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To Robin—

In speech or in silence,

and in love,

always.

May the Wind Lord show you your song!
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ONE: A Meeting at Misthall

The eagle soared across the great wind-scoured bowl of the sky. Clouds were puffing up on the western horizon, but above the hills the air had a painful clarity. The eagle’s sight embraced field and fortress, wood and water, with equal precision. The land of Westria lay still in the precarious peace of early morning, balanced between winter and summer as the eagle balanced on widespread wings.

The man who watched from the tower on the Red Mountain saw the land almost as clearly. From the glimmer of white that flared over earth’s curve northward as the first light of dawn touched the snows of the Father of Mountains, to the blur of hills in the south that led to Ravensgate and the sacred valley of Awhai, he surveyed the land. For a moment only, he faced the blue expanse of the western sea, wrinkled with wind, then turned quickly to the light that blazed behind the Ramparts as the sun rose.

He gazed upward, but the eagle was beyond his vision. The men who were beginning to emerge from their encampment on the lower slopes of the Mountain seemed as tiny as he was to the eagle, and as insignificant. The watcher moved slowly along the parapet, the hem of his red robe whispering over stone. The land was not yet his. But for almost two years he had held this high place despite the best efforts of those insects to dislodge him. And despite reverses, the mind behind those cold eyes still functioned with a crystalline clarity.

A silver bell tinkled faintly as he touched it, and presently an immaculate officer with a wolf’s-head badge on the breast of his gambeson appeared at the top of the stairs.

“Captain Esteban,” said the man in the red robe, “send Mañero to me.”

“My Lord Sangrado!” The captain brought up one fist in salute.

The Blood Lord waited, controlling his impatience as automatically as he did all other human responses. Mañero had turned up at the gates of Blood Gard one morning, begging for food. He had already tricked two sergeants out of their breakfast when Caolin decided that anyone who could make these men laugh might prove useful.

A brush of grizzled hair showed first, with a roll of sticks and paper poking up beside it. Then a swift movement brought the man out onto the parapet.

“They are ready, then?”

“Oh, yes, lord!” Mañero bowed again. “My hands do not forget their skill.”

“Show me,” the Blood Lord’s voice cut short the little man’s explaining.

Mañero shot a swift look toward his master and grinned. Then agile fingers untied the cords, and rice paper crackled as the little man unrolled the first kite and lifted it.

“I cannot show you now, lord—no wind. But there will be—see how those clouds in the west move across the sky?” He lifted the kite, and a golden eagle stretched its wings suddenly against the sun.

“And you have prepared the strings?”

“With the ground glass,” Mañero nodded. “Oh, yes. They will fight well.” Rice paper crackled as a breath of wind touched the tower.

The Blood Lord surveyed the line of hills between the Mountain and the Great Bay.

“There lies Misthall  …” his voice grated. “The one they call Prince of Westria is riding there today with a party of young cubs from the city. To celebrate his birthday. …” For a moment, thin lips tightened. “You will follow them, wearing the livery of a servant of Fredegar Sachs. Apologize as if you had overslept, be eager to offer your master’s gift … and teach them kite fighting.”

“That is all?” Mañero’s bushy brows lifted.

“Make yourself agreeable. Keep your ears open and remember what you hear. If the conflict of the kites leads to quarreling, I will not be displeased.”

“Ho! When grown men play a boy’s game, then they fight all the same!” He gave a bark of laughter, saw that his master was not smiling, and turned it to a cough.

“Stay with them. If they like you, perhaps they will want to keep you on. Sachs will vouch for you.”

The little man’s nose seemed longer as he grinned. “You mean me to be your spy?”

The Blood Lord’s head swiveled with vulpine swiftness. “I mean you to be my ears.” His voice seemed to vibrate from the stones. “You hear me now, don’t you?”

“Yes, lord.” Mañero’s tilted eyes had rounded, and the Blood Lord smiled.

“You will hear me again.” The voice seemed to come from everywhere. “When you close your eyes to sleep, you will tell me everything that you have heard.”

The Blood Lord studied the wary features of the man before him, and then for a moment he altered the shadows that usually veiled his ruined flesh into a mirror, laughing as the man before him tried to jerk back.

“Mañero, Mañero—who do you see?”

“Myself!” Mañero turned his face away.

“Yes,” whispered the Blood Lord. “When you speak to yourself, you will tell all you know. And when I speak in your soul, you will obey. But you will tell no one—no one—that you have come from me. Do you understand?”

Mañero’s swift nod was almost a shrug.

“And how will you serve me?”

“As I serve … myself … lord.” The glint in the feral eyes found an odd echo in the Blood Lord’s memory. Unexpectedly amused, he released the pressure of his will. The domination was not complete, but with this one, perhaps it was not necessary. Better to let Mañero’s native wit and self-interest motivate him. He would be watched. By now, the Blood Lord had many servants in Laurelynn.

“Go then. You must be ready when they pass.”

Mañero shook himself, snatched up his toys and darted away.

When the little kite-maker had gone, the Blood Lord moved to the parapet again. The roof tiles of Laurelynn glowed red, surrounded by a dazzle of brilliance where sunlight struck the waters of the rivers that embraced its walls. Somewhere down there the Prince would be getting ready to ride—the Blood Lord’s enemy—Julian. …

The season was nearing the crossroads of spring, when all powers were poised in equilibrium. Julian possessed the Earthstone and the Sea Star, but he had scarcely mastered them. Once, long ago, the Blood Lord himself had borne the Jewels, and he knew how the spirit could be shaken by pure elemental power. Without the balancing forces of the other two Jewels, the Prince was actually more vulnerable than he had been with none.

The Blood Lord and Julian faced each other now as declared enemies. From this moment, one of them must begin to increase, while the other began his decline. The battle between the man who had once been called Caolin and he who was the son of Jehan of Westria was barely begun. And Julian could not begin to imagine the Blood Lord’s powers.

The wind blew pale hair back from Caolin’s face as he turned to go down into the fortress. Overhead, the eagle wheeled eastward and disappeared.

The unpredictable winds of March had begun to blow early, puffing wisps of cloud across an azure sky. But the blue mountains across the Bay glowed with luminous clarity. As the horsemen set their mounts up the road to Misthall, the breeze swept the grass on the eastern hills, rippling green and gold as the banner of Westria that fluttered above them. The wind gusted as they came around the bend, and the laurels bent to sweep the road.

“See … even the trees do you homage, Julian,” laughed Robert.

The Prince shrugged muscular shoulders as he reined in, and his cousin edged his chestnut mare up beside the gray. Wind whipped stinging strands of mane around his hands.

“It’s not the trees I’m worried about, it’s the men.”

The People of the Wood had given Julian their allegiance, and so had the People of the Sea, but the Guardians could not elect him King of Westria. He heard a burst of laughter as the others who had come out from Laurelynn to help him celebrate his birthday followed them. Court festivities still made him ill at ease, but perhaps it would be different at Misthall.

“They must learn to see you as a prince, my lord.” Robert turned in the saddle with an easy grace that exasperated Julian even as he admired it. His cousin’s jerkin and high boots were of tawny suede, the jerkin cut high to the neck and flared at the shoulder to display the orange silk of his sleeves. Until he saw it, Julian had thought his own dove-gray leather very fine. It was easy for Robert, trained from birth at his brother’s court in Rivered, to play the princeling. But Julian had been raised in a stone quarry in the mountains.

“You must learn to speak to them as a prince,” Silverhair added sharply.

Julian shook his head, trying to smile. “Uncle, if you could turn me into a bard with a blessing, I would be a harper already. But it is too late to begin learning, even if I had the time.”

“You had better make time, boy. Do you think the Council will elect a king who can only stare at them like a bump on a log?”

“That’s not fair, sir!” exclaimed Robert. “Julian can be eloquent enough when the spirit moves him.”

“When the spirit moves him!” Silverhair echoed. “Oh, yes, and I am a Master of Music when the spirit moves me! But if my music falters, the worst my audience can do is to laugh. A false word, a clumsy word, or even no words from Julian could cost him Westria!”

“I will learn what I can,” said Julian harshly. “But not now!” He could still sense Silverhair’s disapproval. Lately the harper’s temper had grown more unpredictable than ever. Perhaps Silverhair missed the freedom of the road. Well, so did Julian!

A shadow slipped across the road ahead, and Julian looked up to see a pair of turkey buzzards inscribing dark circles on the clear blue of the sky.

If only I could just fly away!

And then they had rounded the last curve, and Julian saw, lifting above the trees, the walls of the house they had given him as a reward for defeating the reivers. The hills rose swiftly behind it, but ahead the ground fell away in gentle folds of wood and field to the bay.

Misthall … the dwelling of the king.

Twenty years of weather had silvered the beams of Misthall, and neglect showed in missing shingles and overgrown paths. Silverhair sighed. What had he expected? It would be even worse inside. Every shadow would be a backdrop for ghostly images of Faris and Jehan. It had been bad enough to return to Hawkrest Hold, which held so many painful memories. But at Misthall he had been happy, until the king’s long dying had destroyed all joy.

No. He could not look at those empty rooms. To fill them with life again must be Julian’s task.

No child of my body will ever inherit Hawkrest, thought Silverhair. But at least the son of Fans and Jehan has come home to Misthall.

From the garden, where they were setting out the food, he heard the sweet laughter of the boy Piper—who still did not speak, though he had learned to smile—and the merriment of the others, answering. He winced at the sound. But why should they be silent? For the sons and daughters of those who had shared Farin Silverhair’s youth, Misthall was only a name out of story. He felt like his own ghost, standing here.

Silverhair shook himself, realizing that he had begun to wonder if those provisions included any wine, and he fled up the broad stairs into the hall. His feet still knew their way. A door swung open, and he stopped short as, silhouetted against the blaze of light, he saw the figure of a man with dark hair.

Silverhair must have made some sound, for the man turned, showing shoulders broader than Jehan’s had ever been, and a quick lift of the head that the harper had come to know well.

It was not Jehan. Of course not.

Why am I dwelling on what is gone? Silverhair wondered as recognition sent a quick flare of warmth through him. Why did he find it so hard to admit that he cared for the son as much as ever he had cared for the father? Perhaps because I loved Jehan as a boy worships his hero, who will right all wrongs, he thought wryly. And Jehan’s story is ended—nothing will ever stain his memory. But Julian’s tale is still being told. Will his story end in disaster, or victory?

“They say that my father died in this room,” said Julian.

“Yes,” Silverhair answered gently. “I remember the day.” He shut his awareness against the echo of memory, hearing the tremor in Julian’s tone.

“He was greatly loved.”

“Yes, it was a gift he had. …” What was troubling the boy?

“I wish I had it!” exclaimed Julian. “I would rather go out and fight a dozen battles—on land or on the sea—than face the Council of Westria! Tomorrow they will debate my election to the throne. What am I going to do?”

Silverhair frowned. Julian was better loved than he knew, but it was true that he lacked the easy charm that had drawn men to Jehan’s side.

“There are ways to sway them,” he began carefully. “You call them bard’s tricks, I know—” he held up a warning hand as the wary look came back into Julian’s eyes—“but they are as necessary to a king as is skill with the sword. And I can teach you  …” Silverhair let his hand fall. All of his efforts to coax speech from Piper had ended in failure. To whom could he pass on the many things he had learned with such pain, if not to this boy?

“Can you build a harp from a war bow? Uncle, all I know how to do is to bang on my shield or sound the battle horn. If the Council wants me, it will have to be satisfied with a plain warrior.” Julian managed a bitter smile.

“You don’t understand—” Silverhair began. Then a long horn call brought both heads around. As the echoes dwindled, they heard hoofbeats.

“You see?” Julian shook his head ruefully. “That’s the Las Costas contingent. I had best go down. Alexander will feel slighted if I am not there to welcome him.”

Silverhair remained where he was, trying to master his anger. “Lord of all Music,” he whispered into the silence that followed, “my enemy still threatens, but it is not for myself that I ask Your help now, but for a child whose power of speech was stolen, and for a man who needs the poet’s gift that he may claim a crown.”

The silence seemed to grow deeper. The harper heard the rasp of his breath as he exhaled.

Why? He did not know if the question came from without or within.

Because I love him.

As Silverhair replied, he wondered how he expected the Prince to learn eloquence if he, who was accounted a Master Bard, had never been able to turn to Julian and say those words aloud.

“Julian!”

At the sound of that voice, Julian felt a giant hand squeeze his chest. He turned swiftly and saw coming toward him a girl whose copper hair blazed in the spring sun. His focus narrowed. A glance showed him every detail of the silver sea shells embroidered on the edge of her grey-green riding tunic, slit so that her dark-green breeches and gray boots flickered beneath it as she ran.

Rana. … He forced himself to breathe. She is rounding out again, and her hair has darkened, but deep ocean still glimmers in her eyes.

It had been several months since he had seen her, but his response was unchanged. Julian waited for her to come to him, as he had forced himself to wait since last summer, and would doubtless continue to wait until her fear of men’s lust had diminished enough for her to listen to words of love. The men who had assaulted her on the Far Alone Islands had not harmed her body, but the wound to her spirit went deeper, perhaps, than she herself knew. How long would it take for her to heal?

Until the next Cataclysm, perhaps? Julian shook his head, recognizing that he had worked himself into a bad temper already. A fine way, he thought, to celebrate one’s twentieth birthday!

“The Las Costas barge pulled in just behind us, but Cub and I came ahead while everyone was still arguing about who should ride first. I sent my brother off to look for Piper—he would tease if he heard me thanking you,” Rana said swiftly. “The chalice you sent is beautiful, but I do not understand why you gave—”

“No? You gave a thing of far greater worth to me.”

The smiths in Laurelynn had crafted the piece exactly as Julian instructed; a broad silver cup with nine moonstones set around the rim.

“The Sea Star belonged to you.” Color rose beneath the freckles that dusted her fair skin.

“And to you,” he said softly. “I told you that before. But I must wield it now. It seemed to me that you ought to have something in exchange.”

She looked at him oddly. “I have a symbol of earth too. Did you know that? They gave me a basketry platter with the earth sigil on it in Awhai.”

Julian took a careful breath. He had thought that he could give her this one thing without revealing his hope that one day she might be Mistress of the Jewels and his queen, but he could see the beginnings of knowledge glimmering in her changeable eyes.

Horns brayed close behind them. Rana turned to see, and the pent air eased out of Julian’s chest in a long sigh. Banners fluttered above the hedge. As the riders appeared, Robert and the others who had been exploring the gardens came back to join Julian in the courtyard.

Alexander pulled up, his showy bay blowing and tossing its head after the climb. Julian felt Robert stiffen beside him and saw that Carmelle of Las Costas was with her brother. Her little mare was a dun, and while both she and Alexander wore the black of House Battle, the wind that tugged at her cloak showed a lining of amber silk that matched her hair, while his was red. Carmelle waved, smiling brilliantly, and Julian was suddenly sure that the effect had been intentional. He had started to bow in acknowledgment when he realized that the welcome was for his cousin. He straightened, suppressing a grin.

“So this is Misthall. I had thought it would be larger.” Alexander looked around as if he were considering buying it. Julian, remembering how the unkempt garden and sagging shingles had shocked him when he arrived, understood, and yet he found himself bristling.

“It has not been lived in for twenty years. Would your own palace fare better if a son of yours should return to Sanjos after so long a time?”

Alexander looked startled. Of course, thought Julian, he has been Lord Commander of Las Costas since he was seven years old! Julian had always envied his cousin Robert his courtly upbringing, but Robert was a younger son. Clearly, nothing had ever been allowed to shake Alexander’s complacency.

“May the Guardians preserve us!” exclaimed Carmelle. “You must not say such things, Prince, on a day of festival.”

“Well, it is his festival, may the day be blessed,” answered her brother with a grin. “And this is his hall.”

Carmelle blushed, and Julian found himself returning Alexander’s smile.

“What I should be saying is, ‘Welcome’.” He reached up to grasp Alexander’s hand. “Your presence honors us. Dismount and let them tend your horses. There is food and drink in the arbor.”

The table looked charmingly rustic. The breads and cheeses and fruit tarts made an appealing display against the green cloth, and the wine bottles were wreathed with wild flowers from the hill behind the hall. The wind that stirred the grasses scented the soft air.

“And how goes it on the Red Mountain?” Alexander gestured eastward with his goblet. “They tell me that the Blood Lord is back. I thought he drowned last fall.”

“We hoped so, but the Master of the Junipers says he lives still.” Julian grimaced.

“Can he be killed? My mother still lays the guilt for my father’s death upon that man. She was in a fury when we learned that he had survived.”

“He can be—he must be—killed!” answered Julian with more certainty than he felt. Killed, or burned out from within, he thought then, remembering the wreck that had once been the sorcerer Katiz, Caolin’s master. “But while Eric is only Regent, he cannot marshal all of our strength against Caolin, and neither can I.”

“And after the election?”

Julian shrugged uncomfortably. “At least I’ll have the authority—”

“If they elect you.”

Julian’s eyes moved back to Alexander’s blunt features, unreadable in the clear light. What was he saying?

Alexander continued. “The Estates are not accustomed to a master.”

The Prince studied the Lord Commander, trying to decide if his strength was all in the long, heavily muscled body, or in his will also, and whether he was making a threat, or only testing.

“Is this a warning that you will oppose me?” asked Julian, and stopped abruptly. In sword play, he would have scorned such a sudden attack, but he was a novice at fencing with words.

Alexander opened his pale eyes. “I am saying only that we have been twenty years without a king. That is bound to affect the voting.

Silverhair was right about me, thought Julian, staring back at him. Now what can I say?

Carmelle’s laugh trilled across the silence, startling them.

“But surely you will wish to live in Laurelynn now.” She had laid her hand upon Robert’s arm.

“My place is with the Prince, wherever he may be,” Robert said stiffly.

“Of course,” she said sweetly. “But still, you must have a home, and someone to rule it when you are away.”

Julian waited for his cousin to laugh and mollify the girl with some bit of flattery. He had been a frequent observer of his cousin’s easy flirting. He thought that the girls liked Robert because his beauty freed him from any doubts about his welcome. But Carmelle’s attitude was subtly different. She had taken Robert’s arm as he himself had never yet dared to touch Rana—with the certainty of possession.

“Hasn’t he told you?” Alexander was watching them too. “My mother and the old lord arranged a marriage between him and my sister long ago.”

Julian’s lips pursed in a soundless whistle. Marriage! Now why hadn’t Robert said something? He suppressed a grin, knowing he dared not tease his cousin over his secret for fear of what Robert might do when he discovered Julian’s own.

“They make a fine couple, don’t they?” said Alexander.

Julian nodded. Robert and Carmelle were a matched pair, polished like gemstones in the setting of their fine clothes, with all of the graces a courtly upbringing could bestow.

Rana and I will never look like that, he thought then. That is, if she should ever come to me. But she shines like the sun on the water, and that will have to serve for both of us. Instinctively his gaze sought her. She had drawn away to give him and Alexander privacy, and stood now at the far end of the table, licking her fingers and glaring at her brother, who had just tossed a sugar cake to Piper.

“You need have no doubt of my vote, in any case,” Alexander said then. “If I upset my sister’s plans, she will make my life insupportable!”

Julian bit his lip. Some supported him because they believed he had a right to the crown, or because the land needed a king, or out of that peculiar personal loyalty he seemed to inspire sometimes. But Alexander was offering his vote as one might give a sweet to a fretting child. Surely the sovereignty of Westria meant more than that?

But perhaps Alexander did not think so. … The Lord Commander of Las Costas was eating a piece of sugared orange peel with a meditative deliberation that suggested an unshakable confidence in his own security, whether or not a king sat on the throne.

Things had been simpler on the border, Julian thought. There his decisions had affected only one village. And yet the farming folk of Bear Valley were not so different from the lords of Laurelynn. Perhaps what was disconcerting him was Alexander’s age; young men usually saw Julian as an ally, or as a rival whose strength must be tried. He had never encountered this serene arrogance in a man of his own years before.

The servers brought on hot sausages and biscuits from the ovens in the Misthall kitchen, and a compote of fruit and cream. Silverhair sat now in the overgrown wisteria arbor, tuning his harp.

“Sing for us,” said Rana. “I’ve missed your music, Silverhair.”

The harper smiled. “What would you like to hear? Something about spring?”

“It’s too restless a day for that.” She shook her head and the breeze toyed with her bright hair. “Play something about the wind.”

“The wind. …” For a moment the harper’s gaze grew distant with memory. “Do you think it can be captured in any human music?” Agile fingers stroked a ripple of sound from the harp’s burnished strings.

“At the College of Bards, they said that you’d found a song for it,” Julian answered him.

The others were moving toward the music now, chattering like birds, their bright sleeves and skirts fluttering in the breeze. Even Piper had left the food to listen, and Cub followed, still munching, to join the older boy at the harper’s feet.

Silverhair shook his head. His voice harshened as he repeated, “No bard can capture the wind.” Strong fingers plucked a dissonant fanfare.


With heat or with cold,

The world I enfold—

Yet the world holds not me.

You see where I pass

O’er tree and o’er grass—

But you do not see me.



Notes sparkled from the harpstrings like light from a crystal. Silverhair’s voice soared above them with a bitter purity. Julian shifted uncomfortably.


I sing in your ear

With each sound you hear—

Yet you never hear me.

Consumed by each breath,

My absence is death—

For you cannot keep me.



Julian shivered, for a moment overwhelmingly aware of the vastness above him, as not so long ago he had learned to comprehend the depth of the sea. But up went on forever.

“I hadn’t realized you had a jester, Julian. What is he carrying?”

Alexander’s question jerked him back to earth. Turning, Julian saw a wiry little man with a seamed brown face surrounded by red-gray hair who grinned broadly at the murmur of surprise. He came to a halt in the midst of them, waving several brightly colored paper rolls.

The man’s golden gaze held Julian’s, and the Prince had the odd impression that in that one swift moment of contact, he was somehow being examined—judged, even. And then he was sure it must have been a fancy, for the fellow gave a little yip of laughter and presented his rolled papers.

“They look like scrolls. Is he going to read a poem?”

“Oh, no, lord!” White teeth flashed in the gray beard. “Mañero’s poems are written in the sky. These are kites, mistresses. …” His quick glance invited Carmelle and the girls around her to come see. “Kites to dance among the clouds, and to battle there.”

Julian felt the flicker of Mañero’s amber eyes as if the man had touched him.

“See, I have glassed strings!” He held up a roll of cord that glistened in the morning light. “Will you try them, my ladies, my lords?”

“It sounds like good sport!” exclaimed Robert. “I used to fly kites off the Ramparts of Rivered when I was a child. I’ve heard of kite-fighting, but never seen it done.”

“Oh, please, Julian, say yes!” Cub exclaimed. Piper’s eyes were eloquent with interest. Bronze head and dove brown nodded in unison.

Perhaps if he’s excited enough, he’ll say something. Julian smiled.

“Why not? If everyone has finished eating. …” He looked around and saw answering grins. “Let’s climb the hill behind the garden and play with the wind.”

It began with laughter.

The two boys were only too eager to run the kites into the air, and when Cub, watching his kite instead of his footing, went head over heels down the hill, everyone laughed.

The wind was freshening. Soon it took only a few dancing steps to get Mañero’s toys into the air. The glistening fins of Rana’s flying fish fluttered exultantly.

“What about the glassed strings?” came Cub’s cry. “We want to duel with the kites the way you promised, Master Mañero.”

Capering, the little man attached coils of cord that looked as if they had been encrusted with sugar to two kites painted with feral eyes and fanged jaws.

“Careful now, lads, or they will cut you. See, you launch them like this—” Laughing, he cast first one, then the other kite into the sky.

“Let me have one of those,” Robert said.

The young men were clamoring as loudly as the boys. Julian found a stick thrust into his hands, and instinctively leaned against the tug of the string. The eagle on the other end of his line spread its wings in golden splendor across the sky. Above him, paired kites were already dueling against the clouds.

“Hey, Julian, are you sleeping?”

Julian jerked around and saw Robert’s laughing face, with Carmelle close behind him. Robert was reeling in cord intently, and Julian’s eyes followed its arc upward just in time to see his cousin’s bronze-antlered stag kite swoop toward his own eagle. He yanked on his line as the golden flier faltered in the sky.

“Pay attention, Prince, or your cousin will drag you down,” said Alexander. The Lord of Las Costas was watching their struggles with a benign smile, as if he had been not seven but seventy years older than Julian.

But the man was right. A little breathless, Julian paid out line as he felt the lift of the wind beneath the eagle’s wings. There—now he had some sky room. But his string was still vulnerable. Eyes slitted against the glare, he studied his position, wishing he knew more about the invisible currents in the sky. Was Robert’s stag losing speed? Carefully Julian drew his kite toward it, but a sudden slack in Robert’s string brought his own swooping past. Edges brushed, and now their lines were almost touching.

“Oh, Robert, you’ve got him now!” Carmelle grabbed Robert’s arm.

Intent on the struggling shapes above, Robert shook her off. Carmelle snatched at his sleeve.

“It’s all right, Robert … I can touch you. We’re betrothed, after all.” She tightened her grip and looked up at him with a dangerously sweet smile. A quick twist flicked Julian’s kite out of danger. Then Robert saw what had happened and swore.

“Truce, Robert!” called Julian, sensing his cousin’s confusion. Robert gave him a long look, then turned to the girl.

“Are we?” he muttered. Carmelle’s smile slipped a little.

“Of course we are. Everyone knows it.”

Her voice had sharpened too, and those nearest were turning. Cub and Piper were still locked in a duel of their own, but several kites already soared free. Robert’s face grew hard. Very carefully, he began to reel his kite in.

“And for far too long. …” Carmelle’s voice wavered, but she continued determinedly. “I’ve found the waiting hard too, dearest, but they said I was too young. I am eighteen now though.” With a visible effort, Carmelle made her voice soften; her fingers caressed the fine orange silk of Robert’s sleeve.

“They can’t make us wait any longer, Robert! Let’s marry at Beltane. We can live in the Las Costas palace in Laurelynn until we find a house of our own.”

“This spring?” Robert sounded appalled, and Julian suppressed a grin. “How can you think of getting married now, with the Blood Lord still on the Red Mountain and war on all our borders?”

“All the more reason,” said Carmelle tartly. “I’ve no mind to wait until you men are tired of fighting before I have an establishment of my own.”

“But until the war is over, my place is with the Prince. You know that, Carmelle,” Robert protested. “I can’t live with you!” The bronze stag tugged frantically as he hauled it in.

Carmelle stared, her fair face suffusing with angry color. Everyone was looking at them now.

“Can’t or won’t, Robert?” she snapped at him. “Anyone would think that you didn’t want to marry me!”

Robert shook his head, the stag kite hanging like a dead thing from his hand. This was no simple quarrel between lovers.

“Stop her!” said Julian in a low voice, but Alexander shook his head.

“I gave up trying to control Carmelle years ago. Robert doesn’t seem very happy, does he?”

“Please, Carmelle,” Robert said. “We can talk about this later, when we’re alone.” He took a swift step back.

“Robert of the Ramparts, do you think that you can just walk away from me?” she said furiously. Had she forgotten their audience, or had she ceased to care? “If you want to keep me, you will answer me now!”

Robert stopped short, and Carmelle’s eyes brightened in triumph as, very slowly, he turned. His eyes were blazing too, and more than one of the young women caught her breath in admiration.

“Very well, my lady, since you request it, I will answer you,” he said quietly. “It was our parents who planned this betrothal, not I! Have I ever led you to believe that I was in love with you?”

“But you must—” Carmelle caught herself and glared at him in speechless fury.

And no wonder. She has been much courted, thought Julian, for she is very beautiful. No one has ever said “no” to her before.

“I will marry you if I must,” said Robert, with a control that told Julian he was more angry than he appeared. “But you will never bind me. I serve the Prince, Carmelle, and he will always have my first loyalty.”

“And your love?” she hissed. Carmelle’s glance raked the circle, and Julian flinched. “Do you think he will reward you? I have eyes, even if you cannot see. I’ve heard all about the voyage last summer. That Seahold girl has laid her plans very cleverly!”

She gestured across the circle, and suddenly they were all looking at Rana, who had gone stark white beneath her freckles. Julian took a step toward her.

“I’ve seen how your precious Prince looks at her,” Carmelle babbled on. “She has caught him, and you’ll be forgotten—”

“Woman, be silent!” Julian found his voice at last.

Robert looked as if he had taken an arrow in the gut, and Rana … softly Julian spoke her name. She had dropped her kite stick. It bumped across the grass, caught in a bush and held the kite tethered again. Two patches of red burned on her cheekbones, but she was not weeping. What he saw in Rana’s face, Julian realized when at last she looked at him, was revulsion.

“My lord, I’m sorry,” she said in a shaken voice. “I don’t know how even a vicious mind like Carmelle’s could  …” the words trailed away as she met Julian’s eyes.

His fist clenched on the cord of the kite he still held. He strove to school his features, but it was too late for that as well. In Rana’s eyes Julian read his own self-betrayal and saw the deepening horror as she realized that what Carmelle had said was true. Did she see him, or the face of the man who had raped her?

He felt a tug on his line. The string of Rana’s kite had tangled with his own. Instinctively he pulled on it, as if to hold her, but he had forgotten the glassed cord. Abruptly the pressure eased. He pulled again, but only his own kite answered. Wings fluttering, the flying fish lifted suddenly, and the wind whirled it away.

He heard a patter of running feet and knew that Rana had gone. The others were staring at him, their faces stiffening to hide curiosity, or incomprehension, or even satisfaction, as they met his gaze.

The highest heavens were hazed with a thin shimmer of cloud. Below them, towering cumuli were moving in from the northwest, their white shapes shifting in a turmoil that matched his own. With a single movement, Julian slashed his line and let the eagle soar free. Wind whipped it upward. He blinked. For a moment it seemed to him that bright wings danced among those clouds. Then both fish and bird disappeared.
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