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            Spring the 41st, 2929 p.a.d.
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            Darthis: Forenoon

          

        

      

    

    
      There are more than enough reasons for the fame of the city of Darthis. Queen-city of Darthen, homeplace of that land’s royalty for more than a millennium, hub of trade and protector of tradition, indomitable fortress in war, first of the cities built when the world started to come out from under the Dark’s ancient shadow, the Black City’s honor rightfully reaches far. But only visitors have a chance to experience one of her less-fabled glories: the views from what visitors normally think of as Mount Hiríndë, but what the locals simply call Darthis hill.

      On the northern side the city walls rise precipitously sheer from the near-vertical flank of the hill, where the ancient raw basalt was first tilted sideways in dark-striped layers by some cataclysmic upheaval an age ago, then flensed away straight down into the flesh of the earth. The broken boulder-littered ground at the great cliff’s foot has for centuries been kept unbuilt-upon for reasons of defense, this being the only way a foe could come directly at the city’s hill without having to deal with its  surrounding loop of river. A high black wall built of cliff-fallen stone, and a deep-delved water-filled fosse, stretch from one side of the loop to the other.

      But beyond the fosse and the wall—the Fourth Wall, as Darthis people facetiously call it, the City actually only having three—the view to the north is unencumbered by built works except for the little low farmhouses and barns of the outer townlands, and the dark-graveled roads that weave their way northward on either side of the broad Darst, among the old worn-down foothills of the southern Lamesten range. Past the round-humped tumble of those venerable hills the land and the broad river together drop gradually away into the wide green downlands that slope toward the royal havens at rr’Harich. In good weather the keen-eyed who stand on the northern walls have a better than even chance of catching a glimpse of the light at the hem of the sky that speaks of the Sea.

      But today the weather wasn’t good. As so often happened in the middle days of Spring, the northern aspects were shut away—and the only view available was the one generally felt to be less salubrious: the southward one. High up on that side, in a tall sheer unglazed window cut into the thick polished basalt of the highest tower, the Square Tower, a slender silver-haired woman leaned on her elbows on the broad stone sill, waiting for a summons. And though she could feel the weight of the unknown North and a Sea full of mysteries leaning against her back, Segnbora datheln Welcaen tai-Enraesi had no interest in looking that way. Her attention (such as it was) was bent on the less romantic view beneath her, southward down the shallower slope of Darthis hill and inside the walls of the city. She was waiting for a summons—an hour late now, and getting later by the moment—and watching it rain.

      The rain had been falling steadily for nearly a week, as it tended to do around here in the spring when things were going right. Shouldn’t complain, Segnbora thought: remember how dry it was, this time year before last? So much had gone wrong in the run-up to the War, and one local drought more or less had been just another unpleasant occurrence among many, hardly noticed amid the mustering of armies and the onslaught of dark sorceries that nearly killed the world.

      But now it was raining as if Someone was trying to make up for lost time. The view of the countryside southward beyond the city, the water-meadows and the marshes, was lost in dark grey fog. But below her, through thinner mist, the whole city shimmered silverly with down-sheeting water, with the plash and hiss of rain falling on the polished dark domes and arches and arcaded alleys below, on gray-tiled roofs and slate-covered gables pressed together like the fingers of interlaced hands. From everywhere downhill came the soft city-muted song of water in a hundred different voices: rainspout-gush, eaves-trickle, gutter-gurgle, the multifarous purl and murmur of the ceaseless steady rain as it ran down from the palace-heights into the lower rings of the city in trickles and rivulets and streams, making for the river.

      The soft susurrus of falling, running water melded agreeably with the never-quite-silent whisper of other minds at the back of Segnbora’s, idly observing, idly commenting on everything laid out before them as if it was a play. All of this was new to them, fascinating, entertaining: the architecture, the local weather, the people scurrying in the streets to get out of the local weather; all the baggage and business of the human species, continuous and quaint and bizarre.

      Segnbora was less than fascinated by it at the moment. Two hours ago she’d been in a warm bed two hundred leagues away, and there’d been company in that warm bed that she was reluctant to leave. Now she was waiting around in yet another of the Castle’s high-ceilinged rooms walled in the ubiquitous black stone, with a fire that was frankly insufficient to this weather. And there was no bed, and no company, and what was almost certainly going to be an unpleasant discussion in front of her… and the whole Dark-be-damned situation left a lot to be desired.

      She sighed and rubbed at her face, then paused. From somewhere southward she was beginning to hear a faint sound as if of gigantic wings slowly beating, like swans’ wings but without the whining whooping noise that normally went with the beat. The sound became louder and louder, starting to war more and more successfully with the sound of the water running downhill.

      Segnbora squinted out at the low-lying cloud bank to the southward. Curls of motion were starting to show in them. Down below, people in the rainy streets were looking up too as the noise got louder, some of them standing still and staring.

      Smiling a little, Segnbora shook her head. “As if you need to be doing that!” she said under her breath.

      Something dark started becoming apparent in the cloud; a vague shape, a long broad strip of shadow, crossed by a still longer, far narrower one. As the shadow grew darker, more solid, the sound of wingbeats ceased—which made even more of the people down in the streets stop and stare.

      Under the silently down-falling shape the cloud thinned and parted, a last few stubborn wisps of mist trailing upward from the vast black outspread wings as they broke fully into clear air. Like a dropped feather the Dragon drifted down through the rain, not moving its wings in the slightest—not that one needed to when manipulating the world’s forces for flight instead of the mere air.

      Segnbora leaned on the windowsill and with some pleasure watched Hasai ehs’Pheress land on the city’s outermost wall between the South Gate and the old Culvert Tower; hindlimbs coming down to balance and claws curling down around the stone, then the forelimbs dropping to brace and grip diamond foreclaws into into the stone of the inner wall as he leaned forward a bit while folding his great wings up. With a rustle like a ship furling sail he shook them back to let their ends and the length of his tail hang down outside the wall. The long neck and the huge head swung northward, the huge burning eyes fixing on the Black Tower. And as they did, a great low sound, like a chorus of voices like deep-voiced instruments of music, sang at it, slow and sonorous, “Ehiw lhhw’huw ahi’hiwn ehe’rhn as’rhienn mhd’uhhaih!”

      Until the first echoes of the challenge faded away, many people in the streets Segnbora could see stopped walking and stared up that way. Many others didn’t. City-dwellers’ habit of ignoring what they’ve seen before, or people simply braving it out? Segnbora thought. There was no telling. It wasn’t as if Hasai hadn’t become a fixture here since the War ended, and since the Arlene allies to the Darthene throne had more cause to be here frequently. Apparently some of the city people had decided that the sound of the world’s new DragonChief announcing his arrival at what he deemed a nonaligned Marchward and demanding it demonstrate its fealty on pain of starbreath was just one more thing to put up with while they were out doing the shopping.

      The chorus faded away, and the rain-muffled echoes faded after it, leaving nothing but the soft rush of water downhill—this somehow sounding far louder than it had. “Well?” Segnbora said. “Feeling better after that, mdaha?”

      There was laughter in the answer in the back of her mind, but also a certain dry frustration. If we must be here, Hasai said in the back of her mind, let everybody know it.

      His annoyance was mild enough, but unmistakeable. Of course he too had been a party to the business in the bed this morning, and though he routinely let Segnbora fly point and show him the way where the rest of their spouses were involved, he was slowly growing more assertive about his role in the revels… and certainly more opinionated. “Well, as for ‘must’, you didn’t need to be here, dear heart. You said you’d stay home this morning.”

      True. Yet we changed our minds, and decided to bear you company at least this far, said Hasai. Herewiss said, ‘Eftgan may be about to send her on an errand you’d be too large for…’

      That thought jibed uncomfortably with one Segnbora had been having. She sighed. “Did he speak to her earlier, you think?”

      Difficult to say. He’s far less shielded than he was in the time before, yet so often he still keeps his own counsel…

      Segnbora’s answer was interrupted by the sound of someone tapping at the door. She swung around from the window, hastily brushing down the front of the formal tabard she’d had so little reason to wear for the last few years, and muttering over the state of the front’s ornate embroidery. A little frayed at the edges, she thought. Perhaps not the worst symbol for the way things are right now…

      The door swung open to reveal a familiar face among the Black Palace’s messenger-stewards: a tall lean narrow-faced man with red hair going silver, dressed in a tunic dyed the midnight blue of the royal Darthene livery. “Noble tai-Enraesi,” he said, “my sorrow again, but the Queen’s grace says it really won’t be much longer. Seems that the Head Steward came along with some cases for court-justice that hadn’t been adjudged proper for the open court session this afternoon; no choice but to deal with them now…”

      Hurry up and wait, said Hasai, yawning wide and exhibiting his full range of diamond fangs; a casual enough look, but by the second-hand warmth growing in her own throat Segnbora could feel that the yawn had Dragonfire at the back of it.

      Segnbora shook her head and smiled. “Master Telmet, it’s no problem… I’m not going anywhere. Here I stay obedient to the tai-Earnesti’s command, for as long as it takes till she’s ready.”

      The steward raised his eyebrows in mild amusement but also ill-concealed approval at the epithet: not “my wife” or “my Queen” but Eftgan’s own house-title, signifying that Segnbora was here on some business of the Forty Houses—and knew she was. At Telmet’s reaction, Segnbora wondered idly in the moment how many other similarly-ranked nobles passing through here on business routinely tried to make more of their blood connection to the Queen than they were entitled to. Probably all of them…

      In any case, Telmet just nodded at her. “Thank you, noble tai-Enraesi; I’ll convey that.” He paused for a moment, glancing around the room, and then scowled at the grate as if it had done him a personal disservice. “Lady, what’s come of that fire? It’s hardly sufficient in this weather. Can I have it relaid for you?”

      Segnbora laughed. “I think I can deal with it more quickly than the staff could, Telmet. Probably whoever started it didn’t count on me being here this long.” She traded wry looks with him. “Let it be.”

      “As you wish, noble tai-Enraesi,” he said, and vanished out the door.

      Segnbora sighed and leaned on the sill again, for it wasn’t the chill that was bothering her. It seemed like an age ago that Eftgan had first said to her, as they both stood on the fortress wall down in Barachael, staring down at a battlefield-to-be full of mercenaries, You are now the tai-Enraesi, and I require your advice. What had for so long simply been her House-name, a mere appendage to her own name and her mother’s, had now become Segnbora’s title as its Head.

      And the shift in status change was not exactly welcome. She could still feel the weight and import of the chain of office, when Eftgan had invested her with it in front of the other Heads of House some months ago, as if it had been not laid over her shoulders but wrapped around her neck. The chain itself was a gift from Eftgan, and truly a princely one, a handsome thing—thirty links of massy gold, with Queen Enra’s ancient lioncelle pendant from the chain in yet more gold and gemmed enamel, with rubies for eyes. But Segnbora frankly hated the sight of it. Every time she saw it she wondered where the Dark the original had gone, and suspected her father had melted it down and sold it as scrap.

      The suspicion felt unworthy, but she couldn’t get rid of it. And there would never be any way to find out: he was a year past the Door now, a year away from the lands of the living where such things made even the slightest difference. She sighed and shook her head.
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      Yet in just a blink of time, out of time, there she was, sitting off to one side of the gate-courtyard of the old House-holding at Asfahaeg, and there he was: her father Holmaern, stocky, short, iron-haired, a little pale as was usual for him in those days in the aftermath of the blood sickness that troubled him on and off in his middle years. His face was blunt and lantern-jawed, and his eyes were narrowed as always as he walked across the courtyard with an adze over his shoulder, probably to do something about the gate, which was sticking again.

      Segnbora stood there and watched the moment from the past as if she had nothing to do with the small thin barefoot shape that stood in the shadow of the archway leading to the back house-door. The little girl in her dark linen shift was watching the man go by, dressed in clothes suited to a day’s yard work—dun breeches, dark felted-wool boots, an old faded grey canvas tunic that had once been blue. But all the girl’s attention was on the man’s face, and her own expression was of someone intent on judging a delicate situation—hoping it wouldn’t suddenly get worse, focused on not doing anything to make it get worse herself.

      From this end of time, even with all Segnbora’s knowledge of the things that had happened to make her father what he’d become, she had to acknowledge that the face of that man walking by was never going to encourage any child to run to the one who wore it if they’d just fallen down and hurt themselves. Nor would it have made a girl on the brink of young womanhood feel even slightly easy about telling that man a secret over dinner or confessing any private trouble. Yet how did I manage to grow up loving him even as much as I did? she thought, uneasy. It’s so strange…

      Then she breathed out an annoyed breath, and dismissed the memory with some force. “Mdaha,” she said. “Did I really need this right now?”

      A sense of faint exasperation came rustling from among her mdeihei, and though Hasai’s kind couldn’t roll their eyes the way a human could, he seemed at least in thought, or tone of mind, to have picked up the talent somewhere. Freelorn, probably. Why would you not? Why are you still so bothered by your own past?

      Segnbora sighed. “The day’s already less than delightful,” she said. “Not sure I needed him in it as well…”

      She waited for the more or less inevitable backlash, the continuation of a discussion that had been going on for more than a year now and was getting easier to deal with only in the sense that it was becoming ever more commonplace and familiar. The difficulty was that the immediacy of Dracon memory sorted ill with the more human tendency to want to let things lie, or at the very least just fade into the background. No sooner did she try to let a memory slide a bit than the curious minds of all the past Dracon generations now dwelling within her began regarding it with greatly increased interest. Segnbora knew from experience that she could stop them by force if need be. Yet there was a price to pay for that, both in the energy outlay of the moment and in difficulty in dealing with the mdeihei’s pain and confusion later.

      And it’s not really their fault, I suppose. Old habits, they’re hard to break… Especially since some of these habits were… what? Two thousand, three thousand years old, at the very least; and even that reckoning went back no further than the Worldwinning. How many years the Dragons had spent voyaging, out in the icy dark beyond the edge of the air on their way from their old lost world to this one, even they weren’t sure. Years as Segnbora’s world reckoned them were a new concept to her mdeihei, and the Dragons in her mind, especially the eldest ones, preferred not to think overmuch about that long empty time. Even for you, she thought, not all memory’s desirable…

      Well, all right, Hasai said at last. Inside her, in the back-of-the-mind darkness where the mdeihei lived, he reared up preeminent among them and sang a brief phrase or two in Dracon, a dark chiding melody like a consort of bass instruments taking someone to task for bad behavior. A more muted version of the song rang out from the city wall, and people in the street paused, looked up, and (as the music ended) shrugged and walked on.

      At Hasai’s admonishment the mdeihei quieted, and the bright light of immediacy that their attention had thrown over that old memory now began to fade. Yet once the pressure had relaxed a bit, Segnbora gazed at it for a moment more: the empty courtyard, the silence of the place, without even the presence of hireling workers. It was, she now knew quite well, an abnormally small holding for the head-family of one of the Forty Houses—a House obviously in deep decline, with no clear road toward reversing the situation.

      Difficult as her relationship with her parents had often been when she was young, they’d been scrupulous enough about teaching Segnbora what a house-head’s responsibilities were to the rest of their House. The problem was that there had been less and less opportunity for her to see those duties exercised and learn how they were managed as more than mere theory. When her parents finally sent her away to start studying ways to focus her early-identified Power, “less and less” became “none at all.”

      And all the while, more and more townlands were falling out of their fealty to House tai-Enraesi, disaffected or enticed away by other more aggressive and powerful Houses of the Forty. Absent from home for months at a time, Segnbora had no chance to see first-hand how bad the situation was, or find out how to handle what business still remained for an heir-to-Headship in her position. While still in her teens, she tried not to think too much about the House’s much-reduced circumstances, half afraid that they were somehow or other her fault. Now, though, she had no choice. And now I have to learn this job while I’m doing it. Useful enough for me, perhaps, but hard on the people I’m doing it for…

      Segnbora straightened up and rubbed her eyes in reaction to the previous moments’ brief bout of double vision—though she knew realistically that this would make little difference, she still had trouble not doing it—and gazed down at the rain-running streets with a sense of resigned melancholy. If I’d had even the slightest idea of what would eventually come to me, it would’ve seemed so much less terrible. Silently she laughed at herself. Without a crowd of dragons nesting at the bottom of their soul, though, who gets that?

      But in Segnbora’s youngest adulthood, the “remembering-ahead” that was a commonplace to the mdeihei was still far in her future. And though she’d started out with high hopes on being accepted into the Silent Precincts—paramount among the Kingdoms’ training-places for those found to possess more than the universal faint spark of the Fire—she’d soon realized that there was a down side to starting at the top. When you fail despite the best “the top” can do, other possibilities become more likely to quickly lose their appeal.

      She’d always tried to keep her hopes up as the years of study went by. But her essential pragmatism, even at that young age, meant that these attempts made little overall difference to the increasingly overcast quality of her mental weather. Now, watching the rain fall, her gaze dropped to the little cluster of peaked grey roofs sticking up at the end of a small round-ended alley between the second and third walls. Nhàirëdi… She had spent a year there at the Institute, had worked hard, tried every strategy and trick they recommended to free up her Power for use: to no avail. She’d made some friends… but just a few, and none too close. Because who wanted to get too close to a failure whose family didn’t even have enough money or power to offset their trouble?

      That schooling had ended as all the ones that would follow it—either with expressions of sorrow that she had not been helped (from the better teachers) or of disappointment (from the worse ones, the implication usually being that Segnbora herself was at fault for not being able to make use of the good tutelage imparted to her). And during the year she formally came of age to assume legal heirship status in the House, barely a moon’s turning after her birthday, came the day she learned there would be no more money to “waste” (her father’s word) on further pursuit of the blue Fire that should have been the center of her life.

      Segnbora stretched at the window and straightened, rubbing her arms for the chill, and then wandered down along the long greystone table in the middle of the room and over to the fireplace in the end wall, where what remained of the fire was burning down to embers. There in front of the hearth she went still for a moment, arms folded, and just watched the smoke rise.

      It would’ve been nice to be able to go home then, Segnbora thought. I was just so tired. But she’d had no taste for that. She knew that the moment she rode through the old archway with Queen Enra’s lioncelle carved into it, she’d shortly hear, instead of welcomes and commiserations, yet another chorus of the same old song that any visit home would feature after she left the Silent Precincts still unfocused. Holmaern had always been convinced that Segnbora ought to be able to get the Throne Princess to use her influence for the House somehow, “seeing as how back there in the Precincts you two were always so close”, and then all the family’s problems would be solved.

      But the truth her father could never see was that the tai-Enraesi were now just one small rustic house lost among others far more populous and powerful as they struggled for the old King’s attention and favor, on a battleground where the heir to the Throne had no particular influence. And even if Eftgan had been able to do anything, Segnbora would’ve been revolted by the very idea of using her beautiful little then-loved—the only good thing ever to come to her as a result of the Precincts—as a playing piece in one of the Darthene court’s endless games.

      In the here and now Segnbora backed up a bit to where the end of the polished graystone table faced the fire, and boosted herself up to sit on it. I was a fool to think he might ever see the way things truly were, she thought. He always so hated to be wrong. And her father certainly hadn’t shared her scruples as regarded Eftgan. It didn’t take any intervention by the mdeihei for Segnbora’s memory to flick instantly to the image of the cold dry letter he’d sent her at her last tutor’s.

      Bright sunlight spilling down outside her tutor’s house, there in the cottage’s tiny chaotic walled garden, and the parchment, a palimpsest scraped down and new-written in the long vertical lines of her father’s cramped angular hand, half-blinding in the sun. The parchment shook in Segnbora’s hand as she read it (and she was aware, right now, of the fascinated mdeihei reading it over her shoulder). The letter utterly avoided any inquiry about her own welfare, instead stating most pointedly that she was to leave off her temporizing, bid farewell to her useless studies once and for all, and begin making herself useful to the House forthwith. She was to betake herself straightway to Darthis and put their case openly to the Throne Princess, and cease behaving like a—

      What are those words? said some curious voice from back among the mdeihei. His symbol-writing is terrible.

      —‘thoughtless, ungrateful child who will not help her’—what is that?—‘loving family who have made such sacrifices for her with never a word of complaint’—

      Segnbora’s eyes snapped open in a flash of rage, her gaze falling on the hearth. ‘Never a word’—!!

      The low-glowing embers flared straight up in a furious flurry of blinding golden fire and blue Flame tangled together, blasting what remained to white-hot ash and then to nothing. What remained in the hearth as the dust whirled up the chimney or settled elsewhere was a tangle of the Flame and the white blaze of Dragonfire, and under it the stone of the hearth was sizzling and beginning to melt.

      Segnbora’s jaw dropped. “No no no, stop that!” she said hurriedly, not entirely sure who she was talking to.

      The Fire obeyed her, dying back to something that would have passed for a normal blaze, curling and burning on the hearth in a perfectly conventional way even though it had nothing to feed on.

      …That was novel, Hasai said from the region in the back of her mind where he and the mdeihei were foregathered, regarding the way the inner walls of the polished basalt fireplace were scorched and crackling as they gave up the remnants of the sudden flash of heat.

      “Tell me about it,” Segnbora muttered. “This is your fault somehow!” Though at least the room’s a little warmer.

      Oh, come now, my sdaha—!

      “I don’t even have Skádhwë with me, sithessch! This kind of thing’s started happening without my even needing a focus in hand! And some of that fire was yours.” Segnbora stood there and ran a hand through her hair, wondering how she was going to explain this to Eftgan whenever she showed up.

      From inside her, and from outside the window, white-burning eyes gazed at her with some amusement. If you need to tell her I did that…

      Segnbora rolled her eyes. “I think our spouse will see right through that,” she said, “so the truth’s best. But it would be anyway.”

      Hissing in amusement, Hasai and the mdeihei went quiet. Segnbora let her gaze drop to the Fire again, burning there so innocently. To have done what she’d just done would once have seemed to her an utter impossibility. To do anything with the blue Flame at all, even focus in a normal way… What would I have given, that day?

      The day of the letter, which she’d read once, then burned. It was amusing, at this end of time, how furious you could be made by being ordered to do something you’d already half-decided to do on your own. But the letter had pushed her fully into the choice. Segnbora walked away from its ashes convinced that she was done with House tai-Enraesi and its Head, for then and perhaps forever. The farewell she bade her Rodmistress-tutor of the moment, poor dear old perpetually-annoyed Eilen, had been positively cheerful on both sides: Eilen was as weary of Segnbora as Segnbora was of her. And then, then at long last, to saddle up her mare Steelsheen and ride away into complete uncertainty, into total failure, near-penniless and alone…

      It was almost more joy than she’d thought possible. Yes, what lay ahead were many months of aimless wandering, north and south and west—seeing places Segnbora had always wanted to see, and selling what skills she had as a fighter or hedge-sorceress to keep food in her belly and a few coins in her purse. And yes, it had been a lonely time and a difficult one, often bitter with thoughts of what she’d left behind. Yet from the very beginning she’d felt a sense of being freed of some old fetter that she hadn’t noticed was already so rusted away, it would fall right off at the first good shake. Whoever or whatever she might now be—nothing much, thank Goddess! she’d thought—no one she met knew or cared that she came of a House half-expired from neglect and attrition. She would find some other life eventually, some other way to serve.

      But those found her instead. On a whim Segnbora’s wanderings took her eastward, once upon a time; into Steldin, into the little northern border city of Madeil, and (one night) down a dark alley where she stumbled across a small lean fair-haired man fighting a gang of backstreet thugs for his life…

      That memory flared now in her mind with a clarity that had nothing to do with the mdeihei. The night it all changed… Segnbora thought, and even now a shiver went down her spine at the thought of that moment when her sword first drew blood in defense of Freelorn Ferrant’s son: the terror of it, the sudden promise of it, and (tell the truth, now) the excitement. With no warning whatsoever a bleak languid hand-to-mouth existence turned into a periodically frantic life on the run. Loneliness turned into companionship, then sharing. An oath of fealty sworn to that short fierce man turned into something far greater.

      And then, of course, came the War. But well before that came Herewiss Hearn’s son, kin to the Eagle, loved of the Young Lion—and as with everything else he touched, Segnbora was by him promptly thrown onto the world’s anvil and beaten into shape by the Hand that was using him as the hammer. Leaning there against the table as the hiss of the rain outside blended with the crackle of still-cooling stone and the soft ruminative singing of the Dragon perched on the City’s outer wall, Segnbora could do nothing but laugh softly and shake her head. Whenever someone put the story of the last two years to him that way, Dusty would complain that Herself had hammered him as hard as She’d hammered anybody else. And there’s no arguing with that! But every one of them who’d survived that forging with him now had twice as many problems as they’d had before—

      The door opened. Telmet the steward peered around it, wrinkled his nose at the unfamiliar smell lingering in the room, then shook his head with the air of a man used to dealing with peculiar things without comment.

      “Noble tai-Enraesi? The Queen will be seeing you now.”
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      It was a bit of a joke around their own household these days, of course—vast sprawling tangle of people and children, dear Goddess all the children, that it was. When somebody said to you, Eftgan says you really need to do something about the drains on that side of Kynall, they’re a disaster, or Herself says you need to put that parchment-work away and come to bed right now, how long are we supposed to lie here waiting for you?, that was one thing. But when word came through that The Queen requires your presence before the noon bell, that was another matter entirely. You got yourself ahorse or opened a Door and presented yourself with all due haste… because family matters were one thing, but Throne matters were entirely another. And as far as royalty went in this family—which was a good ways—Eftgan was the most senior, and (even when one was in another sovereignty) the acknowledged authority for those still learning their way around the job.

      The summons had of course been cloaked in courtesy. Last night they’d all been in Prydon, even Eftgan’s first husband Wyn, in the wake of the springtime Lion’s Day festivals—the first time since his formal accession that Freelorn had officiated. The final day’s festival, as always, ran late into the night. And since for a change almost the whole sharing-family was in the same place at the same time, the post-public festivities had taken on an entirely private and quite rowdy aspect that ran till nearly dawn.

      Everyone had been well worn out by the proceedings. Segnbora had thought that Eftgan—the household’s incurable early riser—might for once have made an exception to her rule. But no sooner had Segnbora reclaimed her pillow from under Herewiss and started putting it over her face to shut out some of the painful early-morning light than instead she found herself using it to shield her from the very sight of her wife getting up at such an hour. She was not only getting up, she was starting to put on clothes. This boded very ill for somebody.

      “Tegánë, what the Dark are you doing!” Segnbora moaned into the pillow in general comment at the wrongness of this. But it didn’t help. The hand that had been searching among the bedclothes for scattered items of raiment pulled the pillow up, and there was no avoiding the whisper near Segnbora’s ear: “After you’ve breakfasted, come see me. We have to talk.”

      Despite the warmth of the kiss that followed, there was no mistaking the tone. Then Eftgan was gone, off out into some more public space to reach out to the Queen’s Door, manifest it locally, and step out its far side into her rooms in the Black Castle six hundred miles away. After she was gone it took a while for Segnbora to get disentangled, first from the bedclothes and then from Freelorn—who had his mind on other matters that were entirely too tempting, and was sufficiently distracted by them for the moment not to care about seniority. (“Lorn, no, no really, you can’t, the Queen wants me…” “Oh indeed? Well she can wait her turn, right now the King wants you—!”)

      Nonetheless Segnbora extricated herself with expressions of regret and what were intended as helpful suggestions. (“Herewiss, ow, sorry, just do something with him, all right?” A vague noise from under another pillow: “Mmm, no, apologies, little soon for that right now…”)

      This sentiment caused Segnbora to forcibly restrain herself from comments along the lines of Excuse me, you have the Fire now, Master Miracle-Worker, and even if you didn’t, what sorry kind of sorcerer doesn’t usually have some kind of pick-me-up potion lying around in the cupboard? Seriously! But Segnbora knew that the longer she took over this business, the more she was going to hear about it from her lady wife, who was famously patient about most things but not about this.

      So she took no more time than was required for a quick scrub in the bath suite at the end of Kynall’s north-side guest wing (which was still serving as their confabulation-quarters when all the spouses were in Arlen, despite endless promises from Freelorn to sort them out something more structured, with better beds) and to find the right clothes. After that there was just time for a quick raid on the palace’s buttery, still hip-deep in baskets of the seasonal fried pastries associated with the Lion’s Days. Then a run up the stairs to the top of Kynall’s keep walls, a moment to reach down inside her for the Power that now made it easier every time to shift her human form for a Dracon one, and the leap off the wall into the freedom of flight, wresting the world’s forces to her will and arrowing eastward to Darthis. And finally back to human form and into the palace, and the wait…

      Which was over, for in came Eftgan, dressed in the lesser state of a Head of House herself—breeches and buskin-boots and a simple belted tunic in the Darthene livery, midnight blue with the White Eagle in trian aspect embroidered small over the heart. Over it all was draped the chain-of-office of the tai-Earnesti, every golden link a clenched eagle’s claw, ending in a great pendant cabochon sapphire from the gem-sands of Mimis on the north coast.

      Segnbora slipped down from the table and stood straight to face her. “Earn’s daughter and royal cousin,” she said, sketching a bow, “fair morn to you—”

      “Oh stop that now,” Eftgan said, coming around the table, “and it’s no such thing, it’s foul out there.” Then her nose wrinkled: she sniffed. “What in our Lady’s name’s that stink?”

      Segnbora glanced at her sheepishly. “I may have set fire to the fireplace.”

      “Oh dear…” Eftgan went over to the hearth, examined the heat-crazed and still-crackling stone. “Yes. Goodness. How’d you manage that?”

      “I’m not sure…”

      She was blaming us, Hasai sang for them both to hear, or in Eftgan’s sake, underhear.

      Eftgan’s eyebrows went up. “Well, it has to be considered, dearest,” she said. “You’re such a troublemaker lately…”

      Out on the wall, Hasai flung his wings wide in a Dracon gesture of mock indignation. My sdaha knows me to be the soul of restraint and proper behavior.

      “Oh indeed,” Eftgan said, looking sideways at Segnbora and dimpling.

      Segnbora produced the expression and tone of someone recalling recent events.  “‘Surely that’ll never go in there!’”

      “‘Oh wait,’” said Eftgan, in the same tone, “‘do it again!’”

      And they both broke up laughing. From the back of Segnbora’s mind and out on the wall came a low song that sounded unusually abashed.

      It took some moments for them both to get control of their laughter. When she did, Eftgan drew herself up straight and glanced, not at Segnbora, but out the window. “Excellent DragonChief and Dweller-at-the-Howe,” Eftgan said, “as your sdaha and I have matters to discuss which do not involve your people’s prerogatives, perhaps a warder of the earth-marches of the rrhw’hei might crave of the Marchwarder-in-Presence that he withdraw to such a distance, in mind and body, as will allow the Emissary and I to conduct our business with best speed.”

      Even Hasai knew what it meant to be addressed so formally, and he spread his wings and bent his neck in the direction of the Black Tower, displaying the ehhath of a monarch graciously acceding to another’s request. “Dhio’Dharrtheini,” he sang, “aei’hheluehh!”

      Moments later the air down by the outer City wall was full of huge slow wingbeats heading southward, very purposeful but good-humored in their way; and the chorus of the mdeihei at the bottom of Segnbora’s soul went tactfully distant and silent, as if they’d all found something more interesting to do.

      Segnbora and Eftgan both stood where they were until the sound of the huge wingbeats faded off into the cloudy morning and was lost. “Now come here and be embraced,” Eftgan said then, “because if I’d known what this morning was going to be like, I’d have stayed right where we were.”

      A moment later Eftgan’s arms were wrapped around her, and as usual, she took her embracing seriously, as something from which there was meant to be no escape. Segnbora bent her head to bury her nose in her wife’s short-cropped blonde hair. “Mmm…” And then she laughed into that hair. “You were very polite with him.”

      “Well, I can’t just tell him to go fall off a wall,” Eftgan murmured.

      “Really? Even after last night?”

      Eftgan snickered. “Might have been within my rights.” She drew away just a little and tilted her head up to look into Segnbora’s eyes. “What are we going to do with them?”

      “My question at the moment,” Segnbora muttered, “is more what are they going to do with us.”

      Eftgan’s half-smiling look was amused. “Nothing we don’t let them. They know better. Has our other husband been giving you any other trouble?”

      Segnbora laughed softly. “Husband” was an approximation in Hasai’s case, but it seemed to fit well enough, especially since he’d gotten past the idea that the more physical side of their marriage wasn’t somewhere he’d be welcome. “No worse than usual. It’s about equal honors at the moment, I’d say.”

      “Well.” Eftgan squeezed Segnbora around the waist. “We need to take counsel with Sunspark… concoct a strategy. It seems to come down easily enough on any possible side of the she-he-or-whatever-thee-be divide depending on the moment’s whim. We’ll see what we can do about evening the odds a little, next time all we sharers are together.”

      She let Segnbora go with apparent regret, then hoisted herself up on the end of the table to sit there and let out a sigh, rubbing her face. “Oh Goddess. How I do hate these early mornings.”

      Segnbora sat down beside her. “Not like you show it, Tegánë. Mostly seems like there’s no stopping you from catching the dawn still in her bedclothes.”

      “I get up that early because I must,” Eftgan said, “because otherwise there aren’t enough hours in the day. Not because I like it.” She made a face. “Sooner or later Lorn will realize he needs to do the same, and then we’ll really start hearing the complaints. Herewiss is going to get an earful. I feel for him.”

      Eftgan’s grin suggested that she wasn’t feeling for him too hard. “Lorn does like his lie-ins…” Segnbora said.

      “Not that he doesn’t deserve them. But the Young Lion will have been learning already that an hour’s sprint followed by a day’s sleeping is a lion’s prerogative, not a king’s.”

      “Well,” Segnbora said, all innocence, “no need for you to be so rigid about it…”

      She watched her Queen’s face fight to stay straight. But it was no use. Her expression folded up into a wicked grin. “‘Rigid!’”

      “Come now, it’s not meant to go in there like that, surely!’”

      “‘Oh wait—!’”

      A breath later they were once more leaning against each other, laughing themselves weak.

      Eventually they both ran out of breath. “Oh Goddess,” Eftgan said, wiping her eyes. “I had to take myself right out of petty-council earlier, and I’d barely just got there. And then again just now in court-justice I actually had to stop—!” She shook her head, grinning helplessly. “Everything I say keeps trying to come out as if Lorn’s saying it, every meaning’s doubled and the second one’s always so bawdy I don’t dare try to explain—”

      Segnbora snickered. “It wasn’t just Lorn, though. All the boys were fairly insufferable last night, weren’t they.”

      “They were.” Eftgan dimpled again, though there was a wry look to it. “I truly thought marriage had no surprises left for me. But—!” She shook her head in wonder.

      “With this lot? Tegánë, honestly. And add himself—” Segnbora nodded toward the window— “to a recipe with those two in it, not to mention Wyn, and the whole flavor changes…”

      “No question. To all of a sudden be ganged up on that way! We’ll put our heads together and find a way to teach them a lesson, my dear, before they start getting out of hand.”

      Segnbora looked sidewise at Eftgan. “‘Out of hand—?”

      Which set them both off again. It was a good minute or so before Segnbora had any breath to speak with again, and the Queen was gasping and scrubbing away tears of laughter. “A lesson,” Segnbora said, “definitely. As soon as possible. As the Queen’s grace commands!”

      Eftgan had managed to quiet herself again; now she sighed. “Yes,” she said. “Well, all right. But now that we get down to the Queen’s grace…”

      Ah Goddess, here it comes, Segnbora thought.

      The Queen of Darthen tilted her head down and for a moment did nothing but scratch with the nail of her pointing-finger at the polished grey stone of the table. “‘Berend,” she said, “I’m sure you’re there before me. You’ve got work to do; work you’ve put off long enough now. I didn’t want to bring it up until I knew you were happy to step out into busy life again, till our littlest daughter had left your milk well behind…”

      “Don’t think I ever saw a child happier to move on,” Segnbora muttered, “not that I’d be an expert.”

      “At least the teething’s been no problem so far.”

      “Herself be praised for small mercies. Though surely you’ve heard Lorn and Hasai chaffing each other over which one’s more responsible for that, the Lion or the Dragon.”

      “They would,” Eftgan said. “As I said, a lesson…! But that can wait, because now we come to matters of state.”

      Segnbora breathed out in complete resignation, since all her previous concerns about this conversation were now proven true. “My House.”

      “Your House, which is in a state, and can’t be left so any longer. The tai-Enraesi line has been a long time dwindling to leave you all alone in it, and of course that’s hardly your fault. But the House is more than its lordship. Houses have tenants, and who’s looked in on yours of late?”

      “Yes,” Segnbora said. “Well. As you say, the War, and then the baby…”

      “And now you’re out of excuses. Home life is more or less under control…”

      Segnbora didn’t quite laugh at that. “Home” was five different places, these days—in some cases hundreds of leagues apart—and who was at “home” was determined by what royal, familial or personal duties presently had to be handled, in which country, and whether worldgating was necessary or desirable to get on with whatever needed doing. The concept of this farrago of sometimes-intersecting, sometimes-conflicting interests ever being under control when seven personalities so diverse danced around one another at its hectic core was optimistic at best, and at worst a bit bizarre.

      “Even if I couldn’t underhear you, I’d have no trouble guessing what you’re thinking,” Eftgan said. “So leave it. When two countries’ rulers marry each other, it’s always going to be the next best thing to a fairground show for years. I’m just glad we all like each other most of the time. Meanwhile, don’t think to distract me from what I need to send you off to do: the rounds of your House’s dependents. And that post haste.”

      Segnbora eyed her. “Something’s happened recently,” she said, “to increase the pressure on you regarding this issue.”

      “Something happened last spring,” said Eftgan. “You gave birth to a princess of Arlen!”

      Segnbora gave Eftgan a dry look. When they’d first become lovers, way back in their days in the Silent Precincts, if there was one thing Eftgan had not been silent about, it was that Segnbora should hurry up and fulfill the Responsibility so that “her life could be her own.” “You were always complaining about me, back in the woods, about never paying enough attention to what you said. And now you’re complaining that I finally did?”

      Eftgan’s smile was just as dry. “Not that you did,” Eftgan said, “but how you did. It’s always been your style to start at the top…”

      “And get into three times as much trouble for it? True enough. And here I am again, it seems.”

      “Not that you intended it to happen so, I’m sure.” Eftgan’s sigh had an exasperated sound. “I know it sounds ridiculous that certain elements among the Forty Houses find this more concerning than the idea that their Queen is married to Arlen’s King! But the Heirship of a House going to someone of mixed Arlene-Darthene blood under these circumstances is already being seen by some as a disturbing trend—a harbinger of things to come if some day one of the Forty falls out of favor with the Throne. Since the Queen may at her good pleasure unseat a Head and install another’s heir in their seat—”

      Segnbora gave her royal wife an ironic look. “Oh, come on, Tegánë. How many House-heirs of mixed Arlene-Darthene blood do they imagine are going to be littering the landscape in the years to come?”

      “I don’t know,” Eftgan said; “how many children are you planning to have?”

      Segnbora startled at that, blinking at a concept that during the entire last year had never once crossed her mind: another pregnancy. “Maybe,” she said after a moment, “the word ‘littering’ was an unfortunate choice there.”

      “Thank you for saying as much so I didn’t have to.” Eftgan shook her head and glanced away from Segnbora, then slid herself off the table and wandered over to the window. There she leaned on the sill and gazed down across the wet, gleaming roofs. “Now, you and I know that it would take a great deal of wrongdoing on some House-Head’s part for me to so impose my will on the Forty.”

      “And I also know,” Segnbora said, getting down from the table to join Eftgan at the window, “that regardless of all evidence to the contrary, they don’t trust you not to do that on a whim. …Or to please your wife.”

      Eftgan made a weary face, shrugged. “They suspect me of being willing to do what some of them might do if they had the chance.”

      “Scheming beasts,” Segnbora muttered.

      Eftgan rolled her eyes a bit, but didn’t contradict her. “…And another matter arises from your motherhood, I fear. There are those among the Forty who’ve been heard murmuring that since you’ve spent the whole last year in Arlen, gone all broody—”

      Segnbora’s mouth fell open. “Excuse me, broody??”

      Yes, I thought that’d put the thorn in your seat right and proper. Eftgan didn’t even bother trying to conceal the thought; Segnbora grimaced. “—then if you’re now incapable of handling the needs of even so small a House as yours has become, maybe it’s time that what tai-Enraesi enfeoffments remain of some value were formally detached from their supposedly-ruling line and given into the hands of those nearby who’re better equipped to maintain them—”

      Segnbora flushed hot, then hurriedly tried to get some control of herself, remembering the fireplace. “Wait. ‘Nearby’? All right, that’s made it clear enough; I smell the tai-Anseti’s musteline stink about this! This is Lord Arwith’s doing, isn’t it. He always had it in for us after I refused to marry his worthless chit of a son!”

      Eftgan’s glance flickered sideways. “Goodness,” she said. “So there was something to that bit of gossip, then. I didn’t like to assume, it seemed so unlikely…”

      “The Shadow would’ve been the third one in that bed,” Segnbora muttered, “and the fourth a sack of coin about the width of your palm. Even my father didn’t feel our house was so hard up that it was worth buying in Arwith’s son for the poor small change in his dowry.” She made a face. “Bloody weasels anyway. They’ve always coveted that nice big stretch of cropland country where our appanages’ borders run together… And how many others?”

      “Enough. Mostly midlands Houses, though I’ve had some louder murmuring from the east and northeast.”

      “The tai-Menhesti, the tai-Aruini…”

      “Quite right.”

      “The ones, in other words, who sent fewest people to the War.” And wouldn’t give a piss in a high wind what the tai-Enraesi Heir had suffered through there.

      Eftgan heard that thought clearly enough, as Segnbora had intended her to, but merely shrugged. “Not all were equally able, as you know. Last year’s droughts and famines took their toll, and in any case a great deal of the burden of the muster fell on Houses who could actually get their people into the field in enough time and any condition to be useful. It’s just how matters fell out; no point in refighting those battles now.” She grimaced. “On the other hand, some others are couching their concerns in terms of possible alliances…”

      “Meaning they saw Hasai and his people in action,” Segnbora said, “and are thinking if they get me, they get the Dragons.” She smiled grimly. “I have news for them.”

      “You can’t blame them,” Eftgan said. “You know what you had to go through to get the lhhw’hei to take a side in the War, any side! And I know. But that’s not something that’s been noised about… and just as well, I think. Our two kinds have a long road ahead before we begin to truly understand each other. Best not to cause unnecessary confusion at the very start.”

      “If the rest of the Forty wouldn’t jump to conclusions about matters they don’t have a clue about,” Segnbora muttered, “and then spread rumors as fact, there’d be a lot less confusion from beginning to end.”

      “Quite true. But the problem isn’t that they’re saying these things, ‘Berend. They’re always saying things like this.” Eftgan rubbed her forehead. “Be ever so glad you needn’t spend your days listening to the gossip of all forty Houses. It’s like listening to a schoolroom full of ill-disciplined children squabbling over who pinched who first and tattling about it as soon as they see their advantage. …The problem right now is that they’re willing to let me hear them saying it, instead of merely whispering it in dark corners to make themselves look wise. Which tells us matters have advanced to such a sorry state that I must either be prepared pretty soon to hear them in open council, or else must cause things to go forward in such a way that they won’t dare to, because matters are clearly in hand.”

      She bent a no-nonsense look on Segnbora. “So,” Eftgan said. “We’ll knock that wheel out of its rut together, you and I. Time for you to straightway take at the very least a month or two away from home to start work on this, because the situation will get no better from being left to mature… if that’s the word we’re seeking. You can pick your route, but if you’d be willing to take some suggestions, I’d be grateful.”

      “Not south, I hope…” The weather down that way would still be cold, and though cold didn’t trouble Segnbora as it had once—that was the Dragons’ doing—she disliked traveling in snow.

      “No,” Eftgan said. “Luckily for you the north’s more of an issue right now. Heading up south can wait a month or two, till the summer sets in. The holdings nearer to the mountains, the ones from Enra’s first appanage, are safe enough; none of the troublemakers would make a move toward them. They know those are old Throne holdings and wouldn’t want to set a precedent… since some of the holdings now affiliated with them are as well.” Eftgan’s smile was grim. “But seaward, toward more populous areas where the Houses’ holdings are crammed a bit tighter together? Those are another story. Along the Darst—down by Elendak and Temein—and westward near the northern coastline, to either side of Onolí: that’ll be where you need to be seen being the Lady of the Fourteenth House.”

      “And notice will be taken,” Segnbora murmured, “since other Houses with an eye on those lands will hear about it in short order…”

      Eftgan nodded, looking down at the wet roofs below. “It’ll be a start,” she said. “No mistake, though, ‘Berend: a start is all it will be. No one would dare belittle the place you hold among the Dragons and the work you’ve done, and are still doing, to bring them fully into the world. But this work matters too, and no one else can do it. Your House is going to be a half-year’s labor for you every year from now on, till you resign such duties to your heirs.”

      “That plural again!”

      “They don’t have to be heirs of your body, ‘Berend. You might designate an heir, you know, as long as they’re of good solid Darthene stock…”

      “Herewiss’s sons, you mean.”

      Eftgan produced an innocent expression. “Goddess forbid I make suggestions to a Head of House on so delicate a matter—”

      Segnbora spluttered with skeptical laughter. Eftgan let out a most put-upon-sounding breath.

      “But surely it’d just be more of the same, Tegánë! Halwerd and little Hol—” this being how Segnbora referred to Herewiss’s younger son to keep people from thinking she meant her father, who shared the common east-Darthene name— “they’re in line for Arlen’s Throne as well. Dusty’s as married to Lorn as any of us! More so if possible.”

      Eftgan tsked at her. “So he may be. But that’s a whole different boozing-can to rinse out. Where Arlen’s throne is concerned, the Four Hundred are always going to prefer heirs of Freelorn’s blood to those merely of his bond.”

      Segnbora’s jaw dropped. “‘Merely?’ Don’t let the little princes hear you saying that!”

      Eftgan’s expression shifted into dry amusement. “I wouldn’t let them hear me say ‘little’, either.”

      Segnbora snorted softly at that. The twin Brightwood princes-to-be had been leaning hard on their rapidly increasing height as an indicator of their importance among the other, younger royal children.  “And yes, it’s stupidity,” Eftgan said, “but under the circumstances, entirely understandable. The Arlene lordships are horrified by even the thought of any further crises flowing from succession issues. Which in the wake of this recent interregnum is just as it should be.”

      Eftgan sighed. “But right now it’s a touch too soon to worry about exactly which of our crowd of children is going to wind up wearing which chain of office. The point is to get you out on the road again, and so manage matters that whenever the more covetous eyes among the Houses glance toward their borders, they’re forced to deal with the sight and fact of a tai-Enraesi having recently been there. And you, at that, in your own person—not some random hireling acting in your name. The result being that they’ll also be forced to pay better attention to their own appanages where they run up against tai-Enraesi lands. We want them concerned that the people of their own enfeoffments might in the course of time throw them over in favor of getting better treatment from you, a descendant of the Queens of old—one seen to be the scion of an ancient and elevated pedigree, and a hero of the War that was.”

      Segnbora snorted softly. “As opposed to being seen as a lazy, kept, scheming petty-noble playing two Thrones off against a self-serving middle.”

      Eftgan’s smile was bone dry. “As opposed to that, most definitely.”

      “Whereas you have no problem playing them off against me—”

      “I play the tiles She’s dealt me,” Eftgan said, “and pile them as I can, to best advantage. You’ll find yourself doing the same as you go along, I’m sure.”

      Segnbora grimaced.  “It makes you almost nostalgic for nearly dying in battle,” she muttered. “So much simpler.”

      “Only ‘almost,’” Eftgan said.

      They were quiet together again for a few moments. Finally Segnbora said, “I still wonder that some of the Forty are so cocksure as to let you know how certain they are that you’d favor me just because we’re married.”

      Eftgan threw her hands in the air, let them fall. “Of course some of them will brave it out in front of their seatfellows with such rumors! They think they can make themselves look clever and powerful at my expense. Children’s games, as I said. Another five years or so and they’ll weary of it.” She shook her head. “Some even whisper that I’m still as besotted with you as I was in the Precincts. As if it mattered then! Then I wasn’t on the Throne, and didn’t seem likely to be.”

      Eftgan winced with the old habitual pain that Segnbora had first seen in the moonlight of the Precincts’ deepest-hidden groves. Her father King Bort had died relatively young, in the same wildfire epidemic of lunglock fever that had carried off Eftgan’s older brother Efmeld, the Throne Prince. “But now here I am,” Eftgan said. “And having broached that cask, they’re just going to have to deal with the lees.”

      Eftgan had always had a tendency to fall back on old saws and proverbs when under stress, and this one amused Segnbora deeply, though admitting it was the last thing she was planning to do right this minute. The opportunity to chaff her old loved was too good to miss. “The lees, am I? Well. It’s true what they say then, that if you’re going to play spit-the-pit with royalty you’d best watch out for yourself, else you’ll catch a cherrystone in the eye…”

      Eftgan rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean.”

      “I’m not at all sure I do! I’m just what’s left down the bottom of the cask, after all.”

      Eftgan poked Segnbora in the ribs. Segnbora poked her back.

      Eftgan gave her a narrow look. “Thin-skinned grudge-bearing Northerner.”

      “Calculating politicking South-country plot-weaver.”

      “Muddy-minded horse breeder.”

      “Snotnosed city girl!”

      They burst out laughing again. Eventually this outburst too trailed off and they leaned against each other once more.

      Segnbora sighed. “You were never besotted,” she murmured after a few moments. “That would never have been your style.” She smiled. “Intense, perhaps. Determined…”

      Eftgan gave her an affectionate sidelong look. “To do what I could do to get a fellow student’s Fire to blaze, where everything else had failed? Very well, so I was. Nothing the matter with that! I look good, she looks good, who loses in this game?” Then, more quietly: “And then, whatever might betide where the Fire was involved… if as I got to know her, I realized I wanted to see whether I might encourage a clever, shy friend to become something more, should she desire such?” She shrugged, smiled back. “I confess to it. Blame me, then.”

      Segnbora snuggled her shoulder against Eftgan’s, leaned her head against her loved’s. “It’s turned out well enough,” she said, “in the long run. You won’t be getting any blame from me.”

      Neither of them said anything for the next few moments, or thought anything audibly: just watched the rain. At last Segnbora said, “Who’d have thought one royal youngster more or less could cause such a fuss…”

      “It could have been far worse,” Eftgan said. “Imagine had Frialan been not just your and Freelorn’s daughter, but the Throne Princess too.”

      “Thank Herself that She’s averted that,” Segnbora murmured. “Happy enough for Nia to be warming that particular seat-cushion.”

      “Is it Nia again this tenday,” Eftgan said, “or Fastrael? Lalen said she’s been going back and forth about it again.”

      Segnbora shook her head, amused. Freelorn’s first-born daughter, late to learning about her royalty, was torn between the novelty of the formal royal-line name her mother had secretly given her—the name of a Queen of Arlen some centuries back—and the comfort of her own familiar everyday name. “It’s Nia again for the moment.  Her heirship ceremony’s coming up next year, with her birthday, and I keep telling Lorn he should just confirm her in both names and take the pressure off. The poor child’s got enough of that to deal with already…”

      Eftgan nodded. “Sensible enough. And he’s said…?”

      “He’s said nothing,” Segnbora muttered, “except to suggest every time I bring it up that my ‘newfound motherly instincts’ are making me overreact.”

      Things went quiet between them for a breath. It was an accusation Segnbora had been unable to cleanly refute, since she’d been caught by surprise a number of times now by sudden gusts of absolute mind-whitening rage at the thought of anyone, anything, visiting any kind of harm on her daughter. The reaction had frightened her. Not even in the most terrible moments of the War, with death or utter disaster just moments away, had Segnbora ever felt such overmastering fury—not even a feeling, but a knowledge, that she would without a single moment’s hesitation utterly blast and destroy whatever might threaten their sweet Frialan straight off the face of the world. Even Hasai had crouched down in terror on occasion when faced with one of those spasms of rage.

      But Eftgan just looked at her and shrugged. “Ah, well then,” she said, “the only reason he’s telling you that is that he fears it in himself.”

      Segnbora blinked. It was a bit of a joke—if a gentle one—around the household that if you couldn’t find Freelorn somewhere he was supposed to be, then he was in the nursery. “You know…that hadn’t really occurred to me.”

      “I know. Underhearing’s good for all kinds of things, but not necessarily always this kind of thing, and not necessarily all the time.  Just as well: once we’re married, if there aren’t still things for us to find out about each other that we didn’t know from the beginning, what’s the point?” The Queen shrugged. “But anyway, you love him differently than I do. The Lorn you fell in love with is one of those princes from the old stories that always needs rescuing. The one I’ve come to love is the doomed hero who suddenly realizes he needs to find a way not to take everybody else down with him.”

      Eftgan laughed. “So you don’t see his weaknesses as I do… or rather, you see a different set. Just as well he’s got all these spouses, wouldn’t you say? Amongst us, we’ve got all his angles covered.”

      Segnbora had to laugh at that too. “You’re right.”

      “…So,” Eftgan said. “Nowadays we’re two kingdoms working in harness, and what’s done for one throne, sooner or later, serves the other. Therefore you need to go back to Prydon and set matters in train—make the necessary arrangements and say your farewells. You must be gone and about this work before the tenday’s out. Thirty-three of the Forty meet in council come the beginning of tenday next, and when they do they’ll find your House’s chair has been draped.” It was the sign that a Head was formally occupied with House business and could not attend. “Questions will be asked, and I’ll answer them. They’ll of course be looking for confirmation from other sources of what you’ve been about. Eventually that will come to them, and things will quiet a little…”

      “Until something else comes up.”

      Eftgan shrugged. “Well, of course. What did you expect? Steldin is still uneasy—”

      Segnbora shook her head, indignant. “Even after what we had to do to quiet them down! …And what we did the year before. For them and everyone else!”

      The Queen snorted softly. “They’re going to take more than one lesson, ‘Berend, you know that. As far as they’re concerned, the first time might have been accidental.”

      “They won’t be able to mistake what we do next for that,” Segnbora murmured, eyes narrowing.

      “I don’t want to have to do anything next if there’s any way we can avoid it,” Eftgan said. “If we’re to have a quiet generation to settle things with Steldin at last, not shedding any more of their blood seems a good way to do it. Not to mention our own people’s.” She looked down at the city’s wet roofs. “Yes, maybe we did save the world from having something happen to it that in its way would have been worse than the Dark.” Segnbora shuddered at the very thought. “But you know how it is when you have a close call. After a day or so of gasping and shaking, memory starts blunting itself. Pretty soon you’re starting to tell yourself all kinds of stories either about how it wasn’t really that bad, or else about how it wouldn’t have happened at all if somebody hadn’t meddled in matters they shouldn’t have…”

      “Oh dear,” Segnbora murmured, looking sidelong at Eftgan and wondering what gossip she’d been hearing.

      “Nothing you wouldn’t expect, I’m sure,” Eftgan said. “You’ve heard some yourself, I’m sure, while you’ve been in Arlen. Little mutters in the street. Little scraps of thought that come drifting along. And you start doubting yourself…”

      “Never doubt,” Segnbora said, intense, for even the shadow of uncertainty was something she couldn’t bear hearing from Eftgan. “Tegánë, don’t you dare doubt. Ever. You’re the Eagle’s Daughter, and you did what was required of you, and you did right.”

      Eftgan held still for a long moment, then nodded. “I have to think that,” she said. “Anyway: now comes the long haul, the start of the peace we’ve bought ourselves. It’ll take a lot of work to win it, day by day. Years…”

      “How many, do you think?”

      Her wife shrugged. “All of them?”

      She’d known the answer before she asked, but it was worth it for the chance to tease her loved. “The Queen’s grace is pleased to jest with me, I hope.”

      Eftgan’s expression was compassionate enough, but it was also utterly inflexible. “‘Berend, if it was an easy lazy life you were after, being born into a landed House was the wrong way to go about it. Next life choose better.” And she smiled a wry half-smile that suggested she wished she could take the advice herself. “But in the meantime, though I must reign, it’s through you I rule. So, anything further to say about that?”

      Segnbora shook her head.

      “Very well. Then go your ways, my loved, and get to work.”

      Segnbora took her wife’s hand and bowed to her Queen, kissing the palm of that hand and folding it closed over the kiss. Then she headed for the stairwell leading to the Black Tower’s roof, where there’d be room to put on her wings and fly, for just a little while, home.
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      A moon and a half later, a little after noon, Segnbora was thirty leagues north of Darthis, riding up one more of what seemed an endless sequence of upward slopes on a narrow dusty white road that seemed to lead straight up into the sky. The place really has to be over this next hill, she thought, because if it’s not, I’m lost. And I really can’t be lost again! I’ve been over this country fifty times in the last year: how can I be lost?

      The problem, of course, was that riding wasn’t anything like flying. And the Dracon sense of direction that worked so well in the air and the high void beyond wasn’t much good to her on the ground. If only I didn’t have to be in a Dragon’s body to use it best!

      Segnbora made an annoyed face as they climbed. Following the Darst most of the time would have been easiest if that had been possible, but the road and the river too often parted company as the last range of northern hills dwindled to a maze of low rises and little vales. Since she’d left the nearest market town, Salishet, Segnbora’s path north had involved endless curves of road that attempted to avoid an equally endless scatter of little hills, or (when the way north left no other option) wound their way up to whatever saddle or pass might be on offer.

      Underneath Segnbora, Steelsheen paused for a moment and tossed her head, snorting and blowing. It wasn’t that travel as such wearied her particularly, as far as Segnbora could tell. For a twelve-year-old mare who’d been through the wars, she was fit enough. But she’d always disliked climbing, and at the moment it was irking her even more because she was grass-fat from having been at pasture and at leisure for the early spring. “It’ll all be worked off you in a tenday or two more,” Segnbora said under her breath.

      The steeldust-grey ears went back, followed by another mane-shake, a stamp, a snort.

      Segnbora laughed and reached down to pat the mare’s sweaty neck. “Assuming we’re where I think we are,” she murmured, “feedbag pretty soon for the both of us, hmm?”

      Another snort, and if it sounded skeptical, that was Segnbora’s fault, not Steelsheen’s. “…If,” she said, and shook the reins.

      Steelsheen snorted again and began the final pull toward the hillcrest. A few moments later they came out on top, and Segnbora looked down to see what she’d desperately hoped to: a broad curve of the Darst off to the east, fading in through some low mist and out again, the light-bloom of sun through racing cloud shining and sliding along the wide silver water in the distance.

      She breathed out in relief, looking northward and westward, taking it all in. Down past the crest of the hill was a long gentle slope leading into a mercifully flat landscape full of bright braided ribbons of water under that cloud-striped sky. The water—a knotty tangle of streams and pools and little bogs—reflected the pale misty blue of sky where the clouds periodically let it peer through. But a different kind of reflection of the color came from five or six broad patches of vivid blue scattered among the little canals and watercourses: fields full of the early flowers of flax, sown and cultivated by the people who lived in the little cluster of low-built houses and barns at the center of the fields and ponds.

      Out past the water meadows were broad green stretches of empty grassland stretching away into the misty eastern distance. Sheep might do well around here, Segnbora thought, if I can get some shepherds interested. Linen and wool go together, after all. Something else to think about… Her attention drifted back to the landscape below, the long wide flats of the retting ponds, already in use even relatively early in the year—long bristle-pierced stretches of shallow water reflecting the cloud-patched sky, shimmering and occasionally reflecting sunlight blinding-bright from them as the clouds blew along.

      With the wind in this quarter and running upslope from the ponds, Segnbora could faintly catch the unavoidable vegetable stink of retting. Underneath her, Steelsheen shifted her footing, blew and then stamped, impatient. “Soon now,” Segnbora said, looking eastward to take in the complex interweave of water-meadows, canals and channels reaching away for a mile or more to meet the Darst as its main flow bent eastward. It was down here away from the Darthene midlands that the river most clearly displayed its age, looping itself into oxbow after broad oxbow, the biggest of the ones visible nearly half a league across. This nearest oxbow was not much smaller than that, the little canals from the flax fields and their neighboring ponds emptying into it at half a dozen places along the curve.

      Segnbora nudged the mare gently with her heels, and Sheen started down the road on the far side of the slope, which switched back and forth across the hill-face as it made its way down to the levels where the first flax-fields lay. As they went, Segnbora slipped her hand into her travel-coat to make sure that the writing she needed was handy. Some of the families she’d visited in the last few tendays had been on edge at the sight of a stranger—there had been some trouble from fleeing Arlene mercenaries in these parts, after the War—and it was as well to put people at ease in a hurry.

      With several more switchbacks down the hill, she and Steelsheen were heading for the level at last, following the narrow pale road down toward the farmstead that was her goal for today—and the next couple of days if the people there wanted or needed her there that long. Normally Segnbora was finding that these visits went one of two ways. Once the holders understood the import of the letters she was bringing them, they might want her out of their hair and off about her business as quickly as they could politely insist on it, so that they could discuss the letters and their own reaction to them without feeling that she was trying to put pressure on them. Or alternately, realizing that House tai-Enraesi was finally paying them some kind of attention, they might insist that she stay right where she was for a while so that they could work out how to get the most good out of her. Segnbora had started making a game of guessing which way they’d go.

      In any case, on a day like this, with a light wind stirring up the dust of the road from whatever might disturb it, it was only a matter of time before someone from the farmstead looked up the gentle slope and spotted her coming down. Segnbora was still at least a quarter-mile  away and beyond hearing any sound, but over the wall-side of the farmyard, the one facing the road, she saw more dust kicking up, and then a little piebald pony came hurtling out the gate with a child riding it bareback.

      He was a little dark fair-haired boy, perhaps twelve, staying on top of the pony apparently by mere force of will and mastery of a superb seat that some far better-mounted knights Segnbora knew would have envied. As he got closer, waving his arms and shouting at her, she slowed Steelsheen down to a stroll and finally paused to let him come. Sheen put her ears back, suspicious but not hostile; she’d fortunately been unlearning a lot of her wartime habits over the last couple of years.

      Their welcomer came skidding up to her, hauling the pony by its mane practically back onto its haunches in front of her. Steelsheen took a step back, but no more, and Segnbora swallowed her laughter at the recklessness lest so young a rider take offense. “Lady’s greeting to you, sib,” she said. “And your mount!”

      The pony, patched in brown and black on white, snorted and righted himself and rolled his eyes. The boy was barefoot and dressed in heavy undyed linen trews and tunic, both impressively grubby; he looked as if he’d been mucking out a stable. He stared at Segnbora out of pale green eyes that for their shape and shade reminded her of Freelorn’s. “Where you going?” he said.

      She bent down conspiratorially from the saddle. “I’ve got a letter for the tai-Sesmenni,” Segnbora said, glancing around as if someone might possibly overhear them. “Would you possibly be he?”

      The sharp-featured little face gazing up into hers contorted with disbelieving amusement. “She’s not a he, she’s a her!”

      Segnbora covered her mouth in shock. “Oh no,” she said, “what a terrible mistake to make. You wouldn’t tell on me, would you?”

      Without so much as a breath’s pause the little one gave her a look of scornful amusement, hauled the poor squalling pony around in a circle and thumped his heels into its side. The pony rolled his eyes eloquently at Segnbora and took off down the road at an aggrieved trot.

      For a moment she sat there and watched the boy go, suddenly seeing (as if overlaid on the noontime air) the man he would be some day: erect in some saddle, riding a much larger steed, but still with that flash of amused challenge in his eye, deployed without warning or mercy on someone else in his life. He is who he will be, some one of the mdeihei murmured in the back of her mind, in the precognitive tense, as the boy and the pony turned in at the farmyard gate.

      Maybe, Segnbora said. In Dracon as spoken by a Dragon the tense was invariably descriptive of something that would happen: but gradually Segnbora was beginning to understand that when a human spoke the language, the tense often gained nuance of which Dragons were incapable. She nudged Steelsheen with her knees, and they headed down the road in the wake of the boy on the pony.

      By the time they came to the gate, the household was turning out to meet them, from the house and several nearby buildings that were probably drying barns. No House-hirelings out this far from the market towns, Segnbora thought: these are all family. They were brown people, as one might expect in this part of the country; relatives of those who, after the Dark lifted at last, migrated Seaward up the river Stel and the eastern branch of the Darst from the mountainous country that only much later, with the Founding of Houses, became Steldin.

      The first of the group was a small sturdy-looking round woman in middle age, with curly hair almost the exact buttercup shade of the pony boy’s. Close behind her came a taller man with east-Darthene-looking bone structure under a skin of paler brown, speaking of a parent perhaps from further west, or up by Herewiss’s people in the north-coast Brightwood country; and a third man, shorter, dark-haired and darker-skinned and blue-eyed, with a square jaw and a somewhat bent nose, broken in youth from the look of it. All of them (including the several women and numerous girl- and boy-children who joined them gradually as matters progressed), were dressed in beautifully homespun linen of many grades and in many forms—kilts, belted tunics, breeches and shortshirts, skirted trews and jackets—though almost all undyed, in natural shades from blindingly white to cream and pale gold.

      Segnbora dismounted and stretched just enough to make sure she wouldn’t fall over as soon as she tried to walk, then saluted the woman in the forefront of the group with the half-bow and offered hand that was the commonest greeting in this part of the world. “The Goddess’s greeting to you,” she said, “and mine with it. Is this Hillsend?”

      “It is,” the woman said, taking her hand. “Lennel tai-Sesmenni’s my name; I’m the householder these days.”

      The easy assurance with which she spoke told Segnbora that she’d been in that position for some time. “Then I bring you and your family and other holders the Queen’s greeting as well, and a letter from your Head of House.” Segnbora reached into her travel coat and brought it out.

      A few mouths dropped open as Lennel took it from Segnbora. Everyone craned and peered at the folded parchment stitched through with midnight-blue silk ribbon, and at the three wax seals on the folded parchment—two on the main flap and one on the closing ribbon, the royal trian Eagle pressed into all of them with white wax run into the pressed part of the seal to fill the shape. Letters-patent and similar missives from the Queen to a household’s dependents were always made a little ornate for the holders’ pleasure, as they tended to get shown about after a visit. Or during it, Segnbora thought, as the shorter blue-eyed man confiscated the letter from Lennel more or less immediately, turning it over and over and stroking the vellum. Within moments the letter was being passed admiringly from hand to hand.

      This was typically the moment when Segnbora knew whether she was going to be seen off or invited in, though there was often a little room for miscalculation on this if they liked the letter but didn’t care for the message, or the messenger. As she watched the parchment make the rounds, she saw a number of expressions move around the group with it: interest, excitement, and most noticeably a kind of relaxation or relief. All right, she thought. Even after all this while, the thought of the House is at least tolerated here—

      Then she noticed something else: Lennel’s gaze, now trained not on the parchment but on her, watching Segnbora watch the reactions. “All right,” Lennel said, reaching out to pluck the letter out of the hands of one of the taller youngsters, one who recalled the pony boy but in a longer slimmer mode, his golden hair clipped short against his skull. “Let’s see what’s inside.”

      Lennel turned the letter over in her hands once and then started working at the first of the flap-seals. “I’ve never seen one of these,” she said. “My father said we had one once, but it got lost somehow—”

      “The goat ate it!” shouted one of the children, a little barefoot dark-haired girl of maybe seven years, in a kilt and sleeveless tunic.

      All the adults looked mortified, except Lennel, busy breaking the letter’s second seal: the corner of her mouth quirked up. The tall one with Herewiss’s cheekbones covered his face with a hand and shook his head. “Breye—” he said.

      Little Breye looked annoyed at the reaction. “What?” she said. “That’s what tap said happened, it wasn’t old-pedi’s fault, the goat got in the window—!”

      Segnbora laughed. “They do that,” she said. “Please, don’t worry about it, it’s only proper for you to have a new copy anyway, now that things have changed…”

      Eyes around the little group widened. “Changed!”

      “Is there a new heir?”

      “Is Lord Holmaern coming here?”

      Everyone was crowding more closely around Lennel now, trying to look over her shoulder. “No, it’s not like that,” she said as she read. “He’s— Oh dear Queen of Everything, he’s dead? However did he—”

      But she had already read along a few lines, and now she stopped and looked up from the parchment, her eyes resting on Segnbora first with growing shock. “This is terrible,” she said. “It’s you, isn’t it? You’re the heir. You’re the Head of House now, you’re his daughter, that little girl, I saw you once at the house in town, years and years ago!”

      The householders looked at each other in shock. “And you’ve come all this way to give us the news, to bring us this—” Lennel didn’t quite say Looking like this, like some common messenger, is there something behind that? “And all by yourself!” Lennel said, and there was definitely something behind that, some thought Lennel believed better hidden, there and gone again in a flash—

      Immediately the urge rose in Segnbora to use her underhearing and follow that thought to source…and immediately she forcefully put the urge aside. I’m not at war any more, there’s no need to go prying into people’s minds because of some fleeting vague suspicion—! “It’s all right, I promise you!” she said. “There’s no way I was going to come to any harm on the journey here. What mattered was getting here to see you at last, to meet you all. You’ve been such a long time without any word from the House, and it’s only proper that—”

      But Lennel was staring at her indignantly. “What’s not proper is standing around here like you were some passing vagabond, you’re our Head of House and you haven’t had so much as a drop of water or a crumb of bread!” And almost before Segnbora knew what had happened to her, Lennel had her by the elbow and they were through the gate and into the yard.

      Segnbora had just enough presence of mind to grab for Steelsheen’s reins; but the mare was already following, perhaps a bit bemused. Lennel meanwhile was pointing to every available airt of the world and issuing orders towards  all of them. “Tal, go straight in and get one of this morning’s loaves. You, my lady, you come right over here. Pavi, get me that bucket—”

      And now they were by the low stone circle of the farmyard’s well and a bucket was being lowered into it and everybody who hadn’t been sent on an errand was fluttering around in nervous excitement. “Madam Lennel—” Segnbora said.

      “Please, lady Segnbora—that’s it, isn’t it?” She glanced at the letter again. “Segnbora. Usenames are plenty to go by around here, we’re not in town!”

      What a relief! “Well, you’re quite right, so by your leave, usenames let it be! I’ve been my-ladied right up the river from Darthis town and the strain’s beginning to tell; I keep looking to see who’s standing behind me.” To Segnbora’s relief, Lennel laughed at that. “And please let Steelsheen here have the bucket first. She’s the one who ought to have first draught; she’s been doing the carrying all morning…”

      “No arguing with that, and fairly said. And an actual southern-breed steeldust!” Lennel said as the first bucketful came up. “I’ve never seen one of these, though I’ve heard about them of course, isn’t she lovely!”

      With her normal acuity at knowing when she was being praised, Steelsheen arched her neck and gazed demurely around at the little crowd now surrounding her. One of the children, the tallest of the younger boys, put a tentative hand up to her nose.

      Segnbora had to stop herself from issuing the old habitual warning about teeth that had been necessary until relatively recently. The more or less constant postwar attention of Herewiss’s sons (not to mention Freelorn’s first daughter and all the children Eftgan shared with Wyn) had turned Steelsheen from the suspicious, defensive one-woman horse of pre-war times to a shameless cadger of petting and treats. Now she nuzzled the lad’s hand with kindly, hopeful lips and did everything but bat her eyelashes at him.

      “And so sweet-natured,” said Lennel. “She’s very well trained, isn’t she!”

      Segnbora smiled. “When she likes to be…”

      Lennel raised her eyebrows at Segnbora in resignation. “Like every other horse ever foaled.” She put the bucket down for Steelsheen, who promptly put her face down into it, still somehow managing while she drank to keep watching the children for signs of any sudden tidbits.

      Another of the youngsters, a little boy with dark curly hair, came running out of the house with a wooden cup and shyly offered it to Segnbora. A few moments later the tall dark-haired man (perhaps his father?) produced another bucket, and Lennel took the cup from Segnbora and dipped it, held it out to her. “Lady of our land, guest in our gates, drink Her welcome before all others’!”

      “I drink it with good pleasure,” Segnbora said, “and may She send you as good again, day by day and moon by moon, for as long as rains fall on your roof!” And she drank the cup dry, which was both good manners and extremely pleasant in what was turning into a surprisingly warm midday.

      Someone took the cup out of her hand, and then out came the loaf. It was a handsome one, braided, and (if Segnbora was any judge) with egg brushed over it: it shone in the sun. Lennel broke the loaf between her hands with a deft twist and offered Segnbora the heel of it. “Lady of our land, by the bread that springs from it, by the water that runs through it, know our lealty and care! May you know and judge how our hearts rest here, and desire yours to rest here too.”

      Segnbora bowed her head to the bread, saying, “Holders of our land, by the bread you’ve raised from it, by the water you’ve drawn from it, I know you leal and careful! May I show you care to match the service you do our Lady’s land.”

      Then she ate the bread, and surprised herself by making barely two bites of it. “That’s really very good!” she said, a little embarrassed at having gobbled it.

      Lennel was standing there watching with poorly-concealed pleasure. “Tik makes the best bread,” she said. “Your timing’s perfect; you’re just in time for noonmeal.”

      She didn’t need to ask if Segnbora was hungry, and all Segnbora could do was laugh. “That’ll be very welcome,” she said. “Waybread’s never exactly been a favorite of mine…”

      “Then come in, sit down, why’re we all standing around out here like someone’s about to kill the pig! Come inside and be welcome. Pavi, have we got any of that stew from last night? And the soft cheese from the last milking. Bring the herb mix for it. And wine, don’t forget the wine! Segnbora, what would you like to drink? There’s herb draft of course, and verjuice cordial. But if you fancy wine, we’ve got plenty of Chavint; we have a linen trader who brings it down for us. Or Brightwood white if you don’t mind something boring and local.”

      Segnbora smiled. “I’ve been known to have a cup of Brightwood on occasion…”

      And in they all went, swept into the main room of the big building at the center of the holding. Plainly Lennel was one of those breathless managers like Freelorn’s first loved: people ordered about with casual aplomb, everything in the household more or less commanded to fall into place, and (for the most part) cooperating; unquestionably the head of the family here and surrounded by people who liked it that way, or at the very least had learned early on that there was no point in complaining about it.

      The room around them was a large airy space, under a high peaked roof with hinged ceiling-doors that could be raised or lowered. Below the level of these the space was crisscrossed by buttresses and beams stretched wall to wall. From ropes and hooks hanging down from the crossbeams, some tight-bundled stooks of flax a few ells long were already hung up high and dry. There was enough other tackle and hardware up there to suggest that most of a crop might hang here waiting for the weather to change, or just for random storage of bales or bundles of goods.

      Stretching down the center of the hall were two long wide wooden tables, much scarred with work of one kind or another, and much scrubbed. Benches ran up and down each side of these, and at the end of one of these Segnbora was promptly installed, with a wooden cup of white wine in front of her and a pitcher of that cold well water.

      A few moments later Lennel was installed there as well, across the table from her, by one of her husbands as far as Segnbora could tell. “You’ll have to help me get everyone sorted out,” she said as the platters and the food and drink for the noonmeal began to appear.

      “It may take a while,” Lennel said with a laugh: “we’re a town all to ourselves, at least at mealtimes…” More of the bread appeared, and the promised soft cheese, and cold roast chicken stew from the night before with some hastily-cut leek-bread sippets, and apples in honey, and several jugs of wine. It was the typical North Darthene approach to food—that when a guest came, any table that wasn’t groaning was felt to be slacking at its work, and guests should need to be trundled off to their lodgings in wheelbarrows after. Only when Segnbora was reassured that Steelsheen had her nosebag on (in her case, half a bale of hay and a near-baking-trough sized portion of oats, doused with day-ale to boot), could she relax into paying attention to her own meal, and the family she was sitting down with.

      My family now… Segnbora thought; for these people were of her House, and she was their Head. It was still as strange as it had seemed the first time she’d done it a month ago, and she wondered if she’d ever get used to it.

      After the first edge of everyone’s hunger had been dealt with a little, Lennel got around to names and relationships. There were three mothers—herself, and a taller fair woman called Susni, and another, the darkest of them all and of middle height and weight, Telha—and the two husbands, Pavi and his partner-husband Tik, birth-father to a couple of the children. “Sev and Mirallet and Dosh are Tik’s sons with me and Sis,” pointing with her chin at two tall lads of about fifteen down the table, one fair and one ruddy above dark skin. “And around here somewhere— Ospell, where are you? Leave the cat alone now, dear, she says people should let her be till the kittens come.” A girl’s dark curly head looked up from under the table and then ducked back again. “She’s mine with Pavi, and Breye—where’s that lass got to— Anyway, she’s almost Dosh’s twin, though Goddess knows how because she’s Susni’s and Tik’s.”

      Lennel looked around her with the air of a woman who has no hope of working out where anyone else might be on such short notice. “And then there are Sirk and Radi, the last two boys, they’re both chosen in. Sirk’s folk came to grief when their boat foundered upriver in a storm, and Radi’s people had trouble in their family and undid their marriage…”

      “It’s a proper household,” Segnbora said, “and I feel very welcome to it! I hope there’ll be time to come to know everyone better.”

      “And your family,” said Pavi, the one with Herewiss’s cheekbones, “did any of them come this journey with you?”

      Segnbora shook her head. “Not in the usual ways. Two of the husbands are in Arlen right now; a third travels for his work. And there’s a shared-wife who was my loved when I was younger, and her kin-husband, and a spouse who’s a wayfinder.”

      “Quite the crowd,” Pavi said, amused.

      Segnbora smiled. “You have no idea.”

      “Mealtimes must be a bit of a challenge!” said the other husband, Tik, who was peering into the big hall’s oven just then.

      Considering that one of them considers a small drought-stricken forest to make a nice dinner, and another of them eats sunlight? “You’d be right there,” Segnbora said.

      She glanced over at Lennel once more and caught that same thoughtful expression as earlier. Either she’d been paying attention to more of the news from town than her spouses, or she’d picked up something from the letter that hadn’t been written there in plain ink. Segnbora knew quite well that it had mentioned nothing of her personal relationship to the Queen of Darthen. Such letters spoke of the Head of House only in terms of that person’s role as regional representative of the Queen’s authority. But that seemed to be no impediment at the moment for Lennel to (as Eftgan would have put it) be lining up the tiles in her mind so as to show a higher score than was apparent at this point to her partners.

      “Give us another lump of that butter down here,” Lennel said, with a mild look at Segnbora that said both Caught looking and What of it? “Wouldn’t want the cow to start feeling unappreciated. More bread, Segnbora?”

      “Please.”

      “And tell us where’ve you been, and what’ve you seen?” Lennel said. There was some laughter around the table, for this was one version of the traditional question that started out quite a few old traveller’s tales.

      That was when Segnbora felt the hand on her knee, and half-smiled, because the rest of the question was And where you’re going to? Plainly Pony Boy, under the table and interested in what her breeches were made of, was one of the people who made a habit of going straight to the most interesting part of the question. Very quietly Segnbora reached down the hand that was presently holding half a piece of torn-off and buttered bread. With no more than a breath’s hesitation she felt it plucked from her fingers.

      “Well,” she said. “On this trip, a month and a half ago now, Darthis first of course, to get my orders from the Head of Heads—” That being Eftgan. “Then north by steps and staggers, as my mother used to say. There are House people outside of Strospe town, and one holding at the near end of the Kaseth valley, the Mouth of the Dales. After that, east a little to Balashin, and then north again nearly to the Akosas, the greater and the lesser. Finally across the river to the market at Goslach, and after that, downriver to the Middle Peaks’ end. Salishet town, for the market, and to see a household north of there. And then, after a couple of days more, here…”

      Lennel shook her head. “Fifty leagues, at the least! Such a long way.”

      “Well, it’s not too bad if you take it slowly. And hurrying would be beside the point. Everyone I visited has been waiting for some kind of news from the House for a long time.” She took a breath. “And I’m very sorry about that, really: I want to say that to you all.”

      “We don’t blame you,” Lennel said immediately. “What could you have done until now? And I’m sure there’s a tale to tell…”

      Segnbora couldn’t help smiling, though it was rueful. “There is indeed, and you’ll hear as much of it as you tell me you care to. Or as little!”

      “A good story’s always worth hearing,” Tik said, bringing another loaf from the oven on a plank and putting it down on the table to cool a little. “But after a journey like that, surely you’ll want to rest with us a few days at least! No need to rush, as you say.”

      “That’s very kind of you,” Segnbora said; and both for her own sake and for the work’s, it was what she had been hoping for. “I’ll be glad to stay for as long as I’m not in the way.”

      “And you’ll be very welcome,” Lennel said. “So that’s settled! You’re the guest; tell us what you want to do.”

      “After nunch,” said a voice from under the table.

      There was laughter at that. “Radi likes to take his meals under cover,” Lennel said, “and he’ll take yours too, so be warned.”

      “No problem with that,” Segnbora said. The new loaf was being broken up: she was passed another lump of it, and tore that in two, dunking a chunk of it in her wine and waiting for the tap on her knee. “As for the visit— The way this normally works is that you walk me around and show me what you want me to see. Things about the place that need work that’s bigger than the household itself can manage, or matters for which you don’t have the knowledge you need. Or you tell me about plans you have that require some outside help. And then I work out how to help you.”

      All the adults looked at her with an air of faint astonishment, and one or two mouths dropped open.

      This Segnbora had now seen a number of times before, though it was usually better concealed. Her initial reaction had been intense guilt and thoughts of My father never, ever did this with you, did he? He just kept his head down and let you tithe us. Oh Goddess I feel terrible, what must they be thinking of him, of our family— But she was learning how to deal with this. “Well, the Throne is taking your tithe on the House’s behalf every halfyear,” she said. “It’s only right that you should be getting something from us! Otherwise what’s the point? When the Dark was banished and people came north with the Eagle, you know what He said. ‘They are our families and to be cared for as such; for their grain and their wine, for their working and making, rightly we give our protection and aid.” Segnbora swallowed. “And the House’s side of the bargain hasn’t been kept very well with you, or a lot of others up this way. That’s mine to put right, now.”

      Everyone sat quiet a moment after that, and a few adults shifted their gaze to Lennel, seeing how she would take this. In the quiet came another knee-tap. Segnbora, welcoming the distraction, passed down another bite of bread.

      “Then it’s the least we can do to help you with that,” Lennel said, “for it’s good for us all. —Naturally most of us have afternoon work, the usual routine things we do when the weather’s good. We’ve just harvested the second of the early flax fields, so those stooks have to be bound up and hung till the retting pools are ready for them. But I can be spared from that this afternoon—”

      This declaration was followed by a fair amount of good-natured chaffing from family members who were sure that they could be spared more easily. Lennel gestured them quiet in amused dismissal and said to Segnbora, “I’ll be at leisure until sundown: that’s my meal to manage this tenday. How shall we proceed?”

      “How would it be if we walked the bounds,” Segnbora said, “and just looked things over generally. Then when we talk again tomorrow at more length, things will be fresh in your mind. And if new things have come to me to be dealt with, we can hand them back and forth and see how we agree.”

      “That suits me very well,” Lennel said. “And so will you having some of this stew! Don’t think I haven’t seen you being polite about it, and here you’ll have been on the road for three days after Salishet, and do you think I didn’t see the little tiny size of your packroll—?”

      Segnbora knew exactly how to handle this: the same way she handled it at home in Prydon—immediate, abject surrender. “Yes, my Holder,” she said, and held out her place-bowl like a dutiful family member intent on avoiding trouble. So the noonmeal went forward, and Segnbora ate and drank with pleasure, and for the moment put aside the questions already forming in her mind around that flash of thought she’d inadvertently underheard:

      What if people find out…?
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      A hour or so later she and Lennel were setting off out the back of the main yard, down a well-trampled dirt pathway between a small home-farm patch of early vegetables and a broad half-grassed cow-byre, from which a brown-spotted cow with soft thoughtful eyes regarded them with lazy interest. “Your butter provider…” Segnbora said.

      “Our only one, and we could use another. About time to take her up to market and hire another bull to get her covered for the summer.”

      “Make a note of what that costs you,” Segnbora said. “You’re a small enough holding that the House will cover that expense.”

      Lennel nodded as they made their way past another railed enclosure, in which a large black pig lay contentedly on his side while another rooted about through piles of clean dry flax straw laid down in front of a mud-brick house. “While we’re on the subject…”

      They walked on, the path turning into the top of a dike between two flax fields, the tops of the tall plants rippling in the rising afternoon breeze like so much sky-blue silk. “What, bulls?”

      “No, expenses.” Lennel sounded a touch muted, and Segnbora glanced sidewise at her as they walked. She might have known her for no more than a few hours, but all that while Lennel had carried herself with such ebullience that this contrast was notable. “Lady Segnbora, my sorrow to tell you that the books aren’t ready.”

      Segnbora blinked at that. On almost every other visit she’d made so far, the holders’ books of Holding expenses and outlays had been ready. Mostly ready to be read as works of fiction… Houses much closer to the capital than this, much grander and far better staffed, had shown her books that even Segnbora’s casual eye could tell had been much altered over time, the reckonings always in the tenants’ favor—the differences being excused away as changes “made in your father’s time, of course.” It helped that Segnbora knew perfectly well that her father had never been anywhere near many of these places. Or as I’m now finding, most of them…

      “Lennel, of your courtesy,” she said, “I thought we were going to leave the ‘lady’-ing outside the gates.”

      “Well…”

      “And for the Goddess’s sake don’t let the matter of the books trouble you. The Head’s got no right to stand on the letter of the law in this matter when no one from the House has been up this way in, what, two decades or more?” Segnbora shook her head, amused. “Anyway, I wouldn’t know half of what I was looking at. First we need to talk about what your household’s tithe has been since someone was actually here with you, and see if it’s at all sensible in terms of what you can send the House now, and what we can offer you in return.” She rubbed her head. “And then the figuring…”

      Lennel looked sympathetic. “You don’t care for working with figures?”

      “My mother didn’t care for it,” Segnbora said. “Nor did my father. But not only did he not care for it— he was no good at it. So my mother wound up doing the reckonings. And she hated them. I come by that from her, I’m afraid…”

      Lennel just laughed a bit ruefully. “Then you’re just being a good daughter, surely.”

      Was I? Segnbora wondered, not for the first time. Am I? “Well,” she said. “Let’s put the matter of the numbers aside right now. I’ll be along this way again in six moons or so at the very least, and we’ll both be in a better position to talk about who owes what to whom.”

      They walked further along the dike between the fields to where a broader, heavier dike crossed the one they walked on. This separated the flax fields from two broader ones, empty right now of anything but rushes.

      “These will be retting ponds later in the season,” Lennel said. “We’ll need the extra space then: midsummer, heading toward the fall, the yield can be so high that both the others are filled…”

      “Do you think you need a couple more of these? A little further downriver perhaps?”

      Lennel paused a moment as if the thought hadn’t previously occurred to her. “In the next half-decade or so, perhaps. Some of the children may not want to do holding-work when they’re older, and if we have the same number of people working the fields, there’ll be no need for more space…”

      Segnbora nodded. “Am I right to think you had sibs who chose themselves out?”

      Lennel nodded as they kept walking past the fallow fields toward the bank that protected them from the river. “My two brothers did that,” she said, “when we were all about to turn thirty. It came as a surprise at the time…”

      Segnbora sighed. “Leaving you as Holder without much warning, I imagine. Are you all right with them?” It was the politest way she could think of to inquire whether there was likely to be a challenge for the position of Holder in the future.

      “Oh, well enough. One lives in Salishet now and acts as our marketer there. The other went west to Arlen before the War; we don’t hear from him.”

      Knowing the sound of some kind of family trouble that Lennel didn’t want to discuss, Segnbora just nodded as they climbed up a number of stile-stones that had been set into the bank, and came up to stand on the top of it. Perhaps three ells beneath their feet, on the bank’s weed-cloaked far side, the Darst flowed by slow and smooth. A few red-shouldered reed-birds clinging to rushes in a nearby patch peeped and rustled to see them standing there, but otherwise showed no concern.

      “I didn’t like to deal with this in front of all the others,” Lennel said after a few moments’ silence. “The children in particular— It’s not that they have anyone to tell tales to, as a rule; but if they get a wrong idea in their heads, they tell it back and forth to each other until it turns true. That’s always more trouble than it’s worth in the long run…”

      Segnbora waited while Lennel leaned out to look down into the flowing water, watching the wave and curl of weed sunk deep in it. “But you’re more than just the Head of House, aren’t you? You’re the Queen’s wife. The Lady of the Dragons, whose shadow came real in the mountains. The ‘night of ice and darkness,’ from the House’s old prophecy.”

      Segnbora looked at her sidelong. And, Ah, said someone in the back of her mind; we are known.

      To both of them, she nodded.

      “It took me a moment to know it when I was reading the letter,” Lennel said. “It’s odd, isn’t it, because the name’s not at all strange! Anyone who’s heard the tales of the War knows it, and we heard more of the news here than some, because of the river trade through Salishet.” She looked bemused. “But you know how it is when you see some store-trader in the street in town, a baker or a draper or what have you, and because they’re out of the place where you always see them, you don’t know them? It was like that.”

      Lennel laughed at herself. “When I saw the seals on the letter, I thought, Well, it’s happened at last, after so long a time of hearing nothing. The Queen’s majesty has made a gift of our holding to some other House. But no, there was Enra’s lioncelle, as ever, and the new Head’s name. I thought, Wait a moment, ‘Segnbora,’ isn’t that the warrior from the battle at Prydon? And how peculiar, ‘datheln Welcaen,’ Lord Holmaern’s wife is named Welcaen as well! …And then I realized. What a fool I felt!”

      “There’s no need,” Segnbora said. For the moment she let herself become as interested in the water as Lennel was, or at least to seem so; for she knew from past experience what might come next. What was the War like? What’s the Queen like? No, what’s she like really?

      And then came a question she hadn’t really been expecting. “I share your grief for your father’s loss,” Lennel said. “May it soon find repose. But what about the lady Welcaen?”

      Segnbora blinked at that. The descent of Headship through Enra’s line went from parent to eldest child, and presently came through her father’s side of the family. No formal duty of care to the House lay on a Head’s spouse unless a deceased Head’s heir was underage, so the letter would not have mentioned Segnbora’s mother.

      She sighed. “She died with Lord Holmaern,” Segnbora said. “A year and a half ago, now. When the troubles of the War began, the two of them were up visiting some relatives on my mother’s side near the Highpeaks, when they got caught up in an incursion of Reavers near Onther. Like many others they fled north, meaning to warn other people thereabouts who were in danger of being overrun, and…” Were murdered by an innkeeper in the pay of Steldene spies. Buried in an unmarked grave so they would never be found. Except they were. By us. She swallowed. “…They came to grief on the road.”

      Lennel gazed at her, stricken. “I am so sorry,” she said. “And there are no brothers or sisters, are there. It’s what the rede said; you truly are the last.”

      “Not quite,” Segnbora said after a moment. “The prophecy said nothing of what could happen if the last of the tai-Enraesi somehow survived dying, that night.” She smiled. “The new Heir is born. She’s a bit more than a year old now.”

      “I’m sorry, I can’t say what I’m meaning, this is so shocking,” Lennel said. “I mean, there was no family to be with you when that happened…”

      “My sharing-family, or the people who were becoming that, were nearly all there when we found out,” Segnbora said. “It could have been far worse for me.” She swallowed again. “It was hard enough for a while, to be sure. But they saw me through.”

      Quiet fell between them for some moments more. At last, feeling sorry for Lennel’s discomfort, Segnbora said, “It was war, Lennel. They fell in battle against the Shadow and Its ilk as surely as if they’d been slain at Bluepeak or the great battle in Arlid Fields. And at the end of it all, though they fell, they were part of the victory, Herself be thanked! So let’s go back to thinking about the living a while, which is what’ll annoy the Shadow the most.” And she smiled half a smile. “If It can be petty, so can we…”

      “As you will,” Lennel said, sounding relieved.

      Together they turned and started to stroll back toward the first crossdike. As they did the wind swung about and gusted briefly from the north, so that all the flax plants showed the pale undersides of their leaves, all the blue silk shimmering into silver for a moment. But Segnbora was distracted by another change the wind brought with it: a breath of bad-drains-like stink. “Oh dear,” Segnbora said, “that’s a bit noticeable already, isn’t it…”

      “What? Oh, the pond where the first crop’s retting.” Lennel’s expression was slightly surprised. “You’re not finding it very bad?”

      I’ve coped with more than enough battlefields now. This is nothing to those. But for the moment it seemed wisest to be diplomatic. “It’s not quite the scent of roses in bloom, is it?” And Segnbora laughed.

      Lennel got a rueful look. “Well, no. Every year, after winter’s over and my nose has forgotten, there comes a day in spring when it remembers all over again.” Segnbora chuckled. “My only advantage these days is that every year it forgets again more quickly.”

      “In a day or two mine will forget as well, I’d say. I doubt it’ll be that much of a bother.” At worst, this reek—already fading again as the wind shifted once more—made Segnbora think of the night-soil smell of Darthis’s city sewerage where the drains emptied into the Darst, around at the back of the river’s city-surrounding loop. It would of course get worse the longer the growing season went on, and by early autumn would be blindingly bad; but right now it wasn’t too awful.

      They spent another hour or so working their way around the edges of the holding, along the sides of fields where grain for the household’s bread was grown, and others where the second and third flax crops for the season were being started from seed, one of them under long strips of white cloth. “Linen?” Segnbora said.

      “Some of the best and thinnest we make,” Lennel said. “Nothing else will both let the sun through and keep the birds out while the seedlings are so small. Even so it’s a job of work keeping the birds from getting under it or ripping it up.” She smiled a bit. “Pavi does special weaving of this kind; one of the few kinds we do ourselves. I warn you, he’ll talk your ears right off your head if you let him start telling you all his wisdom.”

      “Then by all means I will. No telling what I might learn that might be of use…”
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      When Lennel finished showing her around the barns and storage sheds, she brought Segnbora back into the great hall and showed her where she’d stay of nights. “Do you think this will do?” Lennel said.

      There was a big fireplace down at the end of the hall furthest from the doors, and next to it on either side were a pair of shut-beds, surprisingly deep and even airy, with finely carven and pierced wooden doors facing the room, and slatted walls giving onto the thick stone of the fireplace’s sides. “All our own rooms are on the other side of the fireplace wall, or at the back of that part of the building,” Lennel said. “If you’re cold, we’ll be cold too! But there’s no danger of that this time of year; it’s still too cool to let the big fire go out at night.”

      “I think I’ll be perfectly comfortable here,” Segnbora said. “It’s much like my bed in the city house when I was little.”

      “I’m so glad. If you want to rest a bit before dinner, you should do that!”

      “Actually I might go out and walk a while,” Segnbora said. “And perhaps you’ll tell me where the privy is?”

      Lennel pointed. “That little side door there. We have two of them out across the side yard.”

      “Thank you so much,” Segnbora said, and went off to investigate that matter much more closely.
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      A short while later she went out to the stable in the barn opposite the holding’s great hall to see how Steelsheen was doing—quite well, from the state of her corncrib, which showed signs of having been refilled at least once. The mare gave her a lazy You’re not here to bother me about riding or any such madness, I hope? look. Segnbora patted her and rubbed her nose for a bit while glancing around to see whether Pony Boy’s little piebald was here, but there was no sign of him. Maybe he’s out on the grass.

      Her tack had all been carefully hung up on hooks around the walls of Steelsheen’s stall, including her bedroll, by its strap. There was of course something else rolled up in there besides blankets and her dragonmail and body-linen and soft house-shoes and a change of clothes—but getting that out could wait for a little. She slung the bedroll over her shoulder and wandered back into the hall again, where she passed Tik sliding something into the little bread oven: a broad deep iron tray with a big chunk of meat in it, wrapped in scored fat and strewn with chopped herbs. “Oh dear…!” she said, pausing to watch in admiration. “This isn’t because of me, is it?”

      Tik glanced at her, then laughed, peering into the oven and picking up a long iron-tined fork to poke at the burning wood inside. “On any given day there’s a lot of us to feed!” he said. “But I’m sure we’ll have enough for you too.”

      She grinned a bit and went off to close herself into the shut-bed. This one was actually arranged so there was enough room to sit sideways on the bed with your legs hanging down without needing to have the doors open—a clever bit of design that Segnbora wished would get around. With much relief she hung her coat up on a handy hook, then changed out of her travel clothes and into a lighter shirt and softer breeches, though she kept the outdoor boots. No one here would care. This was a working household with plain slate floors, not some palatial place where she needed to worry about tracking mud in onto the carpets.

      Segnbora rolled up her travel clothes until she could sort out a way to clean or at least air them. Then out of the roll she’d made of her blanket and thin mattress-pad with the dragonmail laid out between them, she lifted something that wasn’t visible until she touched it—a plain leather scabbard with polished iron fittings. It was a present from Herewiss, carefully made of hard cowhide and beautifully tanned black. Just touching it made her smile at the thought of how much trouble he’d gone to to keep her from finding out what he was doing…as did the thought of the Prince-elect of the Brightwood sneaking away from palace life to snatch an hour here, an hour there, hiding in some little out-of-the-way workroom to cut and stitch the leather.

      The scabbard was capped, which was unusual enough. Segnbora slipped the cap up and off; it dangled by a small soft thong to reveal the handspan-long end of a razor-sharp slice of unmitigated darkness, a shadow made real and solid. “The woman whose shadow came real,” Lennel had said. True enough in its way. But any shadow of mine is nothing to this. The shadow of which this is a piece has been real at least since the world existed. Maybe longer…

      She shook her head and slid the cap over Skádhwë’s hand-end again, slinging the scabbard over her shoulder by the longer of its two belts. Some air and a little free time are what I need now, she thought as she closed the shut-bed behind her. I’m where I need to be. I’m as settled as I’m likely to get. Let’s head out and see what this place itself has to tell me.

      She headed out through the hall and then groaned a little at the scent of pork crackling slowly beginning to go crisp. “How can that be smelling so good already?” Segnbora said to Tik as she passed him by.

      He was at the table now, chopping onions. “Everybody told you to eat more at lunch,” he said. “Just wait till you come back…”

      She grinned at him and went out.
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      It wasn’t as if she didn’t know quite well where she was headed, however she might pretend otherwise. But she did the best job of pretending that she could, initially taking some time to work upstream, and upslope, to look the holding’s surroundings over again.

      Everything around Segnbora was vividly green with spring growth, except for the places on both sides of the river where scattered growths of scrub thorn and watermallow were splashing the landscape with yellow or vivid red, limning the Darst’s broad curves. Inside the next oxbow over, to the eastward, land enclosed in the loop was sunk into flooded flats, probably full of mud and treacherous sucking sands. Here and there were humps and bumps, little temporary shoals and isles and hillocks built up from months or years of silt. Segnbora could see where the more permanent of these were made so only by opportunistic groves of trees and scrub that knitted the silt together into something more like soil. But a stormy enough season or a week’s violent enough flooding could wipe away such little landscapes in a matter of days, or hours. It lent the whole vista a tentative look to the eye of someone whose job it was now to help take care of it.

      It’s all so precarious, Segnbora thought as she started to work her way back downslope again, gazing leftward at the orderly fields of the Sesmennis’ holding. There was no telling at first glance how many years had been spent reworking the interior of this oxbow and making it more stable; banks reinforced with fieldstone and cemented with pounded black pumice and clay, channels and brooklets dredged or dammed, stream-courses straightened, lines and copses of tall woodgrass and coppiced beech strategically planted so their roots would hold soil in place…a score of different kinds of order imposed on watery chaos. A good many methodical minds have laid their intent on this ground… But they’ve also been lucky. Now all I have to do is help them stay that way.

      The hows and whys of that, Segnbora trusted, would start to make themselves plain to her in the hours and days to follow. But for now she had an hour or three to herself, with nothing to do but stroll downhill past the holding’s stone-marked boundary, down paths and past railed paddocks until she reached that carefully-curved, straight-built bank at the edge of the river.

      Segnbora sat down there with the slanting afternoon sun at her back—a steadier light, now, as the morning cloud seemed to have taken itself away—and for the first time in a long while just let herself lose the sense of time, and work, and things to do, lulled by the smooth wide slide of water before her, now several shades of blue under that clear sky. Every time she had a little while to spare for a moment like this, it felt like respite, like the reclamation of something that had been lost.

      Too often, when she and the rest of Lorn’s little swordtail were on the road—meaning ‘on the run’—rivers had mostly been a nuisance; a way to be suddenly attacked in the middle of the night, a barrier to a quick escape for a group not in possession of boats. That had always obscurely bothered Segnbora at the time. When she’d been young and living in the city house with her parents, the broad curve of the Darst had always been a kind of a refuge for her, even when she could only catch a glimpse of it from out the window of her upstairs bedroom. The sight of it—wide, endlessly flowing, older than the city and everything in it—did something for her state of mind that was like what the Sea had also done for her in her earliest childhood, when the family would move to the old house up near the north coast. It was an opening out of the senses, a feeling of submerging oneself into something far larger, older, untroubled by any trouble of yours.

      Now that the War was over, and her life was settling into a new shape that meant rivers were no longer a threat or a problem, Segnbora found herself, again and again, near one river or another, indulging this pleasure, this reclamation. There were many things that were lost to her after she swore her fealty to Freelorn of Arlen, but at least some of them had been restored, and in shapes she would never have expected. This was one.

      She sat there by the river and sniffed the air; not so much with her nose—because the wind had changed airts again, and the retting pond was once more making its presence evident—but with a different set of senses entirely.

      Over the last year or so, Lorn had been teaching her something about this art. Like every other human being alive, he’d always had a spark of the Fire in him, and (as in retrospect now seemed unavoidable for someone so close to Herewiss) his own Power had kindled during the events of the War. But the way Freelorn’s gifts manifested themselves had much to do with his descent from the Lion, and his newfound use of the Fire was bound up with a King’s proper business. Knowledge of the land was his power; a sense of its needs, a bent toward finding solutions to its troubles that would also work to the benefit of the people who lived in company with it. Just breathe, Lorn said to Segnbora once, as if he was as much bemused by the advice as she was. Just breathe deep and let the land tell you what it needs…for every land, or something in it, feels it needs something. And every land where people live feels it needs something more. Believe me, once the land knows it’s got your ear, it won’t be shy.

      So now Segnbora did as he would have done, and as she’d done many times before now on this journey: breathed, and sat still. What do you need? she said to the land of the Sesmennis’ holding, and the river that ran by it. She could feel her own Fire rising to fuel the question, felt Skádhwë sizzling softly with it inside the scabbard.

      A long while she sat silent while first the earth around her, and then the water, slowly and gradually took note of Segnbora, of her Fire, of her intention. She sat still as Lorn had taught her, and breathed. The river flowed, and her shadow lengthened, and nothing happened; nothing.

      For a good while she’d managed to forget about her muscles, but they were starting to cramp now and her knees had begun to bother her. All right, Segnbora thought at last, maybe tomorrow I’ll try this again. I might just be too tense, today, from the day’s ride. It happens sometimes.

      Yet because getting up was going to be a bit of an effort, for just a little while more she stayed where she was; because when did she ever hurry away from a river if she had an excuse to do otherwise? And as Segnbora sat there, looking out at the sliding silver-blue water with her eyes a little unfocused, a memory surfaced. A long tree-lined watercourse, the ancient trees lining it bent a little westward by the never-ending wind off the Waste Unclaimed, the wind stirring their leaves and shifting the shadow-dapple on the roof of the single long fieldstone-and-mortar house that sat by the river. The Ferry Tavern, far away by the shores of the Stel…

      Segnbora breathed out, smiling slightly at the memory…so very strange, but so very sweet. As she did, the wind changed airts again, coming from the direction of the retting pool, from downstream. And in the wind, something whispered:

      …Release.

      Segnbora blinked, but didn’t dare move otherwise. She was sure that what she was hearing was as fragile as the beat of a butterfly’s wing against that wind, as easily disrupted.

      But it didn’t help that it didn’t seem to make sense. What do you need? Release. “…Release from what?” she whispered.

      She listened with all of her for many minutes thereafter, but nothing spoke again. The wind had shifted again, blowing once more from upstream.

      Segnbora shook her head and with a soft groan got to her feet. It’ll be dinnertime soon, she thought. Tomorrow I’ll have time to come back to this problem again.

      Slowly, a little stiffly at first, Segnbora headed back toward the farmstead; and behind her, slowly, the wind fell silent.
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      Dinner—when it happened just after sunset—turned out to be very much worth waiting for, as Tik was plainly one of those people into whose hand the Goddess had put a cooking spoon at his birth. The roast pork that came out of his oven was lusciously tender on the inside and extravagantly crispy on the outside, to the point where—when her platter was handed to her with several giant slices of that pork oozing savory herb-flavored juices and topped with a piece of fragrant toasty crackling nearly as wide as the plate—Segnbora had to put significant force on herself to say, “Are you sure the rest of you don’t want some of this crackling?”

      “You’re our guest,” Tik said.

      “And you’re our Head of House,” Lennel said, wearing the self-satisfied expression of someone who knows the fight is won and doesn’t care in the slightest who’s done the winning.

      …At which point Segnbora watched Tik produce from somewhere or other yet another roast twice the size of the first one, and slide it into an empty spot at the end of the rushlight-starred table with a flourish befitting the completion of an elegantly-performed conjuror’s trick. All she could do was laugh and offer up her hands with the wrists together, the gesture of a captive waiting to be bound, and say, “Yes, very well then, count me among the conquered! Is there any mustard?”

      Naturally there was. And there was roast chicken stuffed under the skin with buttered rosemary breadcrumbs, and spicy parsnip mash and sharp red berry compote, and a herbed green-cheese roll in butter pastry, and apples in honey, and sweet bulrush-bread pudding doused in a clear fruit spirit that Segnbora was relieved had been kept away from any kind of open flame, for fear of some sort of dreadful incendiary accident. Had someone set out to re-enact a traditional farmhouse dinner, they could have done no better.

      And the whole scene was made perfect by the scramble and good humor of it all; children everywhere stealing the best bits, grownups attempting to keep at least some of these for themselves, the cat under the table pretending that none of it mattered, but quite alert for anything nice that might possibly fall on the floor in the confusion. All of this was underrun by the sound of easy conversation, laughter, talk of chores finished or left to the next day, things that needed to be handled or could be left alone a while: the sound of life among people who shared their work and, despite occasional difficulties, loved each other. It was so much like dinner at home with her own family that Segnbora fell into it with profound pleasure.

      She did her best to do proper justice to her food, which got her no reward but to be given more of it. “Come now, you can’t push back just yet, you haven’t had any of the apples, you have no idea what we have to go through to get those down here! Here, have some cream for those. Pavi, don’t just sit there, give her a cup of the applefire, she’ll want it to cut the cream—”

      “Oh dear,” Segnbora said, which was more or less what she had been saying for the past hour. “Lennel, have pity on a poor city girl, I’ll be weeks walking this off!”

      “Then you’ll be walking off the best, which is just as it should be.” Lennel was sitting back with a look of satisfaction just bordering on wickedness; the kind that Arlenes called emilvesh, guest-pain, and which involved torment by food and drink and sheer weight of hospitality until the guest pleaded for mercy.

      Then chat began, or rather gossip, and here Segnbora was plainly expected to hold up her side of the bargain between host and guest and be forthcoming, applefire or no applefire. In her case it was obvious what this was going to involve: tales of the War, and the royal wedding after, and doings in Arlen and Darthen. Over the last moon or so Segnbora had had time to develop a version of the whole long story that could more or less be told by rote. Her  interest now involved seeing which parts of it made a given host, or group of hosts, pay most attention or react.

      In the Sesmennis’ case it seemed mostly to come down to interest about whether trade between Darthen and Arlen was really getting back to normal, and if not, how long it would take. “River traffic’s still not what it was from up south,” said Pavi. “And you’ve seen those roads. What comes to us that way comes slow and seldom. And what goes to market that way takes a long time to earn its eagles and for them to find their way back…”

      Yet behind his words her undersenses still caught an odd sort of itch of unease. Something about the river. Something wrong with it. Something besides traffic and trade.

      What?…

      During Segnbora’s storytelling most of the children drifted off to play, or talk their own talk, or sleep, leaving the adults to their own devices. Segnbora, though, was aware of Pony Boy sitting quietly under the table, listening, not letting a word pass him by. He might prefer to stay out of sight, but there was no mistaking him for anything but the most intent kind of listener. She could feel his attention on her all the time, like the warmth of the big fireplace nearby or of the little bread oven.

      “You’re sure you’ve had enough?”

      All Segnbora could do was laugh and drink some more of the applefire, which genuinely was helping her stomach deal with all the cream. “There’s no answer to that question that’s going to get me anything but more food, is there?”

      “No,” Lennel said, pushing toward Segnbora one of the little bowls of oven-cracknels that were the last things left on the table to be munched on with the last drinks.

      “You’re kind to stay up so late with me when you surely all have work as soon as there’s daylight…”

      Tik, who had been mopping the bread oven out before fueling it up again for the night, just laughed at her as he sat down opposite. “When there’s a guest in the house? How often do you think that happens? We’re more or less on our own out here.”

      And surely it was an illusion that as Tik fell silent the shadows around them suddenly seemed to draw in a little deeper; that the little rushlight-stars on the table and the glow out of the mouth of the big fireplace, with little flames just flickering over the just-smoored embers, seemed both brighter by contrast with the darkness in the room, and somehow less certain. Segnbora held herself quite still as she sipped at the glass of spirits and concentrated on giving no sign of the sudden flicker of darkness across her mind. Like the shadow of a bird flying between you and the sun, like a scrap of dark cloud sliding into your sky out of nowhere…

      Her long training in all those schools of Fire and sorcery that had been helpless against her inability to channel the Power had nonetheless taught her never to ignore such intimations.  “I gathered that such arrivals might be a bit out of the ordinary,” Segnbora managed to say, “given my first welcomer’s still under the table keeping an eye on me.”

      Pavi smiled. “Making sure you’re not going to escape suddenly, I guess.”

      All she could do was laugh. “After a meal like that, escape doesn’t seem a likely prospect! Even the privy’s feeling like it’ll be a summer day’s journey.” Segnbora sighed. “And truly I should do something about that, and turn in. Tomorrow we’ll walk around the holding again, and you can show me in more detail what you feel the House should be doing for you.” She laughed and rubbed her head. “But right now I think mostly your House’s Head needs to go put itself down on a pillow and recover.”

      Segnbora bent down to look under the table. Pony Boy was sitting there crosslegged watching her, half fallen-asleep but unwilling to take his eyes off her. “I’m for the shutbed, my sib,” she said. “Just so you know.”

      He nodded at her, then yawned.

      She pushed back her chair, smiling at her tablemates. “Lennel, Pavi, Tak… Herself watch your sleep.”

      “And yours…”
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      She closed herself into the shutbed, slid out of all her clothes but her short shift and underbreeches, stretched out gratefully, and lay there a while waiting for the whirling of her mind to quiet down before she could seriously begin to take stock of her first day here.

      Well, that didn’t go too badly. At least they don’t mind me. Some holdings she’d visited had minded her very much indeed—either as the new absentee landlord, already presumed to be potentially as neglectful as the last one, or as an annoying reminder that the holders were not independent freeholders, but beholden to a capricious overlord as likely to ignore them as to make some unsuspected new kind of nuisance of herself… probably involving an increase in the holders’ tithe. She’d heard the whispers, annoyed, resentful: the landlady. The words had been the next thing to a curse.

      And at least it hadn’t been like the family she’d visited the time before last, the Enchellens, who no matter how she’d tried she could never get a decent count of. They’d just kept popping new relatives out at her. Oh here’s our side-husband Melk, he’s just back from market in Goslach, or oh, our other son Tep, where were you at breakfast, or Oh Sasta, come see the landlady, forgive her lady Segnbora she was out running the horses— At first Segnbora had felt guilty about her own inability to keep track of them all or keep names attached to faces. But shortly she began to suspect the Enchellen family was doing this to her on purpose, and fell in with it as if it was a game that was amusing her as much as it was them.

      It had taken the sound of smothered laughter leaking out of someone’s dreams to finally pull her into a garbled memory of a family planning session from long before—a plot to petition the Throne (when its incredibly negligent representative finally turned up) for the yearly large-family stipend that the Queen might at her pleasure grant a family that was adjudged to need some assistance in having a decent life, especially when they lived far from enough supportive neighbors.

      Segnbora’s initial reaction to this discovery (as she sat up in the lumpy bed in the tiny sleeping-nook they’d lodged her in, above the big fireplace in what passed for their great hall) was to smile grimly and consider telling Eftgan to give the stipend to the other family across the valley, the Mivilsi—whom the Enchellens had kept borrowing “their own family” from. But after a few moments she set the thought aside. She’d visited the Mivilsi holding the day before and had already noted that it looked a bit on the run-down side. Its family, though, had waved off any suggestion of needing help, except for wanting access to better breeding stock for their little stud, a string of the North Darthene Black working-horse breed that looked quite promising.

      She thought of the two ladies and their husband who, when Segnbora had asked in the country way, “So how are you getting on?” had glanced at one another and said, noncommittal, “Ah well, you know how it is: well enough, most of the time.” Meaning, Some help would be welcome, but we don’t know you well enough to ask, because who knows who’d find out about it afterwards?

      At that Segnbora had merely nodded, keeping careful control of her face, for guilt came washing over her in a rush. This was what came of being a poor landlord. People wouldn’t ask you for what was in your power to do something about. The fact that none of this was actually her fault mattered not at all. It was hers to deal with now.

      In this bed—not lumpy, and in every way superior to that other—Segnbora shook her head. I’ve got so much to do in this part of the world. How am I ever going to find a way to make enough time for all this? With the baby. And what Lorn and Herewiss need me doing. And everything else…

      She rubbed her face. Never mind. No point in becoming paralyzed at the very thought.

      But mindful of the Goddess’s command to be as good to one’s neighbors as one would to Her should She turn up on your doorstep (and after all, they were Her), Segnbora had already half made up her mind to advise Eftgan to award both those families the stipend. The Mivilsi, the family across the river, would welcome it; and the Enchellens would consider justice as having been done… until they found out about the Mivilsi. At which point, if the Enchellens start to wonder whether the Queen’s peculiar relative saw something going on that she shouldn’t have… well, that’s all for the best, isn’t it? And she grinned in the dark.

      Goddess, is it wrong to find the prospect of their predicament funny? Well, blame me, then.

      But that was another day’s problem to solve. No telling whether Eftgan will find some other solution to it. And that’s her right if she pleases: the Head of all Heads of House may have other considerations she hasn’t shared with me.

      And now Segnbora was free to go back to thinking the thoughts that came to her every single night away from her own home, her own bed. Lorn, she thought. Frialan…

      …You left it late tonight, came the immediate answer. Late day on the road, or the pleasures of the table?

      Segnbora sighed. Oh my loved, you have no idea. If all of you’d been here together, we might’ve managed to do justice to what was put down in front of me alone. I feel like I could fast for a tenday!

      There in the near-darkness she could see what Freelorn did as if through his eyes—the dimness of the nursery up in their rooms in Kynall, broken only by the dim spark of a rushlight nearby the window-chair, where Freelorn was, as usual, up late reading. Through the window, unshuttered as it normally was in good weather, as he turned his head to glance out she could see a violet spring evening settling over the roofs of Prydon. Nearby, on one of Kynall’s western towers, a gigantic dark wide-winged shape was coiled around the tower-top and draped over it, the gaze of its glowing eyes bent on the open window. It was a sight Segnbora had seen often enough before. Never a child had such a nursery-guard as the newest Stave Princess of Arlen did.

      He’s on watch tonight, Freelorn said. But then he’s on watch every night since you’ve been gone.

      Mdaha, Segnbora said, you don’t have to be doing this!

      The dav’wh’essnih insist, Hasai said, when you are not here.

      He sounded quite relaxed about it. Nonetheless Segnbora sighed at the need to add one more to the list of unusual behaviors exhibited by the Dragons who had previously been nonphysical but had become physical and alive in the world since the War.

      Well, all right. And how has your day been? she said to Freelorn.

      He sighed and put the parchment aside. Too many laws, not enough time to get rid of all the stupid ones. But leave that for now. She could feel him smile. It’s like you think I don’t know what you want to see.

      Segnbora had to laugh at that, for neither she nor Eftgan nor even Herewiss had a clear understanding of how Freelorn could so easily get into any and all of his spouses’ minds. True, he had the Power, but none of the training in it that Segnbora or even Herewiss (by dint of much clandestine study) had acquired. Yet  he was also heir in right line to Héalhra Whitemane…and in his own battle with the Shadow at War’s end, Freelorn had manifested the Fire in ways no one, not even Herewiss, had expected. “He’s the Lion’s Child,” Herewiss had said at last, shrugging. “The Goddess Herself gave his forefather the Fire. After a thousand years, now it’s come to him. Don’t ask me to explain how he manages it. I’ve enough excitement with mine…”

      You’re right, of course. Let me see her.

      Freelorn turned and stretched, looking across the dimness of the nursery. In the far corner, between two walls hung with tapestries to control the cold that seeped off the stone, stood a very old child’s bed, square-built and shutter-sided like the windows in a summer house. All the sides were draped with quilts, both to keep out drafts in this weather and to keep the little one from hurting herself on the slats if she came up hard against them. Freelorn got up and very softly went over to it, looked down into it.

      Their daughter was curled up there, sleeping hard. Much like her father, the Lion’s granddaughter slept leonine sleeps—frequent and near-unrousably deep. A little tight-coiled bundle under the soft wool-and-linen blanket, a few wisps of Frialan’s mussed fair hair showing: it was no more than there usually was to see of her by night. She was one of those children who refused to let the bedclothes get away from her, and though she might be all over the place while awake, at night she spent most of her time as this small tight knot of daughter-and-blanket.

      Any new words?

      She keeps saying menne, Freelorn said. Then she felt him smile. …And pointing out the window at Hasai.

      Segnbora laughed softly. Menne was Arlene for “mama.” As if we don’t have enough confusion around here. And what does our husband-with-the-tail think about that?

      Your husband-with-the-tail is thinking that as he’s been egg-bound for more than a sunround already, Hasai said, our hatchling may not be all that confused.

      Segnbora chuckled, though not without some perplexity, which she knew Freelorn shared. Dragons that humans would normally think of as male did sometimes clutch under unusual circumstances…

      But what about our circumstances isn’t unusual? Freelorn thought.

      And he was right, for in the moment such was the power of the communion he’d bound the two of them into that it was as if Segnbora was standing there beside him, and when he leaned into her, she felt it.

      She’s not cold? She just couldn’t keep herself from asking.

      She’s hardly ever cold, ‘Berend. You know that.

      Yes, I suppose I do…

      Still, he reached down among the covers and softly touched the back of Frialan’s head. Segnbora could feel the warmth.

      She’s not too hot?

      Freelorn laughed at her under her breath. You are all the old wives’ tales about motherhood in one package, he said.

      She laughed ruefully. As if I don’t know it…

      She’s eating well, Freelorn said, straightening. She’s drinking well. Everything’s coming out the other end well. She went down by the river with Dusty today and rolled around in the grass. She’s fine.

      And where’s he now?

      Freelorn shook his head. Off doing some Fire business or other. He didn’t explain. A sigh. You know how he can be. Doubtless we’ll hear all about it after it’s too late for us to be of any help.

      Segnbora shook her head, slipping an arm around his waist, feeling Freelorn push a little closer to her as the two of them looked down into Frialan’s crib. He does what he feels he has to for the world she’s going to live in, she said. Just as you do.

      And you.

      Yes. It takes strange forms, sometimes. Though possibilities do open out from them as well…

      She felt him turn to look at her. What?

      Well. Time will come, some years from now, that we’ll have to foster her out… Segnbora said.

      The tone of Freelorn’s mind went a bit incredulous. She’s hardly out of the crib as yet and you’re thinking about that?

      Only because, of all the places I’ve been so far, this is the only one I’ve seen that’s made me think at all seriously about her fostering. A princess, a future Queen perhaps, has to know what it’s like to live a life that’s not a royal one.

      Boring, Freelorn said, that’s what it’s like.

      Well, you sometimes found it so, I know! But not everyone does. And that’s beside the point in any case. It’s a tradition. Your people will look askance, and rightly, if we don’t foster her out. They’ll start thinking we’re holding her too close, or that we think ourselves too great to do what royalty normally does and send our children to live among the likes of them. That’s the last thing we want, Lorn.

      Freelorn sighed. Can we talk about this later? As in when you get home, at which time I desperately hope she’ll still be in this crib chewing on her toys?

      Segnbora laughed softly. It can wait.

      But Freelorn was curious now. You seriously think that where you are right now is a place you want her to spend time? He reached out to Segnbora in mind in a slightly different mode, and immediately she could feel him riffling through her impressions of the place, a swift flutter of images and sense-moments like someone fanning the half-open pages of a book: broad-flowing water, bright skies, the faint red-gold stars of rushlights scattered down the dinner table, laughter…

      It’s a first impression, Segnbora said. There’s… I don’t know. There’s something in the air here.

      Besides the stink of rotting flax plants, you mean.

      She laughed, shaking her head. Freelorn’s more fastidious side often got the better of him when it came to complaining about bad smells, except when it was his job to do something about them (as now, when rebuilding the sewers of Prydon—a task ignored for many years—was much on the King’s mind). …Something, Segnbora said. I don’t know. I hope to find out before I need to move on.

      And then you can come home…

      Only five more holdings after this one, Segnbora said. I’m counting them down like some youngster counting toward the first of Summer. Then, rather to her horror, she yawned. Oh, Lorn, I’m so sorry—

      Stop it! I’m the one who should be sorry. You’ve been on the road all day and I’m being an idiot about keeping you up— He reached up, touched her face.

      She stroked her cheek into the touch, insubstantial though it might be. Not an idiot. …When he gets back from wherever he’s gone, give my love to our loved.

      Every night, Freelorn said, very softly. He misses you.

      And I miss you. And him. And her, so much. Oh Lorn, I know this needs doing but it’s hard to be doing it for so long…

      I don’t think you’ll need to do this again, Freelorn said. Or not quite this way. But in the meantime…

      I know. I’m thinking about a couple of tendays ahead. And holding you all.

      Go sleep then, sweet, and bring the day closer. Another of those faraway touches, and he was gone.

      Segnbora sighed into the dark, yawned one more time, closed her eyes and let her mind quiet. It took a while, especially in the face of the memory—now stubbornly resurfacing—of that first unshielded flash of thought from Lennel, even as they were all standing there at the gates: that sense that there was something going on here, something she wasn’t being told.

      It’ll all come out soon enough, I’m sure, Segnbora thought wearily. Give it time. For the moment, get some rest. You’re never any good without that…

      And some time after that she drowsed off at last. But clinging about the edges of her thoughts as she did was the memory of the sun on the flowing river, as she sat on the bank, and something saying to her: Release…
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      She never knew whose the screaming was, to start with; but as she realized where she was, she knew that quite soon she’d find out.

      The familiarity of the dream, once it was fairly started, was one of the most upsetting and unfair-seeming things about it. This again, some parts of her would cry out at the first signs of it. I did it once and got it right! Why do I have to keep trying it over and over? To not have it happen at all? That, she always knew, even in the depth of the dream, wasn’t just a futile hope, but a selfish one. Without the terrible reality that unfolded at the battle of Bluepeak, who knew what would have happened to the Kingdoms, and to all the unknown rest of the world, in a matter of weeks or months?

      But inevitably pain and terror would drive the memory away—or rather the knowledge that it was a memory—and perforce Segnbora would live it all again: the broad mountain ledge at Britfell where they were trapped, the blinding snow blasting past Freelorn and his other people on the screaming wind, the roar of the attackers, human and inhuman; the ice and the darkness, the death before her eyes of people she loved; the final destruction of hope, and the failure of everything she had been living for until that moment. Inevitably it came again, the seemingly hours-long pause between one breath and the next, during which she realized that for the sakes of those still alive there was only one way left to try to free her Fire, and trying it would probably kill her.

      Merciful human memory might dull some images over time, but not this next one, it seemed. It was always brutally clear, right down to the streak-shaped sleet-drops and flakes of snow catching on her shaking hands, sharp-lit by the lightning arcing from cloud to cloud above. Looking down, wracked with shivers of cold and terror, Segnbora saw those hands gripping Skádhwë, ready to drive it in: the shadowblade still deadly dark, ready to pierce effortlessly through to her heart and sunder her from life.

      Then as always came the scalding crimson flash of blood seen by the next lightning-flash. Freelorn, kneeling across from Eftgan with the One Knife in his hand for the enacture of the royal magics, suddenly sprouted a Reaver-fletched arrow from his chest. His face went ghastly white with the shock of it, but as he fell Lorn pushed the fistful of dirt on which his blood had to be shed against the wound and the blood leaping from him, and then fell—

      Herewiss gripped him and went down with him in a blaze of Fire to keep Freelorn on the right side of the last Door. In response to the successfully completed magic, instantly there came a shriek of rage from the battlefield, followed by a sort of moan of ugly desire and fear at the sight of something dark starting to happen in response to the magic, something awful and deadly—

      But the inexorable shadow gathering for the terrible manifestation of the Gnorn and the utter undoing of the Arlene and Darthene armies and royal lines did not affect Segnbora as much as that single arrow. No choice now. No choice. She clenched her fists around Skádhwë and bent near double as she shoved the blade in—

      Yet now, as sometimes happened, things changed. Her own gasp of agony at the thrust, the awful weak vibration down Skádhwë’s length as her heart tried to beat around what pierced it, that was the same. The scream of the wind was the same. But the screams from the battlefield seemed somehow different. She had no name for the difference she was hearing, and even though she was bleeding out her life’s blood she had to stop and listen—

      But it’s wrong, it’s different, it’s, it’s—

      …chickens??

      Her eyes snapped open. For a few seconds she had no idea where she was, why it was so dark, why the air around her smelled wrong. Then memory returned: the previous day’s ride, like so many others: the rider who met her, the house, the dinner, the shutbed. Segnbora was panting, but it didn’t seem that she’d cried out when she awakened. Maybe it’s just as well I’m more the kind to freeze than  scream.  She rubbed her face, was relieved to find it wasn’t wet, and sat up, blinking at the noise from outside.

      It was faint, blunted by the stone outer walls of the house; but the chimney next to the shutbed conducted some sound down. Across the big yard from the main hall there was a henhouse built into the side of the stable block, and it sounded as if something had seriously upset the inhabitants. There were many yells of distress, and over them all a cockerel was shrieking fit to wake the dead.

      Elsewhere in the house Segnbora could hear beds being unlatched, then doors being unbarred, pushed open. On a hunch she closed her eyes and reached out with her undersenses to see if the ruckus had awakened Steelsheen.

      …Uneasy movement, suspicion; readiness. Then the stamp of a hoof at the familiar brush of Segnbora’s mind against the mare’s; a sense of annoyance, the slight weariness of someone awakened some time before they’d wanted to be, but otherwise at peace with life. Noise next door, yes. But going quieter now. The sound of people nearby, ones she’d heard earlier, who’d fed her and watered her. Nothing to be concerned about.

      Segnbora let herself fall back against the pillows as the noise outside started to die down, and tried to relax enough so that her breathing would calm again. Whether any of them liked it or not, in the wake of the War more-than-occasional bad dreams had become part of her whole family’s emotional landscape—Herewiss suffered worst of them all. Right now it would have been tempting to try to blame this most recent event on having had too much to eat too late at night, but Segnbora knew otherwise.

      She swallowed, swallowed again until the tightness in her chest receded and her breathing started to calm. Even the memory of the triumph that had followed that moment of terror—her victorious Dracon shadow ripping himself away from the cliffside amid the screaming wind and lightning and the snow—could pull her away from it only with difficulty. …That, and the broader realization, slow to arrive sometimes, that everything was all right now; that they had won. That Lorn was alive, and King. That she had her Fire at last. And now they could all at long last start living the next part of their lives…

      Segnbora breathed out, breathed in: did it again. The woman whose shadow came real, Lennel had said. It seemed so remote when it was put that way, an old story  already in the process of getting lost in time. There are already songs about it, Segnbora thought. Which is strange enough when you’re in one. But some day we’ll be an old old tale of how things went once in the depths of time. And then people will start wondering if we were ever real at all…

      Already the dream was starting to fade. Segnbora, closing her eyes, was glad enough to let it do that. Helped by her own weariness and by how routine the awful experience had become, somewhere during the process of quieting herself, she fell asleep again.

      By the time her eyes opened once more there was light outside the slats of the shutbed’s doors. Outside them, morning light had crept into the hall; people were moving. As she pulled on a light tunic and breeches and boots she heard the oven door clank as Tik levered it open, then the crack and rustle of small wood and brush being pushed in to start bringing it back up to its daytime working heat.

      He was fanning the kindling into life with a somewhat-singed triangle of linen stretched between ironwood sticks as Segnbora undid the shutbed’s door latch and stepped out. “Fair morning!” Tik said, glancing sidewise at her as he pushed some more kindling in on top of what had just caught fire. “Didn’t think we’d see you so early! Unless of course the privy’s on your mind…”

      Segnbora chuckled. “After last night? Hard to avoid it. But I confess I was awake already when the noise started.”

      “Oh, you heard that? Pity! I’d have hoped you might have missed it.”

      “The henhouse?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Anyone lost?”

      “No, it’s too well built for that. We’re sorry about all the kicking and banging, though!”

      “What? What kicking?”

      “Well, after Pavi went out to check on the chickens, Breye went in to see to the horses, and your Steelsheen got a bit angry about that.”

      “Angry? Not at the child, I hope!”

      “Oh no! She wasn’t bothered at all. She’s used to the big horses throwing tantrums sometimes in the morning—”

      Tantrums! That didn’t sound much like Steelsheen. “But she quieted down right enough as soon as Breye brought her in her grain feed. There’d been some kicking at the sides of the stall, you know how it is sometimes when a horse wakes up in an unfamiliar stable…”

      Segnbora supposed he had a point there. She shook her head. “I’m sorry she made such a fuss! But what was after the chickens, do you think?”

      “Well, there are plenty of foxes and stoats hereabouts. They come into the holding often enough—nothing to do but kill them if they get too bold. And there are the big water-weasels, too, you know the kind. But mostly they’re shy, they don’t like to come near where people live…”

      Segnbora nodded. “Well,” she said, “let’s hope they let you alone for a while after this!” She headed for the side door.

      “There’s a warm-water tank out there on the other side of this wall,” Tik called after her, “if you want a quick scrub before you breakfast. The one with the wooden lid on it.”

      ”Just what I was hoping! Thank you.”

      Yet as she headed out, once again Segnbora thought she’d caught a drift of thought, like a breath of smoke on the air: something like …could have been worse, what if something else had come along while she was here… And a sense, vague, a bit uncomfortable, about something to do with the river.

      She could have gone after the thought more forcefully, but without better cause that seemed wrong. Chickens, after all, she thought. Who knows what got them upset? Never mind.

      Segnbora went out the side door and around the corner, used the privy with great relief—my Goddess, so much wine, and all that food, however am I going to keep up with these people?—and afterwards headed for the stone- and brick-built tank that Tik had mentioned, built against the hall’s outer wall so it could both catch the sun and bleed heat from the firebrick wall behind the hall’s oven. Next to it, beneath a sloping rooflet built into the wall, on a wooden rack there hung an assortment of soft, much-used linen bodytowels—some dry, some already used and hanging up to dry again, and a few strung-up bunches of bath-herbs, dried or newly picked: vervain and water-mint, and one of the northern versions of scrapewort.  Segnbora gratefully stripped out of her tunic—the sweat of the previous day’s ride was still much with her—wetted a towel and scrubbed off, and then rubbed herself down first with the sandy scratch of the scrapewort and then with the watermint, rinsing the bunches off and hanging them up again after. Once toweled dry again, she slipped back into her loose blue day-tunic and put a hand down into the water of the tank again, calling forth the Fire and watching the unusual shimmer of it around her hand through the water. Not too hot, she thought. Wouldn’t want to startle anybody—

      She left the water a little warmer than she’d found it, closer to blood heat, and then let the bloom of Flame climb up out of the water and all over the towel rack, leaving everything dry in her wake. So. Let’s go have a look at Sheen…

      Segnbora made her way around the side of the hall and past the doors at the long end into the main farmyard, past the well where she’d drunk the holding’s water the previous day. There as she crossed the worn-down cobbles she met the very, very swag-bellied farm cat, all glossy shining black with white feet, making her way across the yard. Though she was heading more or less northward, the cat’s insides were going emphatically east and west as she walked, and her gait was the somewhat strained and straight-legged walk of someone saddled with a burden she’s eagerly anticipating putting down.

      Segnbora’s hand went to her midsection in immediate sympathy. “Morning, sib,” she said.

      The cat glanced at her. “Firebearer,” she said, unconcerned, and ambled on her way, intent on something in the main barn.

      Segnbora came to a halt there for just a moment, shocked still by the warmth of an unexpected pleasure. How many times would such a greeting—casual, almost uninterested—have seemed like the most important thing in the world to her? To simply have the Fire, to be about the business of using it, to be saluted as someone who had it and wasn’t otherwise particularly of note…

      Then she laughed under her breath. Not a destiny that was planned for me, that’s plain, she thought. Or if it was, Herself came up with something She liked better…

      She made her way over to the stable block, pausing just briefly to have a look at the chicken coop. It was strong and well built, wood-framed and slatted like the shutbed, and the chickens—all fine brown broad-beamed country hens, under the eye of a wary-looking dark-brown cockerel—were out wandering around the grass of their plot in the morning sun as if nothing in the world had happened. Segnbora raised her eyebrows at them, shaking her head, and went into the stable.

      Pony Boy’s little piebald was in there, as was a big Black Darthene who Segnbora suspected was kept for ploughing and heavy dray-work. In the stall next to his Steelsheen stood, looking supernally bored. She whickered at Segnbora as she came over to the stall door, and put her face out to be rubbed.

      “I hear you threw a tantrum,” Segnbora murmured. The mare flicked an ear forward and back at her as Segnbora rubbed her nose and looked past her at the corncrib, which looked like it had been filled yet again this morning. “Not now, though, hmm?”

      Steelsheen didn’t quite roll her eyes, but her expression came fairly close to it. From her Segnbora got a sense of something vaguely strange having happened during the early morning; a memory of some faint dry scent she wasn’t immediately familiar with. Gone now, though.

      “Enough strange smells around here, I’ll grant you that,” Segnbora said, rubbing the silvery nose and then straightening to glance around. Full bucket, full corncrib, clean straw, a view out the open stable door into the sunny yard: everything in order. “But you’re not bothered, are you. You just love being spoiled by people who haven’t caught on to what a cunning thing you are.”

      With an ostentatious swish of her tail Steelsheen turned away, showed Segnbora her muscular rear, and put her face down into the bucket. Segnbora chuckled and headed back for the hall.

      Whatever her concerns about Tik’s passing thought might have been, by the time Segnbora got back inside, there’d have been no chance of following it any further. Between her going out and her coming back in, Tik and Pavi had already loaded the center table nearly to invisibility with breads and cheeses and pitchers of hot and cold draft of various kinds. The place was crowded with what seemed the whole Sesmenni family by turns, a hubbub of hastily snatched breakfasts. None of them were precisely ignoring her, but none of them were dancing attendance on her either, and the space seemed flooded full of workaday thought that had no sense of foreboding about it whatsoever. Did I imagine it? Segnbora thought, gazing down at the table. Has the War left me just too nervous for my own good?

      “Not that cheese, for Goddess’s sake,” a voice said behind her shoulder. “It’ll make you so sorry.”

      Segnbora turned to smile at Lennel. “One of those dangerous ones, is it? I’ve got a husband who’s fond of cheeses like that.”

      “The Brightwood-born one?”

      Segnbora saw the glint in Lennel’s eye that went with her not saying anything about anyone being a Prince. “That’s right.”

      “That explains it, then! They’re all a bit peculiar over that way.” Lennel waved her hand at the little wood-stoppered earthenware jar on the table. “I’ll give you some of the Wenilg to take with you if you like. But I hope you’ll be heading home soon after you’re done here, because otherwise that stuff’ll leap at your throat when you open it! Anyway, have some of that bread before it goes cold. And here, try this herbdraft: there’s ginger in this one. “

      They sat down at the empty end of the table, where Pavi was sitting with a goblet of draft and a small long loaf that he had split and was busily buttering. “Did you sleep well?” Lennel said, looking a little curiously at Segnbora. “You look a bit drawn.”

      She was tempted to make an excuse, but suddenly it came to her that if she wanted these people to tell her the truth about what was going on with them, perhaps it would be wisest if she did so herself.

      “I had a bit of trouble sleeping, to tell you the truth. The weather’s mild, and maybe with the fireplace as well, it was all a little much for me.” She laughed ruefully. “I’ve spent so much time sleeping out the last couple of years that even big drafty old barns like the Queen’s house in Darthis seem overheated to me sometimes.” Except when they don’t, and I set the fireplace on fire…

      “Well, you know,” Lennel said after a moment, “maybe there’s somewhere better.” She glanced over at Pavi. “The seeding-house?”

      Her husband looked at her with some concern. “Are you sure? It’s so…rustic.”

      Segnbora blinked at that. “What’s a seeding-house?”

      “It’s just a little wood-built bothy at the top of the flax fields,” Lennel said. “When we’re putting the seed down in the early spring there has to be someone by the fields from dawn to dusk to keep the birds from picking the seed out of the ground; and then later for a couple of weeks at night as well, to keep the hares and conies from eating all the tender new sprouts. Once a month or so has passed the crop’s safe, though of course when we reseed later in the year it has to be done all over again. But the house is nice in spring weather, or when someone wants some space to themselves. There’s a cot in there, and a little stove. It’s very quiet, and certainly cool enough this time of year. If it sounds good to you—”

      “It sounds perfect.”

      “Then someone will take you around there later and settle you in.”

      They ate a little and watched the family finish their breakfasts and head out to the fields and the barns, the older members taking some of the children with them to help (or, as Segnbora suspected, “supervise”). She was left at the table with the most senior wives and husbands.

      “So shall we start talking about what I can do for you over the next couple of days?” Segnbora said when the eating had finally subsided into finishing whatever breads and cheeses had been broken open, and dishes were being taken away to be stored out of the way of insects and children and cats. “Right at the side of the list, though: am I remembering rightly that you said you were thinking about expanding the northernmost of the flax fields?”

      “It’s true,” Pavi said, “except that the only ground we can expand it into is full of rocks.”

      “Come noontime it won’t be,” Segnbora said, and got up. “I’ll meet you outside.”
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      She fetched Skádhwë from the shutbed, slung the capped sheath over her shoulder, and went to join the others out by the hall’s front doors. “This way’s quickest,” Tik said, waving at a small flagstoned path that ran down a kind of roofed alley between two of the flax-storage barns.

      There was some casual conversation as they made their way out through the center of the main flax field—mostly to do with barge traffic on the river, and whether or not building a landing-stage in the center of the nearest oxbow might be a good way to encourage casual trade. But all the while Segnbora could feel her companions’ attention on what she was carrying over her shoulder, and their curiosity about it. They were, however, also waiting to see what Segnbora had in mind to do about the rocks in the next field over.

      She smiled to herself as they came to the very old drystone wall that stood between the presently cultivated field and the uncultivated one beyond it. “Mostly this is here to slow down the flooding a little when the river rises,” Lennel said as she climbed up a stepping-stone stile set into the wall, and down the other side. “The dykes and banks down around the curve give us a little more protection, but when it really wants to rise, there’s no stopping it…”

      Segnbora nodded as she stepped up onto the stile and stood more or less on top of the wall, looking down into the next field. It was littered with rocks of every size, mostly of the dark grey granite that were the bones of the hills dominating the countryside here, though a few boulders of the dominant Darthene black basalt cropped up among them. Some of the stones were the size of wagons, or bigger, and jutted up out of rutted ill-drained ground where years of flooding and silt had half-buried them.

      “Oh dear,” Segnbora said as she stepped down on the other side. “Think how many storms it must have taken to roll all these down from the hills!”

      “It’s taken a long time to clear the rest of the ground we’re farming now,” Pavi said. “But some of it, like this, there’s just nothing you can do…”

      “Well,” Segnbora said, looking around for a good place to start. Her glance lit on one of the bigger boulders nearby that was surprisingly symmetrical, almost ball-shaped. “Lennel,” she said, heading for it, “I was over by the retting pond that’s in use right now and I saw that you’ve got pathways laid down it with small stones. And some of the stooks that are retting are being held down by stones too. Those are all from here, I’d guess?”

      “Pretty much, yes—”

      “What if you had some big stepping stones instead? Slabs, I mean. Nothing rough or uneven.” She reached over her shoulder, unslung the scabbard and uncapped it. “And some thinner slabs to hold the stooks down?”

      “That’d be very convenient, though I’m not sure where we—” She trailed off at the sight of the long sharp sliver of utter darkness that Segnbora pulled out of the sheath.

      Tik and Pavi stared. Lennel was gazing at Skádhwë too, but less in surprise than with the look of someone trying to understand where the light that struck it was going.

      “It’s…” Pavi shook his head. “What is it?”

      Segnbora had learned early on that to say “Oh, it’s a splinter that Queen Efmaer pulled off the Door into Starlight back in the day—” was generally unwise. Most normal people found it disconcerting to suddenly be confronted with the depths of history… not to mention the sharp edge of mortality, a broken-off piece of death’s very Door. “It came to me during the War,” was all she said now as she dropped Skádhwë’s scabbard and circled the stone, examining it to work out the best side to start work. “It’s very useful.”

      She lifted up the shadowblade, stepped close to the boulder, and chose a spot close to one side of its near-sphere, as if it was a loaf of bread and she was about to slice it. Then Segnbora laid her free hand over Skádhwë’s back— insofar as it had a back—and pressed down.

      Without hesitation the long straight sliver of darkness slid downward through the stone with no more trouble than if it had been the unripened green cheese from dinner last night. While she’d occasionally had cause to do this kind of thing during the War, there’d usually been no time to closely examine the results. Now, as the first slab fell away from the end of the boulder and thumped down onto the sodden ground, blindingly reflecting the morning sky, Segnbora was fascinated to see the almost mirror-like surface the shadowblade had left behind it. You could see the stone’s inner crystals glittering in it, like jewels in the sun.

      Everyone gathered around to look. “Maybe it’d be wiser if I didn’t start doing this up in town,” she said as the others regarded the first slice. “People would start suggesting I go into the business…”

      “I could see why!” Pavi said.

      Lennel was shaking her head, her attention on Skádhwë. “How did it not cut you too?”

      Segnbora shook her head. “I can’t be sure, but it doesn’t. It’s only done that once… when I needed it to. Hasn’t done it since.” She laughed. “And I hope it won’t do it again! Here, let me do another and you’ll let me know how thick you want these.”

      A number of experiments followed until the boulder lay in many shining almost-circles on the ground, with the Sesmenni spouses standing around discussing what the pieces would be best for. Segnbora was meanwhile looking around for the next likely rock. “If you want smaller pieces so you can do work on the field walls and so forth, you should let me know…” She glanced at Tik. “And you know, I’ve seen bakeries in town where they use slabs like this to do pastry on; keeps it cold while you work, apparently. Interested?”

      Tik grinned at her. “Goodness. Now that you mention…!”

      All told the group of them spent about an hour over the work, and by the time Segnbora was done there was not a single stone in the field that hadn’t been sliced, broken up small, or (by occasional use of the Fire) reduced to powder. There was a certain satisfaction to it—not just the pleasure of watching the field change from a boulder-scattered mess to a landscape with obvious contours, far more suitable for having a plough dragged through. As someone who routinely had Dragons at the bottom of her mind, it was perhaps no surprise that Segnbora was experiencing a casual enjoyment in this small-scale stonework—the kind of chore that required no great attention, and during which the mind might pleasantly wander. For a moment she thought of Herewiss stealing time here and there to work on Skádhwë’s sheath, and smiled.

      “‘Useful’ you called it?” Lennel said, looking around them admiringly at all the blocks and slabs leaning against each other around the field, like so many slices of bread. “I’d say you’ve understated a bit. Everyone with a holding should have one of those!”

      “I think you’d have to take that up with Herself,” Segnbora said, “but I see your point.”

      “And a lot of these slabs will fit in the wheelbarrow, too, so it won’t be much work to get them into the yard…”

      “Wheelbarrow? Why would I make you go to all that trouble! Just tell me where you’ll be wanting them. Somewhere out of the way, I suppose. Maybe out behind the stable block? There’s space there by the chickens’ grass plot. It’s just dirt right now, though I don’t know if you were thinking of planting anything there…”

      “What, there? No, that would be fine, that spot doesn’t get any sun to speak of and it’s no good for planting. We stack baled hay there sometimes.”

      “All right,” Segnbora said, and stood there for a moment just considering how to handle what was going to come next. The bits and pieces are all over the field, and there’s no point in moving them one by one. Better to move them all to one spot and then—

      She paused. Wait, this makes more sense!  “Lennel,” Segnbora said, lifting Skádhwë, “maybe you want to move back a bit; what I’m going to do may wobble around the edges while I’m working, and it wouldn’t be safe to be too close. You don’t mind some of the dirt from this field winding up behind the stable block, do you?”

      “Why, no, but—”

      It’s been a good while since Bluepeak, Segnbora thought, but I’m sure I can do this. At least there’s no chance of killing anybody if there’s a hiccup—

      “Right,” she said, glancing over her shoulder to make sure Lennel and Tik and Pavi were well out of the way. Segnbora closed her eyes.

      In her mind she was standing in front of the chicken coop again, and now she looked past it to that patch of bare dirt behind the stable block. Even this morning, without particularly thinking about it, by courtesy of the Dracon part of her makeup she’d been able to faintly sense some of the forces of the world that invested that particular patch of ground—among them its precise location on the surface of the world, and the unseen forces that penetrated it, which were the ones Dragons used to fly and guide themselves. Now she reached into that memory and grasped that sense of place, then summoned up the Fire.

      It leapt down Skádhwë, waiting to be directed. Segnbora lifted the shadowblade and with it drew a careful circle of blue Flame five ells wide in the air. As the circle sealed, through it that view of the bare patch of dirt shimmered into view.

      Slowly Segnbora backed away from the new gate, a thin thread of Fire a couple of times her height still attaching the end of her focus to the main circle. Once she was sure of the distance, she started leading the gate around the field as if it was a hound on a leash. Not at all unwillingly it followed her. She stepped over the first pile of sliced-up slabs, tugging the gate along behind her down low to the ground. The edges of it scooped down into the soft wet earth under the stones as if with a razor-edged spoon, and deposited the stones and the earth halfway across the holding, behind the stable block.

      She heard Tik’s and Lennel’s murmur, heard Pavi’s soft gasp, but didn’t turn to see; just kept walking, tugging the circle of the gate over pile after pile of stones, each time slightly changing the connection to the space behind the stable block so that what she was moving would come down in a slightly different spot each time. Slow and steady, Segnbora thought, stay clear and careful about what’s going on, don’t rush it, take the time it needs… But it wasn’t easy, and was getting harder by the moment. Dead weight was one of the things hardest to move through a gate, and if stone was anything, it was both heavy and unalive.

      Halfway around, now, though. I can do this without needing to pause and then start over. Which was just as well, for doing another gating so soon after having opened and closed one would be significantly more difficult. The biggest of the chopped-up slabs, from the largest of the wagon-sized boulders, went through. Segnbora took a deep breath and tried to pick up the pace a little as she headed for the other side of the field, for the willingness was slowly beginning to seep out of the gate. Or more accurately, the fabric of existence was, as usual, beginning to complain about two parts of it being made contiguous that weren’t meant to be so, even though they were close together.

      The sweat had sprung out on Segnbora’s brow some minutes back and she hadn’t really noticed it. She was noticing now, though, as the strain truly began to make itself apparent. Just five more of these piles now. She scooped the fifth one into the gate, heard a crack and a thump as one of the slabs landing on the far side came down with a little too much force and split. Just one, there are plenty more—  She made for the fourth and third piles, which were quite close together, and took them in a single unbroken scoop.

      Two more, Segnbora thought, shaking her head to get the sweat out of her eyes for just the next few breaths. The gate she was dragging behind her was feeling as heavy as if the last batch of rocks was still inside it. Never mind. Not much further. The second pile was small; the one beyond it was the last of the wagon-sized ones.

      She put her head down like a carthorse leaning into the last few yards before a hilltop and pulled the gate over the second pile of stones, feeling the weight of them shudder through her body as they passed through the gate, a difficult dragging sensation like walking through a wall. One more. Now. Go. Segnbora gulped for air and stepped rightward around that last pile, dodged left again to get the gate-circle centered and pulled it after her with all her might.

      The stones’ unshifted weight met her and pushed against her, heavy as a hillside and as immovable. But not for me, Segnbora thought, setting her jaw, I’ve got Dragon in my blood and my bones now, and this little pile of splinters and chippings isn’t enough to make one of the lhhw’hei feel so much as an urge to pick its teeth—!

      She gripped Skádhwë tighter and pulled with everything she had. Slowly, slowly she could feel the last stones’ resistance giving way, feel the gate moving forward in obedience to her will—though more and more every moment with a feeling like a cord stretched tight to the point where it might snap. No no no, she thought, for the very concept was potentially disastrous. That is not going to happen. One last yank—

      The stones fell through into the space behind the stable block. Segnbora gasped in a final breath of exertion and whipped Skádhwë free of the line of Fire that strained between her and the gate. The thread of blue Flame in the air flashed bright and went out, the view through it shivering like a reflection in a windblown pool and then vanishing entirely.

      Segnbora lowered Skádhwë and stood there for a moment, wiping sticky wet hair off her forehead and  just working to breathe. Behind her, through the ringing of her ears, she could hear the Sesmenni spouses coming to join her. “There’s certainly no arguing that you’d be very handy around the place,” Lennel was saying—then trailed off as she came up alongside Segnbora and got a look at her face. “Wait, are you all right?”

      Segnbora nodded and went to lean against the nearby drystone wall, trying to brace herself enough to keep from displaying how wobbly she felt. “I’m fine,” she said. “No one uses the Fire without paying for it. And sometimes how the payment feels comes as a surprise, even on the smaller wreakings…”

      “You’re white as a sheet! Pavi, get me that water bottle!”

      “Truly, it’s all right. Since the baby came, sometimes I have trouble with wreakings in the first few minutes after they’re done—” But then a stoneware bottle was pressed into her hand, and Segnbora realized her mouth was dry as dust from her gasping, and all she could do was drink the bottle half dry.

      “The smaller wreakings?” Tik said, and if he was making any attempt to hide his incredulity, it wasn’t working.

      Lennel and Pavi and Tik were all staring at her as if they expected her to fall over at any moment. “No, truly,” Segnbora said, “I’ll be fine, this won’t last long.” She took another long breath. “It’s just that the last time I did a gating with anything like this much weight involved—” She shook her head. “It was for a couple of thousand people.”

      “At the great battle,” Lennel murmured. “At Bluepeak.”

      Segnbora nodded, sucking in another long breath. “The trouble is that this, this was—”

      “Was harder than sending thousands of people hundreds of miles away?” Pavi looked confused.

      Segnbora shrugged. “I was still in breakthrough,” she said. “Not any more, though.” She laughed, though it made the shortness of breath worse. “These days I have to work a lot harder at it. And anyway, small pen-strokes are always harder to get right than big ones…” She glanced around with satisfaction. “Though I’ll grant you, that was more work than I’d thought I’d be doing before nunch.”

      “It’s more work than I’ve ever seen anybody do around here before nunch,” Lennel said. “And reason enough to start eating early, for fear someone tells our Head of House that we’re abusing our laborers.”

      Segnbora had to start laughing again. “Got your breath back, then,” Lennel said. “Let’s go in and sit down.”
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      Nunch turned out to be breakfast again, with more meat—quite a lot of cold sliced pork from the night before—and when Segnbora sat down and started in she found to her surprise that she was ravenous. “Fieldwork,” Pavi said after a little while. “Takes it out of you.”

      “I’m in no position to argue,” Segnbora said as she went for her third slice of the pork and some bread to put it on, and Lennel wordlessly handed her the mustard pot. “I can’t think when I last did something quite that strenuous.”

      “Besides having a child, you mean.”

      That made her laugh. “Yes,” she said, “you’ve got a point there…”

      Someone tapped her knee from below the table. Segnbora looked down to see those blue eyes waiting for her attention. “Mustard?” she said.

      “All right,” said Pony Boy.

      She spread the piece of bread she was holding with mustard, folded the pork into it and handed it down. It was taken with alacrity. “About the flooding,” she said. “How much of a problem is it for you? I don’t mean every year: these things tend to run in cycles, a bit. Say, in a given twenty years.”

      Lennel and Pavi and Tik looked at each other. “Maybe… three times?” Pavi said.

      “In the last twenty? Four,” said Tik. “You remember, there was that little one in ’02.”

      “Oh, that hardly counts!”

      “Only because we were still rebuilding the barn from the last one that washed it away…”

      Segnbora’s eyes went wide. “It washed your barn away?!” Then there was another tap on her knee. She looked down.

      “More mustard,” said the owner of the blue eyes, handing her back the bread minus a few bites.

      She took it back, spooned some more mustard on top, handed it down again. “That’s not to be borne,” Segnbora said. “The big barn, this was? The goods barn where all the unspun linen’s stored before the carters come for it?”

      Lennel nodded. “The flood took most of that year’s crop,” she said. “It was just luck that we were moving it into the other barns when the storms hit. We normally split it among all the large buildings, now, until it’s safely on the road.”

      “Well, time to stop relying on luck to protect you,” Segnbora muttered. “I wonder if moving the loop of the river a bit would help…”

      They stared at her, and the unison of their incredulity washed over her undersenses like a breaking wave. But there was also something else washing around the edges of their thought that she couldn’t identify. “Moving the river?” said Pavi.

      Segnbora shrugged, careful to keep her curiosity at what she’d just felt off her face. “It’s not beyond doing if we can be sure it won’t cause more harm than help. We’ve moved far larger things lately when there’s been need.”

      Lennel regarded her with astonishment. “Larger than a river?”

      “I know it sounds uncanny. But since the Dragons came back into the world to be with humanity again, works that we could’ve only imagined before have become far simpler.” Segnbora felt it wiser not to get too involved in the details of this particular line of explanation. The earthquake-assisted closure against the Reavers of the much-invaded old pass at Bluepeak had been noised abroad from one side of the Middle Kingdoms to the other, reassuring some and greatly unsettling others—especially those who suspected that Dragons had in some way been involved.

      And the unsettled would certainly by now have become the deeply distressed if they’d heard that the King of Arlen had quietly enlisted the Dragons’ aid in opening another brand-new pass for the Ladha peoples, much further west and unknown to anyone but Darthen’s Queen and a few trusted royal advisors in each court. And if that hadn’t distressed them, Segnbora thought, the sight of a hundred Dragons tearing up half a mountain range like breadcrumbs for dumplings certainly would have done…

      Lennel was shaking her head. “Who would do such a huge thing for us?”

      Segnbora shrugged. “I would. What’s a Head of House for, anyway?”

      Wide-eyed, the husbands looked at each other, and then at Lennel.

      She too was looking a bit bemused, as if this attitude was genuinely something she hadn’t been expecting. “Word would get around,” Lennel said, as if wondering whether this would be a good thing.

      Segnbora nodded. “It would. You might wind up with more neighbors, over time; people who come to see the wonder, then stay to take advantage of it. But, you know, that might even happen to some extent if you put in a landing stage that was big enough.” She shrugged. “Since I’m Head of House, whether they’d be permitted to settle here would finally come down to my choice. The Throne would be guided by me. But your say in the matter would be greatest.”

      “Truly,” Tik said, as if this too was taking him by surprise.

      “Truly. This is your holding, after all.” Segnbora shook her head. “I don’t live here! It’s your people who have, for generations. And without you living here, the House would get no good of this land or what it produces in your care! You know better than I can what’ll make your lives easier. So if after taking a while to talk it over you find you like the thought, send me word and I’ll take it up with the Queen. If she finds it sound, we’ll go forward. But so small a change in the river’s path doesn’t strike me as likely to cause much trouble.”

      For a few moments people sat just eating and considering that. “You can just go talk to the Queen,” Tik said, “just like that…”

      Segnbora snorted softly. “I had to wait three hours the other day,” she said, eyebrows up in resignation. “She’s a busy woman, my wife.”

      “And there’s something I imagine the rest of the Forty aren’t overjoyed about,” Pavi said.

      “No, you’re right enough about that. There’s a hundred different kinds of trouble Eftgan and I are supposed to be getting into, but mostly the other Heads of House won’t say anything about it where they can be heard…”

      Lennel smiled a small grim smile. “Because you have Dragons.”

      “Well, the ‘having’ goes both ways. Not that the Forty care about that.”

      “It’s a shame you couldn’t bring yours with you!” Tik said.

      Segnbora agreed, but that was a possibility she’d had to dismiss mere moments after she brought news of her errand home. Having Hasai visibly present on her travels would immediately have been read as the most blatant sort of challenge by any Head of House in any territory adjacent to the tai-Enraesi appanages, north or south. “It’s not that he hasn’t been about,” she said after a moment. “Dragons can fly higher than any eagle, and see clearer. He’s always within call, and often within sight, if I know where to look.” She smiled. “But yes, it’s a shame I can’t show him off. He’s worth seeing.”

      Lennel made a slightly annoyed face. “It’s also a shame the Queen makes you run about the countryside doing people’s yardwork instead of leaving you at peace to stay home with your baby if you choose.”

      “Yes it is!” Segnbora said—and then burst out laughing at how readily that had fallen out of her mouth. All the others laughed too. “And don’t think I didn’t want to tell her so! But she has the right of it. Which I hate.”

      Tik nodded and poured her another cup of draft. “But then,” Segnbora said, turning the cup around and around on the table, “unfortunately all kinds of other people at home can be with the baby. And I’m the only one who can do this work right now.” She sighed, had a drink of the herb draft and enjoyed the sting of the ginger in it. “And also, someday this will be the baby’s work as well. Unfortunately Lord Holmaern wasn’t much good at teaching me how to do it. So now I have to learn it my own way from the ground up, so I can teach it to Frialan when her turn comes to learn.” She shrugged.

      “It’s still hard for you, though,” Lennel said.

      Segnbora nodded. “Don’t think I didn’t spend some time trying to find ways around the separation. You saw what I did in the field just now. The view through the gate-circle? That could as easily have been looking into the courtyard of Kynall Castle as at the back of your stable block. I could do that at the end of every day. Just open a Door and go home to the spouses in Prydon. Or put on a Dragon’s skin and fly there.” She found herself turning the cup around and around again: a habit she had caught from Herewiss, one of his “thinking” gestures. “But every time you do such a thing, it costs something in the Fire. Each time, it takes a little off your life… and no way to tell just how much.” She looked up. “And when suddenly there’s a child to consider, maybe you don’t throw away those minutes, those hours of life, quite so readily.”

      “Yet you spent them on rocks in our field…” Lennel murmured.

      “Because I chose to! It’s too easy to err in the other direction entirely: to not use the Fire at all because you’re terrified you’re wasting it. Some have become so paralyzed by that fear that they wind up hardly using the Flame at all.” Segnbora shook her head, smiled ruefully. “That’ll never be my problem! I spent far too long wanting the Fire more than anything. But now that I’ve got it, what I won’t do is waste it idly on my own wants. The blue Flame’s meant for Her work in the world… and your field’s as much a part of that as what happened at Bluepeak or Arlid Fields.”

      “With less bloodshed, I very much hope,” Tik muttered.

      Segnbora laughed. “Very much less. My holders, your House owes you this work! Another Head might have done what I just did by hiring in a work crew and bringing them down in carts. If I have it in my power to do it differently but as well, where’s the harm? The means may differ, but the point is to do the work and leave you with something worthwhile in exchange for your loyalty and your tithe. If things go well, you become more secure and successful, you tithe the House proportionally more, and as a whole House together we become more powerful and more secure in our place among the Houses and in alliance to the Throne.” She had the last drink of the gingered draft, pushed the beaker away. “Is that acceptable to you, my holders?”

      Tik and Pavi looked toward Lennel, their opinions plain enough to read on their faces. “That’s acceptable, Head of our House,” said Lennel, and reached for the draft-jug again.

      She poured out for all of them, and all of them drank together, as if the agreement was being made for the first time. This gesture would have happened eventually during this visit; there was always a confirmation and completion of the agreement stated and proposed with bread and water when she arrived, formal confirmation of the acceptance of her as Head and of her suggested terms for her service to the Holders. But the casual quality of it surprised her.

      “Maybe a little more ginger the next time?” Pavi said, holding his empty beaker and giving it an assessing look.

      “Or a little less honey,” Tik said. “Your turn to brew, isn’t it?”

      Pavi nodded. Lennel, meanwhile, looked at Segnbora and raised her eyebrows, and smiled.

      And that’s that, it seems…

      “So about the flooding,” Segnbora said to Lennel. “Moving the river isn’t an issue for us to worry about today. How would it be if we walk up by the bankside dikes again and consider how they might be strengthened in the short term? There are ways to move earth around that don’t need gates; if anything needs shoring up, we’ll sort it out.”

      “And you can bring your things over to the seeding-house on the way,” Pavi said.

      Segnbora smiled. “Perfect. In the meantime, does anyone have their eye on that last little slice of the pork? The burnt bit?…”

      Someone tapped her knee, and Segnbora sighed and grinned.
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      An hour or so later they were on their way to the riverbanks, Lennel and Tik being the first to go that way. Pavi, though, first led Segnbora along a pathway between the two working flax fields to where a little oblong building sat by itself.

      It was roofed in grey slate split thin, built of wood and boosted clear of the ground on saddle-stones, the way granaries were to keep rats from getting in. But they do keep seed here, after all… The wood of the little building was very old, gone silver with age. As they stepped up onto the slab in front of its door, Segnbora stroked the doorpost, which had been sanded smooth as silk. “Lovely wood,” she said.

      “It’s riveroak,” Pavi said, stroking it too with a thoughtful look, like someone indulging a memory. “My grandfather built it. There was a stand of the stuff down the river once, where the woodland begins: don’t know if there’s any left…”  He undid the rope-knot on the door, swung it in. “Here you are.”

      It was as they’d described it: a bare smooth wood floor, a cot, and a window paned with the finest possible linen, oiled till it was so translucent that shapes could nearly be seen through it. The cot had a batten-stuffed mattress and pillow, and sheets incongruously brilliantly white—made of the very fine, very thin linen used to keep the birds off the seedlings. In the corner of the bothy was a narrow little triangular stove carved from a block of slickstone, with a charred ironwood chimney. Nearby stood a small square table and a chair, both beautifully made of the same silvery river-oak but a little darker due to not having been exposed to the elements.

      “Is it all right, Segnbora?” Pavi said as she glanced around in complete satisfaction. “Will you be comfortable enough?”

      She had to laugh. “Pavi, I may live in a palace a fair bit these days, but it’s not my normal state! Over the last few years I’ve slept in barns and ditches and sometimes on ground so stony there wasn’t an inch of me not left bruised as blue as that boy in the story. To me this looks as good as the Goddess’s guest bedroom.” And if she smiled slightly, having some experience of what that was like, that was her business.

      Pavi smiled too and indicated a chest over by the wall opposite, under a second window. “Plenty of blankets in there: layer them up or cast them off to get comfortable. There’s more firewood outside, piled under that window.”

      “This is perfect, Pavi,” she said. “Thank you! This is a fine idea. I’m sure I’ll sleep very sound here.”

      She dropped her bedroll on the cot and followed him out again.
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      They spent the afternoon on work that was less difficult than the morning’s fieldwork had been but still important enough. Among the spouses, Pavi was the one most often tasked with planning and handling building work; so he and Segnbora spent a good while on the riverbank discussing the construction of a landing stage and how to keep the river from tearing it up once it was built. Segnbora also helped deal with the movement of the heaviest of the stones from the morning’s work down into the retting pond—some of these being brought down into place by simple levitation, and some of them in the wheelbarrow. After an hour or so of working in the retting-water, and (far worse) the mud underneath it, inevitably everyone stank. So when the party returned to the house, most of the rest of the afternoon was lost to washing up, and changing clothes, and rinsing out the muddied ones.

      And then it was dinnertime again. Lamps were lit and the oven heated and the main room began to fill; outside dusk drew in. Shortly the whole family was in attendance, talking about everything and nothing and passing yet more vast amounts of food up and down the table. There was a whole baked soft cheese tonight, and some very early runner beans in wine and butter, and still so much roast pork, now starting to turn up not just as loose cold slices but as unctuous threads and tatters inside tall pies fashioned of Tik’s pastry. I may actually get bored with it, she thought, taking a second slice without needing to be urged to it. But not just yet…

      Listening to the dinnertime conversation about this tenday’s work and the next one’s, Segnbora was aware that though the household’s labors seemed to be progressing at a ridiculously leisurely pace—for someone who’d been spending most of her time lately in a city—the impression was illusory. Work of the sort that occupied the Sesmennis might not be begun or ended with any particular sense of rush, but day after day it would wear you down regardless. And there would be times—at the main flax harvest in particular—when everything would proceed in frantic haste for days on end, leaving everyone completely exhausted. Past a certain point there’s no way to make this life easy for them, she thought, leaning back in the chair that seemed to have been declared “hers” at the communal table, and looking at the faces glowing in rushlights and by one tallow candle that Lennel had brought out for the center of the table. But easier? Maybe. For them, and all the others who’re in my care now…

      Tik and Pavi were taking away the plates and saying their goodnights early. “They hate getting down into that mud,” Lennel said as they wandered off toward the sleeping side of the hall in the wake of the last of the family. “They’ll be after another bath before they turn in, I suspect.”

      “Should I go out and have a word with the tank?”

      Lennel laughed at her. “Segnbora, for Herself’s sake don’t spoil them! They’ll start wanting it every night. In any case what’s out there will be enough—the fire’s been burning high since we came back in from the pond. Tik knew they’d be wanting it.”

      She got up out of the chair and went down to the store cupboard further down the hall, one with double doors on the inside and a slatted back open through the wall to the outside. From the cupboard she brought out a tall slender jug of soaked clayware, the kind that kept its contents cool by the water on it drying, and a couple of wetted beakers glazed on their insides.

      “I watched you drinking this last night,” Lennel said, and put the jug down in front of Segnbora, unstoppering it. There was no missing the soft fresh green-leaf scent that came up from it. “You kept staring down into it. Like your heart’s desire was at the bottom of the cup…” Lennel poured out into one of the beakers and pushed it toward her.

      Segnbora laughed. “Might have been,” she said, thinking of another table, another cup—a wooden one with leaves carved around it, from which she had been given to drink under circumstances that still made her heart go warm when she thought of that early evening up on the walls of Kynall, just after the King returned. “…It got to be kind of a symbol for things that had become hard to find: maybe were lost forever. Now that it’s easier to get…” She shook her head, smiled, drank. “The old associations take a while to fade.”

      Lennel nodded, while leaning over sideways to feel around for something in one of the baskets nailed to the bottom of the table. “Ah, here we are.” She came up with a leather bag. “I thought it might amuse you to see these. They might be the oldest things in our household.”

      She spilled out the contents of the bag onto the scrubbed wood of the table: many small square tiles about a thumb-joint in width, etched with designs in five colors. There would be at least a hundred and a half of them, Segnbora knew, depending on where they were made.

      She reached out to one that had fallen near her, picked it up. “Aren’t they beautiful!” she said. The material of the tiles themselves was brown and a little cracked around the edges in places, equally smoothed and scratched over who knew how many years by the usage of many hands. Segnbora hefted the tile she held, finding it heavier than usual, and felt the slight grain of it and how that grain curved slightly. “Peakbeast ivory?” she said.

      “That’s right.”

      “You don’t see much of this around…” What there was came of some age long ago, maybe even before the Dark fell over the world, when the high South was far warmer. Every now and then these days some hunter or traveler might still stumble across a half-revealed skeleton, the gigantic curved tusks pushing up out of some field of mountain wiregrass like a frozen image of the last gasp of something drowning in time.

      Lennel nodded. “These were my great granddam’s,” she said, spreading the tiles out on the table and starting to turn them face-down for play. “My granddam said she wasn’t sure where her mam got them or where they were from, except ‘up south somewhere.’ Pherra, it might have been.”

      “How many airts?”

      “Six.”

      That made it almost certain that the set was of Steldene make. Most Arlene and Darthene sets had only south, north, west and east. In Steldin “up” and “down” were also directions of the world, no one knew why. “So six suits as well…”

      “Quite right.”

      Lennel spread the tiles out. Segnbora put down the one she was holding and picked up another, a tree in summer leafage.

      “Care to play a turn or so?”

      Segnbora laughed softly. “Maybe I should be ashamed to admit this,” she said, “but would you believe that I’m no good at tile games? I can never keep the rules straight, there are too many of them…”

      “But fortune-seeking, surely,” Lennel said, “anyone can do that.”

      It was a game very small children played: push the tiles around, draw five of them and learn your future. Segnbora nodded and took a drink of her wine. “Might take two hands’ worth for mine,” she said.

      “That’s how we do it here.” Lennel said. She started going through the tiles to upend the ones that had come out of the bag face-up. Segnbora started helping her.

      “I was thinking about what you were saying before,” Lennel said after a moment, her eyes on the tiles, “about this being our home, our holding. It was all very fair-spoken. But people being what they are, there must be some who don’t hold well of their House. Who treat the land badly, or their own householders. Or try to cheat the Throne. What happens to them?”

      Segnbora was quiet for a moment while going on with turning tiles face-down. “Every House has its own way of handling such,” she said, reaching out for one of the Tree tiles, the autumn one, and turning it around and around. “Some in the old days could be quite cruel about it. Banishings, prisonings, outlawry…” Yet in her head echoed the coolly angry edge of Freelorn’s voice from court-justice one morning last year as he imposed that sentence on someone who had been caught abusing and starving his wife: Don’t think I do this lightly. I was an outlaw. This is mercy, for you deserve far worse.

      She looked up at Lennel. “Though you wonder about people like that, frankly. People who behave as if they thought they’d never meet Herself and be taken to task for their actions.”

      “In some cases,” Lennel murmured, moving a tile, “She seems to have taken Her own sweet time about bringing them to book…”

      The look she was giving Segnbora was cautious—the concern in it more about what Lennel hadn’t said than what she had. But Segnbora nodded. Naturally there were tales of some of the Forty who’d tried to wring their tenants dry of labor or goods while the Throne looked the other way, interested only in taking its percentage of the tithe. It was no surprise perhaps that many of these legends or folktales were attributed to the Fell Reign of ancient days, or the time a millennium ago when many of the Forty had become corrupt and Eftgan’s distant ancestor Bron the Young had yet to take his throne from the reckless and cruel uncle-king then occupying it. No one liked to think that such things could still happen except in the “bad old days.”

      Yet happen they still did. From Eftgan, Segnbora had heard more of this, late at nights, than could leave either of them feeling comfortable. Her own house could have too easily found itself mired in such malfeasance had her father simply not been too ineffective or uneasy about taking advantage of their appanage’s tenants.

      Segnbora glanced up again and found Lennel watching her with a strange assessing sort of non-expression, as of someone thinking Why’s she gone so quiet all of a sudden? and wondering what was going on. In a moment or two she would be starting to draw her own conclusions.

      Segnbora took a breath and made a choice. “It’s not just holdings that have such problems,” she said. “Houses too can have difficulties being managed as they should be. As you’ve seen.”

      It wouldn’t have taken othersenses to pick up the feeling of Lennel suddenly both being surprised by the admission and becoming alert for gossip that might at some point be useful for a holder to know. Yet it’s not beyond belief that as word of the tai-Enraesi being on the road among her tenants starts getting around, she’ll sooner or later hear gossip from some other source less accurate or less friendly. After all, even the Goddess has to go to market sometimes…

      “There are always rumors,” Lennel said, dropping her gaze again to the tiles and starting to push them around as if making sure they were well enough mixed.

      “Of course there are. But mostly the trouble’s been political, I think.” Segnbora took a drink of her wine, trying to let it settle her a little: trying to think what Herewiss would say if he found himself in a conversation like this. Of all her spouses he was unquestionably the most strategically-minded. “My grandfather…”

      “The older Lord,” Lennel said. “Denmal, was it?”

      Segnbora nodded. “Denmal. He was something of… a difficult man.” That had been her mother’s preferred way of putting it. Her father preferred not to mention her grandsire at all, by name or otherwise. “He had trouble knowing how best to get along with the neighboring Houses. I think perhaps he mistook being rude for seeming strong… but the Houses he was trying to impress weren’t at all deceived about his strength. None of our appanages were in regions where enough people lived to make them rich or great. Alliances Denmal should have been caring for went cool from neglect, or ended completely, but he didn’t care. He thought he was bravely going it alone.”

      Lennel nodded, her expression gone a bit distant, but politely so: perhaps to spare Segnbora embarrassment. “So when some holdings started falling away into other allegiances, to some House nearby that took lighter land-tithe, or gave better help when a crop failed, or a winter was cruel.…”

      “Well, Denmal thought their behavior was down to either bad luck or disloyalty.” Segnbora shrugged. “He wouldn’t pursue them to try to keep them or make things right. And as for my father… He didn’t know what to do to stop what was happening, because his father had never really taught him. Denmal was one of those people who thought Headship was something you understood without having to learn about it.”

      “As if it was actually hereditary.”

      Segnbora laughed under her breath at that. The look Lennel gave her was sympathetic. “So things continued to go as they’d gone. And Enra’s House began to…”

      “Fray around the edges?” Segnbora said. “If you like to put it kindly. The fewer and less successful its holdings became, the less influential it became in the kingdom’s affairs.”

      “It fell on harder times,” Lennel said softly.

      “Or was pushed, my mother used to say.” Welcaen had always had Denmal in mind when she spoke so, and she was careful never to do it anywhere her husband might hear. “…Well. No point in speaking ill of them; they’re all the far side of the Last Door now.”

      She had some more wine, and Lennel poured both their cups full again and then once more began mixing the tiles. “I’ve wondered something about that,” Lennel said, sounding reticent. “Maybe I might ask…”

      Segnbora nodded. “Go ahead.”

      “Did you feel their murder was meant to be a weapon against you?” She reached out for a tile that flipped itself up and out of the mixing, one of the many eagle tiles, and turned it over in her fingers once or twice before reversing it and putting it down among the others. “Or against our lady the Queen and the new young King?”

      Segnbora nodded again. “I did. And looking back, I still do. Yet at such a time,” she added after a few moments, “in the middle of houseless wanderings and hunger and fear, on the brink of a war you’re not sure can be won, you start to wonder, Am I seeing truly? You’re doing the Goddess’s will… you think. You’re fighting against the Shadow… you think. And those around you, those you’re close to, think the same.”

      She reached for her cup again, took momentary refuge in the wine. “You’re moving among wonders; the impossible becoming possible. A man who focuses the Fire. The Lion’s lost son. The companionship of Dragons. Desire, returned. Love, eventually.” She shook her head. “And then you wonder: were your parents’ deaths just an accident, a stupid coincidence, the result of those two people simply being in the wrong place at the wrong time? What makes you think your troubles are anything to do with the great forces moving now?”

      Lennel stopped mixing the tiles, leaned back and gazed down at them.

      After a moment Segnbora shrugged. “There’s no denying the wonders, of course. The Eagle and Lion returned to the battlefield, the Dragons returning to become part of the world’s life. The Shadow’s new uprising put down. A King in Arlen again… which at first was all it was supposed to be about.” She laughed under her breath. “It all looks simpler now. But at the time? The Goddess was playing all Her tiles face down… and not letting the tiles know anything much of how they were going to be played.” She smiled. “Maybe it’s just as well.”

      “Because now you have to spend all this time on the road.”

      “Not exactly the life I had planned, perhaps. Yet when you come right down to it—” Segnbora flipped her hands in the air. “I don’t know what life I did have planned! While we were outlawed and running from this place to that, in every kind of direction… planning too much, or in too much detail, didn’t exactly become an advantage. The next day something would come along—bad weather, or unfriendly troops hunting you, or a river you couldn’t cross, or running out of food—and all your planning would get dashed to pieces. Then you’d just have to start all over.” She gazed unseeingly at the table, and had another drink of wine. “Planning only in broad strokes seemed wisest. But even our broadest-brushed plans all ended in Prydon. Looking in any other direction seemed like a waste of effort. Either we’d get Freelorn to where he was supposed to be, or we’d die trying. Or both.”

      After a moment she came back to herself and shook her head. “Now suddenly we have lives,” Segnbora said, giving Lennel a wry look: as if this was somehow news. “And the lives have so many rules. It’s hard to get used to again. And in the meantime, I’ve got this job of work to do, and not the best education in how to manage it. So if the tiles have advice for me, I’ll be willing to hear it…”

      Lennel laughed a little. “Go on,” she said. “Make your draw.”

      She busied herself with her own draw while Segnbora chose out tiles for herself one at a time and pulled them to her with a forefinger. “Do you have a reading gift?” she said.

      “Me? Oh no,” Lennel said. “That would be Telha’s knack, or young Mirallet’s. The two of them together would unnerve you, the things they’d see in the tiles!” She looked at Segnbora a little curiously then. “But don’t you have it? You’ve got the Fire and all—”

      Segnbora chuckled. “Some Firebearers do have a gift of glimpsing what’s to come,” she said, “but I wouldn’t be one. Not that way, anyway. Dragons have a knack for remembering what hasn’t happened yet—at least not the way we reckon happening—and I have some of that through my mdaha; but it’s nothing to do with the Fire. No, you’re as likely to read the moments to come as I am. More likely, perhaps, as they’re your tiles…”

      “Well. Let’s see what you’ve got, then.”

      They both turned their tiles up. Lennel’s spread was unremarkable-seeming, lacking almost any of the high-scored “wild tiles” or royal beasts; just a scatter of workaday middle-value sheaves and vines, all very unspectacular and normal-seeming. What one tile bearing the Steldene corkindrill was doing stranded in the midst of it all—a lone bit of royalty seemingly having wandered into the farmyard—there was no telling. “Maybe that’s you,” Lennel said, nudging the tile and chuckling.

      “Wouldn’t be beyond belief,” Segnbora said, turning the last of her own tiles over. “Enra’s line has Steldene blood in it here and there, fifteen or twenty generations back…”

      She looked over the spread and was left shaking her head. Two twos of staves, the ace of sheaves and ace of vines—well, the grain and the grapes were always good when they came up together, and better still when the aces did so. Two of the mid-value crown tiles were there also, looking more like plain rings than anything else—but then the crowns in question were Darthene and represented Dekórsir, the Ruler’s Gold, a crown always hand-hammered and on the simple side due to being made at considerable speed. The other four were all low-value Steldene swords and bears.

      Segnbora regarded it all with bemusement. “Steldin again,” she said. “And the Queen’s there, all right. Twice.”

      Lennel waved a hand. “Because she’s not just your Queen, but your wife.”

      “Seems reasonable. But what’s one to make of the rest of this?”

      “You’ve got two twos of staves there,” Lennel said. “The King and his daughter?”

      Segnbora shook her head. “I have no idea. They could mean all manner of other things, couldn’t they?” She had another drink of the Brightwood white. “A chance meeting. A wrong road taken, I think? Or something to do with a fight?”

      “True enough, all of them. But the two aces, those are you, surely.”

      “Makes sense, I suppose, as Head of House… but doing what? This all seems a bit aimless.” She sighed. “Maybe I wasn’t thinking hard enough about a problem when we were mixing.”

      Lennel burst out laughing. “Segnbora, even after only knowing you for two days it’s obvious you’re always thinking about some problem! The husbands are in awe; they don’t know how you do it.”

      Segnbora laughed too. “Well, for a good string of years that was just how life was, if you wanted to keep breathing! Some habits are hard to break.”

      “Wouldn’t take the tiles to tell the truth of that,” Lennel said. “Ever since you came it’s all been about putting right things that have been wrong! But not everything’s wrong, you know. And not everything’s your fault.”

      Segnbora laughed again, but a bit ruefully this time. “Closer to Darthis that wouldn’t be what they were saying.” Some of the tai-Enraesi Holders nearer the city, and closer to the territory of other Houses, had been most outspoken about her father’s failings as a Head. Their relish at her discomfort, and their perception of how rare it was to have something like this to hold over a Head of House, had annoyed her. But the annoyance kept running up against her guilt and being shoved to one side.

      “Yes, well, closer to Darthis they can say what they please,” Lennel said. “If they see their loyalty as something to be flaunted about like a bale of goods in a seller’s market, that’s on their souls, poor wretches. What sort of life would that be? They’re welcome to it.” And she drank off her wine with the air of someone most annoyed by others’ shortcomings.

      Segnbora finished her wine too. “Lennel, after the day we’ve had I’m starting to feel my weight.”

      “And the weight of a ton or so of stones, I shouldn’t wonder.”

      “That too.” She rubbed her face, stretched in the chair. “I’m for that nice little bed in the seeding-house, I think. Though I might have a look at the river before I turn in. The moonlight…”

      Lennel nodded at that and leaned back in her chair. “A Mother’s moon tonight…” It was one of the Darthene names for the spring moons. But through the thought of it Segnbora caught another wisp of thought from Lennel, something most indefinite: something about the river again. It had no sense of urgency about it. It felt old, something Lennel wasn’t terribly happy about but didn’t see any way to change.

      Once again Segnbora had the urge to dive in and see that thought more clearly, but she had no reason, and no sense of it being right to do so. And likely enough the wine is making me impatient. She pushed the urge away.

      Lennel had begun gathering up the tiles. “Will you be all right to walk? It’s dark out there…”

      Segnbora just smiled, opening one hand and showing Lennel a near-blinding little star of blue Fire in it, as if she’d caught a bit of lightning in her hand. In its light everything in the dimness around them leapt out in sharp relief. “Even before I focused I could do this,” she said, closing her fist over it again. “I was very popular with friends who couldn’t find the privy in the middle of the night.”

      Lennel guffawed. Segnbora laughed too as she got up. “Tell the others I wished them a good night.”

      “I will. Lady guard your dreams, Segnbora.”

      “Yours too…”
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      She visited the privy and then made her way up the little pathway she and Lennel had walked the previous morning, up to the top of the built-up bank that looked down on the river. There she settled herself again on a dry bit of ground and gazed out across the silent slide of the water.

      There was some thin cloud overhead, slowly slipping across the Moon and away again like scraps of some delicate veiling blown across its face. The changes in the light were almost too slight to see on the water—the dulled silver gleam of it seeming to move more slowly, in the night, in the silence. But that was an illusion, Segnbora well knew. The power of that water might have night’s concealment drawn about it, but it was no less present, no less potent.

      She tilted her head back to gaze up at the Moon, almost at its greatest height and near-blindingly bright even through the cloud. Her life might be full of troubles and wonders these days—different ones than during the War—but none of them could be distracting enough these days to interfere with the memory of her first ascent on Dracon wings into what most of the rest of humanity considered the Moon’s sphere. It had been staggering, the first time she passed that way with Hasai, and saw for herself that the Moon was no mere Dark-tarnished mirror of the Sun as some old folktales had it, but its own world, dry and cold and full of mystery.

      Here by the slow-passing sheen of the water she sat and recalled with this-instant clarity their flight around the Moon’s far side, and the revelation as they swung back around it of the jewel of the world—impossibly blue and bright, a vast sapphire fit to clasp the Goddess’s cloak of stars. And full of life, she’d thought in wonder. Full of us. And now—she’d said silently to all the Dragons sharing her mind with her—full of you. Truly full, with you in proper residence among all the other kinds of life in our world, instead of hiding yourselves away. You came a long, long way to be here. Time to live that life properly…

      And we haven’t been doing so badly since, said the deep string-consort voice in her mind.

      Segnbora smiled. “Wondered when you’d turn up.”

      You were busy earlier, Hasai said. We let you be.

      “I appreciate that, mdaha,” she said.

      But you attracted my attention just now. I heard you remembering-backward.

      She laughed under her breath, remembering how astonished she’d been once to find that Dracon had “directional” words for memory at all. “I was thinking of that first time we flew out that way together,” she said.

      You were…strangely shaken by it.

      She nodded. “It’s not as if humans who study the sky haven’t for a long time known our world to be round, and the Moon to be another world of its own,” she said. “It’s seeing it yourself that breaks everything. When you come down again, you know that every horizon hides this world’s own curve; that every view of the Moon hides that other view, the one we can’t see from here. That takes a while to get used to.”

      But you are getting used to it.

      “Oh yes. As you’re getting used to other things.” She smiled. “Our daughter…”

      She’s quite well, sdaha.

      Segnbora laughed softly. Hasai was becoming expert at reassuring her about this, which was amusing, because Segnbora knew he spent as much time reassuring Freelorn about it. Shortly after Frialan was born, her father had caught from Hasai some memories of Segnbora’s, saved and treasured by their Dracon husband: how she could hear that the new mind inside the tiny body she held in her arms that first night was full of the subdued and wondering voices of Dragons—and laughter. It was the laughter that had kept Segnbora up, some nights, even more than the need for late-night feedings.

      For now that she’d had time to become used to it—since for good or ill, there was nothing she could do to change it—this new reality no longer troubled her quite so much. For none of us are exactly normal any more. In fact, even the most human of us may not be strictly all that human any more. Perhaps it’s best not to meddle in what we don’t completely understand? Our Lady best knows the qualities of the weapon She’s forging. Maybe it’s unwise for the sword to try to make itself less sharp when it doesn’t even slightly understand the battle…

      “And how’s Lorn holding up?”

      Well enough. He’s in Ffri’halahn’s nest-place, as usual.

      “We should really put a bed up there for him…”

      Hasai chuckled softly at that, a habit he was picking up from Herewiss. It’s been suggested. In fact Llh’alen’s been ordering him to do so, though he resists her.

      Segnbora snickered. “I wish him luck with that.” Freelorn’s old Arlene loved Lalen, who had elected not to formally marry herself in at the big public ceremony (“Could I be arsed with all that fuss? I think not, thank you, I have pigs to feed…”), had nonetheless come straight north with Freelorn’s first daughter Nia as soon as the household started to be settled in Prydon. Segnbora found her somewhat managing presence most welcome…as long as Lalen thought you were at least trying to conduct yourself as befitted your age and station. Otherwise home life could become quite uncomfortable till you mended your ways. “…And Dusty?”

      He returned last night from whatever his errand was.

      “He still wouldn’t say…”

      No. But now he’s gone off someplace else, in company with the Firechild this time. She asks for you, by the way…

      Segnbora smiled. “Tell her I send my love. I miss having her about at times like this. She’d be full of a thousand questions, and maybe for once there’d be enough people around to answer them…”

      Sighing, she stood up and stretched. “Sithessch, it’s been something of a day; and much to do tomorrow…”

      Go and sleep. Call us if there’s need.

      “I will. Rest well, dear heart.”

      His presence withdrew. For a moment Segnbora just stood there letting the silence fall around her again—even the flowing river almost soundless in this still weather—and tried to find a balance between the indisputable necessity of what she had to be doing right now, and her desire to be done with it and sitting quiet back in Prydon with her loved ones. The life of the last month and a half had been difficult to cope with. Every third or fourth or fifth day some new destination, strange beds, unpredictable food (sometimes splendid, sometimes a bit peculiar, once or twice nearly inedible); there were moments when Segnbora found it all unutterably wearying.

      But someday, she thought, if everything goes well, the tai-Enraesi will rise again! There’ll be a House worth being called that, and a staff to help administer it and handle errands like this. And somewhere or other, a Household demesne worthy of the name. Not just an abandoned, dilapidated coast-manor and a single tiny town-home that had been shut half the time until it was finally sold on.

      Segnbora sighed and headed back down the path to the farmstead, her way plain enough in the moonlight that there was no need to resort to Fire. All the times I’ve been in Darthis since I’ve been on my own, she thought, before the war and after—I’ve never even been down that street again. Potboilers’ Street... Nor had she had any taste for finding out who or what had moved into the townhome after her parents had sold it.

      Too clear in Segnbora’s mind, needing no Dragon to assist her in seeing it, was the memory of standing in front of that dear old brown-stained door of which she knew every scratch and scar—seeing it close for the last time, hearing it thump shut like the last beat of a heart that was stopping. Then the scrape of her father taking the key out of the lock and putting it in the hand of the broker’s agent; and then, without another word, his footsteps on the cobbles, walking away.

      She could still feel the utter desolation of the moment: the sense of a life, her life, coming to an end she’d had no voice or choice in. Suddenly the city that had been one of her homes was hers no more. She was being exiled from the streets and the courtyards and the few friends she had here, dragged off to the back of beyond…

      And here I am, she thought, turning toward the path that led to the seeding-house, at the back of beyond yet again. But so much has changed…

      She caught a faint scent of burning wood as she came up to the seeding-house. Did they— Those sweet people, someone lit the stove for me. She stepped up to undo the latch-loop of rope holding the door shut and slipped in, shutting the door quickly to keep the warmth in. Just enough to keep from feeling cold, but not as warm as last night. Perfect…

      The moonlight silvering the landscape outside was strong enough to penetrate the oiled linen windowpanes, so the inside of the seeding-house was suffused by a soft indefinite glow. Segnbora pulled her outside tunic off with a sigh, draping it over the back of the silver river-oak chair. She straightened it to make sure it hung smoothly, then laughed at herself out loud. She’s even got to me, now. How Lorn would laugh… For Lalen’s mothering presence in Kynall extended to the adults as well as the children.

      Which makes it plain You sent her, Segnbora remarked in passing to the Goddess, for if ever a household needed a full-time mother, it’s ours. Most of the human spouses’ mothers were gone now, of course: Welcaen by murder, Lorn’s mother Queen Brisel dead untimely of disease; Herewiss’s mother Elinádren fallen to the fate of so many Rodmistresses, consumed young by the use of her Fire. As a result there were times around Kynall when a little good-natured scolding could make one feel just a bit more grounded and normal.

      That said, Lalen seemed to take this responsibility most seriously with Freelorn, possibly because his parents had fostered him with people in her town. In particular, her rants at Freelorn for behaving in what she considered an unkingly manner—especially leaving his rooms in Kynall a mess—were not to be missed.

      And I’m so glad I put off starting this trip for a few days, or I would have missed that last one, Segnbora thought as she sat down on the cot to pull her boots off. It had verged on the epic. “King of Arlen you may very well be now, with your fancy chair and your fancy stick, but the state you leave your fancy clothes in, it begs for a public whipping! When I think of the poor hardworking people who worked their fingers to the bone stitching that finery, and you leave it around to get sat on and crumpled on the furniture, they’d weep bitter tears and call on Himself to make you pay— Now you come back here, don’t you imagine that I’m finished with you, Ferrant’s son, and your dear departed father would say just the same as I’m saying, I know that’s so because I’ve heard him, are you even listening to me?!”

      Segnbora laughed softly in the dark at the thought of the little redheaded firebrand yet again pursuing Freelorn down one of Kynall’s gracious high-ceilinged corridors, shaking some ill-treated tunic at him, while Lorn tried desperately to get to the nearest of the castle’s secret doors so that he could escape. This attempt, like many before, would prove futile. Lalen had visited Freelorn at Kynall too many times… and her loved, when they were both young and foolish, had been far too open about the locations of all the possible exits.

      This time, though, there’d been a difference. Segnbora had come round a corner to see, away down the hall, Lorn being hauled bodily out of one of these doorways by Lalen. But far more interesting, and much closer to her—just the other side of the corner—a huge pale half-seen leonine form sat leaning against the wall, watching the drama down the corridor play out. Segnbora stood there in mild shock as the White Lion turned His shaggy-maned head to regard her with a dry amused look that said, before He faded away, My mother was just the same. Nothing ever changes, not really…

      She finished getting out of her breeches and hung them up carefully too, still smiling; then dropped her clothes-roll and Skádhwë in its sheath onto the little table. So good just to lie down, she thought, pulling back the soft linen blanket and topsheets and collapsing onto the cot.

      Segnbora let out a long breath as she pulled up the covers; then lay there for a while just gazing wearily at the moonlit window, its four linen panes, and closed her eyes on the dimness and the warmth…
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      And opened them again hours later, completely awake in an instant. Her head was still turned toward the oiled linen panes of the window. The light glowing through them was brighter now, gone the electrum-gold of a Moon westering in the hours before dawn. Silhouetted against that light, something slid past the window. Blurry, faint, a shadow—

      Gone. The Moon’s light lay untroubled on the squares of translucent linen. Everything was silent.

      For a couple of breaths Segnbora held quite still. There’s absolutely nothing out there to cast a shadow, she thought. The space around the seeding-house had been cleared down to the bare ground for that very purpose, so that the view across the flax fields would be unimpeded when the pane-frames were taken out of the windows. East to the river, west past the holding’s low boundary wall, nothing here was tall enough to throw a shadow—

      Silently Segnbora pushed herself up on her elbows, blinking, gazing at the window. Did I imagine that? Or was I dreaming?

      From the door leftward and over her shoulder, down low, came a faint scratching noise.

      It stopped, then started again. If Segnbora had heard it indoors, she’d have thought perhaps mice were nesting in the walls. But this? she thought, wide-eyed. If there were mice that size in my neighborhood I’d ask the Goddess what She went to bed drunk on!

      Silence again. Segnbora reached for the covers and very slowly, intent on not making the slightest sound, folded them away from her.

      Skádhwë was on the table by the window, out of reach. And my dragonmail’s rolled up. Damn it all straight to the Dark, sleeping outside of house-walls in the middle of nowhere in nothing but my undertunic, for Goddess’s sake what kind of idiot am I, forgetting all my good habits—?!

      …Never mind that now. The temptation to reach out in thought to try feeling her way into the mind of whatever moved out there was strong, but she resisted it. Don’t want to frighten it off before I can get a look. Ever so slowly Segnbora swung her legs off the bed and rested her bare feet on the floor.

      At the door, the scratching began again. Rasp. Rasp. Rasprasprasp. Then another silence.

      Segnbora reached down into her Power and put out her hands. Silently Skádhwë’s scabbard leapt through the air into them. She uncapped the sheath and without a sound slid out the shadowblade, keeping any sign of the Fire from showing about it.

      No more scratching... assuming that was what it had been. Softly Segnbora breathed in, breathed out—

      Darkness slid across the window again. A slightly sharper shadow, this time. Closer, she thought. Tall: taller than the window, filling the center of it top to bottom. It was a strange shape she couldn’t make sense of: thin sharp curves, a tall slender column, topped by something long and blunt—a snout? She held still, held her breath…

      The shadow outside slid partway across the linen windowpane. Through the wooden wall, close to where it met the floor, came again the scratching sound, much louder. Rasp, rasp—

      Segnbora could see in memory the space around the seeding-house, and the breadth and width of the flagstone path that surrounded it. Right there, she thought, choosing a spot maybe five ells away from the wall and the window. That’ll do—

      From the window came a lower sound, a huffing noise, like something snuffling at the window’s edges. The shadow slid sidewise, blocked away more of the moonlight, got closer to the linen pane, got sharper. Two broad curves to either side, a long vertical blackness in the middle, wide at top and bottom, narrower in the middle. A louder huff: breath. And a creak as the oiled fabric and the frame of the window bent inward, ever so slightly—

      Segnbora roused the Fire inside her, wrapped herself and Skádhwë in it, and moved.

      One moment she was sitting on the bed, eyes narrowed, watching the shadow pressed against the window. The next moment the blaze of blue Fire dissolved her and the shadowblade in a personal gating, sweeping Segnbora and Skádhwë through the wall of the seeding-house and out into the open.

      Skádhwë blazed in her hand as Segnbora spun to see what was leaning against the window… and found it wasn’t there. Nothing was there but a flash of long thin tail that whipped around the leftward corner of the seeding-house and vanished.

      She ran after it. Even with the brilliance of the Fire wrapped around Skádhwë, what Segnbora was chasing was already so far ahead of her that it was still just an indistinct dark shadow at the edge of the light—long, thin at the ends, thick in the middle, the strange curved shapes gleaming to either side of it as it fled before her. It dodged sideways onto the path between the two fields and ran headlong down them, scrambling, lurching, a bizarre ungainly gait.

      Too fast, Segnbora thought, and lifted Skádhwë higher, preparing a bolt of Fire to strike it and bring it down. But a moment later what she pursued had ducked down, gone flat, seemingly vanished—

      She came up behind where it had been, close to the bank that separated the flax fields from the sedges and rushes by the river. Segnbora barely had time to see anything but a flicker of movement among the thick greenery. From in among them came a gleam of something catching her Fire: a pale green spark, flaring bright for a moment, flickering out.

      Eyes—! She took aim again with Skádhwë and let the bolt of Fire go like an arrow from the bow. But it struck nothing. All she saw in the light of its passing was the rustle and swish of rushes parting and closing around something flinging itself through them. Then came a loud splash as something slid into the river.

      And silence fell again, leaving nothing but the silver-gilt water of the Darst sliding by in eddies and ripples under the late moonlight, with the very beginnings of dawn starting to lighten the hem of the sky on the river’s far side.

      Segnbora stood there on top of the built-up bank, breathing hard, staring at the water, where the ripples of her watcher’s departure were still spreading. If I’d been even a second later to move, there’d have been nothing at all to see… But now she had at least an idea of what she was up against. And she shivered, for reasons that had nothing to do with being out in the middle of the night in nothing but her body linen.

      The great War might be over, the looting and burning might be finished. But away from the cities and the more populous lands, there were still many things at large across the breadth of the Kingdoms that were more than dangerous enough to end an incautious life.

      …Such as Fyrd.

      Segnbora shuddered again. There was no telling how many Fyrd she’d killed during the War, in endless different ways, with the Fire or with Skádhwë. But they troubled her no less for all that. They were things the Shadow had twisted into weapons for humankind’s undoing; beasts once, but now bred into monsters, some venomous, all deadly. Some of them the Shadow had even taught to think, so that It could then teach them to hate. Those had been the deadliest of Fyrd on the battlefields of the War—the most difficult to protect against and the hardest to kill.

      And now what? Segnbora thought, quietly making her way to the edge of the riverbank and peering down into the water. What can this mean? Mostly Fyrd hate running water. What the Dark’s hatching here? Is this some newborn devilry we’ve got to deal with?

      And now in memory she started to hear again the wisps and shadows of thought that she’d caught from Lennel’s spouses. Something unnerving, something they didn’t want to mention or discuss. Something to do with the holding, with its location near the river.

      Abruptly something else occurred to her too—the answer to the nagging feeling that, regardless of the size and splendid variety of the food on the family’s table, something had been missing. She hadn’t been able to put her finger quite on it before, but now she knew.

      Fish! Segnbora thought. No fish at all, at the meals. Nothing fresh, and nothing smoked, and nothing that says they eat it seasonally but something’s wrong with the supply right now. Something’s been wrong with the supply for a good while…for so long that no one even thinks it’s worth mentioning.

      She turned and slowly started walking back to the seeding-house in the moonlight. How in Her name did it take me so long to notice that! In Prydon fish was everywhere, since the city was built right on the Arlid. Goddess knew there were mornings and times of the year when Freelorn could be found getting up early when he didn’t have work to do—genuinely bizarre behavior for him—and haunting the riverside docks, waiting for the first catch of silverside or trout to be brought ashore.

      …And to think all those early mornings when we were on the run and I’d sit by some river staring at it, I had the idea that Lorn missed rivers the way I did. Segnbora smiled at her own idiocy. When what he was missing was mostly starscale pike and blue trout. She didn’t regret in the slightest the long conversations they’d had by such rivers, or the gradual realization that they’d on one level at least been talking at cross-purposes, and (as they gradually grew closer) that it didn’t matter.

      But those rivers and those midnight discussions were years in the past and leagues away, and Segnbora now had issues far more immediate to deal with. What I saw has something to do with why this family’s troubled about the river. I’m sure of it. What is going on…?

      The urge was strong: go straight down the river and find out.

      But no, Segnbora thought after a moment. Wait. Talk to them first. Find out what they know that they haven’t been saying.

      Almost immediately the impulse rose in her to reject the thought. During the War she’d never have waited for advice. She’d have gone, and dealt with whatever she found.

      …But this isn’t the War. There’s no need for rushing off to do something in headlong haste because you fear you might never be able to pass this way again. These people are in your care, and they’re going to have to live with the results of whatever you do. Take your time and think before you act. They’ll thank you for it later.

      After a moment Segnbora breathed out, smiling ruefully. How long had it been since Eftgan had nicknamed her ‘berend, the one who rushes in? And the nickname, being accurate, had stuck. But the tendency to act on impulse that she shared with Freelorn had during the terrible trials of the War time and again met its match in Herewiss’s quiet calm pragmatism, which almost beyond belief had got them all through to victory and Lorn onto his throne. Might be annoying, but his approach to things is so often right…

      And no sooner had she resigned herself to this than another thought rose up in Segnbora and refused to be quieted. This isn’t something coincidental going on, either. What’s happening here right now is because of me. What’s coming here now, is coming because of me. It was an old truism: Power attracts power… and longs to test itself against what might challenge it.

      So, Segnbora thought. Time to make a plan, and go forward.

      She thought immediately of the ruckus out by the henhouse in the morning, the trouble in the stalls. Your horse threw a tantrum, Lennel had said.

      Segnbora’s eyebrows went up. Now there’s a thought…
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      The moment she was back in the seeding-house, Segnbora undid her clothes-roll and brought out the single spare daytime overtunic she’d been carrying—one that had been washed for her at the last holding she’d passed that actually had a launderer working for the household. She’d thought she had been saving it for a special occasion. Now she smiled grimly. Apparently I was.

      She went outside again and first made her way around to the linen windowpanes. There she could actually see a faint indentation in the linen where—whatever it was—had pressed up against it. She leaned in close, sniffed at the spot. A bit damp? River water? But more than that— There was a faint metallic smell about the spot, otherwise unidentifiable.

      Segnbora rubbed the tunic gently over that spot, then looked down at the wooden outer wall. Scratch marks, all right. There were only a few of them, but they were very noticeable. The claws that had made them were razor-sharp, and big. If they hit you with any force, they would tear you open.

      Nearly the size of a keplian’s, Segnbora thought as she rubbed another spot on the tunic against them, and frowned. She didn’t much fancy having been this close to a keplian, or something like one, in just her nightshirt. Not that I couldn’t have burned the brain right out of it in a breath’s time or less. But I wouldn’t have had warning…

      Well, I’ve had it now.

      She went around to the door of the seeding-house and found more scratches against the bottom of it, and also low down on the left-hand doorsill: though none on the right. As if it was trying to pry the door open with those claws, Segnbora thought, rubbing the tunic against the scratches. As if it understood one way to do that might be better than another.

      ...Thinking Fyrd. Dear Goddess but what have you dropped me into!

      But she knew the answer to that perfectly well. Most of a Firebearer’s job was about making the world safer and better to live in. She’d thought most of this particular trip was going to be about doing that in more routine ways.

      Wrong again. Segnbora shook her head at herself as she rolled the tunic up and brought it back into the seeding-house, tucking it down against the bare floorboards in the corner opposite the little stove. There. Before breakfast I’ll have a little visit to the stable as if to see how Steelsheen’s faring… and take her advice.

      Then she plucked her dragonmail out of the clothes-roll and slipped into it. Relatively soft and light as it was, being made from a length of Hasai’s cast skin, it was going to be a bit on the scratchy side to sleep in. But I’ll cope.

      Segnbora picked up Skádhwë and went outside again to the edge of the flagstoned ground on which the seeding-house stood. She took a couple of breaths and then channeled the Fire through and out of the shadowblade until it flowed down to pool on the stone. Slowly she walked around the seeding-house, letting the Fire spill out behind her as she went, describing a circle right around the little house. In front of the door she closed the circle and watched the blue Flame sink into the stone, vanishing from sight. Whatever happens between now and the morning, if anything not a natural bird or beast crosses that line, I’ll wake and know.

      She went back into the seeding-house and latched the door shut; then dropped Skádhwë onto the cot between her and the wall and sat down, sagging and letting out a long breath.

      And here I thought everything was going so well.

      Segnbora pushed back against the wall, pulling the covers up around her, too twitchy for the moment to consider lying down again. But I’d still better try to get some sleep now, she thought, because if today goes the way I think it may, I doubt I’m going to get any tonight…
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      She managed to doze off for no more than an hour before her nerves woke her again. That at least was nothing new. All through the War she’d been a light sleeper, and no sooner had that habit begun to break than midnight feedings had brought it back full force. Someday maybe I’ll be able to sleep all night like normal people. But at the moment, maybe it’s not really such a problem…

      Outside the oiled linen window the light was slowly growing. Dawn was near: the Sesmenni household would be starting to stir, and they would be breakfasting within an hour or so of dawn. Well enough, Segnbora thought. I’m not going to let this wait a second longer than I must. But there’s something I need to make sure of first.

      Segnbora flung the covers off and stripped out of her mail again. She shook Skádhwë out of its sheath and went outside, pausing on the doorstep to put the rope latch back over the door, then touching it to sink a spark of the Fire into it that would forbid it to be moved. So if anyone should come along—not very likely, so early—they’ll think I’ve wrought the door shut because I’m inside sleeping.

      Segnbora paused outside the door and reached out with her undersenses, listening hard. She could catch the normal faint traces of the lives and movement of birds and small beasts in the near area, but there was no sense of anyone human nearby. The hum of people’s lives, very subdued, was all concentrated back at the farmstead. Good. No need to become unseeable on purpose…

      Still in just her body linen, she headed back for the river. The far side of the built-up bank was a steep downslope, slippery with mucky grasses and old and new pondweed, so that Segnbora ended up more sliding down it than walking. But finally her feet found a spot where she could stand upright before going forward.

      She called up her Fire, cloaked herself in it, and started making her way forward and into deeper water: knee-high, waist-high, neck-high, and then all the way under. As she did, it was no particular mastery to so shape the skin of Flame surrounding her that a little empty tube of it ran up from it to well above the surface of the water, wide enough for air to come down. Equally straightforward was the matter of causing the water surrounding her to ignore her body’s own buoyancy and that of the air in her lungs, so that once she was down in the water, she wouldn’t have to keep bobbing up like a cork, but could stay down.

      Then she went for a walk.

      It took Segnbora a while to learn the art of strolling on the bottom of that broad strong river. The bottom was ells-deep in ooze, years’ worth of silt and mud and rotted vegetation buried beneath this season’s new deposits. It was also haphazardly strewn with boulders as big as the ones she’d sliced up in the Sesmennis’ field, as well as some bigger by far. Nor was visibility much good once she was at depth; the riverbed here was at least ten ells deep at its center. But she had as much Fire as she needed to light her way, and once she learned to brace herself against the relentless flow of the water, she set out upriver to start seeing for herself how the river was.

      What Segnbora discovered in a very short time was that, whatever else might be going on in this part of the Darst, it wasn’t short of fish. Some of them were attracted by Skádhwë’s light, and some apparently by her scent in the water—not that she entirely understood how they were catching that through her shell of Fire. But as for the fish, within a quarter-hour Segnbora spotted sweetwater bream, whiskerfish, white collop, meselven, eelfish, blue trout and flateye. After that—leaving aside the various crabs and other kinds of shellwalker that were stalking or swimming about—she lost track of all the sorts of fish she was seeing. When I pass this way again, it’d be worth bringing Lorn along on a walk like this. He’d know every one of these, and bore Dusty about them for days after.

      She looked around a bit more grimly. But whatever’s going on with the Sesmennis’ lack of fish on the table, it’s got nothing to do with scarcity. There might be some variation from season to season… but this part of the river is perfectly healthy and very well stocked.

      Segnbora turned and started to make her way slowly back downriver toward the bank near the seeding-house. As she went, a shadow came between her and the slowly-lightening surface of the water, and Segnbora, looking up, saw that she had a companion.

      When she’d begun her walk it had amused her to note that some of the local predators, a few of them quite large, had begun following her around. Those that had tried to nudge their way through her Fire and failed had quickly wandered off again. But now she found herself gazing up at the circling dark shape of a starscale pike nearly as long as she was tall.

      Slowly it broke off its examination and began drifting down toward her, turning a little on its side to see better. The light of the blue Flame gleamed down that sedge-green body dotted with its characteristic bright silver scales, and briefly glinted turquoise in the dark ironic eye regarding her. The long lean many-fanged jaw, sculpted into a permanent half grin, worked a little as the pike drifted closer. Segnbora knew that she was being examined for potential edibility, and possibly hadn’t been written off just yet.

      There was this, though; predators of this sort tended to be fairly smart. And one this big has surely been around for a good while. Some of the big pike in the Arlid, Lorn said, are decades old…

      The pike came down to about waist level and took another turn around her, curious. Segnbora reached out to it and trailed a hand over the monster as it drifted by. That eye moved, regarding her, and then the pike came back around and brushed up against her again like a very large and insistent cat.

      It seems I’ve made a friend, Segnbora thought, amused, and stroked its flank again. The pike, apparently considering this an invitation, started using her outstretched arm to scratch where it itched—in this case, its belly.

      “Oh dear,” Segnbora murmured. “I know somebody who’d just love to meet you.” And the meeting would probably involve upland citron and those ‘tonguefire’ whitefruit berries, and a great deal of hot oil… But she hastily put the thought aside before her companion had time to assimilate it. She had other business, while the pike was being so accomodating.

      Through her touch she had some access to the pike’s nerves, and from those it was a simple enough business to slide into its mind, or what served it as one. It was an uncomplicated place, largely dominated by carefully-stored memories of clearly defined shapes fading in and out of the river’s shadows; perfectly sensible for a creature that hunted mostly by sight. The pike’s sensory landscape was exquisitely attuned to light, but also to scent, which it used mostly to help it judge whether dead fish it found were good or bad to eat.

      So there’s a thought... It seemed safe enough to try asking the pike a question—not in words, but in the sensory mode. A splash in the water, Segnbora suggested while she touched it. Something large. Something definitely not human, but with more legs. A slightly musky, metallic scent—

      There was no missing the instantaneous alarm in that dark eye. Instantly the pike twisted away from her hand and was gone up the river in haste, vanishing into the murk like a fired arrow.

      …Up the river, Segnbora thought.

      Well. One more thing to do… and then we can begin.
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      She walked back downriver, found the spot where she’d originally slid into the water, and climbed out again, taking her time walking back to the seeding-house while the weariness that came with having done a wreaking crested and passed. The sky at Segnbora’s back was brightening moment by moment as she undid the door-latch. Perfect timing…

      She put Skádhwë away in its scabbard and wrapped them both briefly in Fire; when it faded both were invisible. Quickly then Segnbora got out of her wet linens into dry ones, threw on breeches and boots and yesterday’s tunic, and—picking up the rolled-up spare tunic—headed for the farmyard.

      The Sun was just barely edging up over the horizon as she crossed through, making for the stable block. She could hear some voices from inside the great hall, but outside no one was moving just yet. Segnbora quietly opened the stable door, headed in.

      The Darthene Black and Pony Boy’s little piebald were dozing in their stalls, but at the sound of her footfall Steelsheen immediately put her head out over her stall’s half door, ears forward. From her Segnbora got a sense of welcome and a general dozy good humor—

      Which started to change almost immediately. Her ears, which had been forward just a moment before, slanted uncertainly sideways.

      “There you are,” Segnbora said to the mare, “good girl, will you take a sniff of this for me?” And she held the tunic out to Steelsheen.

      Sheen’s nostrils flared wide. Then she lunged forward and snapped at the tunic, hard. Segnbora had just time enough to snatch it away before Steelsheen’s teeth closed in it.

      Steelsheen neighed deafeningly, favored Segnbora with a look that was both venomous and alarmed, and kicked the side of her stall. The other two horses, startled out of their doze, straightway started neighing and kicking as well.

      Immediate familiarity and angry warning: that was what Segnbora picked up from the mare. This was unquestionably what she had smelled the other morning. Quite clearly Segnbora caught from her the furious memory of other old, similar, much-hated scents that this one roused in Steelsheen. She remembered smells like this from the battlefield, from too many battlefields. Fyrd!

      Segnbora sighed. “Sorry,” she said, “sorry! I just needed to be sure…” She reached out to the mare.

      Steelsheen gave her an angry look, ears flat back, eyes rolling, and backed into the stall to where she couldn’t be touched.

      The noise from the other two stalls, the neighing and the kicking, continued. Segnbora sighed. Only one way to stop this…

      She headed out of the barn and was nearly run into headlong by little Breye, in tunic and kilt and bare feet, who’d apparently run out from the hall on hearing the noise. “What’s the matter, what happened?”

      “I think Steelsheen was upset with me,” Segnbora said, “and the others heard her and got upset too. But listen, they’re quieting down already…” And they were, once the offending scent had been removed from the closed space.

      “All right,” Breye said, peering in. “They’re hungry maybe…”

      “Maybe they are,” Segnbora said, and made her escape. It was as good an excuse as any. But now at least she had answers to all the questions that she’d been presented with. Now it was her turn to start asking questions of her own.
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      A while later Segnbora strolled into the great hall to find the meal already in progress: the usual swirl of adults and children putting together whatever kind of meal they preferred from the broad plates and jugs on offer.

      “Tik,” Segnbora said as got close enough to see what the central table looked like—or didn’t look like, for once again it was covered with dishes to the point where there was almost no getting a glimpse of the wood—“How do you do this without the Power? I swear, there must be three of you.”

      “He starts early,” Pavi said.

      “Too early!” Lennel said. “But it’s worth it in the long run.”

      Pouring a beaker of that hot ginger-and-honey draft for herself, Segnbora had to admit the point. Besides all the jugs of hot and cold drafts, the baskets of breads and dishes of fruit and vegetable preserves and butter and soured cream, there were also roast conies pot-baked in cream, and some of the leftover Brightwood white wine, and poached eggs on sippets of fried bread. There was also the very last of that glorious roast pork, ground up now and wrapped up in broad sweet cabbage leaves along with wild rice and chopped leeks, with green and white crucifer sprouts and baked onions on the side.

      “I definitely need to have a look at your garden patch,” Segnbora said in admiration, picking up a plate and spoon to get herself one of the pork and cabbage parcels. “One of the husbands is something of a gardener, and sweet Goddess but would he be in envy of your greens…!” She smiled at the thought of Dusty busily earning his less-formal name out in Prydon’s public gardening-fields on the far side of Arlid—trying with endless stubborn patience to get eastern scarlet beans and bitterleaf to grow in conditions they hated, and cheating with the Fire half the time rather than admit defeat at the hands, or rather leaves, of a plotful of recalcitrant lettuces.

      “Muck from the retting ponds,” Pavi said. “We dress the vegetable patch with it.”

      “Something to tell my husband about,” Segnbora said. “Is that another cheese roll?”

      “Twice-baked green cheese with hot spicery. Do you like whitefruit?”

      “Oh dear yes. In self-defense mostly. Another of the husbands dotes on it.” Every time the Queen had to go down to the Bluepeak region on business—which was often lately, with ongoing Ladha matters to attend to—she wound up being petitioned by the King of Arlen to bring him a sack of the hottest whitefruit she could find (which he’d picked up a taste for while hiding in Steldin). In the local market the traders had already started anticipating Eftgan’s shopping trips… and to her mixed appreciation and annoyance, had raised the prices accordingly.

      “And there’s more of the Wenilg if you want it.”

      “Lennel, please! It’s early in the day yet to have to look at something that color.”

      Behind her, heading for the breadboard, Pavi guffawed. “But everything else…” Segnbora shook her head. “This never ceases to amaze.” There was no question that if Tik ever got tired of working on a flax farm, Segnbora knew at least one royal kitchen where his skills would find themselves more than welcome.

      But once more, in the midst of all this abundance: no fish at all.

      Well, what better time than this to step right in it, and try to seem casual about it? “I have to thank you for suggesting the seeding-house, by the way,” Segnbora said, sitting down in an empty chair by Lennel and helping herself to another of the egg sippets, if only because there was a whole plateful of them and Herewiss wasn’t here to steal half of them at a go. “It was just perfect!”

      Lennel positively beamed at her. “You slept well?”

      “I did indeed. So quiet. And that fine little firebox! Just enough heat and no more. Such a good night, and such a lovely morning. I got up with the sun and went down to have a little dip in the river.” All of which was true… if with some vital omissions.

      Her description of her morning caused a slight pause in the conversation, as of people drawing breath while not quite sure what to say next. Segnbora took her own breath and went on, all innocence. “Which reminds me—we’ve been so busy, and I keep forgetting to ask. How’s the fishing hereabouts? The trout and silverside are supposed to be wonderful along this way…”

      “Ah,” said Tik, and “Well,” said Lennel, and “Now that you mention it, we don’t really,” said Pavi. At which point the littlest one, Breye, announced with an air of profound authority, “Padi Pavi says we can’t have fish because they give you worms.”

      When did I last hear so many ways of saying We don’t want to talk about that…? Segnbora thought. And now, of course, now that she wanted to hear what was going on in the minds around, all the adults around her were shutting down hard, because she was a Rodmistress, or the next thing to one, anyway she had the Fire and everybody knew about underhearing. And everybody said that if you thought really hard about something else, you couldn’t be underheard—

      The air around Segnbora seemed so suddenly full of inconsequential thought about yardwork and sweeping up the back room and putting a new handle on the muck shovel and sowing a few new rows of cone-cabbage that it was like the abrupt fug in a room after the chimney’s had a blowdown during a storm.

      “…We don’t look to the river for very much,” Lennel said after a moment. “The water does look placid, I’ll grant you, but the currents can be dangerous. Some of the family have had close calls out there, and over time we made a choice not to take unnecessary risks…”

      “I understand completely,” Segnbora said, doing her best to sound like a woman with no real comprehension of such things, someone whose experience with rivers was grounded in looking down at them from city walls. Yet she was coming to more understanding moment by moment as from Lennel she caught a clear flare of guilt and shame, and all tangled up with it, fear—

      And something else was in the air as well. No telling whose thought it was at the moment—thought-voices rarely matched their owners’ spoken ones. But Segnbora heard not just Don’t frighten the children, but also Don’t draw too much attention to it. Don’t want her getting the wrong idea and warning off the river traffic or some such: the holding would fail. Let things stay as they are. Everything’ll be fine if we just let it be…

      And Segnbora recalled Lennel’s long unfocused look down at the tiles, last night, when she’d said What makes you think your troubles are anything to do with the great forces moving now?

      Something thrummed in Segnbora’s bones, some certainty that hadn’t been there before. Whatever that was that I saw before dawn… this is why I’ve been sent here. No question of it.

      And not by Eftgan…

      She was aware of a certain quiet that had fallen around the table, and some of the older children’s eyes on her, waiting to see what the strange magic lady from up south would make of all this. “Well,” Segnbora said, glancing up the table at small Breye, “if the fish aren’t healthy to eat, then of course it’s right to stay away from there, I’d say. And anyway there are dangerous things that live near streams and water-meadows. Snakes, and those little lizards that bite—”

      All the adult faces turned toward Segnbora started to relax a little around the edges of their expressions. But Breye was indignant. “They’re not bad!” she said, and the tone of her voice implied that she thought Segnbora suffered from an overly nervous disposition. “I had one of those and he didn’t bite me once, his name was Miti and he slept every night under my pillow! …Until he got squashed.”

      “Oh dear,” Segnbora said, and around her the adults variously hid their eyes or hid their smiles and watched to see what she would do. “Well. That was unfortunate for him. I’m so sorry! Then what did you do?”

      “Then we had a funeral and we all got dressed and we put him to the fire and we sang a song and we told the Goddess to take care of him because he was good!” A sudden pause. “And then I cried.” The admission came breathily, with another sidelong look to see how Segnbora would take this.

      “Sometimes that’s exactly the right thing to do,” Segnbora said. She raised her beaker. “Well, here’s to Miti then. Whether he’s yet beyond the Door or back in the world again, our Lady has him in Her care.” And everybody drank to that.

      And now to other things before they think I’m at all concerned about the fish. “Pavi, the bread reminds me—” And she reached for another piece, and the pot with the redberry conserve. “You don’t have enough land under the plough at the moment to be able to spare much space for grain… and surely what you have can’t grow what your family needs. Am I right to think most of what you use for bread comes down from the market?”

      “That’s right, about two sacks a month.”

      “Well, that’s something the House should be assisting you with. We need to have a little talk about what the best way is for that money to come to you...” And the sense of the air clearing, and everyone going on with great relief to a problem of much more interest, was so thick that it could have been spread on bread like the conserve.

      The conversation went on to less consequential matters, and adults and children alike finished up their meal and helped to clear the table and went out about their work; and all through it Segnbora kept up the appearance of a Head of House casually cheerful about a visit that was going well. No point in letting people feel nervous all day. There’ll be enough of that later.
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      She went out to the stable to make her peace with Steelsheen—which cost her a bucketful of oats with a stoup of the household’s best beer in it—and then set about getting through the rest of the day and acting as if nothing in particular was on her mind. It was torture.

      During the War Segnbora had been through trials and terrors the likes of which few human beings had seen since the ancient departure of the Dark. But almost worse than any of those, for her, had been the many times when circumstance meant there was nothing to do but wait for something to happen. This was a slightly different version of that… but at least she could be physically busy as well.

      She spent a while helping Pavi deal with the remainder of the stones she’d cut up. She went out with Lennel’s wife Susni to take a look at the holding’s second well—based on an old spring that had dried up—and used the Fire to delve it deeper. She examined the foundations of the barn that had washed away in the great flood, to make sure that they were secure enough to hold against another. She hunted down Tik’s slim dark wife Telha, who she’d barely managed to have a word with because she was always “in the barns” seeing to the drying linen, and spent until nunchtime and a couple of hours afterward discussing the ins and outs of flax growing and linen grading and how the different kinds, grown at different times of the year, were spun.

      All that day she persevered at putting her nose into every crack and cranny, partly because she knew Eftgan was going to quiz her about the holding in general. But when the Queen heard the rest of the story Segnbora was going to have for her, she’d be wanting to go over every detail. That was an interview Segnbora was already wishing wasn’t going to be necessary. Not least because I’ve got no idea yet how the story’s going to end—!

      It was a relief to see the shadows starting to lengthen at last, for she could do nothing of real substance until after dinner. And when that finally rolled around, Segnbora was already so keyed up with anticipation and nervousness that she wasn’t sure she could do the meal justice. Yet she had to. A change in how she dealt with her food—especially in the wake of previous meals—would certainly be noticed, and would spoil the effect of all the day’s work she’d done pretending nothing was amiss.

      So she ate. She ate oven-baked chicken and buttered parsnips and several slices of a celery root roasted in spicy lard, and (when she was urged to it) indulged herself in a many-layered honey and rushroot pastry that left Segnbora laughing and gasping in surprise, because Tik had put whitefruit in it.

      And if she used the heat of the spice as an excuse to drink a little as well, she prayed the Goddess to forgive her. The Brightwood white was right there, making her wish that Dusty was there too, lounging in his chair and passing judgment on the vintage, looking lazy-eyed and innocent while his mind hummed with the usual calm calculation. She drank the wine in his honor and waited her time, as conversation went on about a myriad of inconsequential things—weather and old family stories and who did the most work around the place—and she enthusiastically helped it to do that.

      Soon enough the children started to tire or get bored and went off to bed, or to their own places to play or talk the rest of the evening away. Finally only the adults and Segnbora were left around the table with the rushlights and a tallow candle and the glow of the fireplace, chatting and nibbling at cracknels, while Lennel went off for another jug of wine. “And Lennel,”  Segnbora said, “why not get the tiles out again? That was pleasant, last night. And tonight none of us needs a bath!”

      There was some laughter about that—sounding strangely relieved, she thought. Well, we’ll see.

      Lennel brought the tiles out, and after much shuffling of them a casual round of one of the matching games started up. Segnbora sat back and drank her wine and made idle comments about the participants’ styles of play, hitting no closer to the mark than necessary to make sure everyone remained comfortable. And when the third round of play ended with Pavi and Lennel (playing as a team) triumphant—about the time she judged that the now-well-settled dinner and the good wine had done as much of their work as was needed for her to startle the truth out of somebody—Segnbora was ready to make her own move.

      “You really should try a draw yourself,” said Lennel, who was sitting next to her; Pavi was on the other side. “No one talks that good a game who doesn’t have at least a little play in them.”

      Segnbora stretched and smiled and took one last sip of the Brightwood, thinking of Herewiss. “Well, you’d best mix them up and deal me in, then,” she said, “and we’ll find out the truth.”

      Tik and Susni pulled the tiles to them and scrambled them up, then dealt out. “Are we playing what you’ve just played?” she said. “Just matching for points, not suits?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Thank Goddess,” Segnbora said as her tiles were dealt her. “Make me deal with both pictures and numbers at once and I’m done…” One by one she turned her tiles over and in passing discovered one that made her smile, for it perfectly suited her needs. You’re with me tonight, then, she said to the One she knew was watching, as she put the tile at the end of a row, ready to play. Thanks for that. This may get interesting…

      Play went around the table casually enough to start with, though Segnbora soon started to get a sense of personal styles—Pavi trying to be gentle with her and leave her tiles to match, Tik mischievously doing his best to take those opportunities away from her, Lennel rolling her eyes at the other two and methodically matching and removing the tiles in front of her one by one, clearing the space the way Segnbora had cleared the spare field of stones—certain of where she was going and prepared to take as much time as necessary to achieve it.

      Segnbora made a simple match each time the turn came to her, and let them go two rounds of the table. Then she had a last drink of that Brightwood, put the cup aside, and said, “There’s really no need for you to keep me wondering about this any longer.”

      Lennel glanced sideways at her. “About what?”

      Segnbora took a breath and from her drawn pile pushed out the tile that she’d quietly extracted from the draw as it had gone by—the ace of eagles: the emblem of Darthen, and also of the Queen.

      They all looked at it, not understanding, then looked up again.

      As gently as she could Segnbora said, “You have a problem with the river. I think it’s time you told me just what it is. Don’t you?”

      All eyes went to her, looking wary or disturbed, and everyone went silent.

      “The importance of your holding lies in where it’s located,” Segnbora said. “Without the river there’d be no point in having a farm here at all. Its water makes it possible for you to ret the flax you grow. To that end, the writ of enfeoffment that established Hillsend gave you both this bow of the river, and the next one northward. Yet for easily a generation now, possibly two, you’ve done nothing with that land at all.”

      The family gathered around the table were now starting to look actively nervous.

      “In the broadest sense of the law, of course, the river is the Queen’s,” Segnbora said. “But because you live here, and hold your land directly of one of the Forty Houses, in narrower law this part of the watercourse is seen as being in your charge. I have to assume that your problem with the river is what’s preventing you from doing anything with the next meander north.”

      The only answer so far was silence, and people starting to avoid Segnbora’s eyes. She turned toward Lennel. “If I go back to the Queen and she asks me about this matter,” Segnbora said, “and I’m forced to tell her that I haven’t solved whatever problem with the river is keeping the holding from fulfilling the terms of its tenancy—or haven’t at least tried to start solving it—she’s going to be most displeased with me.”

      She looked up and down the table. “You’re good and sensible people. I could tell that within hours of you welcoming me. So whatever reason you’ve got for not using the land you’ve given must be a good one. You need to tell me what that is. Otherwise… well, the Throne tends to look dimly on holders who leave lands gifted to their holding lying fallow for no sufficient reason.”

      More silence, and stricken looks, the husbands and the other wives looking at Lennel: and Lennel suddenly becoming very interested in the grain of the old wooden table.

      “Please help me with this!” Segnbora said at last. “I don’t want it to cause you trouble. That’s the last thing on my mind. But it’s time to deal with whatever this problem is. You need to give me something I can tell the Queen. So tell me.”

      All those gazes around the table remained fixed in Lennel. Finally she looked up, met Segnbora’s eyes.

      “We… don’t go downriver,” Lennel said. “Over the years there have been… problems.”

      “What kind of problems?”

      Lennel swallowed. “People have gone down past the northern oxbow and not come back.”

      “When?”

      Lennel didn’t answer. “In our grandmothers’ time,” Pavi said then, looking at Segnbora with evident difficulty. “My grandsire was a woodworker. He built the seeding-house.”

      “He would go down that way often to cut wood and bring it back,” Tik said after a few moments, watching Pavi’s brief silence. “Then there came a time when he started to be uneasy about it…”

      Segnbora frowned. “Why?”

      “He was never very clear about that,” Pavi said. “At first he only said that he’d begun to see strange things in the riveroak wood, down past the second oxbow. But he went up to market with carving work sometimes, and one time when he came back, he said he’d heard stories about creatures that sounded like what he’d seen. Water-beasts of some kind that could be driven away with fire.”

      Not with that kind, Segnbora thought, already seeing where this might be going. “And then?”

      “He went down the river by himself to try to do that,” Lennel said softly, “and he didn’t come back.”

      Half the adults were staring at the table. The other half were staring at Segnbora.

      She swallowed. “Someone went to look for him, surely.”

      “My father did,” Pavi said quietly. “He went down to try to discover what had come to his padi… and he never came home.”

      “When that happened,” Lennel said, looking up again with an expression of long sealed-over pain, “the family made a choice. There would be no more journeys down the river. We would stay at home, and keep hold of what was ours, on ground that we knew was safe.”

      Segnbora sat still for a moment, considering. “Why didn’t you seek out help when your grandfather vanished?” she said. “A Firebearer? Or a sorcerer, even?”

      Another silence fell. After a moment Pavi said, “My father feared that word of something gone wrong here would get back to Lord Denmal. He was well known to be…”

      Pavi trailed off. Now it was Segnbora’s turn to look away. “A difficult man,” she said softly.

      “We’d already learned that he’d unHoused some tai-Enraesi holders,” Telha said. “Sold their holdings to other Houses if they complained of being ill treated, or if there were problems with their land…”

      Oh Goddess, Segnbora thought, and covered her face. No, no, no— Before she’d started this journey, she’d perforce spent several dreadful days going through what copies of the tai-Enraesi house accounts could still be found in the tithing archives of the Black Palace, so as to know before she set out whose books were in order. But the numbers hadn’t reconciled properly: not just the numbers of the remitted tithes, but the number of holdings that were part of the House as Segnbora remembered it from her youth.

      Several times she’d simply stopped work, sitting at that broad black stone table covered with dusty bound manuscripts and codices, and thought, I was sure there were more. Even diminished as we’ve become in recent years, I was sure there were more than this! Nor had the archivists been able to shed any light on what she was finding. Unfortunately there are numerous records missing, noble tai-Enraesi. It’s often the case when Houses’ headships change hands without proper procedures…

      And now Segnbora understood the meaning of some of the looks the archivists had given her. They knew who she was, and what she was now trying to do… and some of them didn’t have the heart to tell her what her father and her grandfather had done. Or hadn’t done—

      And here was firsthand evidence of what had been going on before she was even born. Denmal had been playing politics badly—or playing at it, when it suited him—and ignoring what it was for: keeping these people, who were the House-heads’ responsibility, safe and well. And Holmaern had gone right on doing what his father had been doing, all he knew how to do—selling off bits of Queen Enra’s ancient House piecemeal, for ready cash.

      And to think I was worried about whether he’d sold off the symbol of the House, Segnbora thought. I never knew the half of it.

      The urge toward bitter laughter was strong, but the silence lay too heavy around her to indulge it. Segnbora dropped her hands to find all the Sesmennis regarding her with concern: not just for themselves, in this moment, but for her.

      Segnbora sighed and shook her head. “So let me be clear,” she said. “This matter has stood so for…twenty-five years now? Thirty? And no one else has ever looked into it.”

      Embarrassed silence, which Segnbora needed no underhearing to parse as That would be your job, actually, but who’s seen hide or hair of a landlord down here this decade and a half? Especially one we trusted?

      “We didn’t know how to tell the tale that needed to be told,” Lennel said. And under that statement Segnbora heard a whole mort of different ones, without needing so much as a scrap of underhearing for it. We thought we wouldn’t be believed. We thought we might be scorned, or mocked as fools. We thought we might be unhoused for being troublesome.

      We were afraid.

      We’re afraid now.

      She rubbed her face. “All right,” Segnbora said. “Time to be clear about other things. Of course this matter is in no way any fault of yours. And bearing in mind how the House has been managed, or rather not managed, for all these years, you did right to handle matters as best you knew how to keep yourselves safe. There is not the slightest chance that the Throne would find you in the wrong for anything you’ve done. And by my inner Name I swear to you that were Queen Eftgan to walk in that door right now, I would take your part to her very face, and call on the Goddess to stand by my side and make her see the truth of it.”

      She saw a few shocked looks and heard a couple of indrawn breaths at that.

      “And more,” Segnbora said. “In this whole matter, your House, my House, has failed you. Putting this right is on my head and in my hands, now.” She turned to Pavi and found it hard to speak through the tightness of her throat. “Nothing I can do can bring back your sire or grandsire. But at least I can see to it that your fear is ended, and that you’re able to take up the rest of the lands that are yours without any danger to you or your children. Or their children after them.”

      Pavi’s face worked a bit; then he mastered himself and nodded at her.

      Segnbora sagged. “So now you’ve told me what I need to know,” she said. “Thank you for your trust.” And then she reached for the wine-cup and had a long draft of the Brightwood, because she needed it.

      When she put it down again, Lennel was regarding her with the expression of someone not entirely sure that a crisis had actually passed. “What are you going to do?”

      Segnbora let out a long breath and waved her hands a bit helplessly. “Try to figure out what to do!” she said. “The whole point of being part of a House is to have help in living somewhere safe. If this land’s not safe for you, it needs to be made so. That’s what a landlord’s for. Or a landlady.” She smiled, even though at the moment it felt a bit strained. “So the landlady will look into it. Tomorrow morning, first thing…”

      Tik’s expression was troubled. “We wouldn’t bring you into danger!”

      “No need for you to worry about that,” Segnbora said. “If I need to send for more aid to deal with whatever’s amiss down the river, I’ll do so. Who knows, you might get to see my Dragon yet.” She gave Pavi a sidewise look of grim amusement. “Let’s take counsel tomorrow. It’s been a long day, everyone’s weary: and thought’s always brighter under a new-risen sun. Let’s leave it there for now.”

      And she looked down at her tiles and shook her head, pushing the ace of eagles out of the way and turning over all the rest of them one by one. “Also, this is a terrible hand.”

      She got up, and one by one the rest rose up as she did. “No,” Segnbora said, “no, don’t! Stay here. Play out the game: and relax.”

      Slowly the Sesmennis sat down, all but Lennel. As Segnbora turned away from the table, Lennel took a few steps after her. Segnbora paused.

      “In Herself’s name, don’t do anything foolish,” Lennel said quietly.

      Segnbora quirked a smile at her. “Me?” she said. “The very idea.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            Hillsend: the fourth day

          

        

      

    

    
      She went back to the seeding-house and spent a little time sitting in the quiet, letting the sense of nervousness and upset that she’d inevitably picked up from the Sesmennis fall away. Once again, now, was going to come the waiting. But not a moment longer than necessary. What she’d heard around the table had left her, not just concerned, but angry.

      And that can be used, Segnbora thought. Now, though, she was faced with working out what she was going to be going up against. Strategy…

      Long before she’d finally managed to focus her Fire, when she was simply one more traveller through the remote and unpopulated places of the Kingdoms, Fyrd had been a danger Segnbora had learned to deal with. She’d had a fair number of meetings with lathfliers or keplian or horwolves that had almost gone very badly for her. A number of times, only a moment’s desperate skill or sheer luck had saved her life. But every time she’d survived an encounter she’d learned something about Fyrdkind in general. One came to know the look and feel of the kinds of places where they preferred to hunt or lie in wait, their calls or cries, the vulnerabilities of the various breeds. Every meeting survived left one better prepared.

      A new breed, though… Segnbora thought. This is a different problem altogether. Nonetheless, she was no longer just one more solitary lightly-armed traveler on a horse in the middle of nowhere. She was an adept in full possession of the blue Fire, as well as a weapon out of legend and impenetrable mail fashioned from the cast skin of a Dragon. Segnbora’s eyes narrowed. If there’s a nest of Fyrd hidden away down the river, it won’t be there for long.

      She stepped out of the seeding-house and stood there on the flagstones, listening to the silence; then turned to gaze east. The Moon was well risen, waning but still gibbous, and the far side of the Darst, visible past the built-up bank on this side, glittered silver with its light.

      The water, though, she thought. That was still a worry. Running water had been one of the few barriers one could depend upon with Fyrd, even with lathfliers, for whom it shouldn’t have made a difference. They usually went out of their way to avoid it—that being one of numerous reasons so many people away from densely settled or well-defended places preferred to settle near rivers if they could. But if we’ve got something new here, a Fyrd breed that doesn’t mind it… then it needs to be stamped out quickly before it spreads.

      Fortunately the actions of the creature she’d be hunting had already given her half her strategy. It seemed to prefer being active in the pre-dawn hours. And it was confident enough to come upriver to the Sesmenni’s holding then—even when there was someone in the place who had the Fire. Power tests power, Segnbora thought, frowning. Well, we’ll see if I can’t get where I’m going a bit earlier, perhaps just when the creature’s new-roused. Upset its calculations a little.

      She turned her back on the Moon to let her vision recover a little from its light, then examined the stars. The Mother was leaning westward, the bright eye-star of the Phoenix rising to catch at Her cloak. Two hours to midnight yet. After that, another hour or so to sniff it out. Then move in and take it by surprise.

      Standing there in the dark and the silence, Segnbora breathed out at the sense of something old and unwelcome sliding toward her out of the night. She wouldn’t have to wait that long. But waiting in the dark alone… that was something else.

      A night of it, last night, she’d managed well enough. But two nights of it running? The midnight watches were when the doubts crept in, and those yoked themselves too readily to old difficult memories.

      It had started so small, right after Frialan was born. In retrospect it seemed laughable; just a shadowy creeping uncertainty that she was right for this new challenge, this new role, at all. Warrior and Firebearer she might be, right enough, but why did that necessarily mean she was going to be any good at this? …And then without warning the doubt had grown, or been subsumed into, something far worse.

      In the tenday following her being brought to bed and delivered of Frialan, a kind of blackness Segnbora had never known before had descended on her. Suddenly she found she could understand the old poetic saying about the Sun seeming dark in one’s eyes. Everything seemed leached of its value all of a sudden; worthless, wearisome, too much trouble. And all tangled up with this overhanging shadow was a bizarre and inexplicable sense that despite the easily demonstrable fact that everything about her daughter’s birth had gone well, indeed very well, that everything was nonetheless wrong somehow—that she was suddenly desperately tired, life was too dark to deal with, and she was a terrible person for not even wanting to look at her baby.

      It had passed. Or rather, Eftgan had felt about in Segnbora a bit with the Fire, realized what was happening, and immediately called in a Rodmistress expert in mind-body matters to deal with the parts of her spouse’s body’s housekeeping that had gone awry. Dorij d’Helien the Rodmistress had spent a long night’s wreaking while Segnbora was asleep—this being the best way to make sure the conscious mind couldn’t interfere with the work—and then sat with Segnbora for some days after while the darkness began to lift.

      The relief of it—the realization that there wasn’t something horribly wrong with her soul after all, but just her body—was tremendous. But then came a shock. During this period of gradual recovery, one afternoon Dorij said to Segnbora, “There’s something else to treat here before we’re done. You didn’t have a lot of time to say farewell to your maidenhood, did you?”

      And when Segnbora’s mouth dropped open—both in surprise and in the kind of horrified startlement that accompanies the discovery that you’ve been ambling along through a near-impenetrable mist and were now, in suddenly cleared air, poised on the edge of an abyss— Dorij said, “I don’t mean the never-had-sex kind. I mean the never-again-not-a-mother kind. You were riding all over the landscape dealing with Dragons and chopping people up in battles and drowning in war and politics and wreakings and doom, but there’s one body lying unmourned yet on that battlefield, and it’s yours. You must give that woman her due of fire and earth; grieve her and burn her and send her on.”

      Segnbora had done her best to start that business. She was still doing it, and wasn’t sure how long it was going to take her. Partly this was because she kept getting interrupted, and partly because she wasn’t sure how to do it—a realization that had left her feeling helpless more than once, especially when Dorij had declined to give her any further hints. Truly, madam, Segnbora had said to the Goddess as she watched Dorij ride off, I’m a mess. It’s a wonder you’ll entrust the conduct of the world to the likes of me.

      You are what there is, the answer came back promptly. Get on with it.

      She’d just stood there a moment, stunned. It was one thing to unburden herself so to the Goddess. It was another to be so baldly answered.

      “As the Queen’s grace commands,” Segnbora had murmured after a moment. And so she had gotten on with it with a good enough will; through days that were sometimes difficult until her mind finished resettling itself, and nights where, as it was doing now, the old uncertainty tried to creep back in. But I am what I am. A mother. A spouse. A Firebearer. A Head of House.

      And a better one than quite a few of its holders deserve, said the voice in the back of her head, the one that sounded like its owner should have been standing right behind her.

      She laughed softly, half wishing that he was. “Dusty.”

      I heard you, ‘Berend.

      Segnbora smiled a bit. For all the emotional closeness that she and all her spouses shared, it was always Herewiss who most easily heard her thinking. “It’s a pity you’re not here.”

      I’ve missed you enough lately to wish the same, Herewiss said. But whatever errand you’re on at the moment, it’s yours, not mine.

      You heard me fretting…

      And I wanted you to know right now that if there should be need, Lorn and Hasai and I are here. And there was no missing the dry, amused certainty of what followed: But there won’t be need.

      She breathed out, knowing there was no arguing with him when he was certain he was right. “Where are you?”

      Slowly vision crept into the experience, and Segnbora realized he’d been withholding it until she felt inclined to see. Everything around him was silvery with moonlight—wrought stones and paving and the walls of Prydon off to the left of him, the ploughed fields north of the city and the green ones spreading off into the distance to his right, and the wrinkled slide of the Arlid before him; and even to some extent the sky, swimming in faint milky radiance from the Moon at his back. He was standing about midway along on the great bridge across the river that connected the Kings’ Road to the gates of the city—the one he had destroyed with the Fire during the War, and afterwards had spent much Power and endless pains rebuilding.

      By his art it was as if Segnbora was now standing there beside him, up against the grey granite parapet of the bridge, leaning there on her elbows too. She raised her eyebrows as she settled there by him, for being allowed to join Herewiss so was unusual. His habit was to be there alone. If anyone came out to join him he would readily go to meet them, or go where they liked with them, but he wouldn’t linger. Segnbora remembered hearing Freelorn trying to get to the bottom of this once, and caught something unusual happening: Herewiss putting Freelorn off. “I am a bridge,” was all he’d say. And if he was often to be found there, leaning on the parapet on his elbows and looking down the Arlid toward the Sea, the spouses had stopped asking him questions about it, since what answers came back in such moods normally tended toward the cryptic.

      For the moment Segnbora looked down at the stone they leaned on and brushed her fingers over the fine smooth sheen of it, seeing in its mirror-polish the reflection of Khávrinen, slung over Herewiss’s shoulder, and the calm slow waver of Flame about its hilts, like weed in water. “You’re so sure of me…”

      “How should I not be? Whatever business you’re about, you’re the weapon in the Goddess’s hand. She won’t miss Her aim.”

      Segnbora swallowed. “Weapons break…”

      Herewiss cast his eyes upward like someone revisiting an old discussion, and shook his head at her. “The Shadow spent a whole war trying Its utmost to do that to you, and failed. And you’re far more dangerous now than you were then. Its only remaining hope is to get you to do Its work for It.” He laughed. “But since It hasn’t spent the time we have learning how stubborn you are, or what your temper’s like, the whole thing’s just a joke.”

      “Stubbornness wasn’t enough after the baby,” she said softly.

      Herewiss shook his head as if she’d said something obtuse. “You beat off the darkness from the inside. That’s one of the worst kinds to deal with. I should know.” Segnbora opened her mouth. “And what’re you going to say? That it doesn’t count, because you had help? What, must you keep all the heroism for yourself?”

      Caught somewhat by surprise, she shut her mouth again. “It was Dorij d’Helien’s turn to be the hero that month,” Herewiss said. “Surely you don’t grudge her that? How are other people ever going to have a chance to be heroes if we don’t leave the opportunity open for them occasionally?” He gave her an amused look. “It’s not like you to be greedy, ‘Berend. We might need to have that looked at.”

      Segnbora made a face of annoyed resignation at him. “I’m never any good at arguing with you.”

      He leaned his shoulder companionably against hers, smiling out at the river. “You just need more practice.”

      “When I get back, my dear,” Segnbora said, giving him a slightly wicked look, “you won’t find me wasting time on that. I’ll have other things on my mind.”

      Herewiss laughed under his breath and glanced past her, leftward and upward. “There’s a song I’ve heard before…”

      She followed his look. Up there on the eastern walls of the city, darkness poured and coiled gracefully down between two of the old watchtowers; vast draped wings, a sinuous glittering length of tail. From higher up, near the curve of upraised neck, faint light glowed down—the fire of Hasai’s eyes, slightly more tinged with blue these days, reflecting from the great main black diamond spine of his face-shield where it jutted up and gleamed in the moonlight.

      What was a bit strange was that something was slightly obscuring the front of the shield, over the eye-ridges, near where the main spine sprang up. Whatever the little dark shape was, it too glittered faintly. There was a scratch of silver at the front of it, and near one end of that a sudden unexpected spark of crimson, the light of the Moon catching cold in something too red for its color-draining pallor to defeat—

      Abruptly Segnbora recognized the unique hue of a mantichore sapphire… and the only one of those anywhere near here was in the pommel of Hergótha the Great. Segnbora’s mouth dropped open. “Is that—my Goddess, what is Lorn—what in the— Dusty, is he sitting on Hasai’s head?”

      Herewiss looked up over his shoulder. “Looks that way.”

      She was not merely astounded, but scandalized. “Dear Goddess about us, who sits on a Dragon?!”

      Her spouse looked sideways at her, and those downturned eyes crinkled. “I seem to remember one morning some weeks ago—”

      Segnbora blinked. “…Now wait just a moment.”

      “And somebody or other was sitting on a Dragon when he said, ’Surely that won’t ever go in there—‘“

      “Dusty, that was different, he was in shapechange, he—”

      “’—even if you did it this way, it would be ever so—’”

      “Herewiss Hearn’s son, will you be serious for a moment for once in your life?! You know perfectly well I meant when he’s in his proper skin, when Hasai’s wearing his lhhw’had it’s completely undignified, no one in their right mind would ever dream of—”

      “‘Oh wait!’” And Herewiss dissolved in laughter.

      After a moment, helpless, Segnbora followed him, and it took some while for her to stop again. An inability to breathe was mostly responsible.

      “All right!” she said at last, when she could speak again. “All right. I daresay the DragonChief can find some way to pass this off as some obscure kingly ritual if any of his people ever find out! …And how is it that our firechild’s missing from this scene?”

      “Out worldwalking,” Herewiss said. “But it said to tell you: if it’s needed, it’ll hear.”

      Segnbora nodded and fell silent again, watching the river flow.

      Herewiss regarded her for a few more moments, then reached out to touch her hair. She tipped her head toward him a bit, savoring even the illusion of touch and spending a welcome moment resting her gaze in his, gone silvery around the edges in this light.

      Slowly Herewiss let his hand fall. “‘Berend,” he said, “since you always seem to be expecting it of me, I’m trying to think of some other wise thing to tell you. But right now I just wish you’d hurry up and finish this so you can come home. Nothing here is the same without you. So please get on with whatever needs doing, get back on the road and finish this job so Eftgan will set you free.”

      “That’s my plan,” Segnbora said.

      Herewiss nodded. “I don’t have to tell you to be careful; that’s your style.” He tapped the much-faded little embroidered lioncelle on her tunic. “Always looking over your shoulder.”

      “Someone’s got to watch your backs,” she said, and gave him an amused look. “Meanwhile…”

      “Soon, dear heart,” Herewiss said.

      She nodded. “Soon.”
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      When the darkness outside the seeding-house reasserted itself, Segnbora heaved a long, slightly homesick breath, then went back to slowly preparing herself for what she needed to do.

      There were a number of ways for someone in possession of the Fire to track down a living being—the simplest of these being to search the area, in mind, for the unique and uncounterfeitable quality of theirs. Segnbora, of course, had purposely avoided touching the mind of the creature that came sniffing-around the seeding-house, so she was lacking that unique identifier. This made her work tonight a little more difficult, but hardly impossible.

      What it had left her was scent. The Fire could be keyed to that, caused to reveal the way the creature had gone as clearly as if it were a visible spoor. This left her only needing to deal with the matter of how to make the actual approach.

      Not by water, she thought. While that would be easiest, that was also how what came to the seeding-house had fled. The odds were too high that it might detect her, might be coming back again that way—possibly might even meet her before she was ready. Which leaves me with earth and air…

      Were she in a less delicate situation, she would simply put on her Dracon form and fly. But Segnbora was wary of expending so much Power in what she did tonight. The creature that had been hunting her had been aware enough of her Fire even in its resting state that it had known exactly where she was on each of the two previous nights. And though what she did in becoming Dracon wasn’t strictly speaking anything to do with the Fire, she was still uncertain how clearly it might betray her. The more power of any kind that I spend, the more clearly I’m going to stand out.

      It was an annoyance. The quickest and simplest way to track the creature back to its home ground would be to leave her body behind and hunt it in soulform; but such prodigal use of the Fire would instantly reveal her presence. And if I’m going to have to clean out a nest of Fyrd tonight, the last thing I want to give up is the element of surprise.

      She sighed. I’ve got a perfectly good horse, and in two blinks I could put on wings that would let me fly faster than the storm… and instead I’m going to wind up walking, aren’t I.

      Segnbora eyed the sky. The Moon was already near its highest point, its glare whiting out the stars of the Phoenix in the sky’s high haze; midnight was sliding closer. Best to get started. The walk may take a while.

      She headed back into the seeding-house and slipped back into her dragonmail, belting it up and picking up the rolleed-up spare tunic from this morning. Then she stretched herself out on the little narrow bed, reached out to where Skádhwë leaned against the wall, and closed her eyes, reaching down inside her for the Fire.
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      It was delicate work, especially when one was trying to use as little Power as one could rather than simply expending it as needed. The most difficult part lay in convincing the perceiving mind to ignore all the most powerful sensory inputs—the real solidity of the physical objects all around, the structure of the seeding-house, the ground and the flagstones surrounding it, the nearest growing things, the low walls nearby, the path to the river. Instead what counted were the faint, faint traces of the scent that the invading creature had left.

      Segnbora’s instruction in the Silent Precincts had included the initially strange information that scent was made of many tiny particles. Now that she’d finally achieved focus, she knew how to make the Fire—itself otherwise invisible for these purposes—bond to those particles and no others, so that they could be seen as a vague soft glow on anything physical they’d touched, and even in air or water. Luckily the weather had been relatively still today, but even so very little remained of the scent-trail the many-clawed, many-horned Fyrd-creature had left.

      The Fire, though, was able to detect and mark not only where the scent still lingered, but where it had been laid down during previous hours. The more time went by, the fainter both traces became, just as they would have for a scent-hound or a sorcerer’s spell designed to track such things. But for the moment there was more than enough for Segnbora to work with.

      With her wreaking now in train, the world around her, everything solid, had faded to a ghost of itself, a mist, mere shivers of probability in the darkness—conditional constructions that might or might not be there depending on how much concentration one brought to bear on them. The only real-seeming thing was the track of scent, like a faint glow in the air, lying in an uneven circle around the seeding-house, leaning in close to it in places where the creature had stopped to scratch or press. All Segnbora’s attention was concentrated on that ragged circle and the way it suddenly spun off a tangent where the creature had fled from her and made for the water. Down the path, up the bank and into the water, she traced the remnants of its route, a twisting pallid skein of cloud lit by a glow as pale as the moonlight but bluer. The cloud-track was uneven, broken by jutting wisps and banners of cloud where limbs had flailed about the creature leaving it as it leapt into the water.

      Then down the river— Here Segnbora pulled upwards in mind, as if she was wingborne, to take in more landscape at a glance and see how the track continued. The actual scent-trail had naturally been washed away down the river, as she’d expected. But the memory of it remained in the space through which the river flowed, in the way that most spaces remember for a while the concrete things that pass through them. Around the curve, along the bank of the next meander the misty irregular track ran. Then further still, weaving and flailing through the water, until it came to a straighter place in the river, a much broader curve. This was a place where the ground inside the river’s bend was solider, more built up: and there some scrub began to grow.

      And beyond the scrubby ground was a stand of riveroak—a respectable patch of woodland, perhaps a mile in length and half a mile wide. Some of the oldest of the trees in that wood overhung the river. And there, suddenly much clearer, the skein of cloudy light that was the creature’s path came up out of the water and vanished into the woods.

      Here matters suddenly became more complex… and Segnbora briefly remembered that she had a body as it reflexively sucked in a soft breath of concern. Here that scent trail became not just one, but many. The trees of the riveroak wood were woven all about with them. And there was one place, in a small sunken tree-roofed dell near the center of the wood, that was one single cloud of light; turbulent, much-broken by the memory of much movement, even in the short period of time that Segnbora’s Fire-wreaking could encompass.

      More than one. Quite a few more than one. …Three? Five?

      This isn’t good.

      She breathed out and took a moment to mark the spot in her mind, mapping out the shape and length of the riveroak wood and what appeared from the scent-track to be four or five pathways that the inhabitants used to leave the central dell. All of them went sideways, twisted and turned through the wooded ground and then angled down again to the main access to the river.

      They don’t seem to like traveling by land. Good: that’s the way I’ll go. It was difficult to detect, from a wreaking in this mode, whether the landward side of the wood was simply impassable. Not that that will matter a bit where Skádhwë’s concerned.

      Segnbora let the Fire flowing to the wreaking ebb away. It swiftly faded out of being, the seeding-house fading back into reality around her. She sat up on the cot and blinked a bit, getting used to physicality again and letting the brief weariness of recent Fire use flow over her and away. Five Fyrd or so…

      Her first urge was to shrug that thought away. In her time she had killed hundreds of Fyrd on the battlefield.

      But this isn’t the battlefield…

      As master of the Arlene royal archives, Freelorn would go off for an afternoon’s reading and come back with some piece of wisdom that he’d bore you with until after some days the business of life and kingship would drive it out of his head. But six moons or so ago he’d come back with one that kept coming up, some scrap of writing from a chronicler of some centuries back. “Chief of all errors made by those whose life is about doing, is that they come to believe that what they did once, they can do again at any time.” Segnbora, on first hearing it, thought that Lorn was experiencing some kind of resonance to the events of the War. But later she started thinking that he might be on to something. And now here it was again.

      She blew out an annoyed breath. Is this good sense, or just nerves?

      Segnbora sat there a moment or so more in the dark, running one hand up and down what passed for Skádhwë’s flat, feeling the strange there-but-not-there sensation of it, while the merest thinnest line of Fire shivered about its edges. The truth was that there was genuinely no way to tell… and that whichever it was, she still had a job to do.

      She slipped outside again and glanced up at the Moon. It was past its greatest height now, starting to slide down westerly. Maybe four hours till dawn, now. Maybe an hour until those things start becoming active—

      For a moment the urge to put all this off, to come back another time with more help—to not for once be the swift-rusher, the one who acted on impulse—came up and washed over her incredibly strongly.

      And immediately Segnbora mistrusted it. Warring with it, quietly, subtly, was a sense that this was the time she needed to act; that if she waited, something important would be missed.

      And with that thought, memory suddenly and irrationally went back to the Sesmennis’ hall, the table in the hall, the warm gleam of the rushlights, and the brighter light of the nearby tallow candle falling on the tiles as she turned that one particular one over. There it was, scratched in midnight blue on the warm golden brown of the little plaque of peakbeast ivory: the single eagle in trian aspect, wings spread, talons outstretched—the ace.

      “…Right,” Segnbora said under her breath. No point in waiting, then. All it’s going to do is leave me less certain.

      She went back into the seeding-house, weighing the pros and cons of invisibility. To be completely unseen would take too much Power, certainly enough to make her noticeable. No, she thought. I have a feeling other senses will be more important.

      Fortunately there’s not much to be seen. Her dragonmail—made as it was from the shed skins of the living black sapphires in Hasai’s tail hide—was dark enough not to gleam in what light she’d be dealing with tonight.  As for the rest of me… Dark brown breeches and boots—not for the first time, Segnbora blessed the relative sombreness of the livery of Enra’s House. Skádhwë she’d simply carry.

      And as for other senses… There are more ways than one to be invisible.

      She went out again, fastening the seeding-house door’s rope latch behind her and walking once around it on the flagstones, touching the wood of it and waving her arms gently to spread her own scent a bit. Then Segnbora shook the Flame down Skádhwë’s length and told it to go dark.

      As usual, the Fire resisted the suggestion for a breath or so, then finally did as it was bid. Segnbora visualized what needed to be done, and within moments the unseen Flame had enwrapped her in an impenetrable sheath just above her skin, from sole to crown, so that no breath of her own scent could escape into the air around her. And since I’d rather not pass out from lack of breath… she thought, and saw in her mind the Fire doing exactly what she’d done with it this morning. Up above her the invisible sheath of Flame elongated itself into a tall thin tube three times her height that would avoid any obstacle while it guided her outward breath and any hint of her scent far up into the air where the breezes would scatter them. At the very worst, it would be many minutes before any scent of her drifted down to the ground in any given spot. By the time anything scents it, I’ll be well away.

      And with that done, she turned her back on the seeding-house, and the river, and started to walk.
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      Initially the simplest and quickest way to go was by the road, even though it angled northwestward and away from the river to avoid the next meander. Normally being on this road at all would have meant some part of Segnbora’s mind would already be looking down it, northward, toward the next holding, the next family, one more letter to deliver, one more set of problems to solve… But not tonight. Not with Fyrd about.

      She moved as quickly and as quietly as she could and soon came to a place where the road turned due west and continued that way for what might be a mile and more. Segnbora looked eastward across a stretch of bumpy scrubland and saw the low line of tree-crowns blocking the faint moonlit glitter of the river. The map in her head immediately matched itself to that darkness, showing her the landward side of the wooded tangle from which the Fyrd-creature had come.

      Segnbora stood still a moment, listening with all of her. Everything was silence; not even waterfowl were audible. Because they’re sleeping? Or because they’re staying quiet to avoid being eaten? …No telling.

      She was still too far away, though, to be sure what was going on. Let me just get in among the trees and I’ll know better.

      The ground between her and the woodland was too bare for Segnbora’s liking. But if she was going to hold to her intention to keep her usage of the Power to a minimum, she had no choice but to deal with it the old-fashioned way as she started making her way across: short bursts of motion, broken by pauses behind what little cover there was to crouch and survey her route. Fortunately the ground was as scattered with boulders as the Sesmennis’ spare field had been. Four or five of them, as Segnbora made her way closer to the woods, were large enough to conceal her entirely from sight. At least of anything looking this way from inside there…

      The feeling of relief when she was able to duck under the branches of the first few outlying trees was completely out of proportion to their ability to conceal her. Nonetheless Segnbora leaned up against the bulkiest of those trees—barely as wide as she was—and spent a long ten breaths or so examining the main body of the riveroak wood, which started to thicken together out of the scattered patches on this side of the river about a hundred paces away.

      Riveroaks were tall dark longleaved trees related to blackstaves, but differing from them in that they preferred to grow close together; the more water they had, the closer they grew. Plainly water was no problem for the riveroaks in this long stretch of woodland—the view toward the river from here was like looking toward an unevenly built wall of vertical, round-faced, grey-black planks. Here and there, further into the wood, she could catch a glimpse of tall shapes leaning out of the vertical. Something went wrong with their roots, they fell over, the other trees held them up…

      And they’re probably rotten right through. Something to avoid touching on the way in, Segnbora thought as she got ready to move forward. Last thing I need is some tree crashing down for no good reason and alerting what I’ve come to hunt…

      She slid out of the shadow of the tree she’d been leaning on and hurried forward, glad to leave the moonlit openness behind her. Within just a few breaths more Segnbora was sliding in under the outermost eaves of the wood, softly brushing aside downhanging branches and dodging between the first few treetrunks.

      It took no more than a few minutes more of pushing into the woods for her to understand why her wreaking had shown her no exits in this direction by the Fyrd-creatures. The trees on this side had crowded themselves into a near-impassible barrier, their roots watered to excess by one of a number of small springs that had thrust their way up through the ground here. While squeezing between two of the least-tightly packed trees, she put her foot down nearly shin-deep into one of the springs and nearly sank in much further into the muck at the bottom before she could grab the nearest tree and stop herself.

      Segnbora opened her mouth to curse. Then she shut it again, as it was unwise to name the Dark when you were dealing with Fyrd. Fuming, she extricated herself and edged around the spring and through a gap between the trees on its further side.

      The Moon’s light had been almost completely blocked away as soon as she came under the canopy, except for mere scraps of scattered radiance that showed through whatever fortuitous patches remained uncovered by the crowns of the crowding trees. The further in Segnbora made her way, the more breathlessly oppressive that darkness became as the last few pallid tatters of light were snuffed out. The urge to allow Skádhwë to show some light, any light, got stronger and stronger.

      Segnbora breathed deep and resisted it as she slowly made her way inward. There’s this at least—the trees are getting a little further apart. There might be some light in that dell in the center.

      Though from what I saw that’ll be the place where I’ll most likely find a crowd of Fyrd waiting for me…

      She kept weaving her way in among the riveroaks, moving as gently as she could, trying to not even breathe loudly. Once or twice she had to stop and work well off her intended path to one side or another to avoid one of the fallen trees. As she’d feared, these were so rotten that chunks of them were ready to crumble off at a touch. She skirted them with the utmost care, kept pressing inward.

      As Segnbora went she came across a couple more of the upwelling springs, managing to avoid falling into them this time. From the second of them a little trickle of a creek flowed, heading in the direction of the river, and toward the central dell. To either side of the little haphazard track of water, the growth of riveroak began to space itself out a little more, making her passage slightly easier. But above her the trees’ crowns were if anything broader, and under them there was still only just enough light for night-sharpened eyes to use to make its way.

      Segnbora stopped for just a few moments to breathe and listen. From the direction of the river she found she could hear just the faintest peeping noises. Waterfowl, she thought. Riverhens, maybe? There was hardly a watercourse in the Kingdoms that didn’t have the little black stalky-legged birds there in numbers.

      She went forward, following along the edge of the rivulet that was flowing from the spring, just slightly downhill now. The riveroaks around her, older and broader than the ones she’d passed initially, were spaced yet further apart now, but there was still almost no light visible from the sky. The effect was like being in someone’s nearly pitch-black great hall, the roof of which was borne up by most irregularly spaced pillars. And has the beginnings of a brook running through it… The ground to either side of the brook was carpeted so deep in what had to be years’ and years’ worth of soft damp leafmould that it was possible to walk on it entirely soundlessly.  Almost like walking on something alive. Like walking on flesh—

      The thought made Segnbora shiver and wonder where it had come from. She moved forward slowly along the rightward bank of the little spring-fed stream in its shallow bed. The incline toward the river was very gradual, and the tiny stream made almost no sound at all as its water flowed gently along.

      Without warning the little stream widened out in front of her, its waters sliding into a broad patch of darkness. Above Segnbora the canopy of the riveroak trees had thinned somewhat, so that dapples of the faintest silvery radiance could now be glimpsed in a sky where the Moon was already sunk too low in the western sky to cast any direct light. Reflections of those scraps of pale dim light shivered gently on the surface of the dark pool that spread out before her.

      She glanced left and right to find a way around—then paused, realizing she was looking at something odd. In some places over toward the rightward edge of the pool, the surface of the water was not smooth. Something was breaking it; something that, where the light fell, showed pale.

      The shapes she thought she saw made her throat start to go tight.

      Segnbora moved sideways, being very careful not to let her feet get too near the water for fear of slipping in and making a splash. Between the nearest of the larger riveroak trees and a few thin patchy spinneys of saplings struggling futilely up toward the light, Segnbora found a spot broad enough for her to crouch down without sliding into the water.

      Silently she held Skádhwë out over the water. In response to her thought, the faintest shimmer of Fire, hardly brighter than the thin scattered radiance showing through from the sky, manifested itself around the shadowblade’s edges. Segnbora peered down into the water, her heart pounding. Her breath caught.

      The pool was full of bones.

      The oldest of them lay well down in the water, indistinct in the darkness of it and greened by pondweed and scum. But many, higher up, piles of them, were lighter in color, newer. Some were nearly transparent; fish skeletons or parts of them, mingled with thicker bones that might have come from eels or the like. Other bones were opaque, thicker, those of animals—no way to tell which ones: there were too many kinds of beasts that might be found in riverine country in this part of Darthen. Months of these, Segnbora thought, gazing down into the water. Maybe years.

      But they had recently been disturbed. Something had been digging among them, here. Something with huge claws…

      She edged sideways, down toward the rightward side of the pool, toward the shapes she’d seen first but had been trying to avoid looking at more closely. Segnbora started finding it hard to breathe again as she crouched down and saw, jutting up out of the water and leaning against the bank, the hip end of the bone of a human thigh. Just under the surface of the water she could see the other end of it, and how it had been cracked jaggedly across, possibly for the marrow.

      Beneath it, further down in the water, were other bones big enough to have belonged to humans. Segnbora would not, could not touch them. She had to sit back on her heels and find her composure somehow, clenching Skádhwë in her hands. The last time she had been near human bones this way, it had been in a field outside the town of Chavi. And the bodies, the bodies had been—

      Slowly she stood and stared about her in the dark, half blind and shaking, seeing almost nothing. Rage and grief rose up inside her in a hot thick wave, the way anger rose in her when she was afraid for Frialan’s safety. The pain of what had been crashed over her and threatened to batter her resistance flat till there was nothing left of her but one more battlefield—a place where emotions endlessly tried to war one another into extinction and there was no Segnbora left except as victim or bystander. But the urge to be neither, the urge to call the Fire up and simply reduce this whole place to ashes, as a Dragon might do to something deadly, rose up in her as well.

      Except that would do the Sesmennis no good, and would not solve the errand the Goddess had sent her on. What I’ve found here and the way I’ve found it is just the Shadow’s way of making me cast aside what I should be doing. It would count the last war’s victories as just a minor setback in the greater scheme of things. It was no more done with Segnbora than she was with It.

      But the second part of that is what counts. I may be a weapon, but I get to choose Whose hand I’m in.

      She swallowed down the pain in her throat, wiped away the burning in her eyes, and gazed down at the bones in the near-blackness of the pool. Like enough these are what’s left of Pavi’s sire, or grandsire, or both of them. These will need tending to after this night’s work is done.

      So let’s see to that.
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      Her rage was starting to go cold, now, which was always useful. Segnbora let it run down inside her to mingle with the Fire that flowed about her, unseen, and silently slipped forward, away from the spring-fed pool.

      Stealth’s no more an issue now, Segnbora thought. At least as far as my use of the Fire’s concerned. She was deep into her quarry’s territory, apparently so far undetected. So let it feel me here. Or rather— She still wasn’t willing to try touching its mind; this was a new kind of Fyrd and she wanted to make sure what she was getting into. Let it feel the Fire.

      Fyrd, true children of their maker, feared and hated the Fire and all who used it. In the moments immediately following her revelation, she’d have a short time, just a matter of a few breaths, in which to exploit her quarry’s fear.

      And its anger, too. Fyrd were usually very territorial. The assumption was that the Shadow had purposely made them so, the intention being to force them willy-nilly into conflict with any human inhabitants. The discovery of a Firebearer actually inside its lair should so inflame the creature she hunted that in its rage it would simply attack her, ideally throwing away any advantage the terrain might lend it.

      But no need to be too straightforward about it. Let’s keep it a little off balance. Segnbora dissolved the shell of unseen Flame that had been keeping her scent out of nearby air. She swept her arms around her for a moment or so, then restored the shell and moved onward— not directly toward the river, but to the side, a little northward.

      The size of the riveroak trees and their nearness to one another was changing again; they were even further apart, now, and their boles were broader, their crowns higher, though also further apart, so that more of the sky could be seen. As Segnbora made her way among them, releasing the sheath of Fire and replacing it, she started to think these trees might actually have been planted here by someone, centuries ago. After all, Hillsend itself, as a holding, has only been here four hundred years or so. Maybe before the holding was actually established, when it was still just an idea of a land grant that might be made in the future, old Denmal’s great-great-however-many-greats granddam or grandsire came down this way from Darthis when the river’s course was differerent, and planted a grove. It’s not as if riveroak’s rare, but a wood of this size is—

      From the river, very soft, came a splash. The peeping sound coming from that direction stopped.

      Segnbora held absolutely still. Could have been a fish—

      Another splash: louder. The peeping sounds started again, much louder. Closer than I thought.

      Her throat went tight again; from anger this time, not fear. Not waterfowl at all. Something else entirely. And definitely more than one.

      Segnbora swallowed. She’d spent some time, yesterday afternoon, considering strategies for this encounter. One thing seemed clear: judging from her past two encounters, this creature—these creatures—didn’t seem overfond of light. She lifted her free hand, closed it to a fist; imagined light there. Instantly a spark of Fire almost too small to see, kin to the one she’d shown Lennel, appeared there and showed just faintly pink inside the flesh.

      It was astonishing how bright it looked after such a long while spent in darkness. She willed it fainter and held the closed fist close to her chest while making her way forward, slipping from behind one tree to the next.

      Within maybe fifty paces Segnbora found that the springfed pool behind her had continued to drain into yet another little stream meandering down among the trees toward the river. This tiny rill was flatter and shallower, no more than a handspan deep, as silent as the one upslope. She moved slightly to one side of it, where there was a riveroak that was broader than many others here, and put her back up against it.

      The map she’d made in her mind of this patch of woods suggested that the central dell, the one where she’d seen all the movement of Fyrd, was just ahead of her. Around her, as she’d headed gently downslope, the ground had started to change as the crowns of the trees above let more light through. Unbroken leafmould had given way to reveal a base that was stonier, even a little gravelly in places. Small plants were cropping up at the stream’s edge. In one spot where it had opened out and deepened enough there were actually lily pads.

      From maybe a hundred paces behind her came a sudden rustle, as if something had pounced on a spot that smelled like someone had been there, but wasn’t. Segnbora took a breath and hurriedly started to make her way along the little stream and riverward, toward the nearly-open ground of the central dell.

      From behind her came another rustle, another pounce, a shriek of fury as something leapt at where she’d been but wasn’t any more. Just a few moments more, she thought, sidestepping to put her back up against another of the riveroaks. She lifted Skádhwë, ready.

      Out from between the last few trees that stood between Segnbora and the dell came a sudden rush of ill-seen movement, an impression as it plunged closer of a flurry of many fangs, spines, claws sharp enough to shave through wood. She opened her hand. Light—!

      Light answered, blinding, as if a star had fallen at the edge of the dell. More shrieks pierced the air, but in small high voices. The creatures rushing at her reared up, squalling. Claws tore at her, but she couldn’t be torn; the Fire armored any part of her the dragonmail didn’t cover. The air filled with a stink of fish and wet and rotting things—

      Disgust and horror filled her and Segnbora stood straight and let the Fire blaze, lighting the whole dell, every tree and downhanging branch and leaf standing out in sharp relief. So did the things leaping at her, long-tusked horrors with thin bizarrely-jointed legs like an insect’s or a rillcrab’s, with iridescent skins and spines and flatly green-glinting eyes. In the blaze of light they fell away from Segnbora, shrieking. But one of them had got its long sharp midtalons hooked into her dragonmail somehow, and with its front talons was clutching at her face—

      She dashed it off her to the ground and raised Skádhwë to put an end to it and then the rest of the brood. But something much larger hit her hard from the side, knocked her down onto the ground and into the water—

      As she fell, and the creature fell on top of her with those terrible claws waving, Skádhwë flew out of Segnbora’s hand and splashed into the stream, out of reach. Enraged, she grabbed the horned slippery snout that was snapping at her face. She didn’t need to be touching her focus for what would come next. In the water, Skádhwë blazed up, and all the downhanging branches overhead shimmered with the light of blue Fire through water. A second’s work to burn its brain out. Segnbora reached out in mind, slid her way in through its skin and down its nerves as she’d done with the pike.

      no no no no

      —down its nerves, afire with rage but even more with terror, horrified at what was happening, anguished at what would happen to them afterwards—

      What? She shook her head, eyes narrowing. Never mind. Brainburn—

      —the horror Segnbora held in her grip was struggling, desperate, while all around them faint shrieks of terror echoed—

      run away! run away! run! hide!

      —but not attacking her any more.

      Not attacking?

      Holding her down, yes. Pinning her. As if desperate to keep her still—

      Segnbora’s eyes went wide. She gazed into the eyes that were staring into hers, into the green gleam of them, uncanny, bizarre—

      —and saw Her there.

      Flat on her back, cold water seeping through the dragonmail and into her clothes, surrounded by flailing wailing small monsters that kept making little angry-frightened rushes toward her and then backing away… Segnbora held very still.

      She’d have been there anyway, some part of her mind babbled. Everything’s of Her making, after all—

      It would have been wonderful if she could have avoided the truth that was starting to unfold in her mind. That would have meant Segnbora could have avoided being forced to get to grips with the realization of what she’d almost just done.

      I didn’t do it. I didn’t do it.

      But oh Goddess I almost did.

      And these are—

      She managed somehow to draw breath. These aren’t Fyrd.

      Whatever they look like, whatever they are, they’re not Fyrd. They’re not even thinking Fyrd. They’re—

      She looked into those eyes and found them looking back at her: terrified still, furious at being found, at being found out, but not furious at Segnbora, furious with—

      —herself?

      Frightened eyes stared at her, full of uncertainty and anguish; inhuman eyes, abnormal eyes.

      Plainly, she thought, normalcy is no barrier to Her. And I’m an idiot.

      “You could let me up,” Segnbora said after a moment. “I won’t hurt you.”

      The eyes looked at her with less fear but a great deal of skepticism.

      “I swear it by my Name,” Segnbora said. “I will not harm you, or them. I didn’t know! It’s just that you looked— I thought, I assumed you were—”

      not. not like others.

      “You’re not,” she said. And shook her head. “…How are you not?”

      No answer came back to that.

      Very slowly the creature backed away from Segnbora just a little, lifted the huge fore-talons that had been leaning their points into her shoulders—those sharp points that had gouged a fingerwidth deep into the seeding-house door—without hurting her. The talon-points hovered over her still, not moving away just yet, while those eyes stayed fixed on her.

      “All right,” Segnbora said at last to the creature that leaned over her. It was glancing away from her to its crowded-together brood and back again, blinking in the brilliance from Skádhwë. “I’m going to sit up now.”

      The creature backed an arm’s-length further away, its foretalons still lifted, watching her. Very slowly Segnbora sat up.

      A rustle of unease went through all the smaller creatures, which were huddling together and trying to stare at her as fixedly as their—mother? Parent? Guardian, at least—was doing. It looked as if the light was bothering them too.

      So at least I was right about something tonight, she thought. But that wasn’t much of a consolation.

      Slowly and carefully Segnbora got her legs under her and came up to a crouch. There she stayed for a moment, looking into the eyes of the creature that was watching her.

      Stillness: silence. Waiting to see what she would do…

      All right, Segnbora thought. This has to start somewhere…

      She spoke to the Fire channeling from her through Skádhwë and slowly dimmed it down. After a few breaths she and her companions were kneeling or crouching in light no stronger than moonlight, regarding one another uneasily.

      Segnbora looked over at the small ones—four of them, a little thorny tangle of wavering unnerved talons and the green sparks of eyes—and at their parent. Suddenly she found that she could imagine immediately what had happened here, once upon a time, and her heart turned over inside her in abrupt regret. Pavi’s grandsire coming down into this creature’s territory, not just once but many times, and being to some degree accepted as… not a commonplace, but as something that happened sometimes, unpleasant and scary but manageable. Then, once, Pavi’s grandsire came at the wrong time: coming when the creature had just given birth, however they did that. The creature thought it was threatening its brood. It acted to protect them. And when Pavi’s father came, it acted again—

      The strange, alien eyes gazed at her, the expression in them very peculiar.

      no

      Segnbora blinked. “What?”

      not that way

      She stared at the creature. “Wait. Are you saying that you, you didn’t—”

      no. long long ago

      It was a flat denial, and unmistakeably true; for when a mind was being underheard in this way, lying was impossible.

      those are from before

      “…Before what?”

      There was a long silence, as if the creature wasn’t sure how to answer.

      before when it changed

      Her over-acute underhearing had been such a nuisance to her before she focused her Fire that Segnbora had felt profound relief when it started to fade down after her breakthrough ended. Now, though, she felt a flash of wanting to be the way it had been. Never mind, what is, is— “Can I— May I touch you?”

      The creature looked alarmed, drew back a little.

      “Not like last time!” Segnbora said. “Then I thought that you— I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” She was becoming more embarrassed by the second. “It’s just that I assumed…” Segnbora sighed. “If you’re willing, it’s a way we can understand each other more quickly. And with less chance to misunderstand.”

      The creature looked at her a moment out of those strange eyes. Then, very slowly, it lowered its head toward her.

      Just as slowly she reached up and laid a hand above one of the huge bizarre tusks, against the soft skin. Closed her eyes, let her mind sink in…

      And found herself remembering things, in two different ways. One was a sort of memory more felt in the bones and the blood than in thought. The other was the creature’s memory of her own life, things that had actually happened to her. The others’ memory ran through the blood, dwelt in the bone, some nearer in time, some further. It felt somewhat as Segnbora’s mdeihei had when they still were indwelling within her and had not yet been freed to once more be physical beings in the world. Except, my Goddess, the emotions—!

      Her experience of the mdeihei had by comparison been a dry thing, almost remote. This creature’s blood-memory of past generations was both far more immediate and profoundly emotional—and almost all the emotion was rage and hate. It burned, it scalded, it made Segnbora want to writhe away to keep her mind from being dissolved in it. But there was no escaping it, any more than one could escape one’s own pulse.

      And the old sense-memories, some of them, were horrifically sensual. Not just hating, but afire with it; not just bloody but dripping with it, saturated, rolling in a dreadful luxury of gore. It’s the Shadow’s reward to its slaves, Segnbora thought as she desperately tried to keep her distance from those memories while staying close enough to correctly comprehend them. If all It lets them feel is hate and rage, nonetheless they feel them intensely, feel them as good—

      Which was how she felt the creatures, the other creatures—the ones who had come before this one—feeling past killings of the monsters, the human monsters, they had been bred and taught to hate. Once bound to a place, their fury at slaughtering interlopers was an ecstasy to them, an ugly joy that blotted out fear. We smelled them. We hated them. They were in our place. They had no right. We fought them and slew them and devoured our reward.

      Much closer in time to this creature, intense, relatively close, she saw the shadow of one memory rearing up before her, a shadow on two legs, sliding through the trees in blinding light, a danger, a thing to fear and hate. We smelled it. We hated it. It came to our place, again and again. It had no right. We could not fight it in the day. Once it came when darkness fell. Then we fought it and slew it and devoured our reward.

      Then another came. It called, it cried out. It stayed through the brightness. It stayed till our dark. We fought it, we slew it…

      Segnbora breathed in, breathed out, controlling her reactions. The creature under her touch trembled with fear, with the knowledge that Segnbora could slay it right now if she chose—

      “No,” she said, her voice coming with difficulty. “I swore.”

      It took the two of them some moments to become calm enough to continue; for Segnbora to withdraw from the intensity of the blood-memory, for the creature to conquer its fear. But there they were together, trapped in the blood and the hunger, forever and forever, from the dawn of memory and time until…

      It changed.

      …A time came to spawn. At least that was the best word Segnbora could find for it. At intervals there would come a season when the way the world smelled of blood would change; when the hate and rage turned to a gorging lust for food. Then would come an irresistible urge to leave and make one’s way down the river to the Sea. There the lust for food turned into a different lust. Frantic couplings and devourings ensued, the urges to life and death horrifically conjoined and commingled. When it was all over, those who remained and were quickened made their way back to the places from which one or another of their parents had come. There after some moons they brought forth their brood, fed them and taught them to feed. And then when the brood grew old enough, large enough, strong enough, the time came when one devoured them or was devoured in turn.

      The creature with whom Segnbora was speaking was one of that brood. Eventually the inevitable cycle caught her up in another of its turns. Gradually she woke into the hunger that meant she was about to be freed from her bond to this place. She gorged herself, went down to the Sea and spawned; perhaps to live, perhaps to die.

      Something had changed, however. There was far less killing and devouring in her flesh-memory of this spawning than there had been in the blood-memory of her ancestors’ matings. The creature returned to her place from the spawning, and her brood, when she brought them forth, were ravenously hungry for fish and riverwalkers—but not for their parent. That was the first shock.

      And after that the creature came slowly in her mind to recognize a change in her own being. The scent of the creatures down the river, that once would have infuriated her, had become simply… strange. By night, tentatively, fearfully, she began to seek them out.

      “Curiosity,” Segnbora breathed.

      I wanted to know. I was different. Before, from blood-memory, I know there would have been nothing but—hate?—for your kind. I can remember it. The creature shuddered, all over its body. It devoured. There was no room for anything else. …Yet now there is room. Why?

      Segnbora looked up into the strange face she was touching—and it was visibly a face, now that she had had a little more time to get used to it, even if its eyes were in the end of its snout. “I can’t be sure,” she said at last. “It may take time to understand. But it’s as you say. The world has changed.”

      It has.

      They sat quiet for some moments. Segnbora realized that her knees were bothering her. She unfolded enough to sit herself down crosslegged, and then breathed out, trying to make sense of it all. “How old are you?”

      The creature stared at her. The question meant nothing.

      She tried another tack. “How many changes of the season have you seen?”

      A pause. The leaf-fall, the new leaves: two times. The cold, the heat: once.

      Segnbora counted months and seasons in her mind, aware that this could be no better than an estimate… then shook her head. The answer was strange beyond her understanding. 2928, at a guess. The royal magics were enacted two summers ago, in ’27. Then Arlid Fields happened, the first of that Autumn. A year later, her—spawning?—happened. With the Shadow thrown down, and rightful rulers on both Thrones once more, and the world much changed…

      Something else was niggling at her: the idea that these events alone, tremendous as they were, might not be everything underlying this story. But there’s time to puzzle all that out later.

      “So now,” Segnbora said, “you go to where the humans are.”

      Hmn, said the creature. Yes. They never come here. But I go there. Not often; just sometimes. To see.

      The background current of pain Segnbora underheard in the thought was shocking. Oh Goddess. Is that—is that loneliness? It was choking, the strength of it.

      …But now there is another reason. Fear, uncertainty, blindingly strong. For help. I felt that there. Its eyes went to Skádhwë, and to the Fire around it. That was help.

      The fact that this creature perceived the blue Fire, the Goddess’s gift, and had been drawn to it—saw it as something to be sought out rather than something to hate and fear—told Segnbora more than anything else she’d heard so far. “You felt me there, at Hillsend,” Segnbora said. “You came to find me and ask me for help.”

      I hoped…

      The creature’s pain, the loneliness for which it didn’t even know the name, only knew that something was missing in the world, seized Segnbora around the throat like the grip of a hand…as did the single concept, dangerous, alien, a bit forlorn: hope.

      But so did something else: a realization. These are tenants of mine; as much my people to care for as the people people here are. I am their landlady too.

      “That’s why I’m here, it seems,” Segnbora said, when she could manage speech again. “This is my place. And since you’re in it, our Lady has sent me to help you. Tell me what you need.”

      A reaction almost of disbelief, and the first shades of wonder, like a dawn uncertain of its welcome: but also, desperation. …Release.

      Thinking of her long afternoon sitting on the riverbank, listening for a word she couldn’t then understand, Segnbora drew in a long breath. “How do you mean?”

      You see them. A glance at her brood, who shuffled and twitched and squeaked when Segnbora’s attention turned to them. There are too many now. There have never been this many. They are hungry, more hungry all the time. I cannot feed them if I cannot leave here. And I cannot leave here.

      “Very well,” Segnbora said. “I believe I can put that right, and break the bond that confines you here. But you must make me a promise, as I have made you a promise.” Segnbora paused. “Do you have a name?”

      No answer but that sense of confusion again. “What do you call yourself?” Segnbora said.

      “Zba,” the creature croaked.

      That, the sound of a spoken word, brought Segnbora up short. “…Very well,” she said after a moment. “Zba. I am Segnbora. And this is our pact. I promise that I will do you no harm, now or in times to come. For your part, you must promise to do humans, and their beasts and fields, no harm. If humans try to harm you, you must flee them. But this place will always be safe for you: I’ll see to that. Your children must be bound to the same pact while they remain here.”

      They will do as I do.

      Segnbora considered for a moment. “When will they be ready to go out on their own?”

      I am not sure. This is all new. But not soon, I think. No sooner than leaf-fall, before the cold. Best might be when the new leaves come again. The Zba seemed to be considering too. And the other hmn: will they too keep this pact?

      “Leave managing that to me,” Segnbora said. “But yes, they will.”

      Then we will be one with you in this pact.

      “Our Lady bless the word, then,” Segnbora said, as one normally did when striking a bargain at market, or when signing a written pledge. “Now, as for my part…”

      She knew in a general way what she needed to do. It’s like a spellbinding or geas that’s gone awry; looped back on itself so as to have no end. We’ll soon see about that. “I need to be in the blood-memory to do this wreaking. It may hurt.”

      I am not afraid.

      “Good. So let’s go forward, then.” And she reached behind her for Skádhwë.
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      It hurt a great deal—but rather to Segnbora’s astonishment the wreaking hurt her far worse than it hurt Zba. The alterations that the Shadow had wound deep into these creatures’ bodies had been built to cause them great pain, and ideally to kill them, if they somehow were moved to defy their marred natures. To undo those linkages, Segnbora had to extract that potential pain and shoulder it herself while rebuilding the connections through brain and mind and muscle into which the place-bindings had been strung.

      The blue Fire, which she had tasked with remaking those connections, could provide Segnbora with little relief of the pain. All she could do was concentrate on pulling the binding apart and reweaving it again, while feeling as if her own nerves were being frayed apart and set on fire one by one.

      Yet even as she gritted her teeth and concentrated on getting the job done, Segnbora found the raw power needed for the work far less than she’d feared. It was as if something had been there ahead of her, weakening the integrity of the Shadow’s handiwork. And as for Zba, apparently bearing pain with great equanimity had been just another part of belonging to One Who enjoyed tormenting even Its own servants. All through the process she crouched in front of Segnbora with eyes half-closed, almost catlike, her brood crowded around her, and looked for all the world like a creature who did this every day. Or night…

      When the work was done at last, Segnbora sagged where she sat as she opened her eyes. Why do my legs feel—

      Oh. A foursome of small snout-eyes blinked up at her as Segnbora realized a couple of the brood appeared to have decided her lap looked more comfortable than the cold damp ground.

      She laughed softly and looked up at Zba. “How does that feel?”

      Good. It does not hurt.

      “I’m glad.”

      And then a tentative moment as the creature indulged her curiosity, tentatively, as one might have bitten down carefully with a misbehaving tooth…and found that didn’t hurt either. I could perhaps go swim. There is a place I smelled further down the river where many big fish go to hide under the bank. I could not go before—

      “Go on,” Segnbora said, looking down with some resignation at her lap. “I’m in no rush.”

      Zba headed off in a flurry of limbs, through the trees between them and the river, and shortly was lost to view. The small creatures in Segnbora’s lap looked up with interest at the sound of their parent’s splash, but didn’t move. A second later the other two were crowding in to join them.

      “All right, just wait now, don’t be shredding my breeches!” But it was already too late for that.

      It took a while to get them settled, and while that process went on Segnbora had a chance to look them over. Interesting. They’re far less spiny than Zba is. The giant tusks sprouting from the upper jaws were smaller, the limbs shorter. They looked less, well, less monstrous—a bit more like the Steldene corkindrill: a dangerous enough beast, without a doubt, but not twisted away from its natural form into a killing device. And if this is the change she experienced, now continuing in them—

      From the riverside came another splash. All the little heads came up at once, and the hungry peeping started again. A few moments later Zba came through the trees with her eyes glinting with triumph, and in her jaws a blue trout the size of Segnbora’s upper body.

      Moments later her lap was vacant and her breeches had suffered yet more indignities in the youngsters’ rush to get at their breakfast. Segnbora got up and brushed herself off as well as she could, regarding the fish with admiration as Zba’s brood began slicing it up with those amazing claws and squabbling over the pieces. “I think perhaps one of my husbands is going to want to meet you,” she said.

      What is a husband?

      “Ah. That may take some explaining…” Segnbora tilted her head up to eye what she could see of the sky. It had paled far lighter than any setting Moon could account for. Dawn was coming, and she could foresee that she was going to have a busy morning.

      “You’ll want to take shelter for the day,” she said. “I’ll come back later to finish doing what I have to do to make this place safe for you.” She picked up Skádhwë. “Is that all right?”

      Zba simply looked at her. Come soon, Sbra, she said, and bowed her head to eat.

      Segnbora bowed slightly to her tenants, and turned to make her way out of the woods the way she had come. Under the landward eaves of the riveroak wood, she paused for a moment, looking westward. In the lightening sky the Moon was setting fat and golden, just above the horizon.

      Segnbora looked at it and thought of the dream of the battle of Bluepeak that had awakened her on her first night here. At the time she’d thought there was something off, something odd, about the sound of it. The thunder, the wind, the screams of the battlefield, yes, those had all been there. But she realized now that one kind of screaming was missing from the dream; one that had definitely been there in the reality of almost two years before.

      There were no Fyrd. I didn’t hear any Fyrd…

      If she’d needed a hint from the Queen of Queens that something about old enemies had changed, was changing, it could hardly have been more plain. Except that I’m slow on the uptake.

      She shook her head, amused. Seriously, Madam… it’s a wonder that You’ll entrust the world to someone with such a leisurely turn of mind. But this time she didn’t expect to hear an answer, nor did she need one. She knew already what it would be.

      Segnbora nodded in salute to her Mistress’s sigil as it started sliding below the horizon… then started making her way across the field to the road that led back to Hillsend.
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      Naturally, by the time she’d stopped at the seeding-house and changed into dry clothes, breakfast was in progress in the great hall. Segnbora walked in through the hall’s side door and headed for the big table at the center, hoping to sit down and avoid notice until she had some draft in her.

      This hope was, of course, futile. Lennel was heading straight for her with a look on her face suggesting that its owner was holding onto her control very tightly indeed.

      Oh dear, Segnbora thought, and stopped where she was. Better just get it over with.

      “Segnbora,” Lennel said, “where have you been?” She looked as if she wanted to grab her and shake her.

      “I couldn’t sleep,” Segnbora said. “I went for a walk.”

      The look Lennel gave her suggested that the only place Segnbora had walked was into trouble. “I went to the seeding-house—” she said, much more quietly. But her eyes were still narrowed.

      Segnbora patted her arm. “I thought you might,” she said. “Lennel, I promise you, everything’s fine! Can I at least get some draft in me, and an egg or so? When things have quieted down I’ll tell you what’s afoot.”

      It turned out to be more than just an egg or so, as Tik had made a buttered roast wheat porridge that caused Segnbora to eat much more robustly than she’d intended. Or maybe it was my early morning… She was well down the second bowl of it when someone under the table tapped her knee.

      She glanced down. Radi was under there, no surprise. She raised her eyebrows. “What’s needed?”

      “Bread and butter,” he whispered. “And hurry up.”

      She did as ordered, handing him down a thickly buttered piece and finishing up her second bowl of the porridge. This vanished from in front of her with unwonted haste. So (as she discovered on looking around again for the pitcher with the ginger draft) had the entire non-adult population of the family.

      In the empty seat that had been left beside her, Lennel sat down with a thump. “Segnbora—”

      Segnbora looked at her sidewise. “‘Where have I been, and what have I seen?’”

      Lennel gave her what Freelorn liked to call “an old-fashioned look”.

      “All right, here’s the tale,” Segnbora said. “I went to the riveroak wood last night.”

      Everyone looked shocked. Lennel’s eyes were wide. “You mean you just walked in there?”

      Segnbora shrugged. “It seemed the simplest way.”

      No one seemed able to speak except Pavi. “What did you find?” he whispered.

      She took a breath. “There were Fyrd there.”

      The family looked at her in horror.

      “They’re there no more,” Segnbora said.

      Lennel’s face was a study in shock. “They—what happened?”

      “They’re dead,” said Segnbora. “And perhaps no more needs to be said about the matter than that. The Queen will have to know, of course. But that news doesn’t need to go any further if you choose it not to. Bearing in mind how gossip can spread.”

      “What?” Lennel said. “No, no, of course not—”

      She waited to see if anyone was going to ask the next question, the painful one. But for the moment, no one did.

      It’s what I half suspected. We’ll see what happens. Segnbora took a breath. “There’s this to be said as well,” she said. “The river is made safe for you now. You need fear it no more, so use it as you desire. If you want to start considering what plans you might have for the land inside the next meander, let me know your first thoughts. You’ve plenty of time to consider; I’ll be coming back this way late in the summer to see how you’re getting on. And before I move on, I’ll lay such protections about the wood that no harm can come to you from there, nor will any evil be able to come there again.” She thought a moment. “Yet who knows, you may also yet find good things coming to you from there. Don’t be concerned when that happens. Just accept them when they come.”

      A murmur of agreement to this went around. After a few more words exchanged, those around the breakfast table got up and went quietly about their work, Lennel standing up last. In her eyes, needing no underhearing for it, Segnbora saw and knew the question she wouldn’t ask.

      “How could you dare do such a thing all by yourself?” Lennel said at last, once they were alone.

      Segnbora stretched and stood up too. “This is part of my House,” she said. “If I find vermin in it, I’ll hardly let them run around loose to bite the children in their cradles. I’ll do what needs doing.” She shrugged. “What’s the point of being the Hero of Bluepeak otherwise?”

      Lennel had no immediate answer for that.

      “So here’s my plan,” Segnbora said. “Unless you can think of an urgent reason for me to stay, I’ll be leaving here tomorrow. I’ve other places to visit, and the sooner that’s done with, the sooner I can get home. Let’s the two of us make a list of any matters that still need to be handled before I go, or that you want me to take to the Queen for further discussion. Will that suit?”

      “Very well,” Lennel said. “But Segnbora—” She took a deep breath. “Thank you. Whatever you think of what’s been in the past—I think no House in Darthen has a better Head.”

      Segnbora bowed her head a little. “May it be so,” she said.

      Lennel went off about her business. Segnbora watched her go with some satisfaction, though she knew her own day’s business wasn’t quite over yet. For the moment, every word she’d spoken was the truth. If most of the Sesmennis chose to derive conclusions from it in the short term that weren’t strictly accurate, well, that was their business, and no harm was done.

      She spent the rest of the morning away from the farm, up on the landward side of the riveroak wood and out across the river, setting into the land and the water the Fire-based protections she’d mentioned to Lennel. Then, when she’d recovered a little from the wreaking, she returned to the farm to deal with the lesser items on the list Lennel had produced. She took care not to rush or get too deeply involved in anything… waiting to give Pavi a chance to find her alone.

      It was by the seeding-house he did so, finally—after the noonmeal, but before people would have started to gather for dinner. Segnbora found him leaning against the little bothy’s doorpost, gazing toward the river, his shadow stretching out long before him.

      She came up to stand by him, watching the water go by past the built-up bank, fiercely golden in the low sun. After a moment Pavi simply said, “You found them, didn’t you.”

      “I did,” Segnbora said. “You need only say the word and I’ll bring them back so the family can give them their due of fire and earth.”

      Pavi was quiet for a moment. “I think—not just yet,” he said. “I’m still trying to put this, this certainty in its place. Not knowing for so long—it makes it difficult—”

      His voice broke. She looked away from Pavi until he mastered himself again.

      “Lennel might have mentioned that I’ll be coming back near summer’s end; or maybe earlier,” Segnbora said. “Perhaps that will be the time. But otherwise, send me word whenever you’re ready.”

      He nodded and was quiet for a moment. Finally he said, “They weren’t— I’ve heard that sometimes, if one—dies suddenly—”

      “No,” Segnbora said. “Have no fear of that. They’re with Her; that I know.” She swallowed. “I’ve been before in places where souls lingered after sudden death. Nothing lingered here.”

      “But it was quick?”

      “I think it was.”

      There was really nothing else to be said. After that Pavi just put a hand on Segnbora’s shoulder and squeezed it by way of thanking her; then went walking quietly away, his shoulders hunched a little, back along the track that led between the flax fields to the hall and the barns.

      Segnbora stood there a while more, watching the river flow. Then she too breathed out, and headed back toward the Sesmennis’ fields, and the conduct of the businesses of life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            Hillsend: farewell

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, when she woke, felt strangely anticlimactic to Segnbora before she’d even got out of bed. Now that she was no longer concerned about limiting her use of Power, she reached out with her othersenses and felt about, downriver. Among much other life there, she could feel, down in the riveroak wood, five lives unique among everything else.

      Changed in ways no one could have expected, Segnbora thought, sitting up on the little bed in the seeding-house and pushing her hair back out of her face into some kind of order. On the way to being reborn as something newer still, perhaps? Time will tell.

      But at least they have the chance now to be free of the horror they were before. A whole new kind of being, out of something that was cursed to be twisted and broken. Segnbora shook her head. However does She come up with such things…?

      Practice! said the still small voice in her mind.

      Segnbora’s eyes widened.

      I am Mother of shrews and cats and corkindrills, of whales and minnows and the voices of the great deeps, of lions and eagles and peakbeasts and serpents and wyrms and beetles and stallions and starfish and a million kinds of life you cannot sense or touch or see… and of you. All of you. But do you imagine I knew what it was going to be like when I made the world? I made the world to find out what it was going to be like! ...And that being so, even when Our old Enemy harms all It can in Its spite, I will not give up the twisted for lost, or do away with the broken. I will find ways past the damage, and take My help where I can find it.

      Segnbora just sat there struck still by the answer for a moment. Yet that’s still not all You have to tell me about this matter, is it.

      The only answer this time was silence.

      She let out a breath of resigned frustration... along with some amusement that she thought she had any right to expect more. And what’s life without a little mystery? she remembered once hearing Dusty say. How dull it would be to know everything right away, all the time.

      Speak for yourself! was Lorn’s immediate reply; and then they’d fallen to squabbling. Segnbora sighed, thinking of them and wishing she could be done with all this right now and reaching for one or another of them, squabbling or not.

      Oh well…not yet. But soon.

      She spent a relaxed half-hour gathering together and packing up her few road-clothes and possessions with a feeling of slight melancholy. Haven’t felt this before on this trip, she thought. Most previous Holdings Seghbora had left as if leaving a shop in town or some meeting in the Black Palace, glad to have completed a piece of business successfully. Some she’d been so glad to leave that she almost wanted to get off Steelsheen and dance for joy once she’d got out of sight.

      But this wasn’t one of those. Lorn might tease her about it as he liked, but at least Segnbora felt her thoughts were sound about Hillsend being a place where Frialan might be well fostered out for a while when she was old enough. In the busy, warm crowd of Sesmenni mothers and fathers and children, Segnbora thought Frialan would be very welcome, and might do very well. There’s a good while yet to think about that yet. We’ll see…

      She finished her packing and ambled back into the barnyard. On the way in she was passed by the farm cat, going out toward the fields and astonishingly looking even more pregnant than she had the other day. “The Mother send you a fair deliverance, sister,” Segnbora said.

      “The sooner the better,” the cat muttered, and kept going.

      Once into the hall Segnbora had last-minute business to settle with Lennel—that list of matters for the Throne’s attention, and some letters Segnbora had volunteered to carry to the royal post’s station at Halidene to the north—and so was a little too distracted to pay attention to the splendors of breakfast this morning. But Tik had made another batch of that roast wheat porridge, and she knew it was meant for her. Segnbora put away two bowls of it while finishing her business, the while taking some goodnatured teasing from the rest of the sharing-family for being so fond of something usually reckoned so poor and common.

      They were settling up some last-minute business as Segnbora finished getting Steelsheen saddled and tacked up when little Breye came running. “Métë, there’s a fish!”

      Lennel smiled at Segnbora. “Minnows in the retting pond, probably…”

      “No,” Breye said, looking at her mother with very ill-concealed impatience, “a fish!”

      “What?” Lennel said, looking bemused. “Where?”

      “Come on!” And Breye ran out.

      Lennel laughed a little and went after her, motioning Segnbora along, and they headed up the path toward the dike built by the river. Both of them slowed, though, at the sight of what lay there. It was a blue trout that (when most of the rest of the spouses caught up with them) proved to be as long as Pavi’s thigh—and he was a tall man.

      While the others stood around it exclaiming, Segnbora took note of which way the wind was setting: toward the water, as it had been since dawn. And not a peep from the henhouse, she thought. Someone’s learning how to be careful…

      Tik was last to come along. He gazed down in delight at the gigantic thing, then crouched and prodded it with a finger. “Perfectly fresh,” he said. “And my Goddess, look at the size of it! However did it get up here? I doubt it just jumped…”

      “A friendship-token from the river,” Segnbora said after a moment, smiling slightly. “I’ll wager you’ll see more of those.”

      Tik picked it up and stood, frowning. “I’m going to need more citron,” he said, and headed off, leaving Segnbora and Lennel chuckling at each other behind him as they followed him back up to the hall.
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      Finally by a couple of hours before noon everything was sorted out, and Segnbora stood at the gate beside Steelsheen, with the tai-Sesmenni gathered all around her.

      “We’re a fortunate lot, we tai-Enraesi,” she said, looking around at them. “So the stories say. Into trouble and out of it again by the skins of our teeth and sheer blind luck…”

      “That wasn’t luck, what you did yesterday,” Lennel said. “It was much more.”

      “It’s possible you’re right.” Segnbora shrugged, and grinned. “But Lennel, Pavi, Tik, Susni, and all of you— I count myself beholden to that luck to have you for my Holders. And from here on forward, I wish you our House’s luck in fullest measure. You may just catch a glimpse of me from time to time if I have need or opportunity to gate into the neighborhood quickly, just to check on things.” She glanced in the direction of the next meander downriver, and saw Lennel taking her meaning. “But count on seeing me for a little longer at summer’s end, just to see how you’re getting on.”

      Lennel smiled at her, and though there was a touch of sadness there, Segnbora saw something else, too: satisfaction. “Stay with us a few days then, if you like.”

      “I’d like that,” Segnbora said. “Save the seeding-house for me?”

      “That we will do,” said Pavi.

      They made their individual farewells, taking hands and kissing them. Segnbora noted that one she’d anticipated saying farewell to was missing, but she said nothing of it. Let’s see if I’m right in how I was guessing this would go. She swung up into Steelsheen’s saddle. “Farewell, my Holders; may She be close to you as your shadows till we meet again.”

      “Till we meet again, may Her shadow follow you as well, Head of our House!”

      She raised a hand to them and nudged Steelsheen with her heels. The mare snorted, tossed her head, and broke into a canter, heading up the road northward and away.
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      Segnbora  was so sure she knew what was going to happen next that the sound of the hoofbeats behind her, when she was a furlong or so away from the Sesmennis’ gates, was no surprise at all. She reined Steelsheen in and waited.

      Shortly the piebald pony came skidding past her on the white dust of the road, almost coming down onto his haunches again as Pony Boy, in his usual grubby linens, yanked on the pony’s mane and brought him around.

      Segnbora nodded amiably to him. “Radi,” she said. “Did I forget something?”

      He rolled his eyes at her. “You’re so hard to talk to,” Radi said. “You’re always with people.”

      “Well, plainly not always,” Segnbora said, “because here I am.”

      He gave her a look that suggested she wasn’t as funny as she thought she was, and thrust his closed fist at her. “Am I him?”

      She looked at the fist… and realized that it was glowing pinkly at her in the bright morning’s broad daylight, just as her own had done in the predawn shadows of the glade in the riveroak wood.

      Segnbora sucked in a breath, recalling the image of Radi that Hasai had glimpsed when she’d first laid eyes on him: a knight, grown, a fierce strong power on horseback. But this she hadn’t seen in that vision, and saw in it now—cupped in his hand, a light, brilliant and blue as a star.

      And here was that star now, in this little boy’s hand. Radi unclenched his fist and the spark of Fire there blazed out, searing bright even in full sunlight.

      “All right, all right!” Segnbora said, laughing and shading her eyes. “Enough! Put it away.”

      The light winked out. Radi put his hands on his thighs, a curiously patient gesture, and watched her as if waiting to see how she would react.

      “Well,” Segnbora said. “Is this why you’ve been under the table half the time? Hiding this? There’s no need.”

      “What?” Radi said, and narrowed his eyes at her a little, as if reluctantly revising his opinion of her intelligence downward. “I’m under the table because they forget me there, half the time. I hear things. And I’m not hiding it! It’s just easier to see it under the table without having to make it bright.”

      She had to laugh at that. So here’s another gift to the world, Segnbora thought. Something else that’s come of Herewiss’s work, somehow… She gazed down at Radi. How many more little boys are already asking ‘Am I him?’ We’re going to have to make a plan to deal with this.

      And there’s this, too. If Frialan can be fostered out, it’s certainly common enough to ask children from that family to come and be fostered in…

      She reached her hand a little down to him. “All right,” Segnbora said. “To answer your question: ‘are you him?’”

      Her own version of that spark of Fire flared in her hand. Segnbora held it out to him.

      Radi reached his hand to hers. Their fingers touched, and her Fire leapt brighter in response to what it felt in him.

      The little boy stared. “Feel how like knows like?” Segnbora said. “That’s how mine knows his. So without question, sib of mine—you’re a Firebearer just as he is. And not just another ‘him!’ You’re you, Radi. You’re a boy with the Fire, and you’ll grow into a man who bears it, just as my husband has.”

      They dropped their hands. “I’ll be back again later in the year,” Segnbora said, “and we’ll talk more of this. And when our families have made a plan of how to go forward, we’ll find you a teacher and start you on your way.”

      Radi nodded at her. Then he thumped his pony in the ribs and galloped back up the road to Hillsend, waving his fists in the air and yelling in triumph.

      Segnbora watched him go while Steelsheen flicked her ears to and fro in a way that suggested she thought the noise was a bit excessive.

      “No quiet lives for us, my dear,” she murmured. “Come on. The sooner done, the sooner home…”

      They rode north into the morning.
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      The stairs up to the royal family’s rooms in the southern wing of Kynall had rarely seemed to Segnbora to be steeper, especially on a hot midsummer afternoon… but then she was carrying a great deal more than usual.

      You have the Fire, why aren’t you just floating all of this in? said one part of Segnbora’s mind: the lazy part. But she’d already done a great deal today to avoid disrupting the various delicate items she was finally able to bring home from this latest trip.

      She paused on the last landing before their rooms and shifted the two baskets she was carrying so that they didn’t dig into her chest quite so much. With luck I won’t have to do this again until Autumn’s well in, she thought. But there was no guarantee of that. Tegánë had been either needlessly optimistic or purposefully charitable back in the spring about the demands that tai-Enraesi business was going to make on Segnbora’s time.

      At least this journey’s done… until the next one. But it had been nowhere near as long and difficult as the last. Her insides still seized with helplessly intermingled pain and joy at the memory of coming home at Spring’s end and racing into the nursery and snatching Frialan up out of her crib and laughing herself nearly faint, knowing that the laughter was never more than a breath away from tears. Oh baby, oh baby— was nearly all she could say for many long minutes.

      Now she was tempted to laugh at herself. A loremistress trained in the Silent Precincts, schooled in eloquence under stress, yet I couldn’t even come out with more than two words at a time together…  And Frialan, thankfully, hadn’t taken any of it amiss. She’d spent the next couple of days insisting on holding onto Segnbora physically most of the time she was awake: and Segnbora had been in no way unwilling. But otherwise matters had quickly returned to what passed for normal… or as close as ‘normal’ ever got to their household.

      It’s going to be marvelous when she can finally start coming with me. Who knows, perhaps by this time next year…

      We’ll see. There are a few fences to jump first…

      She sighed and started up that last flight of steps. The door to the receiving-room was open: once a far more formal space, in Freelorn’s father’s day, but now much more homely, with couches and comfortable chairs and cushions scattered across it or pulled under the open windows. Off in the corner was another of Frialan’s various crib-nests, this one with its side flaps down and full of woolly blankets.

      From under these there was movement as the occupant rolled over and a silvery-blond head peered out. “Menne!”

      “That’s me,” Segnbora said, and made her way over to the broad table in the room’s center and carefully put her burden down on it. “Are you good, my darling?”

      “Good!”

      “Of course you are.”

      “‘Berend?”

      “In here!”

      “My Goddess, why didn’t you get someone to come help you?” Freelorn came in from one of the tiring-rooms, still dressed in his blacks from having done court-justice that morning.

      “Didn’t need help, loved.” …And didn’t want you touching any of this until the right moment.

      Oh indeed? Someone else in the neighborhood began rummaging about in her mind, interested in her recent memories.

      Segnbora rolled her eyes. Dusty, leave that.

      He withdrew, though as he did he brushed something across her mind that felt suspiciously like an indulgent kiss. We’ll sort you out momentarily, she thought when he was once more safely out where he couldn’t hear her thinking.

      “What’s all this?” Freelorn said, reaching for one of the baskets.

      She knocked his hands away, picked up a bag and stuffed it into his hands. “Presents!”

      Lorn’s eyes lit up. “Well, this is pretty light. Not gold, not precious gems—” Not that the worn canvas bag Segnbora had handed him looked particularly likely to contain either. He undid the cord around the neck of it and peered in. “Are these what I think they are—”

      “Yes they are.”

      He dug around in the bag and came out seemingly effortlessly with what looked like the biggest whitefruit of the whole sackful. “Look at it, it’s the size of an egg!”

      Segnbora grinned. “And this egg would fry you, not the other way around. I’m warning you, the fruiterer in Darthis told me these are not as innocent as they look.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that,” Lorn said, taking the bag over toward the window to examine the contents more closely.

      “Well, you’re dressed for it,” Herewiss said. “You really should get out of that tunic, though, or you’ll have Lalen after you again.”

      Freelorn dropped the bag, immediately pulled the formal tunic off and draped it carefully over the back of a nearby chair. Segnbora smiled and carefully said nothing.

      Herewiss, meanwhile, was still circling the table, eyeing everything with interest. Segnbora reached into another bag and pushed into his hands a squat earthenware jar with a wooden stopper bound around with string.

      Dusty stared at it, turning it over in his hands. “Wait, what’s this, is this—  My Goddess, have you brought me Wenilg?”

      “Yes I have.” She had carefully kept it sealed with Fire the whole time she was in transit with it, so as not to have to smell it. “It must be love.”

      “Did your holder get you to try any this time?”

      “Yes she did.” Segnbora grimaced. “I doubt I’ll need to do that again. This stuff would kill a hralcin.”

      Herewiss smiled a crooked sort of smile. “Pity that didn’t occur to me a year and a half ago.”

      “But if it had, who knows where we’d be now?” Freelorn said, wandering over to him, taking the jar out of his hands and sniffing the stopper. His eyes widened and he shoved the jar back into Herewiss’s hands. “Oh dear Goddess, that brings back memories! Awful-tasting memories. Don’t you dare kiss me after that stuff until you’ve washed out your mouth!”

      Herewiss was already heading into another room giving off the far side of the main one—a stone-walled corner room normally too chilly to stay in, and which for that reason made a decent informal larder. Freelorn went back to his old soft couch under the window, flopped down on it and began going through his bag of whitefruit. “So what else have you brought us?”

      “A few things. Those pen quills you wanted. The sharpening-stone Dusty asked for. Some sundries. I’ve left anything that might get misplaced with the stewards.”

      ”Makes sense. It’s their job to know where things are, after all…”

      Herewiss came wandering back into the common room with a breadbasket and his jar of cheese, glancing at the baskets. “And these are…?”

      “They’re for Frialan. Well, for all of us, really. Here, come look.”

      She picked up the smaller of the two withy baskets and brought it over to Freelorn, putting it down by him on the couch. The basket immediately began to emit small piercing mewing sounds.

      Freelorn’s eyes went wide as he looked up at her. “‘Berend…!” He was frozen with astonishment, and apparently something more. ”I always—! How did you—? I never—“

      Here he is married to not one but two mindreaders, and he still hasn’t caught on, Herewiss said to her privately.

      Segnbora smiled. “Better let them out before they start accusing you of maltreatment, Lorn. Goddess knows I had enough of that on the way here.”

      Freelorn reached out, unfastened the thongs that were holding the basket shut, and tipped its lid back.

      The shouting from inside immediately stopped, to be replaced by the scratchy noise of claws being hooked into dry withies. A moment later the basket’s inhabitants pulled themselves out and teetered on the edge of it: two kittens.

      One was a little black tom with faint grey hairs scattered all over him, and one white whisker. The other was a night-black queen-kitten with a white bib and white feet. They stared around them at the room and the couch, saw that someone was sitting on the couch with them, immediately recognized Freelorn as being in possession of a vacant lap, and clambered straight into it, staring up at him with great round eyes, green in the tom’s case and green-gold in the queen’s.

      “Their mother told me she had two who wanted to go see the world,” Segnbora said. “They don’t know their names yet, but I’m sure they’ll tell you when they work them out. If you’re very nice to them…”

      Kittens did tend toward the voluble; it would be months before they fully acquired the usual adult-feline reserve and dignity that meant they spoke only when they felt they had something important to say. But right now plainly everything struck them as important.

      “Are you him?”

      “You’re him!”

      “Our mother said we should go with her and come live with you.”

      “She said there’d be cream every day!”

      “And fish!”

      “And conies!”

      “And butcher’s meat!”

      “And she said, ‘A cat may look at a King!’”

      “So we’re looking!”

      “…I’m doomed,” Freelorn said, and grinned all over his face.

      He bent down toward them. “You know you should be very respectful of me, don’t you?” he said. “Because my father,” he whispered in a most conspiratorial manner, “is a Lion.”

      The little tom gazed at him wide-eyed with thinly-disguised admiration. The little queen narrowed her eyes and glared. “Where is he?” she demanded. “I can take him! I can take you!” And she flung herself at Freelorn’s head.

      Without a second’s hesitation, down the King of Arlen went, flat on his back, flailing his arms and begging for mercy while the queen-kitten started chewing on his nose.

      Herewiss put the breadbasket and the Wenilg jar down and turned away, practically having to stuff his fist down his mouth to keep himself from laughing. “…And is that all the gifts done with?”

      Segnbora, watching the smaller of her husbands being unmercifully educated as to his future position in the local hierarchy, turned away, well satisfied. “Not quite,” she said. “One more new addition to the household.”

      Herewiss looked bemused. “Really?”

      She undid the thongs on the lid of the second basket, tipped the lid back and reached in. “This is Miti,” Segnbora said as she worked out how to lift the wriggly double handful correctly: it was always a bit of a challenge, “and her mother’s sent her to us too, to live with us and the baby for a while and learn our ways.”

      And she lifted out Zba’s second-biggest broodling—white-spined and rose- and green-skinned like her mother—who waved all six spindly many-jointed legs about her as she stretched, and regarded Herewiss and Freelorn with great interest.

      Segnbora’s husbands stared at her, and at Miti, in utter shock.

      “It’s a—” Herewiss said, and ran out of breath.

      Freelorn hastily scooped the kittens off him, put them down on the couch and shot to his feet. “It’s Fyrd!” he whispered. “What can you possibly mean by—”

      “Not Fyrd,” Segnbora said, getting the broodling settled in the crook of her elbow and strolling over to them. “Not any longer. If indeed at all. This one, I think… is among the first of many that won’t ever have been. We need another name for them, and that in a hurry. Before people start killing them the way I almost did: out of fear. Out of mistaking them for something they aren’t.” She looked down at Miti. “They’re starting to be people now. And now we have to help.”

      The King of Arlen and the Prince-elect of the Brightwood were still staring at her, and the Zba-ling in her arms, in various stages of astonishment. “And this,” Herewiss said, “this was the thing you were so worried about having to do that night, this is what you were at—” He shook his head in disbelief, as if lost for words; most unusual for him. “Without even telling us!”

      “Quite,” Segnbora said. “But you were the one who was so sure I didn’t need any help! Turns out you were right. Meanwhile, now you can consider yourself repaid for at least one or two of those secret missions you keep running off on.”

      Normally when one shocked Herewiss, he either shouted (when he thought himself in the right) or went silent (when he thought himself possibly wrong). He chose the second response this time, and additionally had the grace to blush at being caught out.

      “He’s right, though,” Freelorn said. “What if something had happened to you, what if— ‘Berend, you’re so headstrong sometimes!”

      “Lorn,” Herewiss said. “No. Not headstrong, really.” And he smiled one of those slight, slow smiles that Segnbora had come to love so much. “Heartstrong, though, yes.” He shot her a look. “…Which is more dangerous, perhaps. But often so worthwhile.”

      “Lorn,” Segnbora said. “How long were we on the run? When was Madeil? Or, whatever, never mind ‘we’. You’d been running for months before that. Everybody you met—everybody we met, from Madeil onwards—was either Fyrd, who we knew wanted to kill us, or humans who might or might not want to, but most often did. After a year and a half, two years, however long that was—all of us came out of it with reflexes that aren’t going to serve us well any more. We could wind up killing innocents because we’ve stopped questioning what we think we’re seeing. The world is changed. Now we’ve got to change too.”

      Miti, who had been looking around the room, chose this moment to meet Freelorn’s unsettled stare.

      “Teta,” she said.

      Freelorn’s eyes, if possible, went wider. It was a creaky little voice, little-used as yet, coming from a throat not best designed for speech; but the word was unmistakably the Arlene word for “uncle.”

      “It can speak!”

      “She,” Segnbora said.

      Herewiss began to look less stunned and more thoughtful… but there was no point in allowing this to progress to “smug” on his part. “This is your fault, by the way,” Segnbora said.

      Dusty’s mouth dropped open.

      There was a wide-seated chair over by the crib—a parent-and-child chair from Herewiss’s nursery that Hearn had sent from the Brightwood—and Segnbora wandered over to it, with the other two following her. “So sit down now,” she said, “and let’s tease out the tale.”

      They sat down on the floor in front of her—though there was no missing how Freelorn put himself between Segnbora and Frialan. Behind him there was a bit of grunting as the Stave Princess, in her soft white shirt and breeches of Pavi’s weaving, grabbed hold of her father’s undertunic and used it, fistful by fistful, to pull herself up to her feet, gazing in fascination at Miti.

      “Time to think back a bit,” Segnbora said to Herewiss, stroking along the soft iridescent skin of Miti’s neck and rubbing the small blunt spines there. Miti curved her neck into the stroking with a small raspy hum. “Didn’t you tell us that one night, after Eftgan sent you here as her ambassador, you went into Lionhall to pay your respects to Himself, and found something else waiting for you?”

      Herewiss, sitting crosslegged with elbows on knees, leaned forward a bit and nodded. “One of Rian’s pawns, yes. A Fyrd; a keplian. One of the thinking ones we’d started running into in such numbers.”

      Segnbora nodded. “It attacked you, and you took it down. But instead of killing it outright, suddenly the idea came to you to make some alterations to the way its body’s destiny was written. How it had been bred and made—and how it would itself breed thereafter.”

      He blinked. “Yes, I did. It seemed, I don’t know, such a waste to simply kill it. One out of thousands that were massing against us…what possible good would it do? The thing was a monster, right enough, but…”

      Freelorn looked at him. “The War hadn’t even fairly started yet, and already you were tired of killing.”

      “Yes I was,” Herewiss said, the tone of his voice sounding almost nervous, almost as if he thought someone might upbraid him for it. “I’m no warrior. Not that way anyway! That was never what I was for. It just…” He looked from Freelorn to Segnbora as if surprised they weren’t chiding him already. “It was between Her and me, that piece of work,” he said finally. “Even if the Shadow has twisted some poor beast to Its will and turned it into a bloodthirsty killer… who takes it lightly, playing Goddess with a life—a whole family of lives? You still try to be careful. I thought I saw a way to get its kind, or at least some of them maybe, out of the trap they were in. Let them be different, let them be other, even if you can’t imagine what that’ll be like. The worst that could’ve happen would be that it would die. But if things went otherwise…”

      From over by the couch came a thump, followed by another. A few moments later the kittens were squeezing between them to investigate Frialan’s nest. The baby, wide-eyed, turned her attention away from Miti, let go of Freelorn’s shirt and sat down hard in the blankets. Frialan put out a curious hand, and a moment later both the kittens were sniffing it.

      Freelorn was carefully watching this, and also noting how the kittens had passed Miti by without so much as a look. Herewiss’s gaze, though, was less focused, and his thoughts were elsewhere. Segnbora could clearly underhear his memory of that night: the long wreaking into which Herewiss had sunk who knew how many days of his life as the price for turning a Fyrd into something that might come to be its own creature some day… it, and its children as well.

      And when that wreaking was done he had gone out of Lionhall under the open sky, cloaked himself in a blinding blaze of blue Fire, and in fierce exultation had challenged the Shadow to Its face. Assuming that challenge was actually his. Who knew Who might have been speaking through him in that moment? For as in the old saying, he who opens doors may become a door himself.

      She could hear the echoes of his voice ringing against the stone walls of the buildings surrounding the square, feel his defiance as if from inside. I have come to mend what was marred. My weapon is in my hand now, and though it break on what it touch, yet what it touches will be made whole in its destruction. And your slaves will be freed—one way or another.

      Chills went down Segnbora’s back from the strangeness and power of the moment. She met his eyes and knew that he knew she’d seen it too. Herewiss swallowed, let out a long breath.

      “‘Her blessing on you and yours, the marred and the mended together,’” Segnbora said under her breath. “At the end of a deep-level blood-wreaking, with your life and your creature’s woven together, you tie off the weft with a formal invocation in Her name? You don’t think small, do you.”

      “Well,” Herewiss said. He was blushing. “All right! Fine, I did that. But there was no way I had anything to do with—” He waved at Miti.

      “Oh yes you did!” Segnbora said. “Maybe it’s fair to say you didn’t know, before the fact. But the evidence in front of us tells another story. Your solution gave Her will a channel to run in, and the way you worded that invocation—” She laughed. “‘You and yours’? That could be construed as all those creatures that there are in the world, of every kind!”

      “And you can bet She’ll construe it that way without a moment’s regret,” Freelorn said.

      “Especially for the sake of all the creatures the Dark bred and the Shadow Itself later twisted toward mind, for Its hate’s sake.” She shook her head, staggered by the scale of what Herewiss had done. “You bound all Her power directly into a wreaking that was meant to keep running until it found no more reason to run; no more of them to put right…!”

      Freelorn looked away from his daughter at last—Frialan having collapsed sideways into the blankets to better stare eye to eye at the kittens—and glanced toward the window. “All the stories in there—” and he jerked a thumb in the general direction of rr’Virendir— “are about how She limits Her power in the world. Until something we do pulls those floodgates up, and changes the balance of power.”

      Herewiss shook his head, starting to look a bit resigned. “She’s so devious sometimes!”

      “She did say to Héalhra that She prefers to use us to do Her work in the world,” Freelorn said, sounding reflective. He  glanced over at Segnbora. “Maybe the tenants know best which doors creak…”

      Segnbora nodded and looked down at Miti, whose eyes were going closed as that strange little hum got louder. “The way they were made and twisted wasn’t these creatures’ fault,” Segnbora said. “Nor was the way they were given intelligence—as a curse, a way to make them better weapons against us. The curse is breaking now. And now we need to help them find other things to do with their minds, now that they can do something besides hate the creatures that live in the world with then.”

      A few moments’ silence settled over them. “We’re a weapon too, we five,” Freelorn said at last. “She told us so. I suppose it makes a certain sense to try to be kind to the castoffs from someone else’s armory…” And he looked thoughtfully at Miti.

      Herewiss nodded. “I know,” he said. “I know. It’s just so… unsettling.” For a moment he sat looking down uncomfortably at his hands as he was suddenly, for the first time, perceiving them as dangerous; as if they could move mountains.

      Except they have… “Herewiss,” Segnbora said: and her sudden use of his right-name brought his head up. “I know what you’re thinking. A job of work presented itself to you, and there wasn’t time to waste, and you got straight about it and laid your will on the world as if the task was just one more wreaking or everyday Firework. No blame to you for that. But surely you don’t imagine the way all this happened was an accident! You were still in breakthrough. And fresh from the Morrowfane. You made the place a gift of your Power, right enough, but who knows what came away with you in exchange? She wanted you able to use Her to change the world. Because otherwise it might not have survived!”

      He had begun to look less unsettled. “There was no telling what you were capable of after that. And I think that was just fine with Her, because it meant the Shadow couldn’t tell either! If It could have, the forces sent against us would have been far greater, the world would be drowned in a second Dark now, and we’d all be dead. But that’s not how it went.”  And Segnbora smiled. “That night in Lionhall, when you opened the floodgates, Her power answered. It just answered more questions than you knew you were asking.” She shook her head. “‘Playing Goddess’? You weren’t playing.”

      “It’s always Her way,” Freelorn murmured. “‘To the asker She gives without stinting. Let them beware…’”

      “Yes, yes, so speaks the master of rr’Virendir,” Herewiss said. For a moment he rubbed his forehead in the my-life-pains-me gesture he’d picked up from Lorn. “Let me know if you’ve any quotes pertinent to the problems that come with adopting Fyrd into the family.”

      “Dusty,” Segnbora said, stroking Miti, who had folded herself down into her lap with all the elbows of her legs sticking out until she resembled a green-and-rose-silk pincushion. “Find another word.”

      “She’s right,” Freelorn said. “We can’t just go calling them that now, any more than I could go calling our brother Sem il seh Ladhan a ‘Reaver’ these days.”

      Herewiss looked at him sidelong. “Well, being that he nearly killed you that one time, you’d have more excuse than most, some people would say.”

      Freelorn laughed. “Let them! That gives my refusal to use the name that much more weight. And it’s working already, as we’ve seen.”

      The three of them fell silent for a few moments. Oblivious to this, Miti and the little queen-kitten, who was sitting up at the moment, were gazing curiously at the dozing Frialan. The little tom had fallen asleep on top of her.

      Miti’s and the queen-kitten’s eyes met. “It’s just little, like us,” said the kitten to Miti.

      “Padtëa,” said Miti, either to the kitten or to Frialan. Sister-sib.

      Freelorn shook his head helplessly and gazed at his daughter, and then at Miti again.

      “See, they’ve got the right of it,” Segnbora said. “You were already a father to a couple of children you never expected. Now you’re just ranging a little further afield.” She glanced over at Herewiss. “And as for you, you may have thought you were only the Firebringer to human men, but it seems now you’re some kind of new father to her kind as well.” And she gestured downward with her chin at Miti.

      Herewiss lowered his head into his hands and moaned. “More work for me to do.”

      Freelorn breathed out in annoyance, but there was amusement about it. “Oh, stop that. By now you of all people should know the reward for doing work well! You get given more. I do that now to people every day. …And now here it is come back to me, damn it.” But his expression wasn’t entirely regretful. “And if you’ve made this job for yourself, by dint of using what She gave you too wisely and too well—” Freelorn shrugged. “It’s all your own fault, loved. Best bear up under the burden and start walking.”

      “In any case it’s too late for us to complain about it now,” Segnbora said. “All right, we saved the world. But doing that meant we changed the world. Now we have to work out how to live with it, because it will never, ever go back to ‘the way things were’ again.”

      The three of them sat quiet for a few breaths more. “If She’s brought us into partnership with Her, probably we have to assume She knows what She’s doing. So we’d best stop being so bashful about it, I think.” She cocked an eye at Herewiss. “Time perhaps for all of us to stop looking over our shoulders all the time: to look forward more. ”

      She gazed down at Miti and thought back to the moment when she looked into a monster’s eyes and saw Her there. “Starting with these. People need to know that the old kind of life’s going to be changing.” She looked at Freelorn. “And as far as bearing up under burdens goes, what the King does and says about this is going to count for a lot. And word of what happens here will spread.”

      Freelorn sat still, thinking, and slowly his gaze—which had finally started to rest on Miti without looking unnerved— started going a bit abstracted. “We could use different forms of the word for when you choose someone into the family…” he said. “A child whose parents came to grief somewhere along the way, so they need a new home to be part of.”

      “Like amaintë in Darthene,” Herewiss said.

      Freelorn nodded. “A wish-child, yes. Though ideally an older word… one that’s fallen out of use a bit.”

      “You’re the librarian, Lorn,” Segnbora said. “This is best left to you.”

      He was hardly even paying attention now.  “We’ll need words in both Arlene and Darthene for this. Then there are going to have to be proclamations… otherwise some folk will claim this is some plot of the Shadow’s, trying to get in the back door…”

      “They’ll claim that anyway,” Herewiss said. “It may take a long time for that idea to go away. Most, possibly, in Steldin. There’s still some trouble with them…”

      “I don’t see that going away soon,” Segnbora said. “But I think we’ve got quite a few more to feed at this feast than just them.”

      “I need to write a letter to Eftgan,” Freelorn said. “And make some notes…” He got up and headed into the tiring-room adjacent, then beyond it to the bedchamber the three of them shared.

      At Segnbora’s feet, Herewiss had acquired that dry half-smile that told Segnbora he had found his equanimity again. “Looking back,” he said, “I can’t believe that somehow I thought once he was on his throne—” He nodded toward the man in the next room. “Then the world would be all right again, and everything would go back to normal.”

      “Except ‘normal’ isn’t normal any more. And it never will be again, Dusty. The sooner we learn that, the better we’re going to be at what needs done.”

      Freelorn came back in with a quill and inkpot and a much-scraped length of palimpsest vellum and tossed them onto the table, then came back over to where Segnbora sat, and gazed down at Miti. “You are such a mother,” Freelorn said.

      Segnbora gave him an amused look. “Says the Father of his People! But it’s all right. If we’re our Mother’s partners now, I’d guess all our parenthoods are going to get stretched into shapes we’ve never imagined. Best we get used to it.”

      The three of them stood or sat there a while, gazing into the crib-nest. Then Freelorn looked at Segnbora again.

      “Well, come on,” he said, reaching down. “Show me what to do with all the legs.”

      Segnbora carefully picked Miti up out of her lap, stood up, and put her in Freelorn’s arms.

      He looked down in perplexity and wonder at the strange snouty eyes that immediately gazed up into his. “What does she eat?” he said after a moment.

      “Fish,” Segnbora said.

      Freelorn grinned.
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      At least the sun’s out, Segnbora thought. But all else is as it was…

      The seemingly endless spring rains had rained themselves out moons ago while she was gone, and summer was far  along. But otherwise, Segnbora found that some things hadn’t changed much. She was still wandering the corridors of the Black Palace trying to have words with her lady wife, who was nowhere to be found.

      A long gallery ran along this side of the Palace, looking down from the third storey onto the eastward loop of the river. Eftgan was supposed to have been here some while back and Segnbora had been pacing up and down the gallery for a good while now, bored. At least there aren’t any fireplaces to destroy here—

      “Noble tai-Enraesi? The Queen’s grace would like to see you,” the royal steward said from behind her.

      “Oh, thank you, I thought maybe I’d been forgotten. Where’s she gone?”

      “She’s down in the city—had an errand to run. Here, Melkin, walk the tai-Enraesi down to where the Queen’s gone, if you’d be so kind.”

      “Master Telmet, wait, it’s no problem, what—”

      Too late. The steward was gone, and the little Palace page-boy he’d left behind was standing in the corridor and regarding Segnbora impatiently, doubtless having more important places to be. Resigned, she sighed and followed him.

      He led her down into the Square in front of the Palace. In the center of it, inside the rough black kerbing that separated that space from the rest of the Square, the Queen of Darthen was standing in a faded blue work tunic and dark breeches, using a bucket to scatter something pale and dusty over the gnarled roots of the Kings’ Blackstave.

      “Oh, there you are,” Eftgan said as Segnbora ducked under the lowest-hanging of the great branches and came to her. The Queen put the first bucket down and picked up another that had been sitting off to one side. This one had water in it, and a piece of much-pierced metal clinched up against the edge of it so it could be used for sprinkling. “What took you so long?”

      “Master Telmet had some trouble tracking you down, it seems,” Segnbora said, watching as the Queen started shaking water over the dust she’d just scattered.

      “My fault,” Eftgan said. “Someone stored what I needed in the wrong toolshed.”

      Segnbora raised her eyebrows. “And what’s that?”

      “Bone meal and lime,” Eftgan said. “If it doesn’t get this every few years it won’t flower in the spring. And if it doesn’t flower in the spring, people start getting the idea that something’s wrong with the Queen. We can’t have that…”

      “Superstition,” Segnbora murmured, following Eftgan around as she walked with the bucket.

      Eftgan shrugged as she sprinkled the tree’s roots, washing the powder down into the black gravel around them. “I suppose. But one way or another, this is just maintenance. Sometimes you’ve just got to do what needs doing to make sure things run smoothly.”

      “I’d think you could get someone else to do that.”

      Eftgan shook her head. “Not at all. I like this tree.” And she chuckled softly. “Anyway, what’s nobility for—indeed, what’s royalty for—if not for this? We maintain. And care for the tenants.” She paused, wiping her brow: it was hot. “Some one of these days, the Queen of Queens, the landlady of this larger property—” She briefly gestured around her at the city, the river around it, the world entire. “She’ll call us in to give a reckoning of how conscientious we were as landlords on Her behalf. Repair and maintenance; those kinds of things. And what we’ve done to justify our own tenancy. I don’t know about you, but I’d sooner not be found wanting.”

      Segnbora glanced up through the tree’s branches and the long dark leaves, thinking of when she’d stood here last, two years ago now: the forging of the Queen’s Gold, the attack on Eftgan, the declaration of war that followed it and eventually brought about so much more. “Is that why you married in, Tegánë?”

      Eftgan, sprinkling the last water out of the bucket, looked up and blinked at her. “What?”

      “You heard me. Were Freelorn and Herewiss mostly a strategic alliance… a different kind of maintenance? Was it a matter of the virtue of entwining the two royal houses overcoming any of your own feelings about the business?”

      Eftgan looked at Segnbora oddly for a moment. “‘My own feelings,’” she said as she shook the water bucket out upside down, then put it down inside the other one. She laughed. “In what world would I ever feel it right, my loved, to leave you to your own devices in a kingdom being run by those two? …They’re such innocents.”

      “What?” The sentiment shocked Segnbora. “Hardly! Or at the very least, not as much as I’ve been…”

      Eftgan shook her head. “Maybe more so, in some ways. If I’m less innocent than the lot of you, it’s because I have a few years’ more practice… but that’s all. Not that that’s not useful.”

      She dried off her hands against her work tunic and headed out from under the shade of the Blackstave. “You at least have the advantage of knowing how much you don’t know. And while there’s no question each of them has his own wisdom, Lorn and Dusty will for a good while now always be so busy reassuring each other that they know everything they need to that they’re going to miss some things. And their relief at finally being where they are now is going to blind them both occasionally. If not corrected, those weaknesses aren’t going to just affect Arlen; the effects will spread to Darthen as well. We can’t have that.”

      She paused by the little alley that led out of the Square and down into town. “So when Lorn seized the moment and asked me to marry in, it seemed to me as if Herself was taking a hand. Of course I said yes.” She took Segnbora’s hand and started strolling down the alley with her. “You know as well as I that the relationship could’ve been as close or as distant as you, or the two of them, pleased. As it happens, we are where we are, all in one another’s arms as much as we can be, or choose to be; and we’re all happy, I think. Aren’t we?”

      Segnbora squeezed that hand back. “I certainly am.”

      Eftgan laughed softly. “Even after I’ve condemned you to years of writing me long reports on your House?”

      Segnbora chuckled and flexed her writing hand; delivering the latest of those had been the purpose of her business here today, Eftgan having insisted its delivery couldn’t be postponed any further. “It’s abuse, that’s what it is. I saw Lorn exile someone for that once.”

      “Believe me, I feel as punished having to read endless folds of this stuff as you feel having to write it.” Eftgan sighed as they turned the corner into the street that crossed the alley at its end. “In any case, you’re in a family business now. It’s just as well there’s so much family.”

      Segnbora was briefly distracted as they came out into the sunlight at the alley’s far end by a flash of near-blinding glitter off to her left. She looked up and saw Hasai there—which by itself was no surprise. He’d flown in beside her when she came to bring Eftgan the report. What was unusual was the way he was presently hanging down over the wall nearest the Palace, upside down. His wings were folded up tightly against his back so as not to hit things, and his tail was wrapped around the parapet tower and his neck stretched down so his head was out of sight. Staring in someone’s window? Segnbora thought, what on earth is he—

      But then something else distracted her. Off to their right as she and Eftgan walked down the cobbled street, she spotted two doors in two adjacent buildings that were familiar somehow. Yet they were also wrong somehow.

      Wait. They’ve been painted. But they were different colors before—

      All at once Segnbora realized what street she and Eftgan were in.

      Oh no, she thought. No, no, I can’t, this isn’t—

      The temptation to simply turn tail and run back the way she’d come was suddenly overwhelming. Ridiculous, too, in someone who’d once faced down the Shadow Itself in open battle—

      Segnbora closed her eyes a moment, and just stood there and breathed. Then she opened her eyes and looked leftward and upward.

      There was the lioncelle, carved in the stone over the door. There were the windows that she had seen get boarded up, gone blind. There was the door that had creaked as it swung closed, and thumped shut, and had the key turned for the last time in its lock—

      Next to her, Eftgan was muttering and digging through her breeches pockets. “Now where did I— Ah.”

      A hand touched Segnbora’s.

      She looked down, and saw the small hand turn, palm-upwards, opening. There was a key in it, made of black iron, with a finial shaped like a lion’s head.

      Segnbora stared at the thing as if it might suddenly burst into flames where it lay. “Tegánë, what have you— How did you—” Her voice failed her: she felt completely helpless. “What did you do?”

      “I bought my wife a present. Surely I’m allowed,” Eftgan said. “Honestly, ‘Berend, being a Queen in the Middle Kingdoms has to be good for something.”

      Segnbora stared up and down the street as if she thought perhaps she was caught in some kind of sorcery or wreaking in broad daylight, something that was making it seem as if the impossible could happen. Then she stared at the key again, and then back at the door. It’s green, why is it painted green? It should be brown— “But Tegánë, other people owned this, a family was going to be here, there were—where did they— weren’t they—?”

      The Queen of Darthen rolled her eyes. “No they weren’t. No one’s lived here for some while, ‘Berend. The people who bought it from your family put in these dropdown shutters that fold out into shelves to sell wares from, and after that the building always wound up being some kind of shop.” Eftgan stood regarding these with a calculating eye. “You’ll want to have those replaced, of course. I left them where they were for the time being till you had a chance to look things over and call in the builders.”

      Segnbora seemed to be caught in a cycle of opening and closing her mouth. “It’s been a bakery for a while,” Eftgan said. “It was one of the three in town that have Throne warrants; the Castle gets some of its bread from these people.” She shrugged. “This spot was handy for them due to being so close, no question. But word’s had it for a while that there were better premises one circle down that the owners had had their eye on, but weren’t quite able to afford.”

      It had taken Segnbora a few moments to get control of her face, but she seemed to have managed at least that much now. Eftgan, though, seemed to have given up waiting, and had gone back to gazing idly at the black stone of the building’s frontage. “Your House can’t be quartered in the Palace, ‘Berend,” she said. “Our relationship’s causing enough talk as it is. So if the Throne made the bakery an offer on their premises that was frankly a bit better than market value—enough so they could use the difference to pick up the place down in Cuirass Row—who was going to complain?”

      Segnbora didn’t waste her loved’s time answering the question. Eftgan shrugged. “Everybody gets what they want. You get the separation from the Palace that a House of the Forty properly requires. The Queen’s poor aching head gets a little peace from the noise of the other Thirty-nine. And if it gets around that the bakery’s owners got the better of the Throne on a business deal because its occupant seems not to understand the property market?” Her smile went both impish and feral. “That’s a rumor I’ll find a way to exploit in my dealings with the Forty in good time. Meanwhile—”

      She took Segnbora’s hand, put the key in it, and closed the hand around it. “It’s not furnished, of course, but Lorn’s got enough spare furniture lying around in Kynall for any three houses.” At which point the Queen’s expression went a bit tart. “’Berend, honestly, will you explain to me what it is about Arlene royalty and keeping old furniture around forever and ever? Going by the beds in the guest wing, you’d think Héalhra’d slept in some of them. Wyn’s still complaining about the state of his back after last time—”

      Shutters were thrown open up on the third floor; a shower of dust and rust came raining down. “Oh, all right now,” said a voice from inside, “this view’s entirely decent! And look at this nice shut-bed. I can use this for a workroom.”

      “Oh no you can’t, because I made my mark on that one an hour ago. You can have the one in the back, on the right. It’ll be so much quieter.”

      “What? The overlooked one with the view of somebody’s back wall? Not in this life.”

      “What’s the matter with that one?” another voice said. “It’s got quite a nice fireplace. And they’ve left a fair bit of firewood. Enough for a quick snack at least—”

      And from somewhere else upstairs in the house came a happy shout: “Tata, mine!”

      “Oh Goddess, we’re all doomed now. Everything in here’s been ‘Mine!’ all morning—”

      “Doomed, yes, that’ll cover it, I’d say, because now she’s got hold of Khávrinen.”

      “What??”

      All Segnbora could do was stand there and grin. At least it made the tears that had started running down her face somewhat supportable as her wife put her arms around her and hugged her tight: then turned her loose again. “You’ll have to excuse me now; I’ve got a country to run,” Eftgan said. “As regards those two— You’re the one who got us involved with them! So I’ll just leave you to it.” And she kissed Segnbora on the mouth and headed off down the street, turning back into the little alley that led up toward the Palace and vanishing from sight.

      Segnbora stood there and breathed deep, looking one more time at the key in her hand. Then she turned, tilted her head back and regarded the upstairs windows as the second set of front shutters squealed open.

      “I’m warning you two, that’s my bedroom you’re arguing over!” she shouted.

      People in the street passing by with their shopping stopped to stare where she was staring, and the bouncer from the Stuck Pig down the road put her head out the door, took it all in, shrugged, and went back in again.

      Segnbora stood there just a moment more. Then the tai-Enraesi smiled, lifted the latch, pushed the creaking door open, and entered into her House.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Tile games and sets in the Middle Kingdoms

          

        

      

    

    
      The tile games of the Middle Kingdoms are descended from what we would think of as card games—though the proper name for those in all three major languages is based on the local phrase for “tree games”, as the Kingdoms’ playing cards were (and still are) routinely fashioned from sheets of the peeled-off inner layer of ironwood bark. The earliest known cards featured images of the first coins struck by Arlen, Darthen and Steldin. Pictures of North Arlene coinage were the last addition to these card sets, and the first imagery to be lost after the North adopted the Arlene currency in the mid-2200s p.a.d.

      The name for what we would think of as game tiles in all three languages is also congruent—“stones”— and the games are “stone games“. The normal or basic number of game tiles is 156, but there are many regional variants—especially in Steldin, where (as in Lennel’s set) six suits is the norm, instead of four as in the rest of the Kingdoms.

      There are also regionally-varying numbers of “rogue stones” (we would think of these as “wild card” tiles) bearing images of plants or beasts normally associated with the five elements. These can be exquisitely ornate or extremely stylized, depending on local cultural influences and the stone maker’s preferences.

      The major suits are staves, crowns, sheaves and vines: in Steldin, swords and rings are added. Images originally derived from coinage usually include eagles, lions, bears (for Steldin) and dolphins (for North Arlen, though as noted above, the original coinage has become extinct).

      “Rogue stone” designs can include phoenixes, leviathans, moonsteeds, firewyrms, icewyrms, and many other mythical and non-mythical “fabulous beasts” of the Kingdoms. Corkindrills, icebears and peakbeasts are common in Steldene sets. Dragons only very rarely appear in tile sets, almost uniquely in sets from North Arlen and reflecting the presence of the Eorlhowe.

      The most common style of tile-play across the Kingdoms is one in which the winner must both match a certain number of tiles and achieve a certain numerical score. (All tiles have a numerical value which in newer sets is normally incised on them; older sets lack this, players being expected to know the values by heart.) Other play styles involve the attempt to produce a specific design of tiles while playing, and/or to disrupt the other player’s pattern.

      As with our poker, however, there are so many different games and styles of play—diverging regionally, culturally, and for many other reasons—that whole books could be written about them (and, in the Middle Kingdoms, have been); so that even an attempt to enumerate them falls far outside the scope of this work.
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      For news of the completion of the Door Into… series and new releases in the Tales of the Five sequence, sign up to one of our audience update lists!
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