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PROLOGUE

OTHER INTENTIONS

Somewhere between life and death, or perhaps between wakefulness and slumber, Elgart floated. If time passed, he did not know it. If he had ever drawn breath, he could not remember it. But he did not feel the lack. He felt nothing except a lassitude that resembled a reprieve, a release from something unendurable. He had no desire to remember what it might have been. In this oblivious drifting, nothing could reach him. He would not be troubled by agony, or by the memory of suffering, or by the fear that pain may have drawn his secrets from him.

As he was, he did not have to choose his fate.

Nevertheless choices were made that changed his circumstances. They gathered the shreds of his mind. Fragments of memory emerged. At first, he felt nothing more than a vague sense that he did not want to sink lower. Somewhere below him lurked an excruciation that destroyed whatever it touched.

He wanted to rise. How else could he escape?

Perhaps he was rising; but the experience was not pleasant. As he drifted farther from the source of his agony, he remembered more of it. By increments, his tattered wits coalesced into a terrible shape.

Moving from agony to dismay, he recalled Archpriest Makh.

Yes, that was it: the source, the helplessness, the ordeal. The possibility that he had betrayed King Bifalt and Belleger.

Archpriest Makh.

Despite his swaddled drifting, Elgart felt a new pain. His memory of Makh had teeth. It bit like the jaws of a wolf. Involuntarily, he remembered that he had brought his ruin on himself.

Like a fool, a man who trusted himself too much, he had gone alone to the Church of the Great God Rile. There he had sat with the Archpriest and had tried to outwit his enemy. He had imagined that he could surprise or trick Makh into revealing the secrets of the Church. But he had been wrong.

The Archpriest wanted his secrets.

Makh’s hands were like shovels, like cudgels. With impossible ease, he had made King Bifalt’s spy helpless, unable to move any muscle that might have saved him. Then he had extended his power into Elgart’s mind. Eagerly, he had commanded agony.

Obedient to the Archpriest’s will, Elgart had felt exactly what his captor told him to feel, for as long as he was told to feel it. He remembered screaming.

The Archpriest had demanded Elgart’s secrets. All of them. Any of them. But in particular, he had wanted locations. Warehouses. Hidden cellars. Abandoned storerooms.

Bullets.

It was probably a mistake that Belleger’s kegs of gunpowder, dozens of them, were kept with the ammunition for the realm’s many rifles. Crates of bullets by the scores would be destroyed if any of those kegs caught fire. Any single explosion among them would reduce an acre of the Open Hand to rubble and splinters. But where else could the gunpowder be kept? In Belleger’s Fist? King Bifalt feared a blast among the old keep’s foundations. More than the Fist would be destroyed. The realm’s accumulated rifles were there. Belleger could survive the loss of a warehouse or two. The loss of its rifles would deprive it of its best weapon.

The Archpriest wanted to know where those kegs and crates were held. If the men and women he had seduced by sorcery could get at the bullets and gunpowder, Belleger would be crippled in the coming war.

As crippled as Makh had made Elgart.

But had Elgart given up that secret? Any of his secrets? He did not know. He remembered screaming. Oh, he remembered that. But he did not remember speaking. While he fought the impulse to confess himself, the horrors that Makh instructed him to feel had become his whole world.

Until—­

—­something.

Had the Archpriest been interrupted? Had there been sounds of violence? Elgart did not know. His head had been lifted. He had been given a drink of some kind, a rich wine like a kiss of sweetness. The taste had lingered in his mouth. It was still with him.

That taste should have been familiar. It had made his lassitude delicious. He wanted to remember his first taste of it.

Now he could recall every hurt that Makh had inflicted on him. Each detail was etched with acid. But the more distant ­past—­Elgart’s former ­life—­had become as vague as mist. In pain, he had forgotten himself.

Still, choices he had not made continued to affect him. Slowly, he began to awaken.

As the hours or moments passed, he became aware of his body, his breathing, his appalling weakness. One muscle at a time, he realized that he was no longer sprawling on the Archpriest’s table in the Church of the Great God Rile. He was not held flat, vulnerable, ready for torture and sacrifice. Rather, he seemed to sit half upright, propped on a hard surface that may have been stone. There was warmth on his face and brightness beyond his closed eyes. It made him think of sunlight.

He was not in the Church. Someone had moved him.

And while he pondered that mystery, he noticed that he could hear voices.

At first, they sounded as far off as his past life. When he concentrated on them, however, they became more distinct. Like the strange taste in his mouth, cloying and sweet, he should have been able to remember them.

One was crisp, authoritative: the voice of a woman accustomed to making decisions and acting on them. It said, “We must.”

Another voice objected, “But we do not know his secret.” It was softer. More seductive. “If we do not know how he does what he does, we cannot end it.”

The first woman responded, “His death will end it.”

“It will end him,” countered the second. “It will not end what he can do. It will not prevent some other priest from wielding the same power. If we do not learn how his sorcery is exerted, we cannot protect ourselves. We cannot protect anyone.”

“I understand you,” snapped the first. “But we have no time. Pulling that cart costs days. It exhausts the horses. It may cost many days. I have hundreds of leagues to go. You must cross almost as many. Every day is precious.”

Hells! thought Elgart. He knew that voice. If he could just ­remember—­

The softer woman relented. “Then rouse him.” She sounded frightened. “We must hope that he can be lured or coerced to betray himself.”

Those women were as reckless as Elgart himself. Choosing to prod the hornet’s ­nest—­ But he had always been that way. Surely they knew better?

Then a different voice said, “There is no need.” A man’s voice. Sleep or drugs blunted its edges. But something in it suggested a trickle of melting ice: a trickle that might become a torrent. “I will answer.”

“Will you?” demanded the harsher woman.

Like a sigh, the man said, “It is why I have come so far. To answer.”

Elgart made a subtle effort to open his eyes. Their lids were crusted with immeasurable hours or days of sleep. He managed only the thinnest slit. Through it, his sight was no more than a dull smear as if his eyes had forgotten how to focus.

Like the women’s, the man’s voice was familiar. Elgart had heard it more recently than theirs. He feared to recognize it.

“Then speak,” said the crisp voice. “Tell us why you have come to Belleger. Tell us what your Great God wants here.”

Here? wondered Elgart. He was still in Belleger? The notion gave him an obscure comfort. It was a foundation of sorts, the cornerstone of his life. It might help him remember.

Was the taste in his mouth a drug? A drug he had taken on some other occasion?

“I will,” promised the man. The trickle of his voice was growing stronger. Its resemblance to flowing water increased. “If you will let me have my cross.”

“Your cross?” asked the softer woman. “You surprise me. How can you need it now? It is only an object. It is not your mind.”

“You do not understand.” The man’s tone suggested a shake of his head. “You took it from me, but you have it with you. I feel its nearness. It is not my mind. It is my knowledge of the Great God. Without it, my mind is empty.”

That was the hint Elgart needed. He remembered the cross in the Church, the cross with the statue of a man behind it. He remembered sitting across a table from the Archpriest while Makh clutched like an old habit at his chest.

The ­cross—­

“Explain,” demanded the harsh woman.

“I will,” promised the man again. “Only let me hold my cross. Only let me see it, if you will not give it to me. It will restore what you want.”

The other woman said sadly, “Forgive our reluctance. You have given us cause to hesitate. Help us understand. Then we may be able to choose wisely. What part does your cross play in your knowledge of the Great God?”

With the sun on his face, Elgart felt air moving across his cheeks, a low breeze. He smelled grasses lush from the autumn rains, wildflowers mingled with the faint scents of meadow rue and mustard. Through the slits of his eyes, he recognized Makh on his right, no more than a pace away.

Repulsed by the ­sight—­the ­memory—­Elgart almost betrayed himself. He wanted to scramble away despite his weakness. For Belleger’s sake, he remained still, feigning sleep.

The Archpriest sat as Elgart did, leaning on a boulder jutting from the grasses. Apparently, the old man had not been treated gently. His black robe hung open, exposing the bulk of a bare chest matted with hair and grime. His long hair and beard were a tangled mess, dirty where they had once been pure white. He had a look of confusion in his ­wide-­set eyes. A deep bruise marred his cheek. His thick lips drooped. Still, the jut of his nose promised certainty. His hands looked strong enough to fell an ox.

For a moment, he seemed to consider the sky overhead, asking it what he should say. Then he looked at the women.

With his eyes all but closed, Elgart regarded them. One of them was wrapped in a robe as white as new silk. The other wore a brown cloak over leather riding breeches. Something in his past made his heart beat faster.

Makh’s voice held a note of turbulence as he answered. “The world you do not know is wide. It is full of strange sorceries. One of them allows the Great God Rile to store his thoughts and desires in an object like my cross. To store and express them. While I hold it, its contents are mine. When it is taken from me, they are gone. I cannot speak of them.

“If you will allow me to gaze at my cross, I can guess at its secrets. If you will allow me to hold it, I can answer you with assurance. Whatever you wish to know, I can tell you as if the Great God himself were speaking.”

Instinctively, Elgart thought, No. Do not. Do not. He is too strong.

He will torture me again.

“Very well,” said the woman in white. “We will permit you to look at it.”

Her companion seemed to question her. The harsher woman shook her head. While the ­brown-­clad woman retreated to a saddlebag and opened it, the woman wearing white told Makh severely, “Do not imagine that we will put it in your hands. We suspect you of too much harm. We have no wish to hear your Great God speak. We will be content with your guesses.”

“So be it,” rumbled Makh. “I will attempt to satisfy you.”

He sounded content.

Elgart knew what was coming. As he had done so often, he jumped to conclusions, and acted on them. Using every scrap of mind and determination that remained to him, he forced himself to stay still: a man too deeply asleep to move. But within his clothes, he began to tense his muscles and relax them, tense and relax ­them—­one arm, the other, his chest, his ­abdomen—­urging them to remember movement.

To remember specific movements.

The truest thing he knew about Makh was the way the old man rubbed at his chest as if he needed that touch to help him think. Or as if he needed to touch whatever his robe kept hidden.

From the saddlebag, the softer woman took out a wrapped bundle. Her manner betrayed her uncertainty as she handed it to her companion. In contrast, the woman in white did not hesitate. Discarding the wrapping, she held up the object it had concealed.

As she raised her arm, Elgart glimpsed a sheath strapped to her forearm. A throwing dagger.

Makh’s cross was a smaller replica of the cross Elgart had seen in the Church. Smaller, but not small: it was as large as his hand with the fingers outstretched. It may have been made of bronze. In the sunlight, it shone like gold. And at its back, as in the Church, was a carving of a naked man with his arms draped over the crosspiece. Like the statue in the Church, the carving’s eyes were rubies. They glittered redly at the Archpriest, promising power.

Trying to believe that he was ready, Elgart let the fingers of his right hand drift to his belt.

Makh sat forward. As cheerful as a rippling brook, he said, “I thank you. My Great God thanks you. I will answer you now.

“Give me my cross.”

The woman in white tightened her grip on the metal. “I will not. A demand is not an answer.”

In her tone, Elgart heard something he had never heard from any devotee of Spirit: a subtle tremor of strain.

“You will, Daughter,” replied Makh. “You are the Great God’s, as I am. You will obey his command. You cannot refuse.

“Give me my cross.”

When the Archpriest reached out his hand, the devotee of Spirit took a step toward him. Tension showed in the knuckles of her grip. Her arm trembled.

“I will not,” she repeated.

Grinning, Makh chuckled as if he had already beaten her. His hand looked strong enough to wrest the cross from a clasp of iron.

“Amandis,” murmured the ­brown-­clad woman. “Do not.”

Elgart heard fright in her voice. Nevertheless he felt a rush of excitement. Amandis.

Amandis.

“I.” The devotee moved another step closer. “Will.” The determination in her eyes resembled fear. A rictus of effort stretched her lips back from her teeth. “Not.”

“Fear nothing, Daughter,” said the Archpriest gleefully. “One more step, and it will be done. Every question of your life will be answered.

“Give me my cross.”

Elgart wanted to laugh himself. Suddenly, he was ready; sure of what he could do. He was no stronger than he had been while he slept. He felt stretched thin, as if he had gone too long without ­food—­and far longer without water. Nevertheless he recognized Amandis and Flamora, the devotee of Spirit and the devotee of Flesh. He knew that they had saved him. He still had his last secret. And he had a debt to repay.

He was not going to fail. Not again.

“Amandis!” Flamora’s voice rose. It hinted at panic. “Please!”

The devotee of Spirit’s whole body was trembling. Elgart could imagine that she had never been beaten before; that her force of will had never cracked. As if she were quailing, she took one more step.

In triumph, the Archpriest stretched out his arm to snatch the cross from ­her—­

—­and Elgart struck.

In one motion, he whipped out the garrote from his belt, lashed it at Makh’s grasp. The wire was as thin and strong as an artist of iron and the Decimate of fire could make it. It wrapped itself around the Archpriest’s wrist; snagged there. When Elgart heaved with his whole body, his garrote ripped through Makh’s flesh, through bone. It severed the old man’s wrist.

Makh screamed. Blood spouted from the stump of his forearm. In red spray, his hand and his cross fell to the grass.

Elgart tried to move again. He meant to grab up the cross and batter it against the boulder, damage it on stone until it broke. If he accomplished nothing else, he meant to shatter the rubies. But he was too weak to rise.

Amandis was fast enough. While Elgart floundered on the grass, she hammered one of her daggers straight through the Archpriest’s forehead into his brain. The Great God’s servant was dead before his heart stopped beating.

“Destroy it,” croaked Elgart. “Break the gems.”

He wanted to say, It is the instrument of his sorcery. But Amandis did not hesitate. At once, she snatched up the cross and smashed its rubies against the boulder. Pain haunted the burnt umber of her eyes. Makh had taught her to doubt herself.

A heartbeat later, Flamora sprang at Elgart, flung her arms around his neck. They sprawled together on the grass while she kissed him. Her mouth lingered on his like the taste of drugged wine.

He gazed up at the clear sky, the brilliant sunshine. His eyes were too dry for tears. He understood nothing that had happened since he had confronted the Archpriest. But he was alive. That was enough.


PART
ONE


ONE

QUEEN ESTIE ON THE ROAD

Queen Estie of Amika had told her husband that she would not return to her realm. Surely, he knew that she had meant Maloresse and Amika’s Desire, her city and her ­castle-­fortress. She had to go through Amika. Her road to the Last Repository crossed out of Belleger at Fivebridge. Past the Line River, it turned eastward toward the vast desert and the place where its newest stretches crossed the river’s gorge. There, the theurgies of the Repository had built a bridge in the desert long ago, a crossing for caravans like Set Ungabwey’s. Now it was sustained by a version of the same sorcery that kept the ­caravan-­track through the desert clear.

In its way, the road was the crowning achievement of Estie’s reign. It had cost her a number of years, the hard sweat of hundreds of workmen, and finally her father’s direct opposition; but now it was complete: a comparatively direct link between Belleger, Amika, and the ­treasure-­house of knowledge that was the Last Repository. Her road would take her to her goal with an ease and quickness that would have been inconceivable a decade ago.

Under better circumstances, she might have been proud of what she had accomplished. Now she had no time for pride. The Great God was coming. He might extinguish every life in Amika, Belleger, and the hidden library. When she thought about her road at all, she was grateful that it enabled her to travel swiftly. She had too little time.

Magister Facile had assured her that she, Estie, would learn the secret of her own nature in the library. There other Magisters would be able to identify the Queen of Amika’s sleeping gift for theurgy. And when she knew what it was, she would also know whether she wanted it awakened. If she decided that she craved the use of her talent, those sorcerers would be able to deliver her true inheritance at last: the legacy that her father had concealed from her since the day she was born.

Before she and King Bifalt had parted, she had been honest with him. I told myself that I was waiting for you. I waited for the day when you would choose to love me. But now I know the truth. I have been waiting to find out who I am. Now she was eager to learn the truth.

For the same reason, she was also afraid. Her gift might prove to be a small one, useless in a time of war. And her husband loathed sorcery. He distrusted all sorcerers. Choosing to awaken her talent would mean turning her back on him. She could not forget the clenched anguish in his voice and face, in the blood on his mouth and the fire of his gaze, when he had protested, I will never see you again. Her eagerness seemed indistinguishable from dread.

Nevertheless she had other reasons for haste, better ones. While she was away, King Bifalt would be fighting battles that he could not hope to win. If she had not spent long years learning to compose herself, she would have been frantic to reach the Repository. She believed that the theurgists there had the power to save King Bifalt’s ­realm—­and his life.

She was riding in her personal carriage, a sturdy conveyance made for hard use and long trips rather than for the ostentation her dead father had preferred. Drawn by four ­dray-­horses, it was large enough to seat six people with space to spare; it carried enough food and water for several days; and it had cabinets that could be opened to serve as bunks. Thanks to the care with which the stones of the roadbed had been fitted, the ­iron-­shod wheels rolled smoothly, and springs on the axles softened the inevitable jolts. Even a weary old woman like Magister Facile could make her way to the Last Repository without discomfort.

There were twenty Amikan soldiers in the Queen’s escort, men she had known long enough to trust. In particular, she had learned a fondness for their officer, Commander Crayn. With his sandstone eyes, his instinctive tact, and his willingness to question her decisions when they worried him, he suited her. He would keep her safe, care for her ordinary needs, and accompany her in silence when she wanted to be left alone.

Her fellow passengers were another matter. Oh, they were silent enough. But the character of their silence did not ease Estie’s impulse to fret.

Magister Facile was a ­self-­tightening knot of anger and anticipated bereavement. She sat in her corner of the carriage like a woman who had closed a curtain around herself. To some extent, Estie understood the old woman. Facile was angry at her circumstances; angry at herself for growing old while the man she loved remained young; angry at whoever had poisoned that man. But she had a more immediate grievance as well.

King Bifalt felt that she had betrayed him. She had concealed Estie’s gift for sorcery from him while revealing it to Estie herself. Now he believed that Magister Facile had used his ­Queen-­Consort for her own ends just as the Magisters of the library had used him. For that, Facile resented him. She had left her lover behind so that she could help him and Belleger prepare for the Repository’s war. That should have been enough to earn the trust of Belleger’s King.

But she did not say so. On the sole occasion when Queen Estie had questioned her, the sorceress had replied without unclosing her jaws, “I am cut off from Apprentice Travail.” Travail had been her lover before she had left the Repository to serve King Bifalt. He was the only representative of her home who had been able to hear her across the many leagues between them. “Magister Avail speaks in my mind. He tells me Travail still lives. He is only failing, not dead. But he cannot hear me.”

After that, Estie had given the old woman as much privacy as traveling together allowed.

The Queen’s other companion, the monk of the Cult of the Many, maintained a different kind of stillness. The man known as Third Father sat with his head bowed. Apart from his breathing, he hardly seemed to move. From time to time, he opened his eyes without looking around him. With his dun cassock cinched with white rope, his head shaved into a tonsure, and his posture of humility, he could have been an effigy of meditation.

Estie suspected that his stillness was a choice he had made long ago. She had heard that he usually traveled on ­foot—­and often for remarkable ­distances—­despite his advancing years. When he sat for hours without shifting or speaking, he seemed to be contemplating thoughts that claimed his complete attention. What they might be, Queen Estie could not guess. For all she knew, he had fixed his mind on nothing more than silence.

But an hour or two before the carriage reached Fivebridge, he ventured to speak. Without raising his head or looking at Estie, he asked, “Do you regret your choice of husbands, Queen?”

Startled, she replied at once, “No.” Then she reconsidered. Third Father’s manner required the truth. “And yes. I regret that I have not found my way through to him. We are separated by the iron of his promises to me, and by his devotion to his people. I admire those qualities in him. I do not regret that I married him. I regret that I am not his equal.”

If she were, Bifalt might learn to love her.

The monk shook his head gently. “You misjudge yourself, Queen. You are not him. Why should you be? You have other strengths.”

Firmly, Estie resisted her impulse to demand, Name one. Instead, she said, “Yet I do not know myself. Help me if you can, Father. Do you see a sorcerer waiting in me?”

He may have smiled. His posture and the shade inside the carriage obscured most of his face. “No, Queen. I lack that gift. But sight has other uses.

“I have studied the King. In the Last Repository, I saw that the needs and desires of his younger self warred with each other. That truth was unknown to him, yet it was plain to me. And I saw that his ignorance was both a weakness and a strength. His struggle enabled him to surprise even himself. I thought then that he would serve Belleger well. But I did not foresee how far his strength and weakness would carry him. In the crisis which the librarian devised for him, he surprised me as well.

“When we spoke more recently, I saw that he has become the King that Belleger needs. He has been deeply wounded, and his hurts have made him bitter. But beneath his bitterness, his strength grows. He is not yet the man he needs himself to be. Nevertheless I believe he can become that man.”

Abruptly, Magister Facile shifted in her seat. Sour with indignation, she snapped, “I disagree, monk. He dares to call Magister Marrow and the other servants of the Repository arrogant. He imputes the same arrogance to me. But who is more arrogant than the King himself? He speaks of his own people as sheep. I have heard him.”

Taken aback, Queen Estie demanded, “As sheep? Why?”

The old sorceress muttered a curse under her breath. “For the obvious reason. He holds them in contempt. If they are frightened, they will scatter in all directions. Or they will follow ­anyone—­or any ­priest—­who offers to lead them. Like sheep.”

For her own sake, Estie had caused Bifalt too much pain. Her desire to defend him now took the form of anger.

“Then find another word, Magister. They cannot both be arrogant, the librarian and King Bifalt. If his people are sheep, the King is their shepherd. They do not serve him. He serves them. Magister Marrow serves only his books. At the same time, he expects service from people who cannot refuse him. He does not care who is harmed by his demands.”

In the obscurity, Magister Facile seemed to gather her outrage for a blistering retort. But then she caught ­herself—­or the accuracy of Estie’s response caught her. Sagging back against the cushions, she sighed, “Ah, Travail. What would you say if you heard me? I am an old woman, sick with age and ire. Others are able to care for you. I am not. And the librarian does not. He thinks only of his enemy.”

Pulling the hood of her cloak over her head, she turned her face to the wall.

In an instant, Estie regretted her anger. Yes, Facile had manipulated her when she went to confront her father; but Estie had pardoned her long ago. Hoping that the woman would hear her, she said softly, “Forgive me, Magister. I should not have spoken as I did. You have earned more respect. The King takes too much on himself. If that is not arrogance, it is a kind of pride.”

A kind that would not be satisfied until it killed him.

After a long pause, Third Father breathed, “There, Queen. That is one of your strengths. You have others.” His tone quavered with age, not with pain. If he had been hurt as badly as ­anyone—­as badly as King Bifalt and Queen ­Estie—­as badly as Magister ­Facile—­he had made his peace. “If he lives, the King will learn to prize them all. Then he will surpass himself yet again.”

In the dusk of the unlit carriage, the monk resumed his meditative pose. So softly that Estie barely heard him, he murmured, “Thank you, Magister.”

For a long moment, the Queen sat like a woman with her mouth full of questions which she had suddenly forgotten. Something had passed between her companions that she did not understand. Was Third Father grateful that the sorceress had charged Bifalt with arrogance? Were they pleased by her instant defense of her husband? Or did they want her to recognize that she too was arrogant, both like and unlike her husband?

She was Amika’s Queen. She had brought about her own father’s suicide rather than tolerate his threat to her realm. She had faced the massing Nuuri as if she could forestall an invasion by will alone. And she had imposed her road on both Amika and Belleger despite all the arguments King Bifalt and his counselors could array against her. How could she be so sure of herself without arrogance?

Yet she had accomplished none of that without help: without Magister Facile’s power over her father, without the Devotee Lylin’s defeat of the Nuuri ­Hearth-­Keeper. Only the achievement of the road was hers.

What help did King Bifalt have? Elgart was gone. Magister Facile and Estie herself had forsaken him. He had only Klamath and ­Jaspid—­and he shared none of his burdens with them.

She had assured him that she would never resemble the Repository’s librarian and the other Magisters there; but she did not fault him for doubting her. She doubted herself.

The day before Estie had left Bifalt and the Open Hand, she had sent a swift messenger to Amika. When she reached her own lands at Fivebridge, she found Commander Soulcess and Chancellor Sikthorn waiting for her, as she had instructed. And they had prepared a heavy wagon laden with all the supplies she might need on her long journey. In that way, they spared her the delay of a detour to Maloresse and Amika’s Desire.

Her plans would save her several days. Sadly, they would also cost her a chance to visit her mother, Queen Rubia. The prospect of not seeing her home and Amika’s former Queen mother for perhaps the last time made Estie ache. But she ignored that pang while she braced herself to give Soulcess and Sikthorn, the stewards of her realm, her last orders.

Both men knew that her road was finished. They had received those tidings after ­sub-­Commander Hellick had encountered Set Ungabwey’s caravan. In addition, the Commander of her honor guard understood the necessity of keeping watch on the inlet of the Line’s Cut: an unlikely approach for the enemy, but worth guarding. He and the Chancellor had already obeyed her command to imprison every priest of the Great God Rile they could find. They had swallowed her decision to send all of her Magisters to King Bifalt. And Sikthorn had a ­quick-­minded man’s grasp on the importance of making fleeing Bellegerins welcome in Amika. Bifalt intended to evacuate his entire realm before the enemy struck. Now Queen Estie needed to entrust her stewards with forms of service that would disturb them more.

Walking, she led Soulcess and Sikthorn away from the garrison until she was sure that she would not be overheard. Glumly, she supposed that giving them their orders privately could be considered a sign of arrogance. Whatever she said, she would not have to face the consternation of her people when her intentions became known. By her own standards, however, she was protecting the Commander and her Chancellor. She was freeing them to ask their questions, raise their objections, and master their reactions without witnesses.

There was a chill in the air, a foretaste of winter. But the sun shone warmly out of a clear sky, touching Queen Estie’s face with comfort. At this distance, the rush and twist of the Line River made a soothing murmur. Under other circumstances, the weather’s kindness might have eased her task. Now it did not. There was too much at stake.

More out of respect for his years than for his wits, she addressed Thren Soulcess first.

“Thank you for obliging me, Commander,” she said as if he could have done otherwise. “I am grateful for all that you and Chancellor Sikthorn have done for Amika. But our time is short. I will continue my journey in an hour. While I can, I must add to your duties.”

Soulcess was a punctilious man, so clean and polished that he seemed to gleam in the sunlight. His reluctance as a fighting man might have disqualified him to lead the Queen of Amika’s honor guard at a time like this, a time of war. But he had served under King Smegin, Estie’s father. During that fraught time, his proven diligence, his manners, and his inability to draw his own conclusions had protected him from his monarch’s cruelties. The Queen needed his diligence now.

“You are gracious, Majesty.” He performed a fulsome bow. On occasion, he seemed unable to say anything without bowing first. “We have proven ourselves, I think.” He may have meant that he had proven himself. “We can do more.”

In contrast, Sikthorn looked more like an overworked scribe than a man who wielded his Queen’s authority. But he knew when to be cautious and when to take risks. His diligence resembled the Commander’s on a larger and more complex scale. Nothing that Estie required daunted him. And he had a rare gift: he could manage the Commander’s shortcomings.

With a nod rather than a bow, the Chancellor remarked, “This will be an interesting time, Majesty.” His voice sounded like a hinge that had not been tended for years. Still, he used it effectively. “No doubt, it will soon become more so.”

Estie acknowledged him with a wry smile, but she kept her attention on Soulcess.

“I am sure you can, Commander. I will be clear. Any confusion now will cost lives.” Before Soulcess could absorb that ominous statement, she said, “But first I must ask, where is ­sub-­Commander Hellick?”

She had left him and his company of honor guardsmen patrolling the road ahead of her. At one time, she had planned to add him and his men to her escort. Since leaving King Bifalt, however, she had reconsidered.

Thren Soulcess had never been able to rule his expression. His sudden wince told the Queen that he expected her to disapprove of his answer.

“Majesty”—­he swallowed ­hard—­“I have recalled him.”

Unable to stop himself, he bowed again.

Estie concealed her relief. Feigning displeasure, she demanded, “Against my instructions, sir?”

The Chancellor began to intervene. She stopped him with a small flick of one hand.

“Majesty,” protested Soulcess, “I had only thirty men. Thirty to preserve order in Maloresse and keep watch on the whole of Amika. And our Magisters are gone. Hellick had forty.” He looked to Sikthorn for support. “The Chancellor assured me that you would understand.”

Queen Estie nodded. “Very well, sir.” She made an effort to sound stern. “I do understand.

“Now I have new orders for Hellick and his forty men. Send them to the King in Belleger.

“I wish to be very clear, sir. War is upon us. King Bifalt needs those men more than you do.”

The older man looked like he might turn away. Or, worse, he might bow again. But Estie did not give him time. Without pausing, she said, “Now I must ask what you have heard from ­sub-­Commander Waysel. Has he finished delivering cannon to the Bay of Lights?”

On that subject, Soulcess was sure of his ground. He could answer with more confidence.

“He has, Majesty. Some days ago. As you instructed, he gave half of his men to the defense here. His return is imminent.”

“Very good.” Now the Queen shifted her attention to include Chancellor Sikthorn. Her next order would frighten the Commander, but its burden would fall on Sikthorn. “We have done what we can for the bay. Now we must attend to Amika.

“How many cannon remain to us?”

At once, Sikthorn showed his foresight. He had his answer ready. “Nine, Majesty, all ­siege-­guns. We can forge more, but not quickly. We have exhausted our stores of iron.”

Only nine? thought Estie. She had hoped for more.

Trying to keep up, Soulcess asserted, “They will suffice to defend the bridges, Majesty.”

His statement elicited an honest frown from Estie. She did not want an argument. Nevertheless she was prepared for it.

“But that is not how we will use them, sir. I want them taken to the Last Repository. When Waysel and his men return, give that task to them. He has enough wagons. Tell him in my name to follow me as swiftly as he can. With the shot, chain, and gunpowder he will need.”

Sikthorn simply nodded. He had expected this. But sudden alarm flushed the color from the Commander’s face. He stared as if he had been stung.

“But—­” he began, almost choking. “But, Majesty. The bridges! How will we defend them without cannon? If the enemy comes against us?”

Queen Estie gave her tone an edge to cut through the man’s dismay. “You will not defend them, Commander. You will destroy them.”

Soulcess gaped like a drowning man. He tried to protest and could not fill his lungs.

More gently, she told him, “The enemy will certainly come. When he has landed his army, he will strike first at the Open Hand. He must. It stands in his path. But when he has razed it, he will want my road. It will give him a direct approach to the Repository. Without it, he will be forced to pass through the whole of Belleger as well as the desert. That journey, he will fight to avoid.

“At any cost, he must be prevented from crossing into Amika. The Line will block him at any other point. For the Repository’s sake, he must not be permitted to use any bridge between the sea in the west and the desert in the east.”

Again, the Chancellor nodded. “It will not be difficult, Majesty. If our stores of grenades and gunpowder do not suffice, we will manage with fire arrows and axes.

“The only ­question—­”

“No, Majesty!” gasped the Commander. “With only thirty men? They are not enough! I will have to ­conscript—­” There he ran out of air.

“I will help you, Commander,” said Sikthorn while his companion struggled. “It will not be difficult, I assure you. And when the bridges are gone, we will be safe. The war will remain in Belleger. King Bifalt will fight it for us.

“The only question,” he repeated to the Queen, “is when. The sooner we begin, the sooner we will finish.”

“That will be difficult,” admitted Estie. “I want you to save as many Bellegerin lives as you can. You must wait until the last moment. Until the enemy is almost upon you. Act then. Only then.

“Begin here.” At Fivebridge, where her road would bring everyone fleeing from the Open Hand and central Belleger. “When that is done, destroy the other crossings at your best speed.

“Your task then, Chancellor, will be to feed and clothe and house and care for thousands of refugees. Your task, Commander, will be to preserve order, to assist the Chancellor, and to watch over Amika.”

Soulcess wore his garbled comprehension and threatened pride like a rictus. He would think that she was turning her back on her realm. That she was fleeing to the sanctuary of the Repository. But she lacked the patience to comfort him. Sikthorn could explain her reasons when Soulcess was ready to hear them. She waited until the Chancellor said like scraping iron, “As you say, Majesty.” Then she left him to deal with his companion’s dismay.

She did not want another bow.

In one way, the Commander would be right about her. The responsibility for her people was hers, yet she had dropped it like a ­worn-­out cloak. She was not proud of ­herself—­and certainly not ­sure—­as she returned to Commander Crayn, her escort, and her waiting carriage; but she could not have made a different choice. The implications of her decision to forsake her husband ruled her.

For the next three days, Queen Estie traveled smoothly among her guardsmen, trailing her wagon of supplies and three messengers she did not expect to need. The weather was kind despite the unspoken promise of winter in the east, cold enough at night to gild the grasses and gorse with frost, warm enough during the day to spare her the burden of heavier garments. In this region, the countryside was defined by gently swelling hills and shallow valleys clad in grasses or patches of bracken, and marked like signposts by small clusters of trees. Her road curved here and there to accommodate the counters of the terrain, but always it carried her eastward. And always it accompanied the course of the Line River, sometimes at a distance of a league or more, sometimes within ­arrow-­shot of the hurtling waters.

As a kind of penance, she required herself to spend a few hours every day in her carriage, suffocating in Third Father’s silence and in Magister Facile’s woe. The rest of the time, she rode her horse in the company of her escort and Commander Crayn, taking advantage of the sunshine and crisp air. She could relax among the gruff observations, complaints, and jests of her guardsmen. And Crayn’s casual conversation soothed her. He was not a fretting man. In his own way, he knew what she had asked of Soulcess and Sikthorn, and understood what she hoped to accomplish by leaving her realm in their hands. While she had nothing to do except follow her road, he attended to her physical needs, watched for signs of danger that she might not recognize, and talked with her about anything that came into his head.

As the days passed, Estie noticed more birds. In these less traveled stretches of Amika, they flourished. Alarmed by the carriage and riders, whole flocks swept up from the brush and scrub, swirled together overhead, then settled elsewhere as if by common consent. Smaller birds flitted here and there, or simply hopped away. And high in the sky, Vees beat their way southward, honking to each other like geese. Watching them, she felt a touch of regret, not because she envied their swift freedom, but because she knew so little about them. Ravens she could name, and robins, but no more than that. King Bifalt and the coming war had preoccupied her to the exclusion of almost everything else. She was ignorant of details that would have been obvious to any farmer or shepherd: details that she would have enjoyed knowing.

On the fourth day, she was still in her carriage, emulating the silence of her companions, when Commander Crayn called an unexpected halt. As the carriage slowed to a stop and settled on its springs, Queen Estie opened the door. At once, the breeze flicked her cheeks, tossed her hair. It was not blowing hard, but she sensed that it had claws. Winter was coming closer. Nevertheless she stood in the doorway while Crayn brought his mount closer.

“Majesty,” he announced quietly, “you should see this.”

She heard the hint of concern in his voice. Without waiting for her coachman to bring the ­step-­stool that would have allowed her to make a dignified exit, she jumped down to the road.

The Commander dismounted with the ease of long practice, tossed his reins to one of his men. Touching Estie’s arm, he nodded her off the road. When he had escorted her a few steps beyond the churned dirt left behind by the roadwork, he pointed her attention northward.

Beyond the dirt, she saw a slope covered with drying grasses and wilted wildflowers, a low rise, ­and—­in the ­distance—­a copse dense with shrubs and brush.

“Trees, Crayn?” asked the Queen, teasing him. “I have seen trees.”

“The birds, Majesty,” he replied. “Consider the birds.”

She squinted in the cold for a moment. Then she saw them.

In small, scattered bunches, ­birds—­she would have called them ­blackbirds—­rose from the branches, pounding the air. Unlike the flocks she had seen earlier, swirling together, they seemed to fly in disarray. Some of them settled back down among the trees while others scrambled upward.

“Some movement disturbs them, Majesty,” said Crayn. “Those that return to perch are at the fringes of the woods. Those that burst into flight mark the disturbance.” He paused to be certain, then turned to face the Queen. “It comes toward us.”

Instinctively, she followed his example. No longer staring at the copse, she asked, “What do you suspect?”

He shrugged. “A lost cow, perhaps, Majesty. Or a wild boar? Wolves in pursuit of a deer?”

Queen Estie was Amikan. “Or spies?”

“Or an ambush,” suggested Crayn.

She frowned, thinking. An ambush was implausible. She could not be taken by surprise at this distance. But a spy? She had no idea who would spy on her road in this region, or why. But she did not need an explanation. The possibility was enough.

Over her shoulder, she glanced at her escort. The guardsmen were still mounted, waiting casually for orders. None of them paid any particular attention to the trees or the birds. But she saw several men loosen the shoulder straps of the rifles General Klamath had given them while they shared the training of his soldiers. Others checked their satchels of bullets. Like Estie, they were wary of spies.

She gauged the position of the sun, then made her decision.

“We will rest here, Commander. It is not too early for a meal. And while we are busy with ordinary activities, I want you to learn the truth of that copse. Take as many men as you choose.”

“As you say, Majesty.” Crayn’s attempt to suppress a grin twisted his mouth. “We will enjoy capturing a spy or two. Any Amikan who cannot move more cautiously deserves to be caught.”

Like a man with nothing on his mind, he returned to his guardsmen. Groaning in apparent relief when they heard his instructions, they began to dismount. Some of them turned to the chores of unpacking food and firewood. Others saw to the needs of the horses. But five remained in their saddles.

In no particular hurry, Commander Crayn stepped back onto his own mount. Gathering those five around him, he took them west, away from Estie’s destination. First at a canter, then at a clattering gallop, they left like men with urgent messages to deliver to Maloresse, or to King Bifalt.

Queen Estie understood. As soon as Crayn’s squad passed out of sight, they would leave the road and loop back around to the small woodland. When they entered the trees, they would approach from the north.

Then what?

Then anything.

Pretending that nothing had happened, she returned to her carriage and called through the open doorway, “Third Father. Magister Facile. We have paused to rest the horses and cook a meal. Please join us. If you are not hungry, you can stretch your legs.”

The sorceress did not respond; but after a moment, the monk appeared. There he paused, eyes downcast, until the coachman remembered to bring the ­step-­stool. Then he made his descent, an old man moving stiffly.

When he joined Estie, he murmured, “Thank you, Queen. No doubt you have cause for an early halt. I heard some of your men depart. If you have no need for me, I will help with the cooking.” He appeared to smile. “The Cult of the Many teaches service.”

Under her breath, she asked, “Then advise me, Father. Should I prod her? She needs sustenance.”

The monk looked away. “She is herself, Queen. She will do what she must. Her desire to see Apprentice Travail once again will compel her.”

Sighing, Estie accepted his counsel. She worried about Facile. But she had other concerns to distract her.

Overhead, thin clouds stretched their fingers westward. In the east, they looked thicker, but they did not promise a storm.

It was too soon to fear for Crayn and his comrades. They had not had time to reach the back of the copse. Nevertheless she caught herself listening for the sound of ­rifle-­fire.

While Queen Estie ate, she studied the distant trees. Surely Crayn was among them now? Or perhaps now? The birds swirling above the woods continued their flurry of ascent and glide of return, but she could not interpret what they told her. The Commander and his men were Amikan: they understood stealth. Even encumbered by their mounts, they would do little to alarm the denizens of the copse.

Whatever they did, they apparently had no need for their guns. When Crayn emerged, he and three of his guardsmen were on foot. The other two followed behind them, leading all of the horses.

Estie did not need the muted exclamations of the men around her to inform her that the Commander had taken prisoners, three of them. Crayn had arranged his captives in a line among his comrades so that each of them had an Amikan hand on each arm.

Even at this distance, the Queen saw that two of the three were dressed in the garb of servants, loose brown shirts and breeches. They walked awkwardly; but they carried themselves with the straight backs and raised heads of men who were proud of what they did.

With ­one—­servant?—­on either side, the third shambled along as if he were embarrassed or craven. He wore the black robe of a priest.

A priest? Here?

She could not imagine what a spokesman for the Great God Rile was doing so close to her road. He should not have been free to wander anywhere in Amika. He should certainly not have been hidden in a place where he could watch for her.

Her enemies had used a Magister to prepare an ambush for her once. Could some traitor be relying on a priest now?

When Crayn had come halfway toward her, Estie realized that the steps of the captives were uncomfortable because their hands were tied behind their backs. Instinctively, she approved. She approved more when she saw that all three men were gagged.

The Commander had good reason for his precautions. He knew as much as his Queen did about the Great God’s priests. From ­her—­and from every rumor rampant in Belleger’s ­Fist—­he had learned that the Archpriest Makh had betrayed the realm. He had taken Elgart. In the process, he had caused one of Elgart’s bodyguards to be murdered. In addition, Magister Facile had claimed that the priests were not sorcerers themselves. Nevertheless they did exert sorcery, theurgy which they drew from some unexplained source. And they wielded it with their voices.

Crayn had bound the hands of his captives so that they could not remove their gags.

Was that necessary? Estie did not know. After the Archpriest had vanished, the priests in the Open Hand had seemed lost or bewildered; deprived of their essential conviction. Had Makh been the source of their power to sway the Great God’s followers by speaking?

If so, was he the only source?

The presence of a priest, any priest, in those woods was inherently disturbing. Queen Estie’s honor guardsmen should have captured him some time ago. Certainly, he should not have been hiding where he could watch the road.

And he should not have had servants. That was an incongruous detail. In both Belleger and Amika, the priests were not known to require servants.

With a wave, the Queen redirected Crayn toward the small cookfire near the carriage where her escort and Third Father waited, watching. Then she headed there herself.

If she had a sorcerer on her ­hands—­or even a potential ­sorcerer—­she was going to need Magister Facile.

As she neared her men, the monk stood to acknowledge her. “Queen,” he murmured, gazing at the grasses around her feet, or perhaps at her riding boots, “this is unexpected.” A slight shift of his head indicated Crayn’s approach. “A priest of the Great God? Here?

“I see that your Commander is wary of him.”

“He should be,” returned Estie.

“Perhaps.” The monk lifted his shoulders in a subtle shrug. “Will you hear my counsel, Queen?”

As Crayn brought the priest and the servants closer to face Amika’s Queen, a screen of clouds slid like gauze over the sun. They cast a slight haze like hinted shadows over the carriage and the guardsmen, Esties, and the Commander’s prisoners.

For a moment, she scrutinized the ­black-­robed man. Behind his gag and his obvious consternation, he had a round face, a fleshy nose, and plump, beardless cheeks. Taken together, his features gave an impression of harmlessness. If he had smiled, he might have conveyed perfect sincerity. But his eyes contradicted the effect of his face. They were a sharp, almost startling blue that suggested both fright and cunning.

In contrast, the priest’s men had no distinguishing features apart from a curious lack of ­deference—­or perhaps of apprehension. Strong frames, muscular arms and legs. Common mouths and noses. Eyes of no particular hue. Untended beards. Estie had seen a hundred men like them in Belleger, or a thousand. They could have been Amikan, although their skin did not have the sallow hue of her people. But they stood erect on either side of their presumed master, looking straight ahead with an air of disinterest. Instead of fighting their gags, they gnawed the wads of cloth, as untroubled as cows chewing cuds.

Were they servants? Truly? Queen Estie doubted that. She would not have been astonished to learn that they were bodyguards. They may even have been the priest’s captors.

With the priest and his men in front of her, she found it difficult to answer Third Father. She felt unaccountably alarmed. Strangers bound and gagged were no threat to her or her company. Nevertheless a nameless apprehension nagged at her.

Temporizing, she asked the Commander, “Did they resist, sir? Or try to flee?”

Crayn looked quizzical. “No, Majesty. We took them without difficulty. I am tempted to say they expected capture.”

The priest watched Estie as if he were eager for an invitation to speak.

Unsure of herself, she answered the monk. “Of course, Father.” She knew the worth of his counsel.

Third Father nodded another bow. “As you know, Queen,” he said carefully, “the priests in Belleger appear to have lost their way. Perhaps this man has also. He may be harmless. In that event, he may be willing to explain his presence. By choice or by chance, he may shed some light on the doings of the Church. It might be wise to question him.”

While Queen Estie considered her choices, she glanced around at her company. Her guardsmen were on their feet, watching the strangers warily. The teamsters were some distance away on the far side of the carriage with their heavy beasts. Estie hoped to see Magister Facile looking out from her seat in the carriage, but the window shades were closed.

Crayn and his comrades still held the priest and the servants. He seemed to know why Estie hesitated. With an obscure gesture, he sent one of the watching guardsmen away from the others. Moving casually, as if to perform some minor task, the man retreated behind the carriage. Then Crayn nodded to assure Estie that he was ready.

Steadying herself, Queen Estie made her decision. “I will do as you say, Father,” she told the monk. Dishonestly, she added, “No priest of the Great God Rile intends harm.” Then she said, “Please encourage Magister Facile to join us. I value her counsel as well.”

The priest’s air of gratification made her guts squirm.

“As you say, Queen.” Third Father kept his head lowered. Reluctant to call attention to himself, he withdrew to the carriage.

Estie waited until he lifted the latch, opened the door. Then she faced Crayn again. With a command in her eyes, she nodded.

Under the comfortable clothes she wore for riding, sweat made her skin feel slick despite the air’s coolness.

In response, Crayn and his comrades drew out their daggers. His men cut the bonds of the servants. He freed the priest himself.

Unseen by their captives, Crayn and his comrades did not sheathe their knives. A few of the other guardsmen shifted closer.

Neither servant moved until the priest reached up to pull the gag from his mouth. Quickly, they did the same.

The priest coughed once to clear his throat; drew several unobstructed breaths. Then he bowed deeply. When he looked up at Estie again, his smile was full of friendship.

His men remained upright, unsmiling. Neither of them gave any sign that they were aware of Amika’s Queen, or of her escort.

From the carriage, Third Father’s voice issued in low murmurs. Magister Facile’s retorts sounded sharper, but the words were indistinct. She did not emerge.

“Majesty,” said the priest, “I thank you.” The subtle dimness shed by the clouds seemed to muffle his voice. “We are indeed harmless, I assure you. The Great God Rile desires only peace. He does not threaten.”

Eager to appease her, he added, “I am Father Knout. I served the Great God in Belleger, in the Open Hand. There, your beauty and kindness are common knowledge. But common knowledge does not do you justice.”

Estie swallowed an impulse to curse. Knout? That name was familiar, but too much had happened since she first heard it. For a moment, she could not remember. Then she knew.

Father Knout. The Beleaguered Eagle. Prince Lome.

Attempted treachery.

Knout was the priest who had paid for Lome’s wine, ale, and ­grot—­and had tried to learn where King Bifalt hid his stores of ammunition.

Now she understood Lome better. Even if he had kept his mind clear, he might have been taken in by the priest’s easy manner; but she had never seen Lome when his thoughts were not blurred by drink. Sharply, she retorted, “Spare me your flattery, Knout. It is as common as what you have heard about me. I am not misled.

“I have questions. You will answer them. Here is the first.

“You served your Great God in the Open Hand. Why are you not there now?”

She meant, How did you escape General Klamath’s men, or Elgart’s remaining spies? How did they miss you?

Father Knout fluttered his hands. “Majesty,” he exclaimed. “I do not understand your ire.” His expression emphasized his innocence. “I am an obedient servant of my Church. The Archpriest Makh sent me to Amika. He charged me to warn our fellow priests that he feared King Bifalt. He anticipated murder or worse. I could hardly credit his concern. You sneer at common knowledge, but it is known everywhere that King Bifalt is not a bloody ruler. Still, I did as I was told. I left the Open Hand and Belleger, intending to reach the Church of the Great God in Maloresse.”

He might have said more. Deliberately callous, Queen Estie interrupted him. “You say too much, priest, and tell me too little.” If the Archpriest was afraid, why had he asked so often to meet with King Bifalt? “You are not in Maloresse now.”

As if he were looking for reassurance, Father Knout glanced up at the sun. Dulled by the clouds, its light cast a golden corona around it. When he faced the Queen again, he seemed chastened.

“Accept my regret, Majesty. It is as your monk said. I lost my way. The Great God’s love enables us to be aware of each other. We are linked by his glory. When I lost my ­way—­” He paused to swallow a pang. “You cannot imagine the hurt of that severance. But my faith did not waver. I did not go to Maloresse because I knew that my fellow servants were lost as well. They did not need the Archpriest’s warning. They would know what to do. While I waited for the Great God Rile to show my path to me again, I chose to wander in your realm.”

Abruptly, a subtle change came over Knout’s companions. They did not turn their heads, not even to glance at the priest. They betrayed no interest in Queen Estie or her escort. They may not have understood what was being said. Nevertheless they now seemed to be paying attention.

Estie tightened her grip on herself. “I am not persuaded. Do you think I cannot imagine your hurt?” She was King Bifalt’s lonely wife, untouched and unloved. “Perhaps not. But I can imagine what you might gain by misleading me.

“You were watching my road. You wanted to know who passed. Do you call that wandering? I call it scouting.”

He must have seen Set Ungabwey’s caravan. The library’s enemy would know how to benefit from such tidings.

“No, Majesty.” The priest began to sound frightened. “Do you think I am a spy? I am as lost as I say. I came here by chance. For safety, I took shelter in the woods, waiting for the Great God to reach out to me. When your men came, I did not resist. I have never harmed anyone. The Great God Rile desires peace. He does not countenance harm.”

He wanted Estie to believe him: that was obvious. For that very reason, she distrusted him. Never harmed anyone? she thought. No one except Lome, who had no defense.

Still, his growing alarm gave her an advantage. She softened her manner, spoke more gently.

“Your plight must have been difficult, Father. You have lost your way. Your only path is to wander and wait, as you say, until your god reaches out to you. And you believe your fellow priests in Maloresse are lost as well. Yet they are not as lost as you. They still have purpose.” He had just said so. “It seems a cruel thing, Father, that your god has singled you out for uncertainty while he gives them clear tasks to perform.”

Knout tried to protest, “No, ­Majesty—­” but she did not let him continue. Suddenly as harsh as her father, she demanded, “Be honest, sir. What use does your god have for his servants in my city? What instructions have they been given?”

Her challenge made the priest flinch. Apparently, she had found a question that he feared to answer. He avoided her glare. “Majesty—­” he croaked. “Majesty, ­I—­”

The bang of the carriage door as Magister Facile thrust it out of her way spared him from saying more.

The door shoved Third Father aside. He tried to recover so that he could help the sorceress down onto the ­step-­stool, but he was old, and she was furious. She had reason to fear the Great God’s priests, but her anger protected her. Pounding the treads with her cane, she descended to the ground. At once, she stamped across the grasses toward Queen Estie and her captives.

The monk came after Magister Facile, but he made no further attempt to intervene.

Estie flung a look at the old woman’s knotted visage, then returned her attention to the ­black-­clad priest.

While she was distracted, Father Knout’s servants had taken hold of him, one by each arm. If she had expected him to be alarmed by the Magister’s approach, she was mistaken. The support of his servants steadied him. In their grasp, he regained his composure.

The Queen had lost her advantage.

The light grew brighter as the cloud cover passed. The sun gave everything a keener edge, the carriage and the poised guardsmen, the sorceress, the priest and his men; the moment.

With Third Father behind her, Magister Facile reached Estie’s side. She took another step closer to Father Knout, then stopped, bracing herself on her cane. For a moment, she peered at him as if she could discern his essence in his round face, his thick nose, his innocent cheeks. When she was satisfied, she drew back.

Over her shoulder, she told Estie curtly, “As I suspected. This man is no sorcerer. There is no scrap of theurgy in him. There is no power that he can wield. Not here.”

To the priest, she rasped, “You are an empty robe. A nothing. It surpasses comprehension that anyone gives you credence. You preach against knowledge.” She made a spitting sound. “Knowledge is all that saves us.”

“Magister,” answered the priest. He bowed to her as he had to Queen Estie. His smile was at its most sincere. It was not innocent at all. “I am grieved by your scorn. You misunderstand our teachings. Your knowledge is greater than mine. In your presence, I am indeed an empty robe, as you say. Yet I do not need saving. The Great God watches over me.”

“Your Great God does?” demanded Magister Facile. “You lie, priest. You cannot mislead me now. He has forgotten you. If he ever knew your name, he has dismissed it from his mind.

“Your lackeys, ­however—­” With an air of deliberation, like a woman following an unfamiliar scent, she moved to stand in front of the servant on her left. “They are another matter.”

Several guardsmen gripped the hilts of their swords. Past Knout’s shoulder, Crayn showed Estie the dagger in his fist.

Trembling with anger or apprehension, Magister Facile used her cane to prod the servant’s chest. “Tell me your name, fellow.”

The man accepted her poke as if it had no force and meant nothing. He did not react except to look at her and grin without parting his lips. In a distant voice like the cry of an unseen crow, he replied, “We serve the Great God Rile.”

She nodded as if she had expected something of the sort. Driving her cane into the grass, she crossed in front of Father Knout to confront the other servant. Him she prodded as well.

“And you, fellow?” she insisted unsteadily. “What is your name?”

His reaction echoed his comrade’s. His voice was the same. “The Great God’s instructions are precise.”

At that, the Magister stepped back, almost reeling. “Commander!” she called weakly. “Kill these men. The priest is nothing. They are dangerous.”

At the same time, Father Knout stood straighter. He no longer needed the support of his servants. His whole face smiled. Even the glittering blue of his eyes seemed to smile.

“Magister.” Estie rested a hand on Magister Facile’s shoulder, offering support or comfort. “What do you see in them? How are they dangerous?”

Her men had swords and rifles. Crayn and his comrades were ready with their knives. Amika’s Queen could not put helpless men to death. She was not her father.

The Magister did not so much as glance at Estie. Father Knout’s servants demanded her concentration.

“I may have been mistaken, Majesty,” she breathed in a husky whisper. “It may be that some god does watch over this priest. These servants may be how he watches.

“They also are not sorcerers. But there is a stink on them. Some vile theurgy has touched them. I cannot name it. I have never encountered a power like it.” She seemed to mean, I cannot counter it. “Kill them now.”

At Estie’s back, Third Father said, “Ask your question again, Queen.” He sounded strangely urgent. “How else will you know whether the priest is truly harmless?”

For an instant, Estie did not understand. Her attention was focused on the old woman who had once saved her life and sometimes been her friend. But then she grasped the monk’s meaning. She had missed one opportunity. The priest’s new confidence gave her another.

She did not look at Knout; did not let the peril of his ­servants—­his ­guardians—­distract her. Standing at Magister Facile’s side and holding the woman’s shoulder, she asked as if she knew the answer and only wanted confirmation, “Will you tell me now, priest? There can be no harm in it. What does the Archpriest require your god’s servants in Maloresse to do when they are severed from him? What purpose did he give them?”

“Certainly, Majesty.” Father Knout smiled more broadly. “As you say, there can be no harm in it. The Great God Rile desires only peace. His priests in Maloresse ­will—­”

While Knout was speaking, Magister Facile gasped suddenly, “Majesty! It is an ambush!”

At that instant, both of Father Knout’s servants moved.

Estie had seen Lylin fight. The devotee of Spirit was fast, too fast to seem human. The men with the priest were as fast.

Some vile theurgy has touched them.

With the speed of a bullet, the closer man attacked. His fist hit Magister Facile’s sternum. Estie heard bones crumple: she may have heard shards shred arteries, lungs, viscera. The force of the blow flung the old woman backward. She fell hard, flopped like a doll among the grasses.

Estie’s ­gaze—­her whole ­heart—­followed the Magister’s fall. She did not see the other servant open a mouth full of teeth like fangs, sharp and pointed, made for ripping. She did not watch him take hold of the priest, sink his teeth into the priest’s throat, tear out Father Knout’s life in a spray of blood. She did not know that the last expression on Knout’s face was one of utter astonishment.

Afterward, she remembered hearing the crack of a rifle. Too late, the guardsman Crayn had sent to hide behind the carriage had fired. His slug had pierced the head of Magister Facile’s attacker. The man’s head had burst like an egg struck by a rock.

Some time later, she learned that Crayn had slain Knout’s killer. His blade had cut open the man’s throat. From the wound, the killer’s strength had gushed from him. He had fallen on top of Father Knout. Tangled together, they had lain in the spreading pool of their blood.

But moments passed before Estie was aware of anything except Magister Facile. When the Magister was hit, Estie followed the woman’s collapse and sprawl as if she and the old woman had been tied together. She plunged to her knees and pulled the Magister’s head into her lap before Facile’s limbs stopped twitching.

Blood gasped from Magister Facile’s mouth with every dying breath. She managed one word: a spatter of red. Then she was gone.

Her last word was, “Decimate.”

Queen Estie did not know how long the shock held her; but eventually she began to recover.

She still clasped Magister Facile’s head in her lap. The old woman looked shrunken somehow, diminished in death. Her eyes stared at nothing that did not horrify her.

Was this all that remained of the old woman who had saved Amika’s Queen from her deranged father? This thin figure that had collapsed in on itself? This stain of blood? They were not enough to measure the meaning of Magister Facile’s life.

When Commander Crayn came to claim his monarch, Third Father took her place. With a gentleness like reverence, he cupped the old woman’s hand between his as if his touch might comfort her passing.

Holding Estie upright, Crayn murmured for her alone, “We must not linger here, Majesty. Where there are two such men, there must be more. There may be many more.”

He was not trying to frighten her. It was his task to guard her. To take care of her. He did what he could.

Nevertheless his warning reached her. The killers cooling in death on the grass were only the first of their kind. There might be hundreds. Or thousands. An army of the Great God’s men might already be in Amika, hidden to avoid the notice of spies and scouts.

“How—­?” Estie had to swallow several times before she could make a sound. “How did they get here?”

“Across the lands of the Nuuri?” suggested Crayn. “I have no other answer, Majesty.”

Still kneeling at Magister Facile’s side, the monk said gently, “It can be done. If they traveled in small groups, or alone, and did nothing to molest the herds, the Nuuri might let them pass.” After a pause, he added, “I have done it.”

With a hand on her arm, the Commander directed Estie toward the carriage. “We must go, Majesty. We can protect you better when we are mounted and moving.”

She nodded; but she stayed where she was. The suddenness of violence and blood numbed her. She could not simply walk away from Magister Facile’s murder.

She felt sure that the priest was killed to silence him. She wanted to know what he might have told her. More lies and deflections? No. It would have been the truth.

Now she would never know. But she believed that nothing less than an attack on Amika and the bridges would justify his murder.

When Crayn’s touch became a gentle tug, she forced herself to respond. “Yes, Commander. We must go.

“Leave these dead to the wolves.” Queen Estie grimaced as she indicated Father Knout and his guards. Were there wolves in this region of Amika? She hoped so. “But I will not allow Magister Facile to become carrion. She has already given too much of herself. She will not give her flesh.” As hungry as a vulture, sorrow beat its wings around Estie’s head. “We will take her with us. Treat her gently. Wrap her well. We will build a cairn for her when we reach more rocky terrain.”

Commander Crayn bowed. “As you say, Majesty.” In a moment, he began shouting orders at his men.

As they scrambled to obey, the Queen added, “The messengers, Crayn. Send one to Maloresse. The others must reach King Bifalt and General Klamath. They need to know what has happened here. They need to know what we fear.”

Again, the Commander promised, “As you say, Majesty.”

With care that resembled tenderness, he helped her mount the ­step-­stool into her carriage. Then he hurried away.

She was alone with the smell of blood on her hands and riding breeches until Third Father joined her. He had taken the time to wash his hands and splash water on his stained cassock. Saying only “Queen,” he seated himself in a corner, bowed his head, and settled into his familiar silence.

She hardly noticed him. The beating of wings claimed her attention. It may have been the labor of her heart.

She believed that she had enough grief to occupy her. But when the carriage had been rolling eastward for an hour or two, guarded by her escort and trailed by the wagon of supplies, she learned that she was wrong. An unfamiliar voice spoke in her mind.

Where is Magister Facile? Is she dead? I cannot find her.

Its silent force jolted her. She had never heard it before, but she recognized it from her husband’s description of his summons to the Repository long ago.

Magister Avail.

The monk must not have heard the same demand. Wrapped in his meditative stillness, he did not react to her sudden flinch, her instant tension.

You will try to answer, Queen, continued the voice. Do not. Each word was distinct, yet as soundless as her own thoughts. I cannot hear you.

If Magister Facile is ­unconscious—­if drink or disease or violence have closed her ­mind—­tell her when she wakes. Apprentice Travail lives. His death has been set aside. He will recover.

That was all. Magister Avail did not address her again. She could not call him back.

The old sorceress had accompanied the Queen on her journey in the hope that she would get one last chance to see her ­long-­ago lover. If she had lived to hear them, Avail’s tidings would have eased her bitterness. Speaking to Travail might have lifted some of her anger and resentment. Now he was alive and she was gone.

The cruelty of that mischance might have made another woman weep. Queen Estie did not. Long ago, her husband’s father, King Abbator, had asked her to serve as a witness. Now there was nothing that she could do except witness. The Great God had done this. He would do more, and worse. The bloodshed he caused when he came would make what Magister Facile and Apprentice Travail had lost seem trivial.

That prospect did not soften Estie’s eyes. It made them feel as hard as stones.
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