he stared into her stern eyes. “I wish I could beat it into your head. Self-indulgent, all of you men, especially the color mages! In the time of Valotnor, before the Collared Lords, there was war in this land as petty lord fought petty lord until there was very little left. Imagine that come again! What would happen to those you know and love in such a civil war?”
“I think the ku’an mages from Ha’las would be here, long before things degenerated into such a melee,” Oron said. “Ready to add some real territory and wealth to their poor little island, and save themselves from their own people.”
Callo placed a hand around Phoire’s plump one and removed it from his chest. “All right,” he said. “I take your point.”
Phoire said “Good!” and sat down, red in the face. Callo looked at her for a moment and then gestured to Rhin, who stood like a sentry in the doorway to the armory. “Rhin!” he called. “Water, please, or some wine for the lady.”
Rhin grimaced at the order, then nodded and vanished.
“You do not have to be like the ones you despise,” Phoire said again. “You do not even have to rule. Marry a nice righ girl from a Collared family, make a baby or two with your unique bloodline. Present the brats to Martan as a gift. He takes the long view—he will be satisfied.”
Oron said, “He has waited thirty years, Phoire. He will not brook any further delay.”
“I will not turn innocent children in to be raised by the man who raised me,” Callo said. “But it is an interesting opinion, Lady Phoire.”
“Thank you,” Phoire said, gasping a little. 
“I suppose I should thank you,” Callo said, knowing she would be amused. “But at this moment I cannot do so. Mage Oron?”
“My lord?” The mage lord said, making Callo grimace. 
“You may stop “my lord-ing” me. I am still the same man you scorned to speak to when I was Arias’ bastard half-brother and serving in the city guard.”
Oron did him the courtesy to bow slightly. “I was mistaken. You are worthy of much more than castle gossip led me to believe.”
“Thank you! But we must help Ander now. He must not die.”
Phoire snorted. “No one wants him to die, Lord Callo. What do you propose we do about it? Have you some hold on the Unknown God, that you can make him give up the boy’s life?”
A servant appeared then, offering a mug of water. Phoire took it and drank deep. After a moment the angry red began to fade from her complexion. Callo was relieved; she had looked in danger of bursting a blood vessel.
“Have you looked in on him?” Callo asked Oron. 
“Why should I? I know nothing of the healing arts.”
“And Mage Yhallin? She is a healer.”
“She has been there many times. I believe she is coordinating the efforts of the other healers.”
Callo fell silent, thoughts whirling in his head. Three Healers attended the boy, caring for his every breath, yet could do nothing. Clearly the illness was beyond human intervention—if, in fact, it were an illness.
“Please humor me, Mage Oron,” he said. “Come with me today to see Lord Ander.”
“What do you expect me to do?”
Callo sighed. “I do not know. But it is beyond my self-control to watch him die and not do everything possible to save him. Who knows what might come of a visit from the Lord Mage?”
Oron stroked his beard. “I am flattered, I suppose, if doubtful of your intelligence. Lord Callo, you cannot expect . . .” 
Phoire said, “Just do it, Oron. If this is what it takes to settle Lord Callo’s conscience before he bows to the inevitable. What harm can it possibly do?”
“None, I suppose. I will go. Though what you think I can add that Mage Yhallin cannot—She does not like me, you know. But she is an excellent Healer.”
The servant had disappeared again, and now returned, offering more water and sugar rolls to all three of them on a tray. Lady Phoire reached for both. 
“This is not the first time you have done me a great service,” Callo said to Phoire as she licked sugar from her fingers. “I remember the first time, when you warned me about Lady Fiora at the King’s ball, back before Arias was Collared.”
Phoire’s eyes grew sad. “I am sorry how that ended,” she said. “I do miss Lord Arias and his smile.”
“I have no idea why you continue to warn me,” Callo said, leaning to taken her hand. “But I want you to know how I value your advice. My thanks. I will let you know how things progress.”
Phoire took his arm and pulled herself to her feet. “Be sure that the gossip will let me know how you progress long before you have time to send messages,” she said. “Do not concern yourself.”
Callo looked at Oron. “Do you think we will be able to get past the guards?”
“The King has cleared your name of Lady Dria’s accusations, and all at the castle know he favors you. Word of your latest confrontation has not reached the Castle. I do not think they will dare to stop you.” Oron smiled. “Besides, you will be with me, my lord, and I have yet to see any brave enough to question my judgment.”
* * * * *
The guards frowned at Callo as he followed Oron up the side stairs to the corridor where Ander’s rooms were located.
Callo had been required to show that he had no weapons. He had opened his cloak to show the door guards that there was no sword slung about his person, then pulled it close again as they waved him through. As he walked away, he heard their whispers behind him.
There was little else the guards could do in the absence of the King or the Lord Commander, since Callo was escorted by the Lord Mage himself, and apparently there was no order for his arrest. Callo was sure frantic messages were sent to Lord Dionar, requesting orders. He wondered how long it would take the men to decide it was safer to hold him until they received further instructions. 
The young lord who guarded Ander’s door glared at them as they approached. Two additional guards stiffened to attention.
“It is Lord Froman, son of the Council lord,” Oron said. “He is Ander’s sworn man now.”
Callo nodded to the young man. Froman did not even acknowledge that, and Callo was reminded of the scorn he had always earned from the nobility in the past. He shrugged and began to enter Ander’s rooms.
Oron stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. He spoke to Froman, “The guardsmen will want to call for assistance. You will stop them?” Indeed, the guardsmen wore frowning looks as if they debated what to do, faced with the respected Lord Mage and the Royal Bastard, who was at odds with the King who nevertheless favored him. Callo knew if the Lord Mage had not been beside him, he would already have been in custody.
“If you mean him no harm,” Froman said. His voice was low and threatening. 
“We are here to help, if we can,” Oron said. “The guardsmen have no reason to distrust me, but they know the King seeks Lord Callo.”
A familiar form approached down the hallway. It was Shan-il, his face pale with exhaustion under his raven hair. He said to Froman, “My lord, these are friends.”
“I know Lord Ander trusts the Bastard, but why in the name of . . .” He stopped himself.
“Please go in, my lords,” Shan-il said. “You will find Hon Kirian within. I will explain to my lord Froman, and these other men.”
“My thanks,” Oron said.
Lord Ander’s chamber was dim and cool. The shutters were ajar. Window hangings screened the light while allowing the breeze to circulate. The bedside table had been cleared of its usual clutter, and now held a jug with condensation beading its sides, and a tray with soft fruit and bread that had not been touched. A mortar and pestle stood nearby, stained with the herbs the Healers had been using. There was an odor of illness in the air despite the breeze.
Kirian sat on a cushioned bench that had been placed beside the wall. When Callo and Oron entered the room, she was hunched over, her head in her hands. She lifted her head as the door opened. There were dried tracks of tears on her face, and her eyes were red. 
Callo’s heart lifted to see her unharmed.
She wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand as they entered. “My lords?”
“We are here to see Lord Ander.” Mage Oron turned. Callo saw him draw back in shock when he saw the boy who lay on the bed.
Ander lay perfectly still, asleep or unconscious. His dark hair was flat and oily, his face white. His hands lay open to either side, fingers curled in a limp fashion that made him appear dead. Looking closely, Callo could discern no movement of his chest. He looked to Kirian in a panic.
“He is alive,” she said in a soft voice. “But only just, I fear.”
Footsteps sounded at the door from the outer chambers. A woman’s voice, deep and husky, said: “What are you doing here, my lords? You will do him harm.” Callo turned to see Yhallin, wearing a mage cloak with lavender and purple sinking into its depths. She stared at him. “You!” He thought he heard satisfaction in her voice.
“We will not harm him,” Oron said. 
“I don’t know what you think you can add to his treatment.” Yhallin took Callo’s arm and began to pull him towards the door. “My lords. Come with me so you do not disturb him.”
Callo resisted. “We need but a few moments. If you are quiet, he will not be troubled.”
Kirian stood and frowned at Yhallin. “There is no harm, surely?” she said. 
Yhallin lifted her head. “You intrude on the treatment of this boy while he is a mere whisper from death. Three of us care for him. Please leave, my lords.”
Kirian was looking puzzled. “But, Mage Yhallin . . .” 
Callo looked at Oron and Kirian. “I will leave with you,” he told Yhallin, just to get her out of the room. “Mage Oron, will you keep your examination brief? Mage Yhallin, Kirian will see no injury is done.”
“But—” Yhallin put out a hand as if to stop Mage Oron. Callo took the mage healer’s arm as she let go his, and gently pulled her from the room. He felt strangely energized by Yhallin’s odd behavior. There was no reason she would want Oron removed from the room if there was nothing there for him to find.
In the outer chambers, the new manservant, Thodon, sat sorting Ander’s clothing. He looked away as they came in, as if to offer an illusion of privacy. 
Yhallin turned on Callo, red sparks of magery in her eyes. “You do me no thanks for all my trouble over you,” she said. “I cannot believe you step foot in this place, after what you dared at Deephold. What right do you have to intrude? You endanger your own life as well; have you considered that? What if something were to happen to the boy while you were in his room? Then you would be accused of murder, most likely!”
“I am no longer there. I am with you, and Mage Oron is trusted by the King. Also, Kirian is there to protect Lord Ander.”
She stalked to the door and pulled it open, the mage cloak billowing behind her. “Guard!”
Callo jerked his head up. The manservant dropped his work and stood, staring. Was Yhallin going so far as to call a guardsman to remove Callo from these rooms? Callo wondered if he would shortly be taken away and put back in that luxurious locked room that had nearly driven him mad before he had left for Deephold.
Before the guardsman could arrive, Oron stepped out of Ander’s inner chamber. He leaned back against the door as it closed. His mage cloak swam with black on black, almost swarming with movement. His face was pale, but as Yhallin and the guard entered he straightened and attempted to speak normally. Callo heard the strain in the man’s voice, but his words were unremarkable.
“Poor boy!” Oron said. “What illness is this? Have you determined it?” he asked Yhallin. “I hope it is not likely to infect others here in the castle?”
Yhallin stared at him. “No one else has been ill.”
“Are you sure? Perhaps the boy should be moved—though at this stage, it would undoubtedly be terribly painful.”
“There is no need,” Yhallin said. She added, almost reluctantly: “Have you discovered anything new about his condition?”
“Me? As you said, I am no Healer. I stopped in because I was asked to do so, but I see he is being cared for with the utmost attention.” Oron raised his eyebrows at Callo. “Are you satisfied, my lord?”
“I suppose I must be.” Callo bowed in Yhallin’s direction. “I was concerned. I see I need not have been. Though I wish you and the other healers had been more successful in his treatment.”
“You may ask Hon Kirian what we are using,” Yhallin said. “There is little enough we can do, since the illness itself remains a mystery. But we are doing what we can to strengthen him.” The sharp, suspicious look had left her eyes. 
“Hon Kirian was kind enough to show me what you have been using,” Oron said. “Once again, I offer my appreciation for your care. Has anyone kept the King up to date on his heir’s condition?”
“Daily,” Yhallin said. “While he is away, he asked that we send a messenger to keep him informed. But His Majesty will be back in Sugetre any day now.”
“Indeed. Good day, Healer.” Oron nodded and walked from the room into the hallway. 
“Wait!” Yhallin said. “Lord Mage, this man is wanted by the King.”
“I will make sure he causes no trouble,” Oron said, and turned his back on her. Callo saw Oron’s hands shaking, but the old man’s voice betrayed nothing out of the ordinary. 
“Follow them,” Yhallin said to the guardsman. “I will send more men. King Martan will want him detained—comfortably detained!” she added as the man’s hand went to his weapon.
The guardsman followed them both out. 
Callo walked beside Oron as the old man proceeded through the halls. Behind him, Yhallin called for Dionar to be summoned immediately. Oron walked fast, his mage cloak hushing around him as he headed away from the righ residential section. 
Callo was impressed by the strength the old man displayed; he could tell Oron was distressed, but his shoulders were straight, and he nodded at people they encountered as if there was nothing more serious on his mind than what to eat for lunch. Callo supposed one would develop some ability at dissembling if one had to live and work for long in the mess of intrigue that was Sugetre Castle.
The guardsman Yhallin had called walked behind them. He was joined by two other men, both armed. None of them dared raise a hand against the Lord Mage of Righar and the Royal Bastard who was obviously under his protection; but Callo knew as soon as Lord Dionar made an appearance, that would change. Callo began to think of trying to get out of the castle before he lost his freedom once again.
Oron turned on the men. “Why are you following me?” he demanded. Because he was listening for it, Callo heard a minute shake in the old man’s voice. He doubted it would be discernible to anyone further away.
“Lord Mage, this man is wanted by His Majesty.” 
“Well, he is here, and I have him in my custody. Send your word, if you must. Do you think me incapable of dealing with this man?” Red magery began to coalesce around Oron’s hands. 
The men stepped back. “No, my lord.”
“Then, leave us! Post a guard, if you must protect yourselves. I have no objection.”
The guardsman nodded. “Thank you, my lord.” He whispered a few words to his companions, and one of them strode off, no doubt to summon reinforcements. Then they reached Oron’s rooms, and the heavy door closed behind them. Oron dropped into the carved chair that sat before his cold fireplace, and took a deep breath.
“What is it?” Callo asked. “You discovered something; I can see that. What is happening?”
Oron looked up at Callo, and his face looked very old. “Lord Callo,” he said. “There is no poison and no illness. King Martan is killing his heir using color magery.”
 



Chapter Nineteen
Callo heard shouts in the corridor. 
“I must go,” he said. “If I do not leave now, I will never get out.”
“Go then.” Oron said. “Do not count on strength of arms to get you free. You must use your Ha’lasi magery, and I will dissemble when they come to confront me.”
Callo eased the door open and peered out. “Come to us, later,” he said. “I must know— you must come at your first opportunity.”
Oron smiled. “Your Healer will come with me. She knows I am to be trusted. Go! I hear them on the stairs.”
Callo slipped into the hallway. Two men stood in the hall, looking uncomfortable as they awaited reinforcements. The alarm had been raised, but he knew the guards would try to take him without hurting him; he was a righ, after all, and Dionar would have cautioned them that Callo was valuable to the King. 
A clatter of running footsteps came from the corner stairs; there were men there, coming to capture him again. He would die rather than be imprisoned in that luxurious room again, drugged into uselessness. He reached for his psychic magery. The internal wall he had built to contain the magery fell, and Callo let the full force of his ku’an heritage out into Sharpeyes’ castle. He pushed terror out into the stone halls, so that the man facing him with belt knife drawn dropped his weapon and scuttled against the wall. Another guardsman gave a keening cry and wrapped his arms around his bowed head. The men who had been running up the stairs stopped, dropping to sit hunched over helplessly. One of them ran awkwardly down the stone steps and fell, clattering in his mail to the next landing. Cries of fear echoed from various rooms off the corridor, from righ and commoner alike, as terror seized Sugetre Castle. 
It was easier than it had ever been. Callo let his ku’an magery strike into the minds of everyone within his reach as he slipped down the halls, ran down a servants’ staircase, and vanished past the incapacitated gate guards into the clutter of the city. 
He was not far away when he was forced to drop the magery. Weaving a little on his feet, he pulled the ku’an magery back in and raised his wall again. His hands shook, and he sucked in air as if he had been running. His heart stuttered. He bent over, hands braced on his knees as he recovered. Only moments later he heard the horn sound at the castle, and the shouts of a nearby guard post, mobilizing. He stood up and walked fast, but did not run, through a street of colorful merchants’ awnings, across an alley dotted with manure, into a lane of sand-brick shops. 
The air itself felt ominous. People moved faster than usual, clearing their wares from their stalls, finding errant children. A group of girls, who had been giggling in front of a jeweler’s shop when Callo entered the street, paled and rushed inside. A door slammed closed behind Callo. When the horn sounded, there was danger—usually a siege or some approaching natural disaster. People would vanish into their homes or the nearest shelter, and the streets would soon be empty.
Callo did not take a direct route back to Hon Sia’s house. The city was alerted, and people watched; wary and wide-eyed, they noted his passing. He went as far out of his way as he dared before the streets were almost vacant. Then he circled back and slipped into Hon Sia’s courtyard.
Hon Sia came out of the house with her maidservant when he arrived. She was wide-eyed and breathless. “What is all the alarm?” she asked. “It is because of you?” 
“Yes,” Callo said. “Hon Sia, I took a circuitous route to get here, and no one followed me. Where is Hira Noh?”
It was not Hira Noh, but black-bearded Rhin who slammed into the courtyard, frightening Sia’s doe-eyed maidservant. 
“You!” Rhin growled. “Couldn’t wait, could ya? Had to see the sick Heir? Dam’ fool righ. Now the city guard has been mobilized. They aim to keep in what’s already in. How are we goin’ to escape the King’s men when they return?”
Hira Noh strode into the courtyard. “Looks as if you were caught?” she said to Callo. She lay a hand on Rhin’s arm. “Stop, Rhin. This does no good. You will only make Lord Callo angry.”
Rhin sputtered. “Do I care if he’s pissed? I do not! Look, we’re stuck in here, and our people’s stuck out there. Pretty much tied by the heels, I say.”
“Not entirely.” Hira Noh kept her hand on Rhin’s arm, and spoke to Callo. “I understand why you had to go. Look, we have our group which was gathering intelligence here in the city, five men. We have Lotna and five of her unit, who came in today to bring—shall we say spoils?”
“Calm down,” Callo said to Rhin. “It was worth it, no matter. There is news of great import. Hon Hira Noh, Mage Oron returns to us when he can. We will have a conference of war this night, before the King returns.”
“We will, will we?” Rhin said. “And how will yon mage get through streets that are near to locked-down?”
Callo grinned. “He is a color mage, Rhin. Wait and see.”
Hon Sia, afraid in spite of her superficial rebellion against her absent husband to invite them into the house proper, sent her servants to set up a big table in the courtyard with food and wine. Blankets were laid out in the spare grassy area, and chairs in the cleared-out armory for Hira Noh and Callo. 
They sat, sipping wine and conversing in nervous, quiet tones, as darkness fell. Over Hon Sia’s outer wall, a strange and ominous silence hung over the city streets that usually vibrated with sound at all hours of the day and night. There were no carriages creaking through the streets, and the house lamps were doused as if the city prepared for battle. 
Lotna stayed near the gate, watching through gaps in the wide boards. It was near midnight when she turned to Hira Noh and said, “Someone is coming.”
Callo put down his wine mug and stood. His hand touched his sword hilt in its sheath. Hon Sia scurried back into the main house. 
The Sword of Jashan took positions all around the courtyard.
The gate swung open on silent hinges, and five cloaked forms slipped inside.
Callo needed only a moment to recognize a smaller shape. He grinned, and took several long strides past the Sword of Jashan and put his arms around Kirian.
Kirian hugged back. “I bring Mage Oron and Chiss,” she said, pushing back her hood to reveal her spiky hair. “Also Balan ran Gesset, who is a friend, Hon Hira Noh. Also this one.”
A curly-haired shape emerged from under another cloak and glared at Callo. “Ya ran off an’ left me!” she said.
“I remember it was rather you who left us,” Callo said. He smiled down at Mot. He was surprised how glad he was to see the girl. “Did Chiss not take excellent care of you?”
“He put me in the kitchens with the second cook.” Mot shrugged. “I ate well, I’ll give ya that.”
Hira Noh stood close by, hands on her hips. “Who is this bratling?”
Mot bristled. “Who wants ta know?”
“Introductions later, if you please,” Mage Oron said wearily. “I see we are in for a delightful time of getting to know one another, after this is all settled. Chiss, would you not see that this child is cared for in Hon Sia’s kitchens?”
Chiss held out his hand. Mot narrowed her eyes at Hira Noh, then took Chiss’s hand and stalked off with him. 
Hira Noh waved at her people, and they relaxed. Swords whispered back into sheaths, and two of the men who had stood farther back unnocked their arrows. Callo smiled at Kirian, and she squeezed his hand. Then a gust of chill autumn air swept between the gates, and Lotna and Rhin pushed the big door closed. 
The other two cloaked forms let down their hoods. Balan stepped forward and gripped Callo’s forearm. “It is good to see you well, my lord,” he said.
“And you, Balan. You know what you do, joining us here tonight?”
“I do,” Balan said. “Gods forgive me.”
Callo nodded. “You are a good man. Ander will be glad of you.”
“Come and sit,” Hira Noh invited. “How is it out there?”
Kirian sat next to Callo’s chair. “It is very dark,” she said. “I do not think I have ever seen the city this dark before.”
“The city guard roams the streets,” Oron added. “Otherwise—” he shrugged. “All is dead as a burial ground.”
“How did you get past them?” Callo asked.
“He bent the light,” Kirian said, eyes wide. 
“Color magery, of a level you will never attain,” Oron explained. “Light is mage energy, after all. But it takes decades of study to learn to do such a thing. Now let us sit, and I will tell you of what I learned in Lord Ander’s rooms this day.”
* * * * *
Chiss returned and they settled at the table in the courtyard, seven of them, their faces grim as they took in what Oron had to say. Kirian shivered in the chill darkness; Callo, seated next to her, helped pull her cloak closer about her while never taking his eyes from the old mage. The small gesture comforted her.
“I don’t understand,” Kirian said. “King Martan is killing Ander through magery? But Mage Yhallin checked for any sort of mage influence, and she found nothing.”
“She tried very hard to keep Mage Oron from going into that sickroom,” Callo said. “You must accept she is working for the King in this matter.”
“I had grown to trust her after she was so kind to you,” Kirian said. “She helped you, you know it. You would likely not be living today if she had not taken you to Deephold.”
“Even that kindness was done with the King’s goals in mind,” Oron said. “After all, he has set his mind on it you will be the next King of Righar.”
“I have never—Jashan witness me, never!—given the King any reason to think I would be his heir,” Callo said.
“I am sure he thought he could convince you.” Mage Oron sat back apparently relaxed, sipping wine that Chiss had poured for him. “He has always swayed others to his will before, with force, or coercion, or bribery, or sheer will. He believes he can shape the future as he will, without regard to the considerations of most men.”
“A disease of the righ,” Hira Noh said. 
“So here we are,” Callo said, gathering his wits away from the fruitless discussion. “Seven of us, with perhaps another two to call on if we are extraordinarily fortunate, and we must somehow release Ander from the king’s influence or the boy will die.”
“But surely it only requires you and Mage Oron, my lord,” Chiss said. “I don’t know why you did not do it while you were inside Ander’s rooms. You broke Lord Arias’ Collar at Seagard; I remember it well. You needed only Arias’ help. Is this different in any way?”
Kirian turned to look up at Callo. The others at the table followed her gaze and awaited Callo’s reply. 
Then Rhin snorted. “Can he walk on water? Dance on the clouds? Ya expect too much of a bastard righ half-mage with no training, don’t ya?”
Callo laughed. “They do indeed expect too much. I cannot do it, Chiss.”
“And you failed on our last attempt,” Hira Noh said. “Three of my men died.”
“You did indeed break the Collar at Seagard, though,” Chiss said. He sat against the wall, out of the way of the nobility. 
“I am an untrained mage, as Rhin has been wise enough to notice. Arias’ Collar required great strength to break, but no skill—it was brute force, that is all. The Collar is a convenient physical symbol for the intense binding it signifies. I could see it, touch it, and focus the energy upon it. I was in Ander’s room before, Chiss. There is nothing like that to focus on. What would I break?”
Oron raised his hand. “For those of you who may not know, the King binds all male righ who have the mage talent when their gift becomes manifest. It is a simple thing, a thread if you will, that keeps order. The binding joins a righ to the King, making sure he can raise no hand against his liege. It is not the same as the specialized, strong binding that is the Collar.”
“I see it doesn’t keep you from plotting against him,” Balan muttered.
“As yet there is no plot,” Oron said with a quelling frown. “We discuss how to free Lord Ander, and that is all.”
Rhin pointed at Callo. “How can he do what he has promised us, if he is bound? Answer that, color mage!”
“I was never bound,” Callo said. “There was no sign of mage talent in me until just last year, and as a bastard I was not in line for any lordship.”
Kirian said, “I wonder why the King didn’t bind you when he had you imprisoned.”
Oron smiled. “Lord Callo could not be bound. He was far too unstable. Only since he conquered the color mage talent at Deephold has he been a suitable candidate for the righ bond.”
“So the King has seized upon this bond, and draws Ander’s life force away through it?” Kirian asked. She heard her voice quiver. The thought of Ander, pale and still in that room, tended by people who cared nothing for him, distressed her.
“That is it. I never dreamed such a thing could be done.” Oron drew the mage cloak about him and stared at the others with eyes that suddenly seemed pale and old. “I have seen this bond a hundred times. I have done the magery to help the King place the bond. Never did I think it could be used for such evil.”
“It is beyond foolish to hope the Council would take our word about such a thing,” Balan said. “They were satisfied no one was trying to poison Lord Ander, and then they turned their faces away.”
“Grateful they did not have to take any action,” Hira Noh said. 
Kirian stood up. “There is only one thing you can do, Callo.”
He nodded. “I must fulfill my oath. There is no other way.”
Hira Noh stood up too. “Hai!” she said. “About time. I am ready.”
“Wait!” Balan’s face was creased in a heavy frown. “Are you suggesting what I think you are?”
“How else can this be accomplished?” Callo asked. “I must confront the King again. If he refuses to release Ander—and I can tell you he will avow no knowledge of the boy’s illness—then there is only one solution to break this bond.”
“But to strike at the King!” Balan stepped back. 
“I thought you understood what you did, by joining us here this night,” Callo said. To Kirian, his voice sounded very weary. “It is nothing less than treason we plot. If you cannot join us, I understand.”
“Well, I don’t,” Rhin said. He stood and waved at two of the rebels who stood across the courtyard. “We’ll just make sure ya cannot run off and betray us.” The two men began walking toward Balan.
“Enough!” Hira Noh stood. “Get back, you men! We will start no battles among ourselves. This is it, the chance we have been waiting for. We will not ruin it by petty squabbling.”
“You are not bound,” Oron growled at Balan. “You may act.”
 “It is indeed the only way, Balan,” Callo added. “Otherwise, Lord Ander will die. If you are indeed a member of his House and have sworn him loyalty, there is no other course you may take.”
Balan sat down heavily in one of the wooden chairs. His shoulders slumped. “I cannot believe it has come to this—I must choose between my King and my lord.”
“Two things,” Hira Noh said. “They are of rather critical importance. First,” she pointed at Mage Oron. “How can he aid us? He is bound; he has never denied it. The man is not physically capable of striking a blow at the King. I am not even sure how he has done as much as he has. Perhaps the city guard waits outside, listening as we babble about our plans like children.”
“Leave that to me,” Oron said.
“I will not!” Hira stood. Her face was red. “I left to him—” she pointed at Callo—“how he would confront the King a sennight ago, and now I have lost three men and as far as I can tell the King is still quite alive.”
“I fight it with my mage talent,” Oron said. “I have placed hundreds of these bonds over the years. I know how they work. They are like thread, and they have—some leeway.”
Rhin snorted. “Leeway enough to allow you to cleave the King’s head from his stinkin’ shoulders?”
“I will not do that.” Oron did not smile. “I will not lie. It is hard for me to be here, even now. I struggle with the bond that wishes to cut off my air and smother me. But you may trust me, Hon Hira Noh. I may not slay the King, and I may not be of much more use to you in the plotting, but I will not betray you. If I feel I cannot help myself—then I will do what needs to be done.”
“Then you better come up with a better plan than you had last time,” Hira Noh said to Callo. “I will not lose my people just to have you fail again.”
“I will not fail,” Callo said. “I will do what is needed. Whatever it is.”
Kirian reached out and took his hand. She did not know what had happened on the attempt against the King in his tent. Callo had shared nothing of why he was defeated there, but she knew him well. 
He looked down at her. His face was grim, his amber eyes almost brown as his mood darkened. “You must do it,” she said to him very softly. 
“I know it,” he said. 
There was a scrabble at the big wooden doors into the courtyard. Everyone froze as one of the sentries peered out. The sentry eased the big door open and gestured in Hira Noh’s direction. The man who came in stopped and stared, clearly not expecting such a crowd; then he said, “Chance’s gone if ya wanted it, Hira. The King’s already in, past the southern gate while all was dark, and is near the castle already.”
“Jashan’s teeth, I suppose this could not be easy,” Callo said. He looked frustrated. Kirian held his hand between her own. Callo’s hand was rough with sword work, but his grip was gentle. She listened to the planning going on all around her, and wondered if her lover would live through the next day.
It was very late when they retired to their various rooms. Kirian made sure Mot was comfortable; the girl was housed in the scullery, on a cot with a blanket next to the big clothes tub. The girl looked a little lonely, Kirian thought. She spent a few moments talking to her, and promised that after all this was done she would take her to visit her Mama in the city and see how she was doing. 
Mot clutched the wool blanket around her and said, “I know I owes ya thanks, ya know, Healer.”
“What, for being carted all over Righar with a wanted color mage?” Kirian smiled.
“Well, there’s that. I ain’t used to bein’ chased, except by Harik and Niley. But ya said ya’d find me a place, when this is done. I sorta liked the kitchen garden, at th’ Castle. Ain’t nothin’ like that back home, except fer Lake Heart of course. Thought I might like to learn how to grow things.”
“Many houses hire a gardener or a housekeeper who can grow a good kitchen garden,” Kirian said. “And Healers need herbs as well—some we gather wild, but we cultivate as many as we can. We will try to find a place for you where you can learn.”
“Suppose I owe Chiss as well, for plantin’ me on the second cook,” Mot said. “Though I think he did it just so he could be rid o’ me.”
“He was in a hurry,” Kirian said. “I am glad it worked out.”
She squeezed the girl’s hand. Mot burrowed under her blanket, looking her age for a change. Kirian went out of the house and back up to the room above the armory, smiling.
Callo was burrowed under the covers as well, half-asleep. He stirred and mumbled something as she climbed into bed next to him. Kirian curled up behind him, her breast to his back, and felt the heat he generated fill up the space under the wool blanket.
“Love you.” His voice was rough with sleep.
“Be careful tomorrow,” she whispered. “Take care, my dearest.” She listened for a moment for some response, but Callo had fallen back asleep, and there was none.
 



Chapter Twenty
It was still dark when Kirian awakened. Muffled sounds in the courtyard below told her it was time. The other side of the bed was cold and empty. Callo’s sword was gone from its place beside the door. She pulled on her clothes, said a silent prayer to the Unknown God to protect them all, and grabbed her Healer’s bag as she walked out the door. She doubted she would be coming back here again.
The air was chilly and slightly damp. The moon stood above the roofs of the city. It was still night in fact, too early for the morning vendors and servants to be going about their business. The horses were quiet in the stable. Kirian shivered, partly from the chill and partly from nerves.
Hira Noh’s people moved about the courtyard, readying themselves for the day’s activities. A shielded lamp stood on the long table the servants had set up for them last night. There was a spread of cold meat and apples, but no sign of any servants or of Hon Sia.
“She is frightened now,” Hira Noh said when she saw Kirian looking around for the merchant’s wife. “She will not come out until we are gone. Don’t try to thank her. She regrets allowing us in here.”
“But she didn’t kick us out last night,” Kirian said. “That’s something.”
“She was afraid to do that too,” Hira Noh said. “She craves the company of people who are in the midst of things and loves to rebel against her husband. But things are serious now. She fears she has gone too far.”
Kirian took a piece of bread and some ham from the table. The ham was cold and salty on her tongue, and her stomach woke up, growling. She ate that and then put an apple in her bag to take with her.
Callo was talking to Chiss and Balan near the outer door. Callo was cloaked, the hood pulled up over his fair hair. As she watched, Callo reached out to grip Chiss’ hand, and Kirian realized she was seeing a farewell. A protest caught in her throat, but she suppressed it. She stayed where she was and watched as Callo joined Oron near the gate, and slipped out into the dark streets as soon as the sentry pulled the door open for them.
“You will see him later, if all goes well,” Hira Noh said. “That is, if you insist on joining us?”
“I won’t sit in a safe place and worry while he challenges the King,” Kirian said.
“He ordered Rhin to get you to safety in the Healer’s College.”
Kirian grinned. “As if he has the authority to tell me what to do.”
Hira laughed, low in the night. “They are all alike, these righ men. Ordering people around.”
“I am ready,” Kirian said. “Tell me exactly what to do, so I do not get in your way.”
“You heard the plan last night. They stand a much better chance of getting into the castle with just Oron and Callo, who can use magery to stifle suspicion. I think that is true, with the castle on guard. Though things have returned to normal this morning, and the castle sentries are back to their usual pattern, according to my people.”
“Then?”
“We approach the castle on foot, in parties of four or less, and we take up positions as near as we can safely get. If Callo succeeds, and makes it to the doors, we will aid him out of the castle gates and the city with force of arms. Kel and the others on the outside will join us as soon as they can get past the gates. That will give us nigh on fifty people altogether, enough to make a respectable showing against Martan’s guard.”
“We are all likely to lose our heads.” Balan joined them. He wore his chain mail, and for the first time Kirian realized he had stripped the raven badge from his shoulder.
Hira Noh grinned. There was a fierce look in her eyes Kirian had never before seen on a woman’s face, as if she craved the upcoming danger. “So we must enjoy it while we can, yes?”
“Jashan’s heart, I do not plan to enjoy it. But I will be at your side. Anything to save my lord Ander.”
A creaking sound came from the street outside. They all stopped and listened. Kirian realized she was holding her breath. The creaking continued, moving down the street. 
“Just a sausage vendor, heading to market,” Balan said in a low voice. “We should move, Hon Hira Noh, or our plans will be ruined by daylight.”
“Now.” Hira Noh bared her teeth. “I am ready. Rhin, gather the rest, and let us change the world today!”
* * * * *
It was easy. Exultation gripped him as he and Oron slipped past the third guard station. Oron was doing something with the color magery, something that Callo knew he would never be skilled enough to do; it bent the light so they could not be seen. Callo could detect some of the effect as a distortion that spread his vision out before him like drops of oil in a puddle. The old man was growing tired from this constant use of a demanding aspect of his talent.
Footsteps echoed down the stone hall on the first floor. Callo and Oron stopped and withdrew into a parlor. The steps passed, probably an early-morning servant. It was growing light now, and there would be more people to avoid, but after the disturbance of the previous night it would be hours until the nobles stirred from their rooms. 
“One more staircase,” Callo said.
“Go,” Oron said. “My strength is waning, and fighting this cursed bond—you must prepare yourself for the possibility I will soon be unable to help.”
“What you have done is beyond my expectations,” Callo said. “Get me to the room where she is being held, and then get yourself to a place of safety. You are Lord Mage—they will not dare touch you without the King’s express word.”
Oron smiled, as if he did not believe that. They crept out of the parlor and ran up the corner staircase to a room Callo was familiar with. He waved Oron away; the old man vanished around the corner. Then Callo closed his eyes and let his internal wall down, using the psychic magery to visit a deep torpor on the guard standing at the barred door. Once the man had slumped against the wall, he unlatched the door and went in, and released his psychic magery.
The bed hangings twitched aside and Lady Dria Mar’s pale face peered out from the opening.
“Do not cry out,” Callo said. “I have come to talk to you—that is all.”
“I cannot believe you have dared to come into these rooms,” said Dria Mar. She pulled a robe around her and slid out of the bed. She sat in a chair by the barred window, where the pearly dawn light cast her features into shadow. She held her head as high as she had in the hall at Northgard where she had confronted Callo. She wore a turban to restrain her curls, and even her nightrobe was sparked with tiny jewels at the collar. She looked plump as when he had last seen her and did not appear to be suffering from being confined to her rooms.
Callo bowed. “There is no love lost between us, Lady Dria. Still, I know how you feel about your son. Your allegiance to him is stronger than anything else. That is why I wanted to speak with you.”
“There are better ways to do that than to come sneaking into this chamber like a thief, or an assassin.”
“I apologize. This was the only way I could get in to see you.”
“Go on.” Her lips pursed. “I have little right to refuse you. His Majesty has forbidden me the right to command my own time. He holds me here because of what I did to you—but at least he has not dared to have his late brother’s wife slain.”
“He does not know I am here.”
Dria Mar’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t know how you have eluded the net that was set for you. Why are you here, Royal Bastard?”
“Do you receive any news in this place, Lady Dria?” Callo said. “Your son is very ill, near to death, I believe, and the cause is King Martan who uses the righ bond to leech his life from him.”
She rose and approached him, stopping with her face a few inches from Callo’s chest. “He would not do such a thing. No, it is impossible even if he wished it.”
“Mage Oron has confirmed it.”
Her gaze dropped. After a moment of silence, Callo said: “I think you must finally admit I am not the one who seeks the throne of Righar. It is your royal brother-in-law who tries to arrange the succession to his liking.”
She stepped away from him. Her voice was light as she responded to him. “I will no longer deny it. I am no fool, Lord Callo.”
“I never thought you were that.”
“So then, why are you here? Surely you do not wish to make common cause with me.”
“I am going to try to save your son. I need your support, Lady Dria, for myself, but mostly for Hon Kirian.”
“Your whore, yes,” Dria said with a malicious smirk.
Callo restrained himself. He had no time for petty reactions now. “The Council heeds your word. I plan to break the bond between King Martan and your son, and I do not expect Sharpeyes to sit quietly and do as I say. When I succeed—” He paused as he saw her raise an eyebrow at his choice of words. 
“When I succeed,” he repeated, “I have plans to get out of the city. But you know we will be pursued. I would like to escape with my life, and not be tossed into some cell until I can be beheaded at Lord Dionar’s bidding. However, I ask nothing of you on my own account but only on Kirian’s. She must be allowed to go free.”
“And you believe the Council will spare her if I speak for her?”
Callo nodded. He held her gaze. This woman was as cold and as clever as a snake, but he would use her loyalty to her son to help Kirian get out of this mess alive. There was no way he could depend on his psychic magery to sway an entire room of righ for more than a few moments. Lady Dria Mar had the connections to speak for him—and even more importantly, for Kirian.
“It is so,” she said. “Lord Dionar is a wayward ass, but he will listen or his rich lady wife will cut off his funds. The others—well, they know me, and they will do as I say.”
“I have made other promises. You won’t like this, but you have the power to see it done—the Sword of Jashan must have a voice in the Council. They have been the swords behind this attempt.”
She made a grimace of distaste. “Those scum, on the Council?”
“If you want your son to assume his rightful position, that is the price. That is what I promised Hon Hira Noh for their aid. It will also mean Lord Ander will not need to worry about battling them during his first year or so as King. He will be able to turn his whole attention to the Ha’lasi threat.”
She glared at him for a moment. He could almost see the calculations whirling in her head. Callo thought he could hear sounds on the other side of the door. He said: “Then what is your word, Lady Dria? I must move on this matter now, if Lord Ander is to survive.”
“What are you waiting for? You have what you want. Go, Royal Bastard. And when you have succeeded, get you and your ku’an pollution as far away from Righar as you can because I will do everything I can to have you permanently removed from the line of succession.”
“I would expect nothing else from you, Lady Dria,” Callo said. He bowed. “I will go then. Wish me well, if the words will pass your lips.”
She glared at him from her chair. He permitted himself a smile and bowed to her. He turned and prepared to leave the room, but the door flew open and slammed into the wall. An armed guardsman loomed in the open doorway, his face grim. 
Dria Mar stood. “Seize him! He broke into my rooms. Seize him!”
Another guard ran into the room. Callo tried to use the ku’an magery—he wanted to visit King Martan on his own terms, not as a prisoner once again. 
“Do not.” That was Oron, standing behind the second guardsman. His mage cloak swirled with red and orange, washing out the color in his face. “They will take us directly to the King. Will you not, men?”
“To Lord Dionar,” the first guard said.
“If you must call him, do that. But then you must take us directly to the King.”
The guards looked at each other. Callo knew they were wondering what the Lord Mage was doing involved in this, and whether they should take his orders. 
“What are you waiting for?” Dria Mar snapped. “Do as he says. His Majesty has been searching for this man. Are you so stupid that you don’t know it?” She stood and glared at the men. “Send word to His Majesty, and have Lord Callo delivered to him at the place of the King’s direction. Go! I have had enough of all these men in this prison cell of a room.”
The guards stepped behind Callo. One of them nudged him forward. “Yes, Lady Dria. Are you injured in any way? Has Lord Callo hurt you?”
“No. Just go!” she said. “Now.”
Mage Oron cast her an unreadable look and followed Callo and his guardsmen out of the room.
* * * * *
“You are a dangerous heir,” Sharpeyes said from the dais where he sat flanked by armed guards. “Like a snake that bites its handler.”
“Thus it is, when you put a person into captivity and then expect him to follow you willingly,” Callo said. 
The guards around Sharpeyes’ chair were supplemented by two others, stationed at the door and window; by Mage Yhallin, who stood just off the dais; and by the Lord Commander, Dionar, with his hand already on his sword hilt. Mage Oron stood to the side. His status was uncertain; Callo had seen King Martan’s gray eyes on the old mage, evaluating—but there were no guards watching him, and no outer sign his loyalty was questioned.
Behind Callo was an empty space where he wished he had someone else to support him; Chiss, or Balan, or even the unpredictable Hira Noh. The physical space was small, but it seemed almost insurmountable in his mind. 
The door opened enough to allow a guardsman to relay a message to his counterpart on the inside. The man on the inside came to stiff attention and said: “You Majesty, may I approach?”
“You may give us your message from there, so everyone in the room may hear it.”
“Yes, Your Majesty. The conspirators have been arrested and are now in the cells awaiting your instructions on their final disposition.” 
“Give us their names,” the King said, his eyes on Callo.
“That would be Hon Balan ran Gesset, and the servant Chiss, as well as a woman who has been identified as part of the terrorist group Sword of Jashan. There are five others who were apprehended near the Castle gates, also members of the Sword of Jashan.” The man bowed. “Your Majesty.”
Callo felt the space at his back even emptier as he realized that instead of supporting him, his associates now needed his help. And he stood here like a rabbit under a hawk’s eye. 
“I would have another prisoner for you, but a color mage of Oron’s stature is not to be contained in a cell,” Sharpeyes said. “What have you to say for yourself, Lord Mage?”
Oron tucked his hands in his sleeves. His shoulders relaxed, as if he were free of a weight. “You know I cannot act against you, Your Majesty.”
“I know no such thing. Your skill with the bond is unparalleled—you have taught me and helped me to place it. I can see the bond now, struggling to choke you. You hold it off—how you hold it off! You are strong, Lord Mage. But how have you dared to act against me?”
Yhallin drifted to stand beside Oron. The old man gave her an unreadable look and said nothing. There was a strange attenuated look about him, as if the struggle against the bond was draining him.
Sharpeyes smiled, but it did not reach his narrowed eyes. “I grow tired of you and your schemes. Can you hold this off, old man?” He raised a hand, and a bolt of mage lightning arced toward Oron. Oron raised both hands, palms out, as if to physically block the attack. His hands began to glow with magery. The King’s attack sparked out harmlessly against the shield Oron had raised to protect himself.
Then Oron screamed. The sound raised every hair on Callo’s neck and arms. Violent red light began to stream from Oron’s open mouth, a glowing tendril that emerged like a living thing and wound about the old man’s neck. Oron gagged on it, the scream choking off. The cable of light wrapped around his face and neck and squeezed. Oron seized the thing with both hands and tried to wrench it away, but it dug into his skin. The stench of burning flesh filled the air. 
Grunts of reaction came from one of the guardsmen as he tried to contain his revulsion. Callo wanted to look away, to give Oron some dignity in his terrible death. Everyone else in the room stared, horrified. Oron’s face and neck were completely enveloped by the burning cable. The old man’s hands weakened and fell away. He crumpled to the floor and lay unmoving, except for the mage bond which still writhed about his face and neck. 
“All the gods,” whispered Yhallin, who had stepped back away from Oron. Her eyes were dark in her white face. Lord Dionar’s jaw was clenched as he forced himself to watch. 
The King gestured, and the magery faded from Oron’s head. What was left stared eyelessly at the ceiling. The King looked at his lord mage and did not turn away. 
Callo pushed down his horror and decided he would show Sharpeyes no mercy.
“Oh, yes,” the King said. “There is one missing. What has happened to her, guard?”
“As you directed, Your Majesty,” Lord Dionar said beside him. The man’s voice was weak. “She is here.”
“Bring her in.”
Callo spun around and watched as Kirian was delivered into the hands of the guardsmen at the door. Her hands were bound, and her face was bruised all along the cheekbone. She saw what had been Mage Oron lying on the floor and wavered.
“Why is she here?” Callo took a step forward, his hand at his empty swordbelt.
The King’s mouth curved up in an unfriendly smile. “I remember well what she is to you,” he said. “All that night at Seagard Tower is engraved in my mind. Do you think I do not learn from my mistakes?”
“In fact, I think exactly that,” Callo said. “If you learned, you would have abandoned this vainglorious plan to take over two nations by making me your heir.” 
The guards took Kirian to the front of the room, to the side of the dais. There, a guard stood with a hand on her arm. Callo’s gut wrenched as he saw the force of the man’s white-knuckled grip, but Kirian did not show any pain. Instead, she looked towards Mage Yhallin, who stood a few feet away. Yhallin avoided her assistant’s gaze.
“This woman has great power over you,” the King said. “Perhaps with her aid we can make you accept what is bound to be. I have been in touch with the ku’an’an, Si’lan, your—” he smirked—“your father. I believe the corruption of a boy king Ar’ok has met his end, and Si’lan holds the castle against forces loyal to Ar’ok’s mother and another ku’an.”
Callo’s eyes jerked up to the King’s face. “Loyal? I doubt that. More likely they are enslaved by the psychic magery into false loyalty. I am glad that vile creature is dead; Ha’las is better off without him. But why you think this should sway me to your cause I do not know.”
“It would be easy now.” Sharpeyes rose and took a step away from his chair. Beside him, Dionar stiffened into alertness as his hand went to his sword hilt. “Easy to accept what is rightfully yours, easy to accede to Si’lan’s plans, and in a year you could be lord of Ha’las—righting all the wrongs that exist there.”
“The place needs a good cleansing. I will be more than happy to assist Si’lan in such work. But not as your heir. You have an heir. He lies upstairs, ill near to death.”
“How near, do you think?” Sharpeyes closed his eyes. There was a pause, so slight Callo did not draw a full breath. Then the King opened his eyes and grinned into Callo’s face. “Very near; oh, very near.”
Across the room, Kirian made a noise of protest. Callo panicked. Would Sharpeyes pull Ander’s life force away before Callo could complete his task? There had been enough talking. He looked at Kirian, apologized silently, and let his psychic magery free from where he held it behind strict control.
He had prepared it and held it ready. The lesson was learned; he would make no attempt to spare anyone in the room the effects of his ku’an magery. It would take every skill he had to bring down this powerful man. He magnified it, strengthened it, and let down his wall, allowing the lethargy to sweep out into the King’s chamber.
He saw it hit the guardsmen. A blank look in the eye, a slump to the shoulders, alertness gone and replaced by a struggle to stay on their feet. Beside the guardsmen, Lord Dionar’s sword hand dropped into a limp weight at his side. The guard who held Kirian went to his knees and the lassitude swelled, filling the room like Smoke. 
Yhallin staggered under the influence of the psychic magery, but was able to sweep her hands up and spin a disc of magery toward Callo. He summoned his own mage ability and touched it, leaching off its force, letting it bleed away into the air as Yhallin sank to the floor in a pool of dark robes. 
Metal clattered behind him. Callo turned to see the guardsman in a slump of mail and arms on the floor, eyes staring upward almost as if he had died. Callo’s eyes went around the room to find all the guardsmen in a similar state of bespelled languor, even Dionar slumped against the tapestried wall with his hands dragging limp beside him on the floor. Yhallin was no longer a threat, lying on the floor with her face turned away from him.
Freed of his guard, he began to walk toward the King’s chair.
“Not so fast, ku’an!” 
It was the King’s voice, still strong and alert, stopping Callo like a fist to the face. 
At the head of the room, Sharpeyes stood beside the carved chair. The King still smiled malevolently. He held Kirian tight to his side, a muscled arm about her neck. Around them both was a shield of color magery, swirling like oil on water illuminated by sunlight, a mass of colors that Callo could nevertheless see through to discern the panicked look on Kirian’s face.
Neither the King or Kirian was at all affected by the psychic magery that had dropped the others into a state of somnolence. 
“You have been too busy rejecting your heritage to understand it,” Sharpeyes said. “Meanwhile I have been creating a shield that protects against Ha’lasi magery. You should be flattered that I have gone to so much trouble for you. My better sense bid me slay you long ago instead of struggling again and again to bring you to my cause—at considerable risk to myself.”
“You should have believed my word, that I would not fall into line with your commands,” Callo said. 
“All men fall into line with my wishes eventually,” the king said. 
His arm tightened about Kirian’s throat, and her hands went up to pull at his arm, trying to free herself. Her fingers dug into the skin of Sharpeyes’ forearm.
“Let her go!” Callo said. “You’re hurting her.”
“I will let her go to be—whatever she is to you,” the King said. “When you swear on Jashan’s name you will do as I wish in this matter.”
Callo struggled to breach the wall of color magery. He pushed the ku’an magery at the shield, enveloping it in sleep, but the King’s magery held firm. 
“I know how you hold Jashan in reverence,” King Martan said. “I would trust your oath upon him.”
“There will be no oath,” Callo forced out, struggling to hold the ku’an influence in place over the men in the room. Someone stirred over against the wall, and Callo closed his eyes briefly, concentrating.
“Look, I will offer you a compromise, which I have never before done to any righ,” Sharpeyes said. “If you will not be King after me, so be it! Only do this—bed with the righ woman I choose for you, and make offspring with your bloodlines—progeny that I will shape to take your place on the throne.”
“No,” Callo said. “That would be even worse.”
“How worse, to plow a pretty maiden a couple of times and hand over your mage offspring to me? Then you may go off with your Healer and watch your son grow to be the first emperor of Ha’las and Righar!”
“I do not trust you,” Callo said. “I remember well how you shaped me, Uncle. I have no idea how you would use my offspring, but I know you will never let me go.” 
“No?” The King’s arm tightened again. Kirian struggled, her face growing red. The King drew his dagger out from its sheath on his belt, and held it ready. “I have no compunction in slaying your lover.”
Kirian was beginning to choke. Her mouth was wide open, struggling for air. Callo saw her hands drop to her side, her fingers opening.
“Hold on, Kirian,” Callo said. He gathered his strength. Energy ripped from his fingers and arrowed towards the King. Callo could feel the heat of it from where he stood. He waited for it to slam into the King’s shield, prepared to grab Kirian while the King’s attention was on his own defense.
The King laughed. He watched, apparently undisturbed, as Callo’s wall of flame impacted his mage shield. The shield glowed as it apparently absorbed Callo’s attack. The King and Kirian stood untouched.
“I begin to think you are quite sincere,” the King said. “Since you do not agree to spare your whore.” He sighed, and a wall of color magery spun out from the protective globe that encircled the two on the dais. “If you will not comply, Royal Bastard, I will see the end of you.”
Callo flung up an arm wrapped in force. Color magery streamed from his hands, forcing back the King’s attack. The King smirked, loosing his hold on Kirian’s neck a little to concentrate on Callo. 
Kirian drew a deep, gasping breath with a desperate sound audible across the room.
“I am sick unto death of coddling you, all the while guarding my life against you,” Martan said. “You wanted me to believe you—well, I now do so. You are too dangerous to live if you are not my own to deploy as I wish. Prepare to join your half-brother in hell, Royal Bastard.”
A ball of flame arced from Martan’s outstretched hand. Callo’s defense wavered in the face of that power; he could not defend against it with his attention on the psychic magery that kept the guardsmen somnolent. The King’s mage attack slowed and weakened when it neared Callo’s defenses, striking Callo in the chest.
The force blew Callo off his feet. A fireball of pain spread across his chest, down his arms and up his neck. Desperate, he drew all the strength he had into the mage energy, striking at the King. The energy scattered before the King’s coruscant mage shield, washing up the pale walls in a futile show.
Sharpeyes laughed. “Everyone has told you how much potential you have. You have craved hearing their praise, watching them as they envy you, haven’t you? You have not bothered to realize how powerful I am! Neither your color magery nor your psychic magery can reach me.”
Callo pulled his shaking legs under him and stood. His head reverberated as with the echo of a meteor strike. Behind him, someone groaned. Metal scraped, as if one of the guards tried to rise. On the dais, Yhallin stirred from her enforced lethargy. The psychic magery had been held too long, drawing from an emptying well of strength; Callo tried to reinforce it. He felt the room move slowly about him, and knew the magery was taking its toll. He must try to bring this to its conclusion before he succumbed to the reaction.
On the dais, Martan stretched out a hand. Brilliant color emanated from every pore, merging into a beam of magery so intense Callo could not keep his eyes on it. The killing stroke, he thought. He dropped the psychic influence he was exerting on the guards and pulled all of his power into an opposing force.
“Jashan, aid me,” he whispered, and flung a bolt of power just as Sharpeyes released his own magery.
They met in a blast of color that whited out Callo’s vision. The air heated; Callo sucked in breath through a dry throat, trying to maintain strength. There was a cry behind him, and a clatter of arms, but he knew the guardsmen would be confused as they woke from their torpor to this hell of energy, and Callo could spare no strength to deal with them anyway.
For the first time since he was a child, he reached inside for more energy to fuel the magery, and came up dry.
The glare of magery began to thin. Peering through white light, Callo saw the King slumped over the armrest of the carved chair beside him. He panted in the dry hot air. He had lost his hold on Kirian, who sat with her legs drawn up before her on the floor, gasping.
* * * * *
Through a fog so deep he could see nothing, Ander could discern shouting and the snap of color magery as if it were in the room with him.
With an immense effort, he managed to move his arm.
He lay in his bed, his arm in contact with cool linen bedding. His body felt light, wasted.
“My lord!” There was a scraping sound as if a chair was shoved aside, and footsteps approaching. “Good gods, my lord Ander, it is good to see you move!”
He opened his eyes but it was a few moments until he could see anything other than a smear of garbled shapes, in colors like paints spilled on a canvas. Then the object in front of his eyes resolved into a face—Jesel’s face, only a few inches from him.
“Water,” Jesel muttered to himself, withdrawing. “Sugared water, let me get something into you while I can.”
Ander closed his eyes again. He remembered something pulling at him hard, for a long time, carrying his strength with it as a river in flood carried everything with it. Now the sickening pull was fainter. Barely a thread stretched from his heart into the ether.
There was an arm beneath his neck, lifting him. Ander found the mug being presented to his lips. He sipped. Cool, sweet liquid soothed his throat. He could already feel the strength flowing along his wasted limbs.
Jesel lowered his head to the bed. Ander sighed. Sleep hovered all around him, waiting. Before he let himself sink into it, there was one thing Ander had to do.
He found the binding thread that sucked the strength from him, now thin and attenuated, and pulled on it as hard as he could.
* * * * *
Callo heard thumping and smashing behind him. The heavy wood doors began to shake as men tried to beat them down.
Sharpeyes tried to push himself up off the chair, but his muscles trembled visibly, and he fell back. The mage shield still encompassed him, but it grew weak and filmy, gray in places as if decaying.
Yhallin moved on the dais, pushing herself up off the floor with her arms until she wavered next to Kirian. 
Callo tried to gather strength for another attack. Then he felt someone grasp his hands from behind—a guardsman, managing to resume his duty. He wrenched his arms away with a trickle of magery and stared up at the dais. 
Kirian stood, watching the King pull himself upright.
She looked at Callo. He nodded, and she raised her arms to deliver one mighty blow to Sharpeyes’ grizzled head, slamming the King’s head down on the wood armrest. 
“Watch out!” Callo warned.
It was too late. Mage Yhallin grabbed Kirian’s hands from behind and dragged her away from the King. The mage stumbled, but red was beginning to etch her hands as she gathered her energy. Callo knew he had little time before she would be able to attack. And he was too weak to defend himself or Kirian. 
Sharpeyes still hung, fighting unconsciousness, on the carved chair. The King’s mage shield was half gone. The remnants of the attack faded into pools of energy on the walls and floor, then shrank and vanished. Yhallin straightened, raised a hand, and began to replenish the shield, power flowing from her, slow but effective. Kirian whirled and pulled the King’s own dagger from his side, striking at Yhallin. The mage healer jumped back as the blade grazed her arm. Kirian followed, stabbing again deep into Yhallin’s shoulder. 
Yhallin’s magery fell like sand to the earth. She turned and struck out, knocking Kirian to the floor. The blade flew out of Kirian’s hand. Yhallin’s fist connected again with Kirian’s jaw, and Kirian sagged, her hands falling loose to her side.
Lord Dionar, on the dais, had recovered. He drew his sword, stumbling toward Callo. “Guards! To me!” the man rasped. 
Callo struggled to gather his strength. He pushed them all back with the vestiges of his ku’an magery, visiting the entire chamber with the most powerful fear he could imagine, until they shook and gasped in the corner of the room, afraid to approach or defend. It took his last bit of strength to do it, but the room trembled in fear.
Dionar dropped his sword and ran to the corner of the room, where he panted in terror. Yhallin dropped down next to Kirian on the floor. She curled in on herself, but Callo saw her still fumbling for the King’s discarded blade, as if she tried to overcome the effects of the magery.
Then he walked up the two steps to the dais, through the shredding remains of the shield, and approached the King. 
Sharpeyes was in dire condition. His face was gray from exertion, and he held a hand to his heart. His breath came fast as he leaned back and looked into Callo’s eyes. Callo could see the fear there. Sharpeyes’ shield was in tatters, and he too was affected by the ku’an influence. It gave Callo no satisfaction.
“I know you,” the King gasped. “You are too loyal to finish me off.”
Callo stepped over to where the King’s blade lay discarded on the floor. He pushed aside Yhallin’s hand and picked up the blade. “You are too sure of yourself,” he said. “This will be for all those you have manipulated like puppets to your will—for me, and Ander, and not the least of all Arias. You fear the Sword of Jashan? I am your Sword of Jashan. Greet your gods, Martan Alghasi Monteni.”
Sharpeyes said, “You cannot do it. You are bound.”
Callo actually smiled. “I was never bound. You have only yourself to blame for this ending, my uncle. I would happily have worked with you, under your legitimate heir, but you could not abandon the conspiracy you and Si’lan made together.”
“You still can,” gasped the King. “It is not too late.”
“Get up,” Callo said.
Sharpeyes put both hands on the chair arm and shoved himself upright. His right hand was clenched over his heart. His face was gray, and his breath came fast. Callo noticed the man’s hand trembled. But the King’s sharp gaze was on him, and he actually smiled. “You are more than I had hoped—worthy of me,” Sharpeyes said. “You can still join me. I will not insist on the punishment for your treason if you swear to follow my wishes.”
“No,” Callo growled. “Never.”
Callo felt a sickening lurch. His psychic magery dropped, his strength gone just like that. The others in the room—too many of them, too many to fight off—groaned and cried but would soon be back on their feet, free of the ku’an influence. He looked at the ragged remains of the shield Sharpeyes had created; it was amazing it still stood at all.
* * * * *
Ander drifted up to the surface of sleep. Something nagged at him, something he should do before he let the darkness take him. 
Someone’s hand was holding his wrist. Jesel, he thought. He pulled away weakly so the touch would not distract him.
“Unknown God,” he heard someone whisper. “Be with him.”
Ander thought it was a good idea to pray to the Unknown God. Color magery belonged to Jashan, as well as fire and sword, and the arrogance of the righ. This was no time to pray to Jashan.
Unknown God, he thought. Be with me now. 
He pulled again, on the thread that was now no thicker than a hair. It stretched, still full of the ancient strength. 
Then it snapped. 
* * * * *
King Martan flung up an arm, magery tracing it. 
“Too late,” he said, showing his teeth. “Always you hold off too long, always you wait. Curse you, Callo ran Alkiran, you were the worst thing I ever made.”
He flung out a hand, fire coating it, ready to be released into Callo’s defenseless face. Behind him, Yhallin stood. Callo could hear her voice warning Kirian not to move or she would die.
Callo felt for the remains of his mage energy; it was gone, used up. He could barely stand. 
Someone shouted behind him as the guardsmen, recovered from his ku’an attack, gathered their weapons.
Then the King’s eyes lost focus, his gaze traveling away from Callo’s face to stare into nothing. He shuddered as if he sustained another attack. Still, he flung color magery at Callo. It struck with a mere remnant of the power the King had once had, and seared his skin.
Callo felt the slippery hilt of the blade in his hands. He struck upward and out, as hard as he could.
Sharpeyes wavered on his feet. The hand that had held the magery went to his heart, clutching, and the mage energy flared into a burn and then vanished.
Blood flowed between the King’s ribs and over Callo’s hands. It leaked down Callo’s forearm and dripped onto the floor.
The King staggered, dropping to his knees. He looked up at Callo, but did not seem to see him at all.
“Weakling,” Sharpeyes said. “I cannot believe you have killed me after all.”
He dropped to the floor and lay in the spreading pool of his own blood, gasping for breath.
No one in the room came to his aid. Even Dionar, Lord Commander, stood watching as the fatal wound took His Majesty’s life.
When the King’s eyes finally stared sightless into eternity, Callo moved.
The guardsmen stalked up the stairs to take him.
Yhallin rushed between them, one hand gripping her bleeding shoulder. 
“Do not harm him!” she shouted. “This man is now our King.”
 



Chapter Twenty-One
Kirian pulled herself to her feet and stared at Yhallin’s back, disbelieving. The woman who had tried to kill her a few moments ago now stood in front of Callo, arms spread like a shield. Yhallin’s hands shook from reaction. The stab wound on her shoulder leaked a spreading red stain that plastered Yhallin’s tunic to her chest.
 The guardsmen hesitated, looking to their commander.
Dionar’s face was gray and exhausted. “Jashan’s will, this is a mess. She is right, men, especially if the young heir is dead upstairs. Take him into custody. Do not harm him.”
Yhallin smiled. It was an unpleasant smile on that bony, strained face. She turned to speak to Callo. “You will accede to his wishes after all, it seems my lord. Like it or not.”
Callo swayed and fell to his knees. His face was white, and he was breathing too fast. 
Kirian tried to go to his side, but someone seized her from behind and wrapped a cord around her wrists. A hand on her shoulder guided her into the hallway, down a set of narrow stairs, and into the cells, where she sat on a wooden bench, rested her head against the wall and thought about all that had just happened.
* * * * *
After what seemed to be several candlemarks, the door to the cell swung open. A mailed guardsman waited just outside. 
Kirian, still sitting on the wood bench, waited for food or water to be brought in. After a few seconds, the guard said: “Are you coming, Healer?”
Unbelieving, she jumped up. “Where am I going?”
“I have been ordered to release you. You’re to head to the righ quarters. There’s ones upstairs that need Healers.”
“What about the others?” she asked, as she trailed the man down the corridor to the metal doors at the end.
“They are to be released as well,” the man said. “You’ll find the mage upstairs in King Ander’s room.”
King Ander. That obviously meant the boy still lived, but it told her nothing else. Was Callo ill too, or near to death? She remembered all the energy he had used in the battle and the final surge of power from King Martan’s dying hands into Callo’s body. Callo had fallen, just before she had been taken from the room. And what mage was the guard referring to—Callo or Yhallin?
When had she, a child from the streets of Sugetre, become so involved with the affairs of mages and kingdoms? All she really cared about was one troublesome, amber-eyed color mage, and whatever would make him finally comfortable with his lot in a life that had been manipulated since even before his birth.
The guard released her hands and opened the outer doors for her. The iron doors groaned shut behind her. She slipped down the hallway, unsure exactly where she was in this maze of a place. She turned a corner and saw a set of stairs leading upward, and Chiss waiting for her.
“Thank you for waiting, Chiss. I have no idea what is going on. What has happened, do you know?”
“All I know is there is a need for Healers,” Chiss said. “No one was sent to escort us, so it appears we are free.”
“Let’s go faster.” Kirian waved Chiss ahead. 
“Indeed.” He led her up the deserted stone steps to ground level, where they walked across the hallways to the servants’ stairs. A maidservant and two men passed them on the stairs. Neither spared a word for Kirian and Chiss. 
Two guardsmen opened the door for them on the level where the King’s family had their living quarters. Their faces were grim. She recognized one of them as the man who had guarded the door in the chamber downstairs. 
“You are needed inside,” one of them said to Kirian, and waved her into Ander’s familiar room.
Ander lay on the bed, pale as the bed linen. His eyes were half-open and glazed. Beside him, Jesel added some potion to two fingers of water in a green glass; Kirian saw the black drops spread into the water and dissolve.
“Good!” Jesel said as he saw her. He glanced at her and then away, his tone clipped and urgent. “Next to him, Kirian; if he does not take this well, I will need you to help me.”
“He is in shock, then?” she asked, looking at the boy’s hands trembling on the coverlet.
“Gods know,” Jesel said. “He was poisoned through magery, I have been told. Now he barely breathes.”
“So you give the heartsblood.” Heartsblood was a mixture of three herbs, including the sart leaf she had used in Ha’las. It was used in the direst of cases. Kirian knew it would either stimulate the boy’s heart and lungs, or kill him. 
“Do not gainsay me, Hon Kirian,” Jesel said. “It is my decision.”
“I do not gainsay you. Look, hurry. His breathing slows further, and his heart.”
Jesel slid his arm under Ander’s shoulders and lifted him. The boy’s vacant stare did not even flicker as the healer began to dribble the water with the heartsblood into his mouth. Kirian was relieved to see Ander’s throat move as he swallowed some of the potion.
Chiss said in a low voice: “I will try to find out what has happened to my lord.” He slid away from her and out the door. 
As he left, Balan entered the room, once again wearing his own distinctive mail and with his sword sheathed at his side. Lady Dria Mar, dressed as if she had been expecting a call to court, followed him in. Through her worry, Kirian was glad to see they were all being released from their captivity. With the King dead and Ander ill, she wondered who had taken it on himself to order their release. 
“What is going on here?” Dria Mar demanded.
“This medicine may save Lord Ander’s life,,” Jesel said. “But it is risky.”
“King Ander,” corrected Balan.
A swirl of robes announced a third visitor. Yhallin’s shoulder had been wrapped in a bulky bandage that was already stained red. Sweat glistened on her forehead, but her voice was as commanding as ever. Balan blocked her way.
“Let me in,” she said. “Healers! Back off. This boy’s fate hangs on the fingertips of Jashan, and there will be no meddling.”
“You are one to speak of meddling, you cursed witch!” Dria Mar said. 
Yhallin made a menacing noise deep in her throat. Red sparks of color magery glittered in her eyes. Behind her, one of the guards moved a hand towards his sword and then stopped; the other man stood unmoving, both apparently uncertain of whom to defend. 
On the bed, Ander tried to move away from the liquid still being dripped into his mouth. Kirian went to help hold the boy’s head. There were still a few drops of medicine in the glass, and Ander must take it all. 
Balan looked at the guards before moving further into the room. “Make sure this mage does not interfere,” he ordered. 
“Do not come near me,” Yhallin shrieked.
Jesel held up the glass; it was empty. He smiled and set it to the side, and began murmuring soft words of encouragement to Ander, ignoring the drama around him. Ander lay white and unmoving on the bed. His eyes closed, and his chest rose and fell very slowly.
Mage energy began to coalesce around Yhallin’s hands. It was weak, almost sputtering like a candle burning too close to the wax. Kirian was surprised the mage healer had any energy left at all, after the profligate use of magery in the King’s court downstairs.
“Step away from him,” Yhallin said. “There will be no more attempts to save him.”
“Unknown God, why?” Jesel said. “He is our King!”
“My King is the one who lies dead downstairs,” Yhallin said. “I owed him everything.”
“You owed him your position and your status and coin to live on, I believe,” Balan said. “Nothing more. This boy is the legitimate heir. You conspired to slay him. That is treason.”
“But the King said—”
“He is dead,” Dria Mar said. She approached Yhallin, heedless of the burning color washing up Yhallin’s skin and casting her hollowed eyes further into shadow. “So his wishes have no more legitimacy. My son is your new King, under every law and custom of this land.”
“Get away from him!” screamed Yhallin. She wavered on her feet, but the color magery intensified. “Lord Callo is our new King. It is what His Majesty wanted, and I will make sure his wishes are fulfilled.”
Jesel stared at her, and stepped back. Kirian began to rise from her position at Ander’s side. Then she stopped and shook her head. 
“No, I will not leave him,” she said.
Yhallin put out her right hand, ready to attack. “I will not stop for you,” Yhallin warned. “You are nothing. You—” she spat at Dria Mar—“are even worse.” A weak spray of energy curled from Yhallin’s hands and arced towards Dria Mar. It struck Dria Mar in the chest. Ander’s mother cried out and fell, but still looked up at Yhallin, fully conscious. 
Then Yhallin turned towards the bed where Ander lay unaware.
Kirian froze. Perhaps this was it, after all the pyrotechnics in the room downstairs, and Kirian was about to die. She met Yhallin’s eyes. Yhallin looked half insane with grief, tears glistening in her dark eyes as she used her last reserves of strength to try to kill Ander.
Then there was a commotion at the door. Yhallin half turned to see what the noise was about. Balan rushed her, his knife in his outstretched hand. Before he could get within an arm’s length of Yhallin, her eyes rolled up in her head and the mage energy snapped into nothingness. Yhallin dropped to her knees. 
Hira Noh stood behind the mage healer, holding a dagger in her hand. The blade was red to the hilt. 
Yhallin slumped to the floor. Blood soaked the back of her tunic. Her head was turned, and her eyes stared at Kirian.
“Oh gods, she is still alive,” Kirian said. Her voice shook. She scrambled to Yhallin’s side and dropped to her knees. She put one hand to Yhallin’s neck, trying to feel the heartbeat, but her hand shook and she could feel nothing. Yhallin’s dark eyes stared into hers. Then a shudder took her body, and Kirian heard the rattling sound of Yhallin’s last breath. 
The consciousness drained from the mage’s eyes, leaving them empty.
Kirian knelt on the floor next to Yhallin’s body. The pain of her knees on the hard floor was a distant annoyance. There was pressure in her head, as if a scream was trapped and was trying to get out. There was blood all over the floor. People gaped at the dead mage. Kirian had seen too much violence, too much death in the last day. The Castle seemed full of blood—the King’s, Oron’s, now Yhallin’s. 
Yhallin had been a street child like Kirian, but her inherited power made her the puppet of Kings and mages. Now she lay dead, a victim of her own loyalty. Kirian was sorry for her death. Not sorry at all to have seen the end of a dangerous adversary who had been half insane with grief and love.
It all struck a little too close to home. Kirian heard herself sob, and was appalled.
Above her head, people were talking. She heard Balan thanking Hira Noh. She heard Dria Mar, voice dripping with suspicion, demanding to know where was the rest of the Sword of Jashan. One of the guards came to cover the dead mage and called for help to take the body away.
A familiar hand was on her shoulder. Chiss was there, back from wherever he had gone. He said, “Come now, Hon Kirian. It is all over.” He bent to help her get to her feet and move to a chair by Ander’s bed. His hand was strong, a comfort to her as she went where he led, unquestioning. He helped her sit in the chair and brought her a cloth—something from Ander’s sideboard, that had no business being used for such a task—to clean the blood from her hands.
Beside her, Ander shifted on the bed. Jesel leaned away from him, smiling. There had been no seizures; the heartsblood had drawn the boy away from death gently. 
Dria Mar sat heavily in the chair against the wall where Kirian had spent so many candlemarks watching over the boy. She gasped as she breathed, but it seemed she would survive Yhallin’s weakened mage attack.
“How is he now?” Dria Mar asked.
Jesel was still smiling. “He seems to be taking the heartsblood very well. I hoped so—he is young, after all, though his strength has been leached. He should awaken momentarily, my Lady, and tell us himself how he is feeling.”
Kirian put her head in her hands for a moment. Chiss stood beside her like a rock, hand on her shoulder. 
Ander stirred. His eyes opened—his dead uncle’s eyes, Kirian thought, under the same sharp brows. After a moment his slow gaze moved from person to person.
“King Ander,” Jesel said softly. “It is good to see you awake.”
“King Ander?” the boy whispered. “I thought I felt . . .” 
Kirian suppressed the shiver it gave her, that Ander might have somehow felt the King’s death. 
“King Ander,” Dria Mar said, moving to the bedside. “You are safe, my son, and under guard. You may recover in peace.”
“Once all these people remove themselves from your chamber,” Jesel snapped. 
Balan nodded. “We will indeed. Take your time, Sire, and heal well. You are protected like the castle walls. None shall harm you while you sleep.”
Ander smiled. It was nothing like the carefree smile he had given Kirian a few sennights ago in Northgard manse, but it was trusting. Ander’s eyes closed. 
The guards had finished removing Yhallin’s body. Hira Noh looked around at all of them and left without another word, presumably to go to wherever Callo was being held. Kirian watched as Jesel examined Ander, clearly pleased with what he found.
“All is well,” the other healer said. “He must be watched, though, to make sure he does not decline when the heartsblood wears off.”
“We will watch,” Kirian said, though she felt sure Ander was on the mend now that Sharpeyes’ magery was no longer an issue. 
She yawned, feeling every muscle twinge as it released from the awful stress of the last few candlemarks. 
Jesel glanced at her. “I will watch first, with perhaps Chiss and Ander’s new man to spell me. Go and rest.”
She rose, releasing Ander’s thin wrist. “I will do that,” she said. “After I check on Callo. Where is he, do you think?”
Chiss said, “I will take you. Are you sure you are well enough to go?”
“Why?” She looked at Chiss with dread. “Is he all right?”
“As far as I know, he is exhausted but well,” Chiss said. “He is surrounded by rebels and confused righ and guardsmen who do not know what to do, but he is handling it. Rhin and Lotna are there, helping him.”
“He will need a Healer,” Kirian said, thinking of the reaction to the magery Callo had expended. 
“Stay here for a few moments,” Chiss said. He looked at Jesel. “You will watch over her?”
Jesel nodded.
“I will check on him again for you, Hon Kirian.” Chiss went out the door.
Kirian turned to check on Ander. The boy lay in a deep, healing sleep. She said: “I am glad that is all over, Jesel.”
Jesel shuddered. “I have not seen mages fight before, Hon Kirian. I find I will be pleased if I never have to again.”
Kirian thought about how many mage battles she had seen since she had left Seagard Village. She would be as pleased as Jesel if she never had to witness mage energies streaking across the room again, or striking someone she loved to kill him. 
She felt tears rise, and shifted her thoughts, trying to stop them.
Jesel had walked away from the sleeping Ander. “It is all right,” he said gently. “You have been through much, and held stronger than I would have imagined. No one is here but me to see you, Hon Kirian.”
The gentleness undid her. The tears came faster. She sat down on the chair by the wall. Her hands trembled, and her eyes burned. She took a deep breath and thought about everything she must do before she rested. She forced her thoughts away from the terror she had felt in the audience chamber as Yhallin came for her with the knife. She tried not to think about how frightened she was when Callo fell.
She could not stop the tears. She looked up at Jesel, who stood before her offering a glass of water.
“I am sorry,” she said. “I have never done this before.”
“There is no shame,” he said. “I feel like doing the same thing. There is no one here but me. Go ahead—I will tell anyone who asks that you are needed here.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
The reception chamber was full of people. It was an interesting mix, Kirian thought; people caught up in the drama of what had happened here, either excited or appalled by the events that had led to King Ander’s succession to the throne of Righar. 
Armed men in full uniform stood at the doors, guarding the righ who met in another room down the hallway
from the riffraff that clustered here. They looked as if they were strung on a bowstring, taut and watchful as they scanned the odd assortment of people that would not have been permitted into this room together when Sharpeyes was alive.
Kirian knew, in general, who was in the other chamber—the King, a few Council members, a gray-faced Lord Commander, the new Mage Lord, and the representatives of all the Collared Lords. She had watched some of them progress down the hallway after the funeral. Valus fur and jewelry gleamed everywhere, but Kirian had noted no tears at Sharpeyes’ passing. They all avoided the ritual burning of the King’s body, and proceeded indoors to arrange the future affairs of Righar. They had been closeted in their deliberations for more than a candlemark now.
Kirian thought they had a better arrangement here in the reception room as they waited for the righ to finish their meeting. For one thing, they had food: lovely food, made by the best cooks in the city, who had worked for days on the delicacies on the long tables. And there was wine. She cradled a cup of it herself. 
The Lord Healer, Hon Char Irilan, stood before the table of refreshments, a full mug of wine in one hand, sampling a pastry. Hon Hira Noh wore her usual homespun clothing, her tunic cinched by an empty knife belt; there were no edged weapons allowed in these rooms today. People made a wide berth around her and Rhin, who waited by one of the large windows, watching the group.
Kirian made her way over to Hira Noh.
“Get out while ya can, Hira—” Rhin was telling his leader as Kirian approached. “Ya think these high an’ mighty types don’t remember the horses we stole near Littleseed? Or when we robbed Lady Shain in the spring? They’re just waitin’ to arrest ya, and then where will I be?”
Kirian smiled. “I do not think they will do anything like that against Callo’s orders, Rhin.”
“Him! Where is he, I ask ya?”
The breeze shifted and came in through the tall windows, carrying an unmistakable scent of the pyre. Kirian wrinkled her nose.
“Barbaric custom, the burning,” Hira Noh said. “I never understood it. Rhin, you know King Ander was needed to officiate at the funeral. Only he could break the King’s bond to the land and set him free. I believe Lord Callo went with him.”
Kirian said, “I wish Ander had not had to do that.”
Hira Noh shrugged. “It is the only way. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want Sharpeyes’ soul tethered to Righar, causing trouble. I doubt he’d be any less of a tyrant in death than he was in life, you know. Better the bond be cut, and send him on his way.”
Kirian looked around the room. Everyone there had come to witness Sharpeyes’ funeral. Then while the clerics and Lady Dria Mar went out to see to the burning of the body, those with tender sensibilities—or no regard for the King—waited in here, eating and drinking and socializing.
A high voice carried to Kirian’s ears. It was Hon Sia, the plump merchant’s wife who had sheltered them and the Sword of Jashan as they planned their final attack. Hon Sia hung on her husband’s arm, dripping jewels he had acquired in his trading. She sipped from a glass of wine as she spoke.
“Oh, it was very dangerous,” Hon Sia said. “But I knew what I had to do. These brave men and women, and that poor little prince dying in the castle . . . my heart just broke.”
A polite murmur greeted her words. One of the Council members smiled at her earnestness.
Hon Sia’s chin lifted. “You have no idea what it was like.” She sipped more wine and twinkled up into her husband’s face. “Almost under siege like that, in my own home!” 
Hon Sia’s husband put his hand around her waist. 
It was funny, Kirian supposed; hearing the frightened merchant’s wife brag about her role in events, while her husband smiled at her and squeezed her plump waist. It was amusing how Hon Char hovered over the table, tasting something from every plate, while his former King burned in the funeral gardens outside. And how poor Rhin fidgeted, sure that he and Hira Noh would be arrested at any moment.
Kirian sighed. She wished this was all over, and she and Callo could go for a walk or lie together in his bed or even eat dinner together, alone, without worrying about the affairs of Kings. 
The guardsmen at the door stiffened into attention and began announcing new arrivals. King Ander, Lady Dria Mar, and two cloaked color mages entered the room. A Priest of Jashan, wearing purest white, followed them in. “It is done. Long live King Ander!” the Priest announced.
The occupants of the room bowed deep. Ander walked over to Kirian. She noticed his face was white, but whether that was a remnant of his recent illness or a result of the ceremony he had just assisted, she could not tell.
“I am glad to see you here, Hon Kirian,” Ander said. “And all these people, really. Though I never envisioned having to be grateful to the Sword of Jashan.”
Hira Noh snorted. Rhin actually blushed down to his black beard, and Hira Noh elbowed him. 
“We were glad to do it, Your Majesty,” Hira said. “It gains us what we fought for, you know. I think you have agreed to our demands?”
Ander winced a little. “It would be wise,” he said, “to stop calling them demands. It seems you are no longer a rebel group, but part of the government of this land.”
“Ha!” Hira Noh said. “So we can address the wrongs that have been done to the common people.”
Ander nodded. “That is long overdue. But remember, Hon Hira Noh, that you are a voice among many others here in Sugetre. Yours is not the only voice. I have sworn to give you a place, but not to give you free rein here. Your wishes will not always be fulfilled.” 
“I can live with that,” Rhin said. “Though not everybody agrees, Yer Majesty. We might have to beat some sense inta some of the people who prefer raidin’ to anything else.”
The Lord Commander entered the room, cloaked and bejeweled. He cast an irritated glance at the footman who announced his presence, and stalked over to the window. “Your Majesty,” he said. “We have three of this woman’s people in the cells. They were taken into custody for rioting in the sacred grounds where King Martan was being sent to Jashan.”
Kirian winced. That was very poor timing for whomever of the Sword of Jashan had dared to express their celebration in such a place.
“Hon Hira Noh,” Ander said. “Will you deal with your people, or shall I?”
“I’ll take care of them,” Hira Noh said. She bowed to the King and went out, Lord Dionar following her.
Ander looked very tired. Kirian saw the righ representatives begin filing their way into the room, and knew the King’s attention would soon be called away. She asked: “How are you feeling, Your Majesty?”
“It still feels much like a nightmare,” Ander said. “But I think the worst is over. The Council has come to an agreement. And Kirian, the Leyish King is sending his daughter to fulfill our betrothal.” He smiled; it was the first time since they had spoken at Northgard that Kirian had seen that expression on his thin face. 
“She will enjoy seeing the painting you have made of her, Your Majesty.”
“Do you think she will? Shan-il says it is quite good, and he has never lied to me.” Ander’s voice held a note of optimism. 
Kirian smiled. “You will be able to devote time to your painting, now that you are King and can command some of your own time.”
“I hope so. My lady mother and the Lord Commander are not encouraging about that. I can see there is much to be done, with more Ha’lasi refugees landing in the west every day. Fortunately, the ku’an are too disorganized to mount any strong attack like a Black Tide. Though I have been told the mages are prepared.”
That recalled Kirian’s mind to the fate of Righar’s two strongest mages in this power struggle. Mage Oron and Mage Yhallin had been released from their bindings and buried the day before. There had been little ceremony about it; Kirian thought people were too afraid of color mages in general to mourn at their passing. Callo and King Ander had stood shoulder to shoulder, pale and straight as the ceremony was completed. Kirian had watched and prayed to the Unknown God—a god neither of the deceased worshipped, but the god of all people lost—that they should find rest. That afternoon she and Callo stayed in his room, Callo silent with grief and Kirian weeping until her eyes were red. Everyone would miss the wise, courageous Oron; no one would miss Yhallin, who frightened people with her intensity. She and Callo drank a toast to both of them.
“Who will be your new Lord Mage?” she asked Ander.
“I . . . haven’t really announced it yet, It was just decided in our session.” Ander did not meet Kirian’s eyes as he spoke.
Kirian frowned. “Your Majesty, what are you not telling me?”
The King looked guilty. “Look, go talk to Lord Callo. He is still in the other room. I think he needed a minute to himself. He will tell you about it.”
Kirian bowed and spun on her heel. She went past the door guards without acknowledging their greetings, and strode down the hall. She thought about what Ander had said, and not said, and by the time she swung open the door to the now-unguarded Council chamber, she was seething.
Callo was alone in the chamber. He sat in a chair by the tall, unshuttered window. He wore valus fur and a gold righ ring of status, on a chain around his neck rather than on his finger since he was of illegitimate birth. The light fell on his fair hair and lit his amber eyes as he turned to her.
“Tell me you have not let him name you Lord Mage,” Kirian snapped as she let the door close behind her.
Callo sighed. “Not quite, my love. I suppose I am—temporary Lord Mage.”
Kirian stayed on the other side of the room. She knew if she went to him, her anger would be lost—and she felt she deserved her anger. “How could you?” she said. “You will let him bind you! After all you have fought against, for all this time?” 
Callo raised a hand. “No binding,” he said. “Ander has agreed to that, though the Council is unaware of that little stipulation. The mages who will do the real day to day work of a Lord Mage are bound. They were in here a moment ago, promising me they would spare me all they could.”
Kirian calmed down a little. “Well,” she said. “That is good.” She let her shoulders relax. “No binding?” she asked again.
“No binding.”
“What will you do?” Kirian asked. “I thought we could go somewhere together, and rest for a while. I know you are weary to death of all this violence, and I would like a little time in a normal place for once.”
“Ah, I am. I hope you will stay with me while I fulfill Ander’s wishes, dear one. But if you cannot—” Callo shrugged. “Then I will escort you anywhere you choose, somewhere where you can be happy and still able to fulfill your Healer’s Oath, and I will come to you after my task is done.”
Kirian said, “I would like that, if you came to me.” She went to him and sank down on the chair next to his, and held out her hand. “I was angry. I thought they had dragged you into their ridiculous intrigues again.”
Callo shook his head. “You know, I think Ander will make a truly good King. Once he is a little grown, and if he has someone to guide him who is not power-mad.”
“And that is you?”
“For a while.” Callo sat up straighter. “The Council meeting was odd. All these people who once wished me dead—even Lady Dria Mar, who commanded me not a sennight ago to run as fast as I could after Sharpeyes was dead, because she would hunt me down—they all want a brake on the schemes of the power-hungry. I believe they were all terrified of Sharpeyes, and want no more of the same. Yet they want a strong King, too. So I am a sort of mentor, I suppose.”
“Ander is in agreement with this?”
Callo nodded. “As long as I continue to acknowledge his rightful Kingship. He is going out on a limb for me here, and for the Sword of Jashan who helped save him—to have me there, next in line for the throne, and unbound so I have no restraint on me.” 
“He is,” Kirian said. “A lesson from Sharpeyes for everyone, about the dangers of unbridled mania for power. Do you think that is what did it?”
“I don’t know.”
“If Ander doesn’t know by now how you feel about power, he must be blind,” Kirian said. “He knows you are no danger to his throne.”
“Also, I do this for the Sword of Jashan. I swore to Hira Noh I would get them a voice on the Council. But the Council would not hear of it, rebels in their ranks, unless I stayed. They think I will be able to calm their wildness.” He grimaced. “I should have seen that coming. They are frightened to death of the Sword of Jashan. Gods, most of them have lost property, or even lives to them over the last five years.”
Kirian grinned. “Can you see Rhin, sitting next to Lady Dria Mar at Council? I would like to see that.” 
“If it will entertain you, I will arrange it.” Callo smiled, then quirked his eyebrows. “They are all temporarily much in debt to me, and will grant me what favors I ask.”
Kirian snorted. “As long as you realize, that is temporary.”
“Oh, yes. I have lived in Sugetre long enough to know that.” 
Kirian abandoned her elegant but uncomfortable chair and sank to the floor, where she could lean against Callo’s legs as he sat in his chair. His long fingers began stroking her hair. Callo continued. “Ander has his work cut out for him. The Ha’lasi refugees under the ku’an Jol’tan have taken over Fortress Mount. Most of the refugees are just desperate for food, but there have been clashes here and there between them and the settlements of the coast and western plains.”
“Lord Dionar will cope with that,” Kirian said. “Won’t he?”
“Lord Dionar is still in shock over the violent death of his liege. Ander has promoted Balan ran Gesset to a position of authority, and it is likely Balan who will deal with the Ha’lasi. And some young brat named Froman, whose father I remember from my days here before.”
“Not you,” Kirian said. “Do not say it is you who will help as well.”
Callo shrugged. “If I am needed. And if you permit it, love. I have dragged you around with me too long, and it is time I listened to which direction you want to go.”
Kirian felt a tear crawl down her cheek. Surprised, she wiped it away. Callo caught her hand and kissed the back of it.
“I haven’t had any time to consider where I want to go,” she said. “Ever since I met you, we have been racing around like squirrels. There has been no time to think.”
Callo laughed. It was a real laugh, and Kirian felt her tension ease away. “Do not tell Hira Noh and her people we are like squirrels, or we will not hear the end of it.”
“You know what I mean.” She cradled his hand against her cheek. “So you are to remain here, love, at least for now. As an unofficial Lord Mage?”
“That is it. And then we go where you will.”
“You do not know how to do any of the magery,” Kirian said. “Surely they will figure out before too long you are unsuited to be a Lord Mage.”
“I believe they already know this.”
“Here, stand up.” She rose and took Callo’s arm, pulled him to his feet. He stood before her, beautiful with his amber eyes lit by the daylight, arrayed in his righ finery, as unlike her as day to night. His smile was a little uncertain as she continued to look at him without speaking.
Then he said, “Kirian, love, you worry me. Are you about to say you have had enough of me? Because if so . . .” 
“No, you idiot, I am not going to say that!” She stood on her toes and kissed him. He leaned into it, closing his eyes, his arms enclosing her. Then she grinned into the kiss, and he pulled away, grinning himself.
“It is not usually good to show your teeth when kissing your lover,” he said. “Are you laughing at me, Kirian?”
“Yes!” she said. “I plan to laugh at you a lot during the next while, Lord Mage. It will balance the sycophants you will be surrounded by.”
“Ah, that is only brief, until they remember my scandalous illegitimacy and my distaste for power. But Kirian? Will you answer my question? Where is it you would like to go, after my duty is done?”
“I have not yet decided,” Kirian said. “It will probably be somewhere uncomfortable, healing people with no food or comforts, and you will have to forego your righ luxuries and live like a nomad on the Plains.”
“All right,” he said. “If that is what you wish.”
“Until then,” she said, “I will follow your lead until it is time for you to follow my lead. Is that well with you, my lord?”
“It is,” Callo said. His voice was suspiciously thick as he held her close. “Ah, Kirian, I am glad you will not leave me.”
“Never,” she said. “You are mine, and all the gods know it.”
Someone knocked on the door. She let go of him, and then he let go of her. Kirian saw him take a deep breath and straighten as the knock came again. There was a stray curl of color magery that sparked in his eyes as he looked toward the door and said, “Come in!”
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